Benten's Blessing

By Daidoji Gisei

     The shrine had been built by a distant ancestor of Doji Yamagata to honor Benten,  Fortune of Romantic Love, in thanksgiving for her help in arranging a marriage to the woman he loved.  Intended as a private shrine, it had been set some distance into the forest surrounding the lord's manor, and so it had avoided destruction when the armies of the False Hoturi had roared through during the Clan Wars.

     Which made it all the more ironic, Daidoji Noboru thought, that it should fall victim to Yamagata's cheapness.  He climbed up the dilapidated steps and paused before the door, admiring the large pond that bordered the shrine and the lotus flowers that bloomed there.  The view alone made the walk to the shrine worth the effort, but still the Daidoji hoped that his quarry was here--he was running out of places to look.  Worse, he was running out of reasons to look: nothing Yamagata's son did pleased his father, so it wasn't as if arguments between the two were rare.  But from what he'd been able to piece together about this morning's confrontation it hadn't followed the usual pattern of bitter sniping, and it had ended with the young man walking out of his father's study white-faced and shaking.  Nothing Noboru heard sounded like an overt threat to his charge...and yet he had felt on edge, plagued by the suspicion that something vital was going on just beyond his sight.  Finally he had given up and gone hunting.

     The door slid smoothly under his hand.  Noboru stood to the side of the doorway, listening with heart and ears while his eyes adjusted to the dim interior.  Finding the room to be unthreatening, but not uninhabited, he entered.

     Sunlight made its way through cracks in the ceiling and wall of the shrine, falling in golden threads on the floor and turning the drifting dust-motes silver.  The red-lacquered pillars showed no signs of age, but behind the shrine's main altar, opposite the door, gilt slowly peeled off Benten's image, showing the wood beneath the calm smile and hands raised in benediction.  Sitting against the wall to Noboru's left was a young man, his fine kimono showing the effects of sitting on a dusty floor, with a sack full of bulky objects sitting next to him.  As Noboru entered he raised his head and greeted the newcomer politely, but with a slight slur to his words.  "Noboru-san!  Have you had rice today?"

     Noboru didn't answer right away.  Even after having spent months in Yamagata's household, he still hadn't gotten used to Yamadori's beauty.  It was more than just his sapphire eyes, his classically-formed features or the shining white glory of his hair.  It was all those things together, overlaid with some otherworldly sheen.  There were those who believed that he had the special favor of Benten, and Noboru had to agree with them.  There were also those who thought Yamadori was vainer than a flock of peacocks about it, and Noboru agreed with them, too.  "I have, my lord," he said finally.  "And you?" 

     "Oh, yes," Yamadori said, holding up a ceramic flask and swirling it around.  "Lots of rice!"  He raised it to his lips and drank it down.  Then he tossed it across the room to land in a pile

of similar flasks.

     Noboru counted the flasks and determined that Yamadori had just finished his fifth bottle of sake.  He had amazing aim for someone that drunk, but then he had been trained at the Kakita Dueling Academy--there was no telling what had been added to the curriculum during Kakita Toshimoko's time as headmaster.

     "So, what brings you here?" Yamadori asked.  He pulled a new bottle out of the sack beside him.

     Noboru had an answer for that.  "Curiosity, Yamadori-sama.  I had heard of this shrine, but had not the time to see it before today."

     "It is good that you came to see it now, before it falls down," Yamadori said.  "It honors Benten, not Yamagata, so my father won't spend a zeni on maintaining it."

     Noboru was a little surprised by the duelist's words.  For all the tension between them, Yamadori had never spoken ill of his father in public.  "That is unusual," the Daidoji said.  "One would think that Yamagata-sama would want to cultivate the Lady's favor."

     Yamadori laughed.  "Her favor?  Oh, no, my father's cultivating being struck down by a bolt of lightning.  Except that she doesn't have lightning--that belongs to Osano-Wo."  He paused to drink more sake.  "Maybe she could borrow some lightning from Osano-Wo.  I'm sure she could make it worth his while."

     Noboru glanced at the shrine's icon in alarm.  He had been trained extensively in protecting his charge from danger.  He knew how to deal with roadside ambushes, assailants who dropped out of the rafters, servants whose hands suddenly sprouted knives and geisha with poisoned hairsticks.  At no point had his sensei prepared him to deal with  outraged Fortunes.  

     Benten's wooden face looked back at him serenely, as oblivious to Yamadori's words as she was to the shrine's sagging roof.  Noboru relaxed a little.  Everyone knew that drunk men did stupid things--apparently the gods knew it too.

     "Today," Yamadori announced, "my father told me that I was to be married.  And not to the woman I love."

     "This can not have surprised you," Noboru said.  He had heard a number of conflicting reports about Yamadori's lover, but they all agreed that she was a woman of no wealth whatsoever.  Yamagata's chief requirement in a daughter-in-law seemed to be the ability to replenish his finances.

     "Not at all," Yamadori said.  "I was perfectly aware that I was to be sold off to the highest bidder.  But that was all right, because I'd still have her--."  Yamadori sat up abruptly and hurled the bottle across the room  It hit a pillar and shattered.   

     Noboru watched sake bleed down the pillar.  "What happened this morning, sama?"

     Yamadori pulled another bottle out of the sack and started opening it.  "My father had paper.  And an inkstone.  And a brush.  And the draft of a letter, telling her that now that I was marrying a woman of quality, I had no need for her to entertain me," his voice sunk to a whisper, "which I was to recopy and sign."  

     "And you complied?"

     "He is my father and my lord," Yamadori said miserably.  Tears started to run down his face.  "She is the most wonderful woman in the world, Noboru!  She has given me so much...I am a hero to her...and now...."  He fell silent and bowed his head.

     Noboru watched him for a moment, wondering what it would be like to love someone enough to get drunk and maudlin over their loss.  He set the thought aside with a shrug.  Yamagata was being stupid and cruel, but that wasn't a threat to Yamadori's life so it wasn't the Daidoji's problem.

     "I am sorry for disturbing your grief, Yamadori-sama.  I will leave now."  Noboru turned to leave and then paused, thinking of the twisty path that led back to the manor.  A drunk man would never be able to follow it once night fell, and Noboru could just imagine the household guard being turned out of bed in the middle of the night to go hunt for the lord's errant son.  "Sama, shall I arrange for someone to escort you back to the house?  You really are in no condition--"

     Yamadori laughed.  "Don't be silly.  I'm not going to fall into the pond and drown."

     Noboru felt a chill go down his spine.  Sake made men stupid.  Everyone knew this, and so the actions of a drunk man could never stain his honor.  A drunk man could cry, confess his love for an unobtainable woman, or drown in a lotus pond...and bring no shame upon himself or his family.  The Daidoji buried his newborn panic under a false calm and turned to look at Yamadori.  The duelist had the confused expression of someone who had said too much, and was wondering how to recover.  

    "Of course not, my lord," Noboru said.  He took a step towards Yamadori, putting him almost within arm's reach.  "But the path, you know, hasn't been maintained, and is full of fallen branches and tree roots.  It would be so easy to fall and injure oneself in the dark."

     "Ah," Yamadori said, looking relieved.  "Yes, of course.  Send a servant with a lantern after sunset.  I'll be done by then."  

     "Your will, my lord," Noboru said.  He raised his right arm in a mock toast.  "Kampai!"

     "Kampai!" Yamadori echoed, raising the arm with the bottle.  Quick as a snake Noboru seized the arm and pulled Yamadori up off the floor, sliding behind him as he did so.  Before the other man could react the Daidoji wrapped his left arm around his neck, braced it with the right, and started to squeeze.  Yamadori struggled frantically to break the lock, but Noboru was heavier, had better leverage, and most important of all, wasn't drunk. 

     After Yamadori finally went limp Noboru counted to ten and then released him, easing him down to the floor.  Shaking a little with fear he checked Yamadori's pulse and breathing.  Normally one did this sort of thing intending to kill the target, which meant if their heart stopped when they lost consciousness you were ahead of the game...the duelist' pulse was rapid but strong, and he had begun breathing again on his own.  Noboru bowed his head and sent up a silent prayer of thanks to his ancestors.  Then he looked up, intending to grab Yamadori and leave--and met the cool, unfriendly eyes of Benten.

     Noboru froze under the weight of the Fortune's gaze.  A trick of the light, a part of his mind argued.  The icon hadn't really changed expression.  Noboru wanted to agree, and yet...Yamadori was one of Benten's favorites, and he had come here to commiserate with her about his lost love...might she be offended by Noboru's attack?  

     "Benten-sama, I mean him no harm.  He was going to kill himself over this--you can see that I had to stop him."  Benten's expression didn't change, and the hair on the back of Noboru's neck rose as he realized that he knew many stories of lovers who committed suicide when their love was thwarted, and none where Benten had objected to the practice.  He cast about, trying to think of some way to buy her off.  "Lady, I will get word to this woman, telling her the truth of the matter and that Yamadori still loves her.  Then their love will live, even if they are apart.  Wouldn't that be better than it dying with him?"

     Benten didn't answer, but next to him Yamadori started to stir.  Noboru pressed his face to the floor.  "Lady, I will not fail you," he promised.  Then he grabbed Yamadori, hoisted him onto his shoulders and staggered out of the shrine.

* * *

     The lotus flowers were gone, replaced by brown seed pods that held the promise of new flowers within their dry and lifeless husks.  Noboru admired their stark simplicity as he walked up to the shrine, hoping that Yamadori really was here.  He had been looking for an opportunity to speak with the duelist privately for weeks, but Yamadori seemed to be making a point to keep someone else around when Noboru was present.  The Daidoji didn't blame him, but it was getting frustrating.

     Noboru paused in front of the steps and sighed silently.  He hated to do things Matsu-style, but anything less could give Yamadori a chance to slip away.  He offered brief prayer to Benten and then bounded up steps, swept open the door and walked in, trying to take in as much of the room as he could with a single glance. 

     The dust was gone from the floor, as were the sake bottles, but the interior was otherwise unchanged.  Yamadori was sitting in the same spot as before, his hand on the hilt of his katana.  

     "I am sorry to disturb you, Yamadori-sama," Noboru said, bowing to him.

     "Then you can make us both happy," Yamadori said coolly, "and leave."  He had relaxed slightly, but hadn't taken his hand away from his sword.

     "Your will, my lord," Noboru said politely.  "But before I go, there is the matter of the fan."

     Yamadori blinked at him in confusion.  "Fan?  What are you talking about?"

     Noboru pulled the fan out of his obi, spreading it partly open as he spoke.  "The one you were missing, sama.  See, I have brought it to you."

     Yamadori stared at him, clearly irritated by the conversation.  "I'm not missing any..." His voice trailed off as his mind registered what his eyes were seeing.  "Where did you get that fan?" he whispered, pale with shock but still, Noboru noticed, radiantly beautiful.

     "What is there to say?" Noboru said, shrugging a little.  "It is clearly your fan."  He offered it to Yamadori.  The duelist started to reach for it and then pulled back.  Noboru smiled ruefully, then folded the fan and gently tossed it to the other man.  Yamadori caught it and opened it tenderly to expose the full design.  He gazed at it for a long time, then slowly turned it over and saw what was on its back.

     When Noboru had sent his explanation off he had included a request for an answer, something he could tell the duelist to forestall any further thoughts of suicide.  He hadn't expected much from a woman who considered Doji Yamadori a hero, but what he had gotten back had surprised him.  A fan painted with mandarin ducks and lotus blossoms on one side and on the other, the love poem of an ancient Otomo lady written out in a soldier's brief hand:

The orange tree

we planted in my garden

as a symbol of our love,

though we have come to regret it, 

our love was worth doing.

     Yamadori closed the fan and pressed it to his heart.  "I do not regret it," he said fiercely.  "I will never regret it!"

     Noboru looked politely away from this display of emotion and found himself looking at Benten's image.  You see? he queried her silently.  Isn't this better than him dead?

     "My father would not agree with this," Yamadori said.  Noboru looked back to see the duelist gently waving the fan at him.  "He forbade me to have any contact with her at all, and forbade all of his retainers likewise.  You know this."

     Noboru had nothing but pity for anyone honor-bound to obey Doji Yamagata.  "My lord wishes you to remain alive," he said honestly.  "The fan will not stop you from marrying the girl he has picked out, so how have I wronged your father?"

     "Daidoji logic," Yamadori said dryly.  

     "Simple truth," Noboru replied. 

     Yamadori slipped the fan into his obi and rose.  "I owe you greatly for this," he said.

     "Duty, sama," Noboru said.  "Only my duty.  But if you will…I think Benten did not approve of my actions.  If you could speak to her on my behalf…."

     Yamadori smiled slightly.  "I will.  But first, I'm going to convince my father to have this shrine restored."

     "You think it can be done?" Noboru asked curiously.  He doubted it could be done, but there was a strange, predatory look in Yamadori's eyes.

     "The final papers of the marriage contract have yet to be signed," Yamadori said.  "It would be a shame if the girl's family were to get the idea that Doji Yamagata was an impious man who held no respect for the Fortunes."

     "Blackmail?"  Noboru was torn between indignation that Yamadori would threaten his father and admiration for his cleverness.

     "Filial piety," Yamadori said blandly.  "I am protecting my father from borrowed lightning bolts."

     "Indeed, my lord," Noboru said.  Doji logic, he thought.  He waited until Yamadori had left before glancing back to Benten's image.  "Much, much better," he said, and then he followed Yamadori down the path. 

* * * * *

  Author's note:  The poem in the story was written by an 8th century Japanese lady, Otomo no Sakonoe no Iratsume.  This translation is from _Women Poets of Japan_ , by Kenneth Rexroth and Ikuko Atsumi.

