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I
 NEW YEAR'S DAY
 January 1, 1861





1
 The Star of Bethlehem

Crossing an unknown river far from your domain, observe the surface turbulence, and note the clarity of the water. Heed the demeanor of the horses. Beware of massed ambush.

At a familiar ford near home, look deep into the shadows on the far bank, and watch the movement of the tall grass. Listen to the breathing of your nearest companions. Beware of the lone assassin.

SUZUME-NO-KUMO

(1491)

Heiko, feigning sleep, kept her breathing deep and slow, her muscles relaxed but not slack, her lips closed, at the very edge of parting, her eyes soft beneath unfluttering eyelids, her hooded gaze turned within, to the calm place at the center of her being. She sensed rather than felt him awaken beside her.

When he turned to look at her, she hoped he would see:

Her hair: the utter dark of starless night spilling across the blue silk undersheet.

Her face: pale as spring snow, glowing, with light stolen from the moon.

Her body: suggestive curvatures beneath the coverlet, also of silk, emblazoned with a finely embroidered pair of white cranes, their throats crimson with mating frenzy, dancing and dueling in midair, against a field of gold.

She was confident of starless night. Her hair—dark, lustrous, fine—was one of her best attributes.

Spring snow might be too far a stretch, even with generous metaphorical license. She had spent her early childhood in a fishing village in Tosa Domain. Those happy hours in the sun so long ago could never be completely erased. Her cheeks were ever so slightly freckled. Spring snow was not freckled. Still, there was that moonlight glow to make up for it. He insisted she had it. Who was she to disagree with him?

She hoped he was looking at her. She was an elegant sleeper, even when she was actually asleep. When she was performing, as she was now, the effect on men was usually devastating. What will he do? Will he remove the concealment, lightly, discreetly, and look upon her unconscious nakedness? Or will he smile, lean down, and wake her with a soft caress? Or will he watch, patient as always, and wait for her eyes to flutter open on their own?

Such conjecture would not have troubled her with any other man, would not even have entered her thoughts. This one was different. With him, she often found herself indulging in such reveries. Was it because he was truly unlike the others, she wondered, or was it simply because this was the one to whom she had so foolishly lost her heart?

Genji did nothing that she had anticipated. Instead he rose and went to the window overlooking Edo Bay. He stood there naked, in the dawn chill, and watched whatever he was watching with close attention. Occasionally, he shivered, but he made no move to dress himself. Heiko knew that in his youth he had undergone rigorous training with Tendai monks atop Mount Hiei. Those austere mystics were said to be masters of internal heat generation, able to stand naked beneath icy waterfalls for hours at a time. Genji prided himself on having once been their disciple. She sighed and moved, as if shifting slightly in her sleep, to stifle the giggle that almost escaped her. Obviously, he had not mastered the technique as well as he might have hoped.

Her sigh, as beguiling as she knew it was, did not distract Genji from his observation. Without so much as a glance in her direction, he picked up the ancient Portuguese telescope, opened it to its full extension, and focused again on the bay. Heiko permitted herself to feel disappointment. She had hoped . . . What had she hoped? Hope, small or large, was an indulgence, was it not, and nothing more.

She pictured him standing there by the window. She did so without actually looking again. Genji would not fail to notice her awareness if she pressed too much. She wasn't entirely sure he hadn't already. That would explain why he had ignored her earlier when he arose, and again when she sighed. He was teasing. Or perhaps not. It was hard to say. So she gave up thinking and pictured him.

He was rather too pretty for a man. That, and the way he habitually carried himself in an excessively casual and unsamurai-like manner, made him seem frivolous, fragile, even effeminate. External appearances were deceiving. Without clothing, the visible striations of his musculature testified to the seriousness of his martial dedication. The discipline of war was a near neighbor to the abandon of love. She felt herself warming with remembrance and sighed, this time involuntarily. It was too difficult now to maintain any pretense of sleep. She allowed her eyes to open. She looked at him and saw what she had pictured. Whatever was on the other end of that telescope must be truly fascinating. It held his full attention.

After a time, she said in a sleepy voice, "My lord, you are shivering."

He continued watching the bay, but he smiled and said, "A foul lie. I am immune to cold."

Heiko slipped from the bed and donned Genji's underkimono. She wrapped it close around her body, warming as much of it as she could, while she knelt and tied her hair loosely with a silk ribbon. It would take her maid, Sachiko, hours to restore her elaborate courtesan's coiffure. For now, this would have to do. She stood and walked toward him with the short, shuffling steps required of gracious women, then went to her knees and bowed when she was a few feet away. She held the bow for several moments, not expecting any acknowledgment from him, and not receiving any. Then she rose, took off the underkimono, warm now with the heat of her body and redolent with her scent, and put it around his shoulders.

Genji grunted and shrugged himself into the garment. "Here, look."

She took the offered telescope and scanned the bay. Last night, there had been six ships at anchor, all warships from Russia, Britain, and America. Now there was a seventh, a three-masted schooner. The new arrival was smaller than the naval vessels, and lacked their paddle wheels and tall black smokestacks. There were no gun ports along her sides and no cannon visible on deck. As insignificant as it looked beside the warships, it was still twice the size of any Japanese ship. Where had it come from? West, from a Chinese port? South, from the Indies? East, from America?

She said, "The merchant ship wasn't there when we went to bed."

"It just dropped anchor."

"Is it the one you've been waiting for?"

"Perhaps."

Heiko bowed and returned the telescope to Genji. He hadn't told her what ship he was waiting for, or why, and of course she hadn't asked. In all likelihood, Genji himself wouldn't know the answer to those questions. He was, she assumed, awaiting the fulfillment of a prophecy, and prophecies were notoriously incomplete. Wherever her thoughts went, she kept her eyes on the ships in the bay. "Why were the outsiders making so much noise last night?"

"They were celebrating New Year's Eve."

"New Year's Eve is six weeks away."

"It is for us. The first new moon after the winter solstice, in the fifteenth year of the Emperor Komei. But for them, the New Year is already here." He said in English, "January 1, 1861," then shifted back to Japanese. "Time is more rapid for them. That's why they are so far ahead of us. Here it is, their New Year's Day, while we remain mired six weeks in the past." He looked at her and smiled. "You shame me, Heiko. Don't you feel the cold?"

"I am a mere woman, my lord. Where you are muscular, I am fat. That flaw keeps me warm a little longer." In fact, she was using all her discipline not to react to the chilly air. Warming the kimono, then giving it to him, was a moderately attractive gesture. If she trembled, she would be putting too much emphasis on what she had done, and all grace would be lost.

Genji looked at the ships again. "Steam engines that propel them whether the wind blows or the seas are becalmed. Cannon that can hurl destruction miles away. A handheld firearm for every soldier. For three hundred years, we have deluded ourselves with the cult of the sword, while they have been busy being efficient. Even their languages are more efficient. Because of that, so is their thinking. We are so vague. We rely too much on the implied and unspoken."

"Is efficiency so important?" Heiko said.

"It is in war, and war is coming."

"Is that prophecy?"

"No, only common sense. Everywhere they have gone, the outsiders have taken all they could take. Lives, treasure, land. They have seized the better part of three-quarters of the world from its rightful rulers, looted, murdered, and enslaved."

Heiko said, "How unlike our own Great Lords."

Genji laughed brightly. "It is our duty to ensure that all looting, murdering, and enslaving in Japan is done by us alone. Otherwise, how can we call ourselves Great Lords?"

Heiko bowed. "I am secure in the knowledge of such profound protection. May I draw a bath for you, my lord?"

"Thank you."

"For us, this is the hour of the dragon. What time is it for them?"

Genji looked at the Swiss clock on the table. He said in English, "Four minutes after seven A.M."

"Would you prefer to bathe, my lord, at four minutes after seven A.M., or in the hour of the dragon?"

Genji laughed again his free and easy laugh, and bowed, conceding her point. It was said among his many detractors that he laughed too frequently. This was, they said, evidence of a critical lack of seriousness in these perilous times. Perhaps this was true. Heiko wasn't sure. But she was sure that she loved to hear him laugh.

She returned his bow, took three backward steps, then turned to walk away. She was naked in her lover's bedroom, but her walk could not have been more graceful if she had been in full ceremonial attire in the Shogun's palace. She could feel his eyes on her.

"Heiko," she heard him say, "wait a moment."

She smiled. He had ignored her as long as he could. Now he was coming to her.

* * * * *

The Right Reverend Zephaniah Cromwell, humble servant of the Light of the True Word of the Prophets of Christ Our Lord, looked across the water to the city of Edo, the teeming pagan anthill of sin to which he had been sent to convey the word of God to the ignorant Japanese. The True Word, before these blighted heathens were totally ruined by the Papists, and the Episcopalians, who were only Papists in disguise, and the Calvinists and Lutherans, who were but profit-mongers hiding behind the name of God. Heretical deviationists had beaten the True Word to China. The Right Reverend Cromwell was determined that they not triumph in Japan. In the battle to come, at Armageddon, how powerful these samurai will be, if they take Christ into themselves and become true Christian soldiers. Unafraid to die, born for war, they would be the most perfect of martyrs. That was the future, if future there was. The present did not look promising. This was a hellish land of harlots and sodomites and murderers. But he had the True Word to sustain him and he would triumph. God's will be done.

"Good morning, Zephaniah."

Her voice instantly melted his righteous rage, and he felt in its place that terrible, now-familiar heat rising inexorably in him, firing his brain and his loins. No, no, he would not yield to those evil imaginings.

"Good morning, Emily," he said. He fought to maintain a stern calm as he faced her. Emily Gibson, a faithful member of his flock, his student, his fiancée. He tried not to think of the fresh young body under her clothing, the rise and fall of her ample bosom, the beckoning curve of her hips, the length and shapeliness of her legs, the occasional flash of an ankle beneath the hem of her skirt. He tried not to imagine what he had not yet seen. Her unhindered breasts in naked repose, their fullness, the shape and color of her nipples. Her belly, rich with fertility and ready for his flooding seed. Her procreative mound, so sacred to the commandments of the Lord Our God, so profane with the Evil One's sweetest inducements of sensation, scent, and taste. Oh, the temptations and deceptions of the flesh, the ravenous hungers the flesh called forth, the raging flames of madness the flesh stoked with incendiary lust. "They that are after the things of the flesh do mind the things of the flesh; but they that are after the Spirit the things of the Spirit." He didn't realize he had spoken aloud until he heard Emily's voice again.

"Amen," she said.

Reverend Cromwell felt the world spinning away from him, and with it, the grace and salvation promised by Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God. He had to drive away all thought of the flesh. He looked again across the water at Edo. "Our great challenge. Sins in mind and body aplenty. Unbelievers in their vast multitudes."

She smiled that soft dreamy smile of hers. "I am sure you are up to the task, Zephaniah. You are a true man of God."

A blush of shame flowed over Reverend Cromwell. What would this innocent and trusting child think if she knew what foul hungers tortured him every moment he was in her presence? He said, "Let us pray for the heathens," and knelt down on the deck of the ship. Emily obediently knelt beside him. Too close, too close. He could feel her body heat, and despite his every effort not to notice, his nostrils were flooded with the natural perfume of her sex.

"Her princes within her are roaring lions," Reverend Cromwell said. "Her judges are evening wolves; they gnaw not the bones till the morrow. Her prophets are light and treacherous persons; her priests have polluted the sanctuary, they have done violence to the law. The just Lord is in the midst thereof; he will not do iniquity; every morning doth he bring his judgment to light, he faileth not; but the unjust knoweth no shame." Gaining confidence from the familiar cadences of the True Word, his voice grew stronger and deeper as he went on, becoming in his own ears like unto the very voice of God Himself. "Therefore wait thee upon me, saith the Lord, until the day that I rise up to the prey: for my determination is to gather the nations, that I may assemble the kingdoms, to pour upon them mine indignation, even all my fierce anger: for all the earth shall be devoured with the fire of my jealousy!" He paused to gulp down air. "Amen!" he screamed.

"Amen," Emily said, her voice as soft as a lullaby.

* * * * *

In the high seaward observation tower of Edo Castle, a Dutch celestial telescope the size of a main cannon from an English man-of-war nested atop a complex French tripod capable of the most minute calibrations. The telescope was a gift from the Dutch government to the first Tokugawa Shogun, Ieyasu, some two hundred fifty years ago. Napoleon Bonaparte had sent the tripod to the eleventh Shogun of the dynasty, Ienari, on the occasion of his own coronation as Emperor of France. That so-called empire lasted a mere ten years.

As the hour of the dragon gave way to the hour of the snake, Kawakami Eichi's eye was at the huge telescope. It was aimed, not at the cosmos, but at the palaces of the Great Lords in the Tsukiji district less than a mile away. His mind, however, was elsewhere. Contemplating the history of the telescope itself, he concluded that the present Shogun, Iemochi, was likely to be the last Tokugawa to hold that high honor. The question, of course, was who would come next? As head of the Shogun's secret police, it was Kawakami's duty to protect the regime. As a devout subject of the Emperor, presently powerless but endowed with the inviolable mandate of the gods, it was his duty to protect the nation. In better times, these two duties had been inseparable. Now it was not necessarily so. Loyalty was the most fundamental of samurai virtues. Without loyalty, there was nothing. To Kawakami, who had looked at loyalty from every possible angle—examining loyalty was, after all, his occupation—it had become increasingly clear that the days of personal allegiance were coming to an end. Loyalty, in the future, must be to a cause, a principle, an idea, not a man or a clan. That such an unprecedented thought had entered his mind was a marvel in itself, and yet another sign of the outsiders' insidious influence.

He shifted the telescope's focus from the palaces to the bay just beyond. Six of the seven ships at anchor were warships. Outsiders. They had changed everything. First, the arrival of the fleet of Black Ships, seven years ago, commanded by that arrogant American, Perry. Then the humiliating treaties with outsider nations, giving them the right to enter Japan and freeing them from the jurisdiction of Japanese law. It was like being tortured and raped in the most terrible ways, not once, but repeatedly, while being required to smile and bow and express gratitude. Kawakami's hand clenched as if gripping his sword. How cleansing it will be to behead them all. One day, without a doubt. Unfortunately that day was not this one. Edo Castle was the most strongly fortified place in all of Japan. Its mere existence had helped keep rival clans from testing the Tokugawa hold on power for nearly three centuries. Yet any one of those ships could reduce this great fortress to bloody rubble in a matter of hours. Yes, everything had changed, and those who would survive and prosper must change as well. The outsiders' way of thinking, scientific, logical, cold, was what allowed them to produce their amazing weapons. There had to be a way to use their thinking without becoming the stinking offal-eating demons that they were.

"My lord." The voice of his lieutenant, Mukai, came from outside the door.

"Enter."

Mukai, on his knees, slid the door back, bowed, entered on his knees, slid the door closed, and bowed again. "The new maritime arrival is the Star of Bethlehem. It sailed from San Francisco, on the western coast of America, five weeks ago, and ported in Honolulu, in the Hawaiian Islands, before proceeding here. Its cargo does not include explosives or any quantity of firearms, and none of its passengers are known agents of outsider governments, military experts, or criminals."

"The outsiders are all criminals," Kawakami said.

"Yes, my lord," Mukai agreed. "I meant only that none of them have actual criminal records so far as we know."

"Meaningless. The American government is exceedingly poor at keeping track of its people. It is to be expected, since so many of them are illiterate. How can sensible records be kept when half the record keepers themselves can neither read nor write?"

"Very true."

"What else?"

"Three Christian missionaries, with five hundred English-language Bibles."

Missionaries. That worried Kawakami. The outsiders were extremely ferocious in matters of what they called "freedom of religion." This was, of course, a totally nonsensical concept. In Japan, the people of every domain followed the religion decreed by their Great Lord. If the Great Lord subscribed to a particular sect of Buddhism, then the people were also of that sect. If he was Shinto, then they were Shinto. If he was both, as was often the case, they, too, were both. Every subject was also at liberty to follow any other religion he chose. Religion was concerned with the other realm, and the Shogun and the Great Lords were not concerned about any realm but this one. Christianity was an entirely different matter. That outsider doctrine had treason built into it. One God for the entire world, a God above the gods of Japan, and above the Son of Heaven, His Most August Imperial Majesty, the Emperor Komei. The first Tokugawa Shogun, Ieyasu, had wisely proscribed Christianity. He had expelled the outsider priests, crucified tens of thousands of converts, and that was that for more than two hundred years. Christianity was still officially forbidden. But it was a law that could no longer be enforced. Japanese swords were no match for the guns of the outsiders. So "freedom of religion" meant that every individual could practice the religion of his choice to the exclusion of all others. Besides encouraging anarchy, which was bad enough, this permitted the outsiders a pretext for intervention on behalf of their coreligionists. Indeed, Kawakami was certain that this was the real reason for "freedom of religion."

"Who is to receive the missionaries?"

"The Great Lord of Akaoka."

Kawakami closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and centered himself. The Great Lord of Akaoka. Lately, he had been hearing that name far too often for his liking. The fief was small, distant, and unimportant. Two-thirds of the Great Lords held richer lands. But now, as always in times of uncertainty, the Great Lord of Akaoka assumed a prominence completely out of proportion to his true significance. It didn't matter if he was a wily old warrior and politician, like the late Lord Kiyori, or an effete dilettante like his boyish successor, Lord Genji. The centuries-old rumors elevated them above their rightful station. The rumors of their supposed gift of prophecy.

"We should have arrested him when the Regent was assassinated."

"That was an act by anti-outsider radicals, not Christian sympathizers," Mukai said. "He was not implicated at all."

Kawakami frowned. "You are beginning to sound like an outsider."

Mukai, realizing his error, bowed low. "Forgive me, my lord. I misspoke."

"You cite proof and evidence, as if they are more important than what is in a man's heart."

"My profound apologies, my lord." Mukai's face was still pressed against the floor.

"What is thought is as important as what is done, Mukai."

"Yes, my lord."

"If men, especially Great Lords, are not held accountable for their thoughts, then how will civilization survive the onslaught of the barbarians?"

"Yes, my lord." Mukai raised his head slightly to look at Kawakami. "Should I issue the order for his arrest?"

Kawakami turned back to the telescope. This time, he focused on the ship Mukai had identified as the Star of Bethlehem. The powerful magnification provided by the Dutch device put him on deck with a man remarkably ugly even for an outsider. His eyes bulged as if there were too much pressure in the lumpy head. His face was grooved with lines of anguish, his mouth twisted in what appeared to be a perpetual grimace, his nose long and bent off to one side, his shoulders raised and hunched with tension. A young woman stood beside him. Her skin appeared exceptionally fair and smooth, no doubt an illusion caused by the curvatures and densities of the optical glass. Otherwise, she was a beast, like all of them. The man said something and knelt on the deck. A moment later, the woman knelt beside him. They were engaging in some kind of Christian prayer ritual.

Guilt at his own thoughts had made Kawakami react a little too strongly to the outsider taint in Mukai's words. Of course there could be no arrest. Akaoka was a minor fief, but the ferocity of its dedicated corps of samurai had been legendary for centuries. Any attempt at arrest would result in waves of assassinations, which could drag in other Great Lords, leading to all-out civil war, which in turn would provide too tempting an opportunity for outsider invasion. If the Great Lord of Akaoka was to be destroyed, it would have to be by less direct means. Means that Kawakami already had in place.

"Not yet," Kawakami said. "Let him proceed for now, and let us see who else we might net."

* * * * *

The gun was in his right hand and the knife was in his left before his eyes were open. Stark snapped awake, screams of rage ringing in his ears. Dim morning light seeped into his cabin, casting vague, shifting shadows. His pistol followed his eyes as he swept the room. No one lurked there waiting for death. He was still alone. For a moment, he thought he had been having the bad dream again.

"Therefore wait ye upon me, saith the Lord, until the day that I rise up to the prey . . ."

He recognized Cromwell's voice coming from the deck above. He exhaled and lowered his weapons. The preacher was at it again, spewing hellfire at the top of his lungs.

Stark got up from the bunk. His trunk was open, ready for final packing. In a few hours, he would be ashore in a new land. He felt the comforting heft of the big gun in his hand. The .44 caliber Colt Army Model Revolver with the six-inch barrel. He could draw the two pounds of steel and fire, all inside of one second, hitting a man's torso at twenty feet with the first shot three times out of five, and with the second shot the other two times. At ten feet, he could send the first bullet between a man's eyes, or into his right one or his left, take your pick, two times out of three. The third time, if the man ran, Stark could put the bullet through his spine, right at the base of the neck, and blow his head clean off his shoulders.

He would have preferred to keep the Colt on him, in an open holster slung low on his right hip. But now was not the time to wear a gun outside his clothes. Or a knife the size of a small sword. The bowie went back in its sheath and into the trunk between two sweaters Mary Anne had knit for him. He wrapped the Colt in an old towel and put it next to the bowie. He covered them both with folded shirts, and on top of the clothes he placed a layer of a dozen Bibles. In the hold of the ship was a crate with five hundred more. How the Japanese were going to read the King James Version, only God and Cromwell knew. It didn't matter to Stark. His interest in Scripture began and ended with the second line of Genesis. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. He doubted he would be called upon to do any preaching anyway. Cromwell too dearly loved the sound of his own voice.

Stark had a second gun, a compact Smith & Wesson .32 caliber pocket pistol. It was small enough to hide under his jacket and light enough to keep in a reinforced pocket on the lower left-hand side of his vest, just above the belt line. To get it out, he had to cross-draw, reaching under his jacket and into the vest. He tried it a few times, practicing until his body remembered the movements, and he was as smooth and as quick as he was going to be. He didn't know how good the .32 was at stopping a man. He hoped it was better than the smaller bore .22 he'd had before. With the .22, five bullets could go into a man, and if the man was big enough and angry enough and afraid enough, he would keep on coming, blood spilling from his face and chest, the ten-inch blade of his bowie knife still hungry for your guts, and it could take a lucky swing of the empty gun fracturing the man's skull to finally bring him down.

Stark put on his jacket, picked up his hat and gloves, and went up the stairs. Cromwell and his fiancée, Emily Gibson, said their final amens and rose from their knees as he arrived on deck.

"Good morning, Brother Matthew," Emily said. She wore a simple gingham bonnet, a cheap cloth coat lumpy with cotton padding, and an old wool scarf around her neck to keep the cold away. A stray ringlet of golden hair fell out of the bonnet by her right ear. She reached up and tucked it back in as if it were something to be ashamed of. How did that line go? Neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend you. Funny. She made him think of biblical verses. Maybe she was meant to be a preacher's wife after all. Worry briefly creased her brow before her turquoise eyes sparkled again, and she smiled at him. "Did our prayers wake you?"

Stark said, "What better way to wake than to the Word of God?"

"Amen, Brother Matthew," Cromwell said. "Is it not said, I will not give sleep to mine eyes, or slumber to mine eyelids, until I find out a place for the Lord."

"Amen," Emily and Stark said in unison.

Cromwell gestured grandly toward land. "There it is, Brother Matthew. Japan. Forty million souls doomed to eternal damnation but for the grace of God and our own selfless efforts."

Buildings covered the landscape as far as Stark could see. Most of them were low-lying structures of flimsy appearance no more than three stories tall. The city was vast, but it looked like it could all blow away in a strong wind, or burn at the touch of a single match. Except for the palaces along the shoreline and the towering white fortress with the black roofs about a mile inland.

"Are you ready, Brother Matthew?" Cromwell asked.

Stark said, "Yes, Brother Zephaniah, I am."

* * * * *

Sohaku, abbot of Mushindo Monastery, sat alone in his hojo, the ten-foot-square private meditation room of the temple's resident Zen master. He sat unmoving in full lotus posture, his eyelids closed to narrow slits, not seeing, not listening, not feeling. Birds twittered in the trees outside. A light breeze, rising with the sun, moved through the hall. In the kitchen, monks banged pots as they prepared the next meal. They should not be making so much noise. Sohaku caught himself thinking and sighed. Well, he lasted for a minute or two, that time. Getting better at it, anyway. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he lifted his right foot off his left thigh with both hands and placed it on the floor before him. He leaned back and lifted his left foot off his right thigh and let the leg stretch out next to the other. Ah. Such wonderful pleasure simply from straightening his legs. Life was truly a gift and a mystery. The pots banged again in the kitchen, and someone laughed. It sounded like Taro. That undisciplined lazy fool.

Sohaku, grim coldness in his eyes, rose to his feet and strode out of the hojo. He moved, not with the slow, mindful, deliberate steps of the Zen monk that he now was. His steps were long, aggressive, permitting no possibility of pause or retreat, the steps that were habitually his before he took the two hundred fifty vows of monkhood, when he was the samurai Tanaka Hidetada, commander of cavalry, sworn vassal in life and in death of Okumichi no kami Kiyori, the late Great Lord of Akaoka.

"Idiots!" He stepped over the threshold into the kitchen. With his arrival, the three burly men in the brown robes of Zen acolytes dropped instantly to their knees, their shaven heads pressed hard against the floor. "Where do you think you are? What do you think you are doing? May you and your fathers be damned as women in all your incarnations to come!" None of the three men moved or made a sound. They stayed as they were, pressing themselves as far downward as they could go. They would remain there, Sohaku knew, until he permitted them to rise. His heart softened. They were, in truth, good men. Loyal, brave, well disciplined. This business of being monks was difficult for them all. "Taro."

Taro raised his head slightly off the floor and peeked up at Sohaku. "Yes!"

"Take Lord Shigeru his breakfast."

"Yes!"

"And be careful. I don't want to lose another man, not even one as useless as you."

Taro smiled as he bowed down. Sohaku was no longer angry. "Yes! I will do so immediately."

Sohaku departed without another word. Taro and the other two, Muné and Yoshi, rose to their feet.

Muné said, "Lord Hidetada's mood has been consistently foul of late."

"You mean the Reverend Abbot Sohaku," Taro said, ladling bean curd soup into a serving bowl.

Yoshi snorted. "Of course his mood is foul, whatever name he chooses to use. Ten hours of meditation every day. No training with sword, lance, or bow. Who could endure such a regimen without becoming foul?"

"We are samurai of the Okumichi clan," Taro said, chopping a pickled radish into bite-sized pieces. "It is our duty to obey our lord no matter what he orders."

"True," Muné said, "but is it not also our duty to do so with good cheer?"

Yoshi snorted again, but he picked up a broom and began sweeping the kitchen.

"'When the archer misses his target,'" Taro said, quoting Confucius, "'he looks within himself for error.' It is not our place to criticize our superiors." He put the soup and the pickled vegetables on a tray along with a small pot of rice. When Taro left the kitchen, Muné was washing the pots, being very careful not to bang them together.

It was a beautiful winter's morning. The cold that penetrated his flimsy robe invigorated him. How refreshing it would be to wade into the stream beside the temple and stand under the icy flow of its small waterfall. Such pleasures were forbidden to him now.

He was certain it was only a temporary prohibition. While the present Great Lord of Akaoka might not be the warrior his grandfather was, he was still an Okumichi. War was coming. That was plain even to a simple man like Taro. And whenever there was war, the swords of the Okumichi clan were always among the first to redden with the blood of enemies. They had been waiting for a long time. When war came, they would not remain monks for long.

Taro stepped lightly on the small stones of the footpath between the main hall and the residence wing. When the stones were wet, they were treacherously slippery. When they were dry, they made the sound of a small landslide with every step. Reverend Sohaku had offered a year's exemption from stable duty to the first man to walk the path in silence for ten paces. So far, Taro had attained the best results, but he was nowhere near inaudible. Much practice was still required.

The twenty other monks would be sitting in meditation for another thirty minutes before Muné rang the bell for the first meal of the day. Nineteen monks, that is. He had forgotten about Jioji, whose skull was fractured yesterday while engaged in the very task now assigned to Taro. He made his way through the garden to the wall marking the perimeter of the temple grounds. Near the wall was a small hut. He knelt at the door. Before announcing himself, he brought his senses to full attention. He had no wish to join Jioji in a funeral pyre.

"Lord," he said, "it is Taro. I have brought your breakfast."

"We fly through the air in great ships of metal," came the voice from within. "In the hour of the tiger, we are here. By the hour of the boar, we are in Hiroshima. We have traveled through the air like gods, but we are not satisfied. We are late. We wish we had arrived even earlier."

"I am entering, lord." Taro removed the wooden rod that kept the door locked and slid it open. The heavy stench of sweat, feces, and urine immediately assailed his nostrils and twisted his stomach into a trembling knot. He rose and stepped away as quickly as he could without upsetting the food on the tray. With effort, he managed to keep the bile from rising all the way up into his mouth. He would have to clean the room before he served breakfast. That meant he would also have to clean its occupant. This was not something he could do alone.

"In our hands are small horns. We whisper to each other with them."

"Lord, I will return shortly. Please calm yourself."

In fact, the voice was calm, despite the insanity of the words it pronounced.

"We hear each other clearly, though we are a thousand miles apart."

Taro quickly returned to the kitchen.

"Water, rags," he said to Muné and Yoshi.

"By the Merciful Buddha of Compassion," Yoshi said, "please tell me he hasn't fouled his room again."

Taro said, "Strip down to your loincloths. There's no point in dirtying our clothing." He took off his robe, folded it neatly, and put it on a shelf.

When they came through the garden and could see the hut, Taro realized with a shock that he had left the door open. His two companions stopped abruptly as soon as they saw it.

"Didn't you lock the door before leaving?" Muné asked.

"We should get more help," Yoshi said nervously.

Taro said, "Wait here."

He approached the hut with extreme caution. Not only had he left the door open, the stench had been so repulsive to him that he had failed to look inside before going for assistance. It was unlikely that their charge could have escaped all the bonds that held him in place. After the incident yesterday with Jioji, they had not only tied Lord Shigeru's arms and legs tightly to his body, they had also tied him with four ropes that extended to each of the four walls. Shigeru could not shift more than a foot in one direction before at least one of the ropes prevented further movement. Still, it was Taro's responsibility to make certain.

The putrid odors were as bad as before, but he was now too worried to care.

"Lord?"

There was no answer. He looked in quickly without exposing himself to attack. The four ropes were still connected to the walls, but no longer to Shigeru. Pressing himself against the outside wall to the left, he peered into the right side of the hut, then reversed his position and checked the other half of the small space. The hut was definitely empty.

"Inform the abbot," Taro said to Yoshi. "Our guest has departed his residence."

While Yoshi ran to spread the alarm, Taro and Muné stood close together and looked uncertainly around the immediate area.

"He could be gone from the temple grounds, on his way back to Akaoka," Muné said. "Or he could be hiding anywhere. Before his illness, he was a master of concealment. He could be in the garden with a dozen horses and cavalrymen and we wouldn't see him."

"He doesn't have horses or cavalrymen with him," Taro said.

"My point," Muné said, "is not that he does, but that he could, and we still wouldn't know where he is. Himself alone, how easily he can escape detection."

Taro was prevented from responding, first, by the look of horrified astonishment on Mune's face as he looked, not at Taro, but just past Taro's shoulder, and second, by what he later learned was a fist-sized rock that slammed into the back of his head just a moment later.

When Taro regained consciousness, Sohaku was attending to Muné's injury, an eye swollen completely shut. With his other eye, Muné fixed a baleful glare on Taro.

Muné said, "You were mistaken. Lord Shigeru was still in the hut."

"How can that be? I looked everywhere and no one was there."

"You didn't look up." Sohaku checked the dressing at the back of Taro's head. "You'll live."

"He was clinging to the wall above the doorway," Muné said. "He came leaping out when you turned your back to talk to me."

"Unforgivable, lord," Taro said, trying to bury his face in the ground. Sohaku prevented him from doing so.

"Calm yourself," he said in a mild voice. "Consider this valuable training. For twenty years, Lord Shigeru was the chief martial arts instructor of our clan. It is no shame to be defeated by him. Of course, that is no excuse for laxity, either. Next time, be sure he's secure before leaving him, and always lock the door."

"Yes, lord."

"Raise your head. You're aggravating the bleeding by groveling that way. And I am abbot, not lord."

"Yes, Reverend Abbot." Taro asked, "Has Lord Shigeru been found?"

"Yes." Sohaku smiled without humor. "He's in the armory."

"He has weapons?"

"He's a samurai," Sohaku said, "and he's in the armory. What do you think? Yes, he has weapons. In fact, he has all the weapons. We have none, except for what we are able to improvise."

Yoshi came running, still only in his loincloth, but now carrying a ten-foot staff freshly cut from the temple's bamboo grove. "He has made no effort to break out, sir. We've blocked the doors of the armory as best we can with logs and barrels of rice. If he really wants to leave, however . . ."

Sohaku nodded. There were three barrels of gunpowder in the armory. Shigeru could blow away any obstruction. Indeed, if he so chose, he could blow up the entire armory, with himself in it. Sohaku rose.

"Stay here," he said to Yoshi. "Take care of your companions." He made his way through the garden to the armory. There, he found the other monks all equipped as Yoshi had been with ten-foot staffs of green bamboo. Not the ideal weapon with which to face a swordsman who, despite his present condition of debilitating madness, was almost certainly the best in the nation. He was glad to see that his men had arrayed themselves properly. A thin screen of four observers at the closed back of the building, and three teams of five men each at the front, where Shigeru was likely to appear if he tried to escape.

Sohaku went up to the front door, blocked, as Yoshi had described, with logs and heavy barrels of rice. Inside, he could hear the swift movement of steel through air. Shigeru was practicing, probably with a sword in each hand. He was one of the few modern swordsmen strong enough and skilled enough to follow the legendary Musashi's two-sword style of two hundred years ago. Sohaku bowed respectfully at the door and said, "Lord Shigeru. It is I, Tanaka Hidetada, commander of cavalry. May I speak with you?" He thought his former name would cause less confusion. He hoped it would also elicit a response. He and Shigeru had been comrades in arms for twenty years.

"Air you can see," the voice within said. "Layers of color on the horizon, garlands for the setting sun. Beautiful, unbreathable."

Sohaku could make no sense of the words. He said, "May I be of assistance in some way, lord?"

The only answer from within was the hiss of swords slashing air.

* * * * *

The longboat knifed through the water toward the intricate network of wharves that formed Edo Harbor. Light sea mist rising from the bow wave touched Emily's cheeks with icy dew. Astern, a Japanese lighter hove to beside the Star of Bethlehem, ready to shift cargo from ship to shore.

"There is where we are bound," Zephaniah said, "that palace beside the shore. Its master calls it the Quiet Crane."

Brother Matthew said, "It looks more like a fort than a palace."

"A most excellent observation, Brother Matthew. It is well to bear in mind where we are going. Among the most murderous heathens on the face of the earth. Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; but we will remember the name of the Lord our God."

"Amen," Brother Matthew and Emily said.

Emily tried not to let her expectations get the better of her. Her destiny lay ahead. When it was revealed, would it match her hopes? She sat beside her betrothed, the Reverend Zephaniah Cromwell, and gave every appearance of peaceful quietude. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name's sake. In her bosom, her heart thundered so loudly she was surprised to be the only one who heard it.

She turned toward Zephaniah and saw him staring at her. His cheeks and brow, as usual, were tight with a righteous concentration that caused his eyes to bulge, his lips to turn down, and the deep lines of his face to grow ever deeper. That fierce and knowing visage always made her feel his gaze deep in the most secret depths of her being.

"The name of the Lord is a strong tower," Zephaniah said. "The righteous runneth into it, and is safe."

"Amen," Emily said. She heard Brother Matthew's echoed amen behind her.

"He will not fail thee," Zephaniah said, his voice growing louder, his face redder, "nor forsake thee!"

"Amen," Emily and Brother Matthew said.

Zephaniah's near hand rose, as if to touch her, then he blinked and drew his bulging eyes back into his head. His hand dropped down onto his own thigh. He looked across the bow to the approaching pier. Gospel came from his throat in a choked whisper. "Be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the Lord thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest."

"Amen," Emily said.

In truth, she feared what was behind her more than what was ahead. Whatever dread she felt at the approach of the unknown had been polished and honed so much by anticipation, it had turned into hope long ago.

Japan. A land as unlike her own as any could be and still be of God's green earth. Religion, language, history, art—Japan and America held nothing in common. She had never even seen a Japanese man or woman, except in those museum daguerreotypes. And the Japanese, Zephaniah had told her, had seen almost no outsiders for nearly three hundred years. They had become incestuously ingrown, he said, feeling with hearts twisted by isolation, hearing with ears deafened by demonic gongs, seeing with eyes clouded by pagan delusions. We and they will look upon the same scene and see entirely different landscapes. Be prepared for this, he said. Guard yourself from disappointment. Abandon all that you have long taken for granted. You will be cleansed, he said, of all vanity.

She felt no fear, only anticipation. Japan. She had dreamed of it for so long. If there was a place where her infernal curse might be lifted from her, it was Japan. Let the past truly be past. That was her most fervent prayer.

The landing dock neared. Emily could see two dozen Japanese there, wharfmen and officials. In another minute, she would see their faces, and they would see hers. When they looked at her, what would they see?

Her blood thundered in her veins.
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