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A shout broke the stillness of the morning. The Governor
looked up, his mouth still pursed before the flute, a gesture
interrupted before he could even sound a note to begin the day
as he liked. His wife sat beside him, her fingers poised over
the strings of the Koto before her. The swish of fabric from the
courtyard announced the urgency of his servants. The GovernorOs
wife took her place behind the shutters with silent grace, it
would be unfitting for any man other than her husband to see
her. The screen slid open and a prostrate servant presented a
scroll on a platter.

OGovernor Tachibana-sama. Word from Kyoto,O the servant
said. The governor took the message and grunted. The grunt was a
dismissal, but the man did not move. Instead he cowered, his
untrained mind gone blank with fear. A bead of sweat trickled
down the temple of the servant, he stood as still as one of the
gray stone lanterns that lined the path to the palace.

OG0!0 Tachibana barked in frustration. The servant bowed
again and again, like a woodpecker pounding a cedar for a morsel
of meat and then turned and flew off. Governor Tachibana tore
the ribbon from the scroll. His wife, Junko, peeked from behind
the shades.

OThe emperor will visit,O Governor Tachibana said.

OHere?0 JunkoOs eyes widened for a moment before she



regained her poise. OWhy would his Excellency travel so far from
Kyoto? Perhaps he needs a respite from court?O

ONobody comes to this backwater because they want to.O The
Governor put down his flute and walked to the room where his son
waited. OKazuo, get up! ItOs time you learned to govern. Go find
the warlord and order him to come to me. DonOt dally with his
reprobate son. It will take us years to get that backward accent
out of your speech.O

OAnNd the priest? He could build a garden for his Excellency
to view from his bedchamber,O Junko said.

OYes. Send for the priest as well.O Their son, Kazuo yawned.

OWhatever you say, chichi ,0 Kazuo replied in the country
dialect.

OYou will not speak like a peasant!O The governor shouted as
Kazuo leaped out the door and ran down the road with a brutish
gait. The governor shook his head in disgust.

OThat backwardness will be purged when we return to Kyoto,O
he muttered. He wrapped himself in a blue robe. OWhatever his
Excellency wants, we must provide it. This is our chance to quit
this palace of bumpkins and be recalled to the capital, where we
belong.O

The governorOs wife gathered the folds of her kimono. She

wore twelve layers, each a different color. The first layer was



red, and a sensuous glimpse of that fabric stuck out from many
folds. The outermost layer of yellow silk was dyed with the

images of cherry blossoms to fit the spring season. The clothing
was stamped with the crest of the Tachibana, her husbandOs clan.

Junko ran her fingers over the crest and contemplated the
four petals of the orange flower that made up the design. Four
years they had spent in lonely exile. Since they had been sent
to govern in the mountain hamlet, Junko was less certain that
her kimonos fit the height of fashion. The time had been
difficult for her and her husband. The ignorant servants with
their hillbilly accents were all so vulgar.

The country palace was a nest of enemies. It was crawling
with mukade, giant stinging centipedes that lived in the bushes.
Only their son, Kazuo, now just 14, had adjusted to the rustic
life of the simpletons, much to his parentsO humiliation. They
were distressed that Kazuo had celebrated his Genpuku, his
coming-of-age ceremony, in this pitiful hamlet, and not in Kyoto
as he should have.

The emperorQOs visit was their chance to escape. They must
impress the emperor and win high standing for their family at
court. Junko ran her hand over the family crest and smiled.

OThis spring the Tachibana will blossom,O she said. Her husband

smiled at the image.



Kazuo ran along the paths to the WarlordOs home. He knew
each tree that leaned over the path. A lavender wisteria in
full bloom perfumed the air outside. The tiny village of Magome-
juku felt like a part of him. Kazuo never understood why his
mother cried when they left Kyoto. The stuffiness of court life
stifled him. When they moved to the countryside his senses
awoke. He discovered a friend in Hideki, the son of the Warlord
who served his father.

OKazu-kun, what brings you to our rustic home? Ready to put
down Chinese poems and study the sword?O The Warlord teased the
son of the aristocracy, but his mood turned grave when Kazuo
informed him of the emperorOs visit.

Ol have work to do,O was all he said before he left. Hideki,
the warlordOs son, slapped Kazuo on the back, a bit too hard.

OSo, weQll see some courtesans in our village. Perhaps some
women will accompany his Excellency. Your poems will come in
handy after all.O

OWhat would you do? Shoot them?O Kazuo reached for HidekiOs
bow, but Hideki slapped his hand away and knocked him to the
floor.

OHow dare you? YouOre not even a man,O Kazuo said. He jumped
back to his feet and brushed himself off.

OYouOre too sensitive. Besides, | have my Genpuku this



summer and then weOll both be men, so donOt feel too badly about
being knocked down by a boy.O Hideki grinned.

OEven so, I0m the governorOs son.O Kazuo stood up and faced
Hideki. Hideki smiled and stared at Kazuo until a grin emerged
on his face like the sun from behind a cloud.

OHonor demands that you apologize,O Kazuo said. Though he
smiled, he was not joking. Hideki dropped to his knees and bowed
with his forehead pressed to the floor.

OPlease accept my most humble apology, Kazu-sama,O he said.
Kazuo rolled his eyes and snorted.

OVery honorable,® Kazuo said. They both laughed.

Ol suppose our fathers will speak of nothing but honor until
his Excellency arrives,O Kazuo said.

OYes. They talk of honor while trying to decide whose side
they are on. No doubt the emperor is coming here to find friends
in the wilderness. Life must be getting complicated in Kyoto,O
Hideki said.

OHonor should be simple,O Kazuo said.

OIf your ambition is only to have honor, then yes, it is. If
you want to have honor and something else, then honor becomes
tangled in a web of desires,O Hideki said.

ONow that | am a man, | will honor only friendship,0 Kazuo

said. OThat is what matters.O



OYou men speak of honor all day long, but | see little of it
practiced,O Hideki replied.

OJust so!O Kazuo said. OMy father would serve any faction if
he thought it would get him back to Kyoto. He just wants my
mother in the latest fashions!O Kazuo blurted out. He looked at
his friend to see if heOd gone too far by criticizing his own
father so harshly. Hideki furrowed his brow and thought for a
moment.

OAnd my father would serve, even if his duties were
shameful. Honor becomes an excuse to take the easiest path. They
all do it. Follow the bankrupt orders of disloyal schemers in
the name of duty, and when you challenge them they just say O Sho
ganai,0 it canOt be helped.O Hideki spat on the ground and
tightened the grip on his bow.

OYou look like youOre ready to kill somebody,0 Kazuo said
with a laugh.

Hideki looked him in the eye and then smiled. OIOm always
ready to kill somebody.O

OCome, | have to summon the priest,0 Kazuo said.

Hideki agreed and the two walked the mountain path to the
monastery. The cherry trees full of blossoms painted the

mountainside pink and birds sang in their branches.



#

OIf the visit goes well, it will be good for all of us,0
Governor Tachibana said. He strolled along the dirt path. The
Warlord and the Priest walked beside him.

Ol understand, Tachibana-sama,0 the Warlord said. His stride
was confident. They walked around a koi pond on the palace
grounds to speak privately. Governor Tachibana saw the vulgar
swagger in the gait of his country warrior and it irritated him.

OBy go well, | mean that when | am recalled to Kyoto, you
could have a friend in the court.O

OA warrior has no need of friendship, Tachibana-sama. My bow
is my companion, and duty is my master.O

OOf course it is,0 the Governor sighed. From the corner of
his eye, he noticed a dragonfly making lazy loops in the air
over the pond. The paper-thin wings hummed gently, and the green
and blue bug gleamed in the sunshine.

OJust understand that it is your duty to make this visit go
well, and that means keeping your bumpkin of a son away from my
family. His mannerisms have spread like a disease into my house,
and | donOt want his Excellency to have to worry about them
spreading into his court.0

The warlord stopped midstride. His knuckles whitened as he



tightened his grasp on his brown bow.

OMy sonEO

OYour son is a brave warrior and full of honor, just like
you are, my strong and humble servant. | only ask that you help
me keep both our progeny pure. The court has no need of you, and
you have no need of the court, but we can be of use to each
other. Do you suddenly have a problem doing your duty?O

Ol obey without question, Tachibana-sama.O The warlord
bowed. The dragonfly did a loop and then dove too close to the
surface of the pond. A widening ring rippled out from the spot
where the bug flapped on the surface of the water.

OThatOs the spirit. Now, Roshi, on to you,0 The Governor
turned to the priest.

OTachibana-sama, how can | be of service?O The priest bowed,
though not deeply.

OSand,O the Governor said, Oand rocks, lots of rocks. You
know how itOs done. You arrange it nicely, the way they like in
Kyoto.0

OThe way they like in Kyoto, Tachibana-sama?0

OYes, wellEQO The governor sucked his teeth. OIOm not quite
sure how they like it in Kyoto these days. They used to talk a
great deal about imperfection, surfaces, things like that. You

know, youQOre the priest.O



OA rock garden is not a fashion statement. It is an
expression of the dharma, of the timelessness of eternity.O

OYes, exactly. Can you do it? His Excellency likes this sort
of thing.O Governor TachibanaOs question was abrupt. He watched
the dragonfly break from the water and flip into the air. It
looked for an instant as if it were free of the pond. Its sodden
wings were too heavy for flight.

Olt would be an honor to assist the emperor. If only my
temple did not require so much of my attention. | have no one to
help me maintain the grounds.O

OYour temple.O The Governor looked up at the maple branches
overhead. The spidery twigs looked like cracks in the sky above
them. His gray pants, gathered below the knee, swished against
each other in breezy exasperation. OIf his Excellency were to
find the view from his room to be unrefined, IOm sure youOd
hardly notice the effects all the way up there in your temple,
so far removed from our concerns. Although you might. You very
well might.O0

The dragonfly twitched. A carp rose to the surface, its
whiskered mouth rolled over the bug. The fishOs wet skin shone
like white clouds on an orange sky, and then it was underwater
again.

Ol will design a garden.O The Priest said it as if he had



thought of it himself.
Governor Tachibana smiled. He inclined his head as if he
were taking a moment to savor the idea in his mind, as if he too
had heard it for the first time and were holding it in his head
before he responded. It was intended to look scholarly, but it
was the affectation of a petty-minded ruler. Finally, he spoke.
OYouOve made an excellent choice. Once weOre through with
all this, IOm sure we can find you an eager apprentice to help

you in your temple.O

#

The next week the village stirred like an ant hill before a
storm. The priest directed a team of craftsmen in the palace.
They added a room onto the building, laid fresh tatami mats
across the floor, and built a window with a view comprised
solely of the enclosed rock garden. The governor insisted that
the garden be raked and arranged to suit the latest image of
perfect beauty, though he was not quite sure what that was.

One day, while the laborers were out finding more perfectly
imperfect stones for the priest to arrange, he heard the

governorOs wife clear her throat from behind a shuttered door.



Ols someone there?0 He asked.

OIOm sorry to disturb your contemplation, sensei,O came the
reply. The priest smiled.

Olt is no bother. In fact you have helped me tremendously,O
the priest said.

Ol have helped?0 Junko asked.

Ol was not sure what more this garden needed, but now | have
it.O The priest stepped closer to the screen.

OAnNd that is?0

OYour voice is the only thing this garden lacks. If only
there were a way | could add such beauty to the view. Perhaps if
| rake the sand once more and think only of that graceful
sound,O he said.

ODo you think his Excellency will be pleased?0

Olt might work,O he said.

OEven my voice is not enough?0 Junko asked, sounding
disappointed.

OIf you could just speak in sight of the garden, bless it
with your voice. His Excellency would detect the remnants of
such grace in the stones and the sandEand the inevitable return
to austerity. He would be delighted. The last instance of beauty
before it vanishes, like the Persimmon whose ripeness is nearly

become rot, is the sweetness of life infused with the sadness of



loss.O

Junko sighed and the priest smiled. She peeked out from the
shutters and looked down at the weave of the tatami. Her feet
whispered across the mat until she was at the window. She leaned
over the garden to see the rocks placed in the sand and lost her
balance. The priest caught her before she fell, and she cried
out in surprise.

OPerfection,O the priest said.

#

The emperor arrived at the end of a long procession, like
the foam atop a giant wave. The effect of his presence was felt
along dirt paths and in the homes of Magome-juku. Children were
kept inside, and shops were shuttered, lest anyone cross paths
with the strange and powerful figures from Kyoto. Everyone
prepared for an evening festival.

At dusk, glowing paper lanterns swayed in the spring breeze
that came down from the mountain. The priest blessed the village
and the people gathered to dance for his Excellency. At first,
they trembled with fear, but despite their trepidation, they
formed a circle and the musicians kneeled beside them. The

shrill note of a flute cut into the night air, and then



thundering drums boomed. Everyone felt the sound in their
bellies and began to dance.

Hideki, Kazuo, their fathers and families formed a circle
and performed the traditional Bon Odori . They moved their hands
together as if shoveling coal and bent down as if gathering
rice. The folk dance had existed as long as anyone could
remember, and they had all danced the same steps since they were
old enough to walk. They relaxed into the familiar movements,
easing themselves into the ceremony like a bather lowering
himself into a hot bath. The emperor stared at the performance
as if he were not even there. At first he was bored, but as the
emotions of the performers enriched the dance, even he forgot
himself and began to smile.

Kazuo saw his father fidget as he tried to make the emperor
comfortable. He ordered more pillows brought from the palace and
strutted like a monkey. The emperor laughed at one of his jokes
and the governor gleamed with pride. He stood beside his master
with his head inclined like a noble of the court.

The evening was delightful to Kazuo. The dancing made his
heart pound in his chest, and the folk music wafted over him
like the moonlight that filtered through the trees. He loved
this village. He took a break from the dance and wandered to the

side to look into a cherry tree. He reached into the black



branches and plucked a blossom. The pink petals were rimmed with
a touch of brown. The season was almost past and the sweet
flowers were just beginning to wither. Wrinkles lined the limp

petals, like the first sign of age around a womanOs eyes.

Kazuo knew his time in this village was about to end. A tear
stung his eye. Across the way he saw his friend, Hideki, lost
for a moment in the dance. Hideki smiled at his father, and then
thought better of it and twisted his face into a formal frown.

The WarlordOs eyes flicked around the crowd, making sure that
all were secure. He pretended not to see his sonOs smile, but
his eyes smiled back.

The emperor seemed entranced. After the dancing it was time
to eat and drink. Sweet potatoes and eel smoked on the grills,
and sake was poured. Kazuo drank with Hideki. The rice wine
burned in his throat.

OKampai!O They shouted, cup after cup. They mumbled drunken
words about honor and friendship to each other. When everything
had been eaten and all the dances danced, finally his Excellency
retired. HidekiOs father followed, leaving Kazuo and Hideki
drinking sake. The black night was dotted with yellow fireflies.

They stood over the dying embers of a grill.
OYouOre face is redder than the coals!O Hideki teased Kazuo,

whose face was flushed from the drink. Kazuo smiled a twisted



grin and drank another cup. Kazuo put his hand behind HidekiOs
head and pulled him close.

OYouOre the best friend I0ve ever had.O The sentence rode a
gust of boozy breath. OEven if you do carry a bow like a
tradesman carries his tools.O Hideki frowned, but it was the
kind of frown that showed he was pleased.

Olt is s0,0 Hideki replied. OAnd you are my friend, even if
you are a noble who knows nothing of honor.O

OIf my father is recalled to Kyoto, | will have to leave,0
Kazuo said.

Oshoganai O Hideki said. It canOt be helped. The sake made
him emotional and stoic at the same time. Kazuo frowned at this.

Ol donOt want to leave,O Kazuo said. He sucked his teeth.
OAnd | do have honor!O

OShoganai 0 Hideki said again.

OBut it can!O Kazuo said. He swallowed another cup of sake
and ran away from his friend. Hideki laughed at the sight of his

friend stumbling along the path to the palace.

#
A shriek awoke the palace. Servants hurried in fear.
Governor Tachibana sat up on his futon and rubbed his eyes.

OWhat was that?O He asked. His head pounded from the night



before.

OGovernor Tachibana-sama,O his servant whispered outside his
door. The shoji sliding door opened to reveal his chief servant
with an expression of pure terror on his face.

OThe emperorOs garden has been disturbed, Tachibana-sama.O

OWhat?0O Governor Tachibana jumped to his feet. He walked
down the corridor to the emperorOs room. Guards stood outside,
but they stepped aside to let him pass.

Ol consider this a threat on my life!O The emperor screamed.
As the emperor shouted, flecks of saliva sprayed across Governor
TachibanaOs face. Governor Tachibana looked over the shoulder of
his emperor into the garden. The smooth raked lines of the sand
had been trodden across, the rocks were piled in a heap in the
corner. The character for shame was dug into the sand.

OWhat is the meaning of this?O The emperor demanded.
Governor TachibanaOs face turned as white as the powder-fine
sand in the desecrated garden.

Ol will find out, Kami-sama.O The governor dropped to his
knees and pressed his forehead into the mat at the emperorOs
feet. Shame pumped from his heart into his entire body, working
its way like molten lead up his neck and his head. His face
burned against the floor.

OGet out,0 the emperorOs voice was an even, contemptuous



whisper. The Governor crawled backward, bowing until he was out
of sight.

OThe warlord, now,0 was his first command. ONo one is to
leave their rooms,O was the second. The servants, the staff, no
one could move until the warlord arrived, not even to visit the
toilet. The palace was eerily quiet, except for the hushed
conversations of the few servants who were so essential they
were allowed to perform their duties. Even the governorOs wife
was not allowed to leave her quarters, though she begged and
threatened her servants; the orders were clear. The tension
between the emperorOs servants and the governorOs servants made
the air hum with fear. The warlord and Hideki arrived together,
each carrying a blade and a bow. TheyOd been told there was
trouble, but had no idea what to expect.

OYou were to secure this palace, to keep these grounds safe
for his Excellency!O Governor TachibanaOs shame became violent
rage once he had someone else to blame. The warlord winced, and
Hideki bowed as deeply as he could. The governor stood inches
from the warlord. OYour failure is clear to me, and to his
Excellency. Your disgrace will live on in legend. Your family
will be outcast. Your name will become a vulgar curse in
childrenOs games.O

The governor paced in his room, his anger fed upon itself,



burning with his own humiliation. OFind the scoundrel who did
this.O The warlord bowed. The command gave him release from his
own despair, something to do. Duty flooded into his soul like
water over a parched and cracked riverbed.

The Warlord strode the hallways of the palace with Hideki
close behind him. The boards under their feet creaked, as they
had been designed to do, to prevent anyone from sneaking in at
night.

OThe entire retinue of the emperor must have been drunk to
sleep through the intruderOs footsteps,O the warlord said to his
son. Hideki nodded. OThey will all be outcast for this.O The
vandalization of the garden was like a rock thrown into a pond;
the rings of shame spread outward until everyone was tainted.
Now all were awake, and the creaks underfoot alerted those
within their quarters that someone was coming.

The warlord interviewed terrified servants who groveled and
gasped. OYou are all miserable, the warlord said. Each
quivering servant disgusted the warlord more than the last, as
he let his own shame fuel his contempt for his inferiors. As the
hours passed, the servants had soiled their clothes. These would
be banished from the palace regardless of the outcome of the
investigation. Hideki noticed that as they approached the wing

of the governorOs wife, the servants became even more fearful.



One could barely speak.

Ol know nothing, sensei,®© JunkoOs chief servant tried to
melt into the tatami floor.

OUseless, all of you,0 The warlord said. The woman said
nothing, her tears soaked into the mat. The warlord turned to
go. He strode to the last door in the corridor, where the
governorOs wife lived.

OPlease, sensei!O The servant dove at his legs. OPlease,
don®t go in there,O the womanOs voice was shrill with terror.

The warlord raised his sword and kicked the woman away. Her head
broke through the shoji screen of the door. Splinters of frame
snagged the silk of her kimono. The warlord strode forward to

strike the woman.

OStop!O The voice of the governorOs wife stayed the
warlordOs hand. He held his blade over the servant and looked
up. The door fell away, revealing the governorOs wife in her
room. Her eyes were bright with fear and defiance.

OEnough, Kanoko. You have served me well. He can not be
stopped,O Junko said to her servant. The woman pulled herself
from the shattered door and bowed. Her body shook with silent
sobs.

OWhat is this?O The warlord looked at Junko wife and back at

the servant. Then he gazed around the room and realized what the



servant had tried to stop him from seeing. The priest stood in
the back of the room. OYou? What are you doingEO The warlord did
not finish his sentence. OAn affair. You were caught in this
room when the emperor discovered the garden.O

OYou have me, but IOm not who you want,O the priest said. Ol
had nothing to do with the destruction of that garden.O

ONo.0O The warlord nodded. He put away his blade. OGet out,0
he said to the servant. She looked up at Junko who nodded, and
then she left.

OThis is an added disgrace to a ruinous day, but | still
must find the one who violated the emperorOs garden,O the
warlord said.

OMy son did it,® the governorOs wife said.

OKazuo would never do such a thing,0 Hideki said. His father
spun around and raised his hand. OYou will not speak.O

Ol cannot let my friend be slandered-O

OMy servant, Junko, saw him last night. She told me this
morning. He thought that if he disgraced us, we would stay in
this dusty stable rather than be recalled to Kyoto, the fool.O

OYour son,O the warlord turned white.

Olf you tell the governor that his own son committed this
act, he will not be pleased,O said the priest.

Ol will not believe it,0 Hideki said.



Olt is true,0 KazuoOs voice came from behind them. They
turned to see him standing in the doorway. Ol did not want to
leave. | was drunk. | wanted to show Hideki that | stand for
something.O His face was puffy from crying.

OHow did you get here?O The warlord asked.

OMy father sent me to lead you in your investigation. He
said it is time | learned to govern.O

OYou see? There can be no friendship between a warrior and a
aristocrat. They know nothing of honor,® The warlord scolded his
son.

OYour single act of drunken childishness has destroyed
dozens of lives,O the priest said.

Ol just wrote shame in the sand. You have written it across
the body of my mother,O Kazuo said. The priest smiled and
gestured with open arms, his empty palms facing up.

OPerhaps there is a way we can resolve this.O

OThere is nothing to resolve. | will tell the Tachibana-sama
what has happened,O the warlord said.

OThat would be a mistake,0 the governorOs wife said. The
warlord chewed his lip.

OHe would not hear it, and you would be held responsible for
everything. He would ask for your life, IOm afraid,O the priest

said.



Olt is my duty to tell Tachibana-sama the truth,O the
warlord said.

OThere is another way,O The priest said. He strode toward
them.

OYour son is two weeks from the Genpuku. He is not yet a
man.O

The Warlord considered the priestOs words.

Ol understand,O he said. His eyes were hard.

OWhat does my age have to do with this?O Hideki asked. He
looked around, bewildered.

OSilence,O The warlord said. He rubbed his chin and nodded
slowly. OSo he would not be required to give his life.O

OAnNd | could use the help,O the priest said.

OYou would promise to take him into your monastery?0O

OHe is a little old, but | could use him,O the priest said.

OYou just want to cover your crime,O Hideki said. The
warlord struck with such speed that the governorOs wife gasped.
Hideki sprawled across the floor. He looked up at his father, a
trickle of blood seeped from his nose.

OAnNd you wouldEassist?0 The warlord asked the governorOs
wife.

Ol would explain to my husband that a boy can be rash, and

that the sins of the son must not always disgrace the father.



You could probably even remain in his service. But donOt think
only of your son and yourself. Think of my husband. To spare him
from this indignity, that is your duty, even if your own son

must bear the burden.O

Olmpossible,,O Hideki said from the floor. OKazuo would
never engage in this falsehood.O Everyone looked at Kazuo, who
had been silent during the deliberation. Kazuo inclined his head
so that his eyes did not meet HidekiOs. It looked as if Kazuo
was attempting to look thoughtful, the same pose his father
often took.

OSho ga nai,O he said. HidekiOs mouth hung open. He looked
at the group; everyone looked thoughtful, like Kazuo, as if they
were pondering one of the mysterious facts of existence. Hideki
pushed himself into a kneeling position.

OYou have it all arranged, donOt you? You have even figured
out how this horrible deceit is in fact a thing of beauty, an
act of honor and duty.O

ONow son,O the warlord said in a soft voice.

Ol am not your son,O Hideki said. He took out his blade; the
metal gleamed in the soft light that filtered through the shoji.

The warlord drew his own blade.
OYou wonOt need that,O Hideki said. He nodded toward his

fatherOs sword. Hideki brought the point of his knife to his



belly.
OSon, there is no honor in this,O the warlordOs voice was
low, almost gentle.
Ol am a warrior, not an apprentice to an adulterous priest.O
OA warrior would not defy his father. If you do this, |
cannot assist. | will not take on the shame of this outrage!O
The warlord shouted at Hideki.
Ol will not spend my life sweeping the floor of a monastery
that is built on corruption and lies. | am not afraid of
sacrifice, | am not afraid of the truth. May my death stain this
palace for a thousand generations!O Hideki gripped the handle of
his knife and drove it into his own belly. The tip cut through
the cloth of his yukata without the slightest tug, and the steel
bit into his skin and sliced neatly into the muscle and through
the mush of his guts. Hideki gasped in surprise more than pain.
He felt the hot wetness of blood seep into his lap. Then came
the searing pain. He glanced up at his father, and for an
instant the warlord saw fear in his sonOs eyes.
They were the same eyes that had watched as he taught his
son to fight, to bow, even to urinate standing up so long ago.
The pain in his sonOs eyes grew, they flashed in excruciation.
HidekiOs mouth twitched, his lips twisted as he held back a

scream. The warlord brought his own blade down with a whisper.



It sliced through neck and bone with a click, and HidekiOs head
hit the tatami. His mouth opened and closed like a Koi, pulled
onto the grass, until the eyes glazed and the tongue stuck out.
Everyone looked at the headless body still leaking blood. The
room was as quiet as the death of a cherry blossom and as still
as the surface of the koi pond on a windless night. The warlord
broke the silence.

OShoganai 0 he said.

OShoganai 0 the others replied. It canOt be helped.

#

Governor Tachibana noticed the steam of his breath that rose
from the holes of his flute, the first wisp that signaled the
approach of winter. His wife plucked the strings of her koto,
and together they played an old song. The last notes still
seemed to live in the air when the repose was interrupted by the
knock of a servant.

OTachibana-sama, a message from Kyoto.O The Governor plucked
the message and tore off the ribbon. His face hardened as he
read the scented parchment.

OThe emperor has not changed his mind. We are never to set
foot in Kyoto again.O Governor Tachibana rolled the scroll back

up and retied the ribbon. He gazed upon the grounds at what he



now realized would be the view from his room for the rest of his
life. Above them, on the mountain, a tendril of smoke rose above
the temple.

OThat priest spends a lot of time here lately,O he said,
still looking out the window.

OWith a warlord for an apprentice, the priest has more time
to teach,O Junko said. Governor Tachibana grunted.

OltOs about time he remembers who he serves,O governor
Tachibana said. His wife had been more distant since the emperor
left. he wondered if it was because Kyoto was forever out of
their reach now. The time the priest spent in the palace did
seem to improve her mood.

OIOm glad he can be useful,O he said. He noticed that a thin
skin of ice had formed over the koi pond during the night. Olt

will be a long winter.O



