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CHAPTER ONE

“Yamada-sama, this is a waste of time.”

Kenji and I were on our way to the Tsurugaoka Hachimangu Shrine for a festival, albeit Kenji went somewhat reluctantly. Any dealings relating to the Way of the Gods versus the Eight-Fold Path made him uncomfortable, especially considering his position as the abbot of a prominent, although small, local temple. He judged his attendance at a shrine matsuri as inappropriate. I considered his habit of flirting with any woman even remotely open to his advances more unseemly, but I knew Kenji’s piety was real, even if it was his own and no one else’s.

“A youkai has been reported in the vicinity, and I was asked to investigate. Since I may need your help, I asked you to attend. Are you afraid someone will see you?”

“I should ask you the same,” he replied dryly. “Great Lord Yamada, wandering through a festival crowd like some unwashed farmer? Besides, Hachimangu is the Minamoto clan shrine. Let them see to its security.”

“They did. Lord Yoriyoshi was the one who requested I investigate, and it was under his authority I brought you along.”

“Oh.”

This fact altered Kenji’s attitude considerably. We were present at the request of the chief of the Seiwa Genji. I hadn’t informed Kenji ahead of time. I expected grumbling—and was not disappointed—but I knew he would come along, and so it proved. I also hadn’t told him I had resolved to investigate the shrine even before Lord Yoriyoshi’s command.

Unlike Kenji, over the years I had become rather fond of matsuri, and the possible youkai was just a convenient excuse. Assuming, of course, the youkai was only a rumor. If it were real, this would be an entirely different situation. All youkai were monsters, but not all monsters were the same. Some youkai were frightening but harmless, some merely annoying, and some were deadly in the extreme. It was my responsibility to discover the true situation at the shrine and Kenji’s to assist me, however he might feel about frivolous shrine festivals.

We walked through the crowd. Everyone was wearing their best clothes except for Kenji and me. I was trying to avoid attention, and Kenji wore the robes of a common priest almost out of habit. As it was, he drew more glances than I did, simply by his presence at a shrine festival. He ignored them, but I realized there was another dimension to his discomfort I hadn’t previously considered.

“So you really are afraid someone will see you. I was merely joking before. You know shrine and temple functions are combined here, as elsewhere. It’s not as if they’ve never seen a priest of your order.”

Kenji scowled. “Exactly, and it’s a temple to which I feel a certain rivalry, if you will. If one of the shrine or temple priests recognizes me, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

I hid a smile. “We’ll try to avoid them—”

I stopped, but Kenji already had a ward in his hand. “You felt it, too,” he said.

“Something . . . ” I wasn’t quite as sensitive as Kenji, but the presence of a youkai did tend to make my skin prickle, and I had learned not to ignore the sensation. “That way, I think.”

We made our way through the crowd as quickly as we could without knocking anyone down. We crossed the main avenue leading to the shrine, past the bright red torii gate just in time to see what appeared to be a young woman dressed as a shrine dancer disappear into the trees lining the avenue.

“She’s the one,” Kenji said. “I’m sure of it, but I don’t know what she is.”

“Then we’d better follow and find out.”

“You do have your dagger concealed in your sleeve, yes?” Kenji asked.

“Always.”

“Good. By the time I know what we’re dealing with, it may be too late to find the right ward. If that happens, I trust you will keep the creature occupied until I find it.”

“You’d better hope I can do so, if it comes to it,” I said. I kept my voice low, as we were already slipping through the maple trees lining the main approach to the shrine. Soon we were into deeper woods, which had been left untouched by the construction of the shrine less than five years before. While the Hachimangu had its kami in residence, the forest itself was much older and likely to have its own gods, not to mention other residents might not be favorably disposed toward human beings. We went with caution, but the waning moon was a week past full, and its light cast more shadows than it illuminated.

There was a patch of red less than a bowshot away from us, which I realized was the hakama of the dancer, caught for the briefest moment in the moonlight.

“This way,” I said, and Kenji fell in behind me.

“It really would help,” he said, fumbling with a handful of spirit wards, “if I knew what sort of creature we were dealing with before we catch up to her. Are you sure you have no impression of her?”

“An educated guess only and not to be relied upon. Perhaps you would prefer our quarry to appear before us and humbly introduce herself?”

“Actually, this would be helpful,” Kenji said. “Since that courtesy is not going to happen, I suggest we keep our voices down and our wits about us.”

That was reasonable. Until we knew what was waiting for us in the woods around Hachimangu, my casual attitude so far had been more than reckless. I resolved to move more carefully, listening to the sounds of the night around us, and, for a bit, I spoke not at all. Kenji, did the same, but it was not in the priest’s nature to be silent for long; he was the first to break the silence.

“So, what is your guess?” he whispered. “You never said.”

“Because I’d rather not. If you or I put too much faith in speculation, it could get us both killed. I would not like that.”

Kenji sighed. “Fair enough . . . I think we’re getting closer.”

It wasn’t so much that Kenji and I were making good progress through the trees but rather that our quarry had stopped moving. We emerged into a small clearing and there she stood, her back against an ancient kusunoki fifteen paces around the trunk. It was the largest camphor tree I had ever seen.

My first glimpse of her was confirmed now. She wore the clothing of a temple dancer and appeared to be about sixteen, but even from across the clearing, no more than thirty paces or so, I could see the darkness in her eyes and understood she was much, much older.

Kenji glanced at the figure, then again at his wards. “I still don’t—”

“Put them away, Kenji, unless you want us to risk being cursed. They aren’t needed.”

Kenji frowned, looking at the girl and the tree. “A kodama?”

“That was my guess. In this forest, it did seem likely.”

Kodama were generally harmless, provided you didn’t attack them or try to cut down the tree, which in essence was the kodama itself. There was some debate among scholars as to whether a kodama was merely a spirit of the forest or an actual kami, a forest god. Whatever their true nature, they were powerful but generally minded their own business, except for this one who appeared and attended a shrine festival in human form. That was something unusual. I would have spoken to her then, but it was clear she wanted nothing to do with us. In another moment she stepped back, the tree enfolded itself around her, and she was gone.

“Let’s go to the shrine,” I said, and Kenji fell in behind me.

“Why do you think she took human form?” Kenji asked.

“Curiosity, perhaps. Or . . . ”

Kenji grinned. “Say it.”

It was my turn to sigh. “Fine. Perhaps she was meeting a human lover. It has been known to happen. But she’s no threat to anyone. Except, perhaps, her paramour, if he treats her badly. If I knew who he was, I would advise him to tread lightly. Or not. One can only make one’s own mistakes in matters of the heart. I know.”

Kenji scoffed. “And you think I’m a romantic.”

“No, I think you’re a reprobate priest—pardon me, abbot—who shows far too much interest in the pleasures of this world.”

Kenji grunted. “Just so. I fear you’re the romantic one, Lord Yamada. In your own strange fashion.”

Perhaps Kenji had been right about that, once, years ago. Princess Teiko took those notions with her to the grave, and I had not been burdened with them since . . . mostly.

We emerged into the broad pathway leading up to Hachimangu and were once more on the edge of the shrine festival crowd. Evening was falling now and bright red and yellow paper lanterns hung from posts and the trees scattered through the grounds.

“Has our obligation to Lord Yoriyoshi been discharged?” Kenji asked.

“It’s possible there are other youkai about, but it seems more likely the kodama’s presence within the shrine boundaries is responsible for the rumors. It would certainly explain why no one had been harmed. I’ll send word to Yoriyoshi-sama.”

“Good. Now, if you’ll pardon me, there is a situation I must attend to personally.”

I smiled. “Who is she?”

I didn’t need the slight flush creeping up from his cheeks to his badly shaven head to tell me I’d judged correctly.

“Lord Yamada, really . . . ”

“It’s not my fault you are so predictable. Yet I will respect the lady’s privacy, even if I sometimes invade yours.”

Kenji spared me a glance of annoyance. “I live for the day your heart returns to you, Lord Yamada. I promise to gloat for no more than a year, possibly two.” With that he turned into the crowd and was soon out of sight.

I stood there, leaning against one of the lantern poles as I watched the festival crowd. I had often wondered why the sight, sound, and smells of a shrine festival attracted me so, and in that moment, triggered by something Kenji had said, I began to see a glimmer of an explanation. Festivals were happy events, with men and women and children all out and enjoying themselves. I had known happiness myself. Once with Princess Teiko, and then again when my adopted daughter Mai was married and presented me with my first grandchild. But now Mai and little Akiko were with Mai’s husband at his post as the newly appointed Governor of Tosa, far to the southwest. As for my adopted son Taro, he was leading a delegation to buy horses in Mino and wouldn’t be back for weeks. At once I was both proud of them and yet sad they were not with me, and in Mai’s case likely never would be again. Having not so long ago been reminded of what it was like to have a family, now I was being equally reminded of what it felt like to lose one. Festivals helped me remember what it looked and felt like to be happy.

Even so, I knew this, while true, was only part of the explanation. I didn’t bother to deny the rest of it.

“Kenji,” I said aloud, knowing of course he could not hear me, “I’m bored.”

Only later did it occur to me this was perhaps not the wisest sentiment to express within earshot of the gods at Hachimangu, but by then of course it was too late. The words were no sooner out of my mouth than I recognized an older man hurrying through the crowd. It was Ichiro, my steward. He was in his late fifties and not accustomed to a great deal of physical exertion; it was clear he had been running. It was also very clear he was looking for me; he hurried up as soon as he spotted me by the lantern.

“L-Lord Yamada,” he said, and that was all for a few moments as he leaned over and tried to catch up to his breath.

“Ichiro-san, what’s wrong?”

“You have a visitor, my lord.”

I frowned. Such a thing would not usually call for such urgency. The last three years had taught me just how often a man with a twenty thousand koku estate could expect visitors. It was often necessary to receive them with all hospitality and play the part of the head of the small but newly prominent Yamada clan, but only now and then were these visitation any more than social calls, and those would be arranged in advance. I trusted Ichiro to know the difference.

“Who?”

Ichiro looked unhappy. “A lady and her escort. She wouldn’t give her name.”

That my visitor wouldn’t give a name wasn’t unusual—most noblewomen were rather protective of their identities outside their most intimate circles, for fear of gossip and scandal. But then a noblewoman would have a serious reason for such a visit in the first place, and especially with someone they presumably did not know.

“Did she say anything at all?”

“She asked me to find you. Please forgive me, my lord, but it . . . I can’t quite explain how her presence affected me, only when she asked me to come and find you, it seemed more like a command than a request, and I had the distinct feeling it would be wise to do as she said.”

Stranger and yet more strange. “Ah. Did she say anything else?”

“Yes, my lord. She told me to ask if you remembered the moon over Yahiko Temple.”

One mystery was a mystery no longer. I understood immediately who my visitor was. What I did not understand was why Lady Kuzunoha would travel all the way east from Settsu province to Kamakura to see me. This would not be a trivial excursion, even for one of her abilities.

“Your instincts serve you well, Ichiro-san. Our visitor is not someone to be trifled with or kept waiting. Lead on.”

“She did convey the impression of a woman who was used to having her way.”

“No doubt, though to be precise she’s a fox demon. She only looks like a human woman when she chooses to do so.”

Ichiro froze between one step and the next, and for a moment I thought he was about to topple over. “Did you say ‘fox demon’?”

What I said then almost felt like a lie, or perhaps almost the truth, which was pretty close to the same thing. Either way, where Lady Kuzunoha was concerned, our long relationship was not nearly so simple as I made it out to be.

I almost smiled. “I did. Though do not worry—she’s an old friend.”

“It is good to see you again,” I said, “whatever the reason might be.”

“And you, Lord Yamada. As for the reason, I promise to enlighten you—but not just yet.”

I had not seen Lady Kuzunoha in three years, since the Abe rebellion had been crushed in Mutsu province. I knew her appearance, while real and very handsome, was not her true self. Even so, it was the form she chose to appear in most often in our dealings with each other, and so she looked very familiar to me, for she had not changed in the slightest. We were in the audience hall, now empty save for the two of us. It was all very much against protocol and proper decorum for a noblewoman to be alone in the company of a man not her husband or father, but Lady Kuzunoha insisted and that was the end of it. I asked Ichiro to clear the hall of my retainers, and once they were gone, at a word from Kuzunoha her five rather formidable bushi escort changed into little tongues of fox-fire and then vanished. I had to express my admiration.

“A remarkable illusion.”

She smiled then. She had beautiful teeth, but not nearly as impressive as her real ones when she was in her true fox-demon form. I had seen them a few times and counted myself fortunate I had not had them turned against me, though on more than one occasion it had been a near thing.

“Illusion has its uses. While, as you understand, I have no need of an escort, a lady who appears as I do would be expected to have such a thing. I’d be far more conspicuous traveling in this form otherwise.”

“I’m grateful you did so. As regal as your true form is, I think Ichiro would have died of fright.”

Lady Kuzunoha appeared to give the notion some thought. “I don’t think so,” she said finally. “He’s stronger than he lets others see. I suppose this is why you accepted his service.”

I grunted. “When I met him, he was a displaced ex-farmer attempting to steal food from one of my storehouses. Under the law I should have executed him, but I made the mistake of speaking with him first, and so I realized he could be more useful to me with his head attached. So. I know you didn’t travel all this way from Shinoda Forest to discuss my household. Nor, pleased as I am to see you again, do I think this strictly a social call.”

“No,” she said. “I did not and it is not. Yet . . . forgive me, but this is proving more difficult than I expected.”

While it was Lady Kuzunoha’s gift to appear fully human and move in any human circle she chose, not even excluding the emperor’s court, she normally was far more blunt and direct in her dealings with me than one would expect of a lady so familiar with the fine details of protocol and refinement. Yet her hesitation at stating the reason for her visit worried me. It simply was not like her.

“Perhaps you should tell me what’s troubling you,” I said.

“Rather it is I who do not wish to trouble you, but I am on a mission and there are things of importance to discuss. May I start by asking you a question?”

“Certainly.”

“Did you know Crown Prince Takahito’s second official wife, Shigeko, was a Fujiwara?”

I’m not sure what I expected her question to be, but that was not one I’d considered. “Of course I knew. Why do you ask?”

She ignored the question. “And that another of the crown prince’s consorts, Akiko, is also a Fujiwara?”

I frowned. “I did know, and once more I must ask: why?”

Again she ignored the question, and instead asked me another. She looked at me intently. “Did you approve?”

Kuznoha’s questions were heading in a direction I didn’t want to travel. “Takahito is an imperial prince and the heir to the throne. Choosing a wife or official consort therefore is a matter of state, done with the advice and consent of his councilors. It is not for me to approve or disapprove.”

She dismissed my statement. “I’m not asking for you to gainsay the prince or those who advise him. I’m asking your opinion.”

This was dangerous ground to say the least. I didn’t know the extent of Lady Kuzunoha’s knowledge of either imperial politics or my involvement in them, directly or otherwise. Yet I knew it was safe to assume she knew more than one would expect. “As a personal, rainy day musing?”

“It’s not raining, Lord Yamada. Not yet.”

There was nothing for it but to give her what she wanted. I had often found it thus in my dealings with Lady Kuzunoha.

“His primary wife, Princess Kaoruko, is the daughter of an emperor and, so, not a Fujiwara in the paternal line. Shigeko, as I’m sure you know, died without producing an heir. The fact his fourth consort is another Fujiwara defangs some elements of the opposition by giving them a prince of direct Fujiwara descent in the maternal line. That Takahito’s third consort, Motoko, is a Minamoto and has also produced a prince likely does not concern them. Yet Takahito’s declared heir is his oldest son by Kaoruko, Prince Sadahito. This is unlikely to change.”

She smiled again. I was starting to dread her smile. “So you have been paying attention, as I expected. Now then, you’re saying you understand the logic of it. That’s not the same thing as approving, Lord Yamada.”

“No, it isn’t,” I admitted. “I know those . . . closest to Takahito have the sole intent of making certain he is named emperor and are less concerned with what happens afterwards—”

“By ‘closest,’ you mean Prince Kanemore, who is his uncle and your friend.”

I did, but she was taking care to make me understand she knew it, too.

“For what little it may be worth, I did mourn Shigeko’s death, as I know Takahito was genuinely fond of her. I think it was a miscalculation to give the Fujiwara any opening at all. I know from sad experience how far they will go to maintain their prestige and power. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“The truth? Yes. Now I must tell you your fears may have some basis. You will also recall, I trust, the Empress Dowager Sadako formally adopted Takahito some years ago, out of the love she bore for his mother, Princess Teiko. It was seen as a way to strengthen his claim, and now so much time has passed few people remember she is not Takahito’s birth mother. Still, it is an important point. Sadako is likewise not of paternal Fujiwara descent, but as Takahito’s adoptive mother there was no advantage to attacking her reputation as was tried with Princess Teiko. We need not rehash those events, I trust?”

I frowned. “Certainly not. Please go on.”

“Empress Sadako was untouchable. You had made Princess Teiko untouchable, and thus so was Takahito. The same is not true of Princess Kaoruko.”

“They wouldn’t . . . ” I didn’t even bother to finish. Of course they would. “At present, Prince Sadahito is Takahito’s only heir. What would be gained?”

“If Princess Kaoruko could be compromised in some way, then Sadahito could be removed from the succession. As there are—yet—no other declared heirs, either of Fujiwara descent or not, then this would leave Takahito’s half-brother, Norihira. Who is, as you well know, born of a Fujiwara mother.”

I had almost forgotten about Prince Norihira. Not a very promising man, according to Prince Kanemore. Even a bit of a dolt. But he did have the correct lineage, and as the son of a Fujiwara mother, he had been raised in a Fujiwara household and was firmly within their sphere of influence. His ascension had been the Fujiwara’s desire all along.

“Does Prince Kanemore know what they have planned?”

She looked at me. “I never said Prince Kanemore sent me.”

It was my turn to smile. “No need. Your interest in court intrigue only applies to those which might affect Lord Abe no Yasuna, and the succession clearly does not. You did say you were on a mission, but if it was not to further your own interests, then it was on behalf of someone else. Teiko’s brother was the only interested party with connections to both of us. I don’t know how he persuaded you to undertake this errand for him, but clearly he needed someone he could trust, who could travel quickly, and someone I, in turn, would trust. That the solution in both those cases was a fox demon is an irony not lost on me. Now please answer my question.”

“If so, he did not relate it to me.” Lady Kuzunoha looked thoughtful. “Perhaps you both are too quick to give confidence to one such as myself. You said it yourself—I am a demon.”

“I’ve met many demons in my time, Kuzunoha-hime. Many were evil. Some were just trying to live their lives. I could say the same for many human beings . . . in both instances. If our trust is misplaced, then you will have chosen to cast it away for your own reasons, not because you haven’t earned it.”

“That almost sounded like a compliment,” she said.

“Then I should have tried harder.”

She laughed then, placing her sleeve delicately across her mouth as noblewomen did. “Lord Yamada, you are correct of course. I am here on behalf of Prince Kanemore. He’s worried, but trust me or not, I know he hasn’t told me everything. Please understand—I do not blame him. It was wise to relay no more information than would be sufficient to impress upon you the seriousness of the situation. However . . . ” She hesitated, then continued. “I do know one thing he did not tell me, though I do not think this can be hidden for much longer.”

“What is it?”

“Emperor Go-Reizei’s health is failing. He may not live out the year.”

“Does Prince Kanemore know this?”

“Of course he does, and so I think you should understand his urgency. Takahito-tenno’s succession may or may not be imminent, but his line and legacy is in danger either way. So. What will you do?”

I didn’t even have to think about it.

“What he knows I will do, and the only thing I can do. I will go to Kyoto.”

Lady Kuzunoha sighed. “Yes, but first you must go to the Grand Shrine at Ise.”

I must have looked as confused as I felt, but Lady Kuzunoha didn’t offer any explanation. After a moment I had to ask the question. “I must? Why?”

Her expression didn’t flicker. “I haven’t the faintest idea.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Give this to my son upon his arrival from Mino,” I said, handing the scroll to Ichiro. “He has the governance of my estate until I return, and until he returns, I charge you to keep things in order.”

Ichiro bowed as he received the scroll. “Of course, my lord, but as for your return, may I inquire as to when this might be? Taro-sama will certainly want to know.”

“No doubt, but the truth is I do not know. When my business at the Capital is concluded. That is all I can say.”

While I knew the road from Kamakura to the Capital very well, it still felt strange to be traveling on horseback now, at the head of a retinue of twenty bushi and attendants. While my experiences at the end of the war in Mutsu—not to mention Taro’s influence—had taught me to appreciate horses more than I once did, they did bring complications and logistics with them, so much so I sometimes wondered if I could make better time on foot, on my own or even traveling with Kenji.

Not that this was an option, as traveling without an escort had become too risky, and Kenji had become less fond of walking over the last few years. As I took my leave of Ichiro and claimed the horse one of the attendants held for me, I checked to make certain an extra mount had been brought for the reluctant priest.

We made our first stop of the journey at the entrance to Kenji’s temple, though perhaps I should have said Yamada’s temple. We had yet to dedicate the temple with a formal name, but since it was endowed by me and built on land I had dedicated to the purpose, those it served had taken to calling it Yamada-ji, for want of a better name. I didn’t think I should allow that to continue for much longer, but that was a problem for another day.

Kenji mounted up. “Lord Yamada, are you certain Prince Kanemore requested my presence as well? This sounds like a political matter, not a spiritual one.”

“First, we don’t yet know what sort it is. Second, he specifically mentioned where we were to meet him upon our arrival. I believe he took it as given you would accompany me.”

Kenji looked disgusted. “And here I was almost believing I had honorably retired from such things.”

“Perhaps, due to our altered circumstances, I had some notion of that myself. Clearly, we were both mistaken.”

That was only a little bit of a lie. Until Prince Takahito was crowned and Princess Teiko’s last wish for her son fulfilled, there would be no peace for me in Kamakura. Now that the succession to follow Takahito was likewise in doubt, I wondered if there ever would be peace for me, anywhere.

I suspected Prince Kanemore was wondering the same thing. I knew his deeply held desire to renounce his title and retire from court to found his own clan had long been delayed in service to his nephew. While he was five years or so younger than I, neither of us had so much time left we could afford to misuse it.

We passed the first border barrier and reached the western road on our first day, and by nightfall we had crossed from Sagami into Suruga province. We passed the first night in the guest quarters of a local temple. On the second night we were not quite so fortunate, and made a rough camp at the edge of a deep forest. The shōshō of my escort, Minamoto no Morofusa, saw to the guards while the servants prepared a meal. Kenji stood near the edge of the meadow looking into the dark woods.

“We’re too close, Lord Yamada,” he said. “There could be anything in this wood: bandits, youkai . . . well, anything.”

“The same will likely be true until we reach Ise. Much of the road to the Capital is like this. You know that.”

“I do. And yet I felt safer those times when it was only the two of us traveling. You make a much bigger target these days, Lord Yamada.”

I didn’t need to ask what he meant. My escort was handpicked and mostly drawn from families allied with the Minamoto. If something did happen to me, they’d be explaining their failure to Lord Yoriyoshi personally. That was all very well, but I knew that, to some bandit gangs, the greater the obstacles, the greater the prize. I had no illusions about what would happen if we encountered bandits able to muster overwhelming force. Yet I was reasonably certain, for tonight, we were not in any serious danger, and I said as much.

Kenji raised an eyebrow. “Oh, and what makes you so certain?”

I nodded toward the forest. “That.”

At first he apparently thought I meant the forest itself, but then the object of my attention moved just slightly.

“Oh. An onibi.”

And only one. A pale little ghost light, floating in and out among the maples at the edge of the forest.

“Do you think we’d be seeing this, if there were anything bigger and nastier lurking about? Even ghosts tend to be absent when too many people or a creature at the ogre or tengu level is near. I’m surprised that we haven’t frightened it off.”

Kenji looked thoughtful. “We’re a long way from anywhere. How do you suppose it came to be here?” he asked.

“I have no idea, but of course you knew that. We can tell each other stories about what the light might be, or who it might be, or why it might be here. Such things can pass the time pleasantly enough, but in the end we’ll know no more than we did.”

“Or we could go talk to it,” Kenji said.

“Kenji, it is not like you to go looking for trouble . . . aside from your romantic entanglements, of course. What made you consider this?”

Kenji blinked. “You know, I really couldn’t say. Perhaps it’s the monotony of travel. If our fancies of the ghost’s own story would pass the time, imagine how diverting the truth might be.”

“Kenji, you know ghosts are not to be approached lightly. Yes, most are harmless, and I see nothing about this one to suggest otherwise. That doesn’t mean you talk to them on a whim.”

“I do know that,” Kenji said, after a moment’s hesitation. “I confess it, Lord Yamada—I am in a strange humor this evening. I am at a loss to explain it.”

I looked up. “Well, it’s moot. I don’t see the ghost light now.”

Kenji looked back at the woods and saw what I saw—just a forest. There was no sign of the onibi.

“Another opportunity gone,” Kenji said. “Now we’ll never know.”

After a fitful night, we broke camp early and were back on the trail before mid-morning. From Suruga we passed through Totomi and then on into Mikawa without further incident. We set a good pace. I had considered taking the sea road from either Mikawa or Owari directly across Ise Bay to Ise-jingu, but the storm clouds approaching from the west made that course inadvisable. Rather than risk capricious weather, we turned north to follow the coastline toward Owari. From there we could turn south to Ise along the coastal road. We did not make as good a pace as previously, and we were still some distance from the Owari Barrier when the storms caught us away from any villages or chance of shelter. The attendants raised a pavilion within sight of the ocean in the lee of a small pine grove. Here we kept dry as best we could while we waited for the storm to pass.

I was huddled under the pavilion, watching the whitecaps break on the shore when something else caught my attention. An onibi, floating along the beach.

“Another one,” Kenji said, sitting down beside me. “This trip does seem to be attracting lonely ghosts.”

Whereas I merely felt like one. I waited, since I was fairly certain what was coming next. Perhaps Kenji had become predictable, which was just another way of saying that I knew him too well.

“Lord Yamada, why are we going to Ise?”

“Because Lady Kuzunoha informed me that Prince Kanemore wished it.”

“You do realize, of course, that going to Ise seems useless. It’s leagues out of our way, and the imperial court is at Kyoto, and it is there that Takahito’s ascension and legacy will be determined.”

“So we believe, yet Kyoto may not be the only place of importance. Prince Kanemore understands the situation better than I do, and he wants us to travel to Ise first. I trust him as both a friend and a tactician. If we are going to Ise, there must be a very good reason.”

Kenji frowned. “You do not know the reason, do you?”

“I never claimed I did. All I do know is that Kanemore’s instructions were to ‘Go first to Ise. When you understand why you are there, then come ahead to Kyoto. I will be waiting.’ ”

“Why the mystery? Why didn’t he just tell you?”

“I’ve been wondering about that myself and am no closer to discerning the answer than I was when Lady Kuzunoha delivered her instructions. Prince Kanemore believes I will find something—or someone—with a part to play in this. I can only hope his faith in me is not misplaced, for at this moment, Kenji-san, you know as much as I do.”

Kenji shook his head. “There’s a thought to disturb one’s sleep . . . well, mine, anyway.”

I repressed a smile. “You may trust me when I say I’m as worried about it as you are.”

Kenji let the subject drop. Together we watched the ghost light making its way along the shoreline, sometimes winking out only to reappear a few paces away, sometimes floating some little distance over the water like a child wading in the shadows, but in either case taking no apparent notice of the rain. So far, as with the onibi in Suruga, we had only seen the ghost light that indicated a spirit’s presence, but we had seen no sign of the ghost itself. Usually a wandering spirit would be surrounded by an escort of such bluish lights, the number varying, but seldom fewer than two. I had expected to see the ghost itself before now, probably an unfortunate fisherman or child that had been drowned in the sea, but there was only the one light.

“Doesn’t this onibi strike you as a little odd?” I asked Kenji.

“You’re referring to it being alone? Of course. What do you think it means?”

“It may not mean anything. There’s a fine line between ‘unusual’ and ‘important.’ They’re not always the same thing.”

“Not always,” Kenji agreed and again seemed willing to drop the subject. “The rain shows no sign of stopping, so we’d better get some sleep if that’s possible. Tomorrow’s another long day.”

Kenji then sought out his sleeping arrangements. I meant to follow, but for a while I could not take my eyes off the onibi, fascinated despite myself, but eventually it winked out and did not reappear. I made a mental note about the location where it disappeared and then went to look for a dry place to sleep. After I finally drifted off, I did not sleep well. I had dreams of something dark and vicious hunting me, but each time I awoke I could not remember what it was. I could only remember the fear. Then the storm finally relented into a gentle rain, and I slept, for a time, without dreams.

The next morning Kenji found me up to my knees in the cold surf.

“Lord Yamada, might I ask what you are doing?”

“Believe me, I’m asking myself the same thing.”

I had thought perhaps that there was some indication of why the onibi had disappeared when and where it did, so I had waded to the place I remembered it happening the previous evening. But there was nothing there, no stone or pile of bones hidden in the sand. Nothing but a few shells and a bit of seaweed.

“You might consider getting out of the water before you catch a chill. We brought horses but no one thought to bring a palanquin.”

Cursing myself for my folly, I waded to shore and went looking for a change of clothes. When I was dry again and a little warmer, I explained myself to Kenji as best I could. When I was done, the priest looked thoughtful.

“Again, a single onibi, with no actual spirit in sight, not even so much as a mist. While I can’t approve of your splashing around in the ocean, I understand your curiosity. As I said, it is odd, isn’t it?”

“Just a little,” I said, but that wasn’t what I was thinking.

Far more than a little.

I was on the verge of a suspicion but not so near as to bother Kenji with it. Time would tell. For now, it was best we got back on the road. While I appreciated Prince Kanemore’s confidence in me, I was less sure than he seemed to be that I would know what I was looking for at Ise even if I found it, so the more time I had to address the issue, the better.

We crossed the barrier into Owari province before mid-morning. It was not so large a province as Mikawa, but we still had a good two day’s travel ahead before we could turn south again toward the shrine. The detour south to Ise would cost us a least a week, and that was assuming our stay there was brief.

What could be so important there that Prince Kanemore would delay our meeting? If Lady Kuzunoha is correct—and it would be foolish to think otherwise—time is something in rapidly diminishing supply.

I had been asked to proceed on faith, which I was more than willing to do. My friendship with Prince Kanemore had shown me more than once what a brilliant tactician he was, and his knowledge of the political situation certainly far exceeded mine. Still, it was puzzling. Another puzzling thing was the onibi. That evening I saw it again.

The circumstances were a little different this time. In Owari we had been able to find more comfortable lodging as the guests of a temple in a fishing village at the northern end of Ise Bay. As I sat on the veranda admiring a waning moon, I saw the ghost-light floating along a path that led through the courtyard garden. At first I thought it was someone walking with a lantern, but as the path wound closer to the guest quarters. I soon realized my mistake.

I glanced up and found Kenji in a spirited conversation with the local abbot. “Master Kenji, might I interrupt for a moment?”

The conversation abruptly ended. The abbot, a rather plump and jovial older man, bowed slightly in my direction and withdrew toward the main lecture hall. Kenji came to sit beside me.

“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important,” I said.

Kenji just glanced toward the heavens. “You are Yamada no Goji. For ones such as myself and the abbot, all things are of lesser concern.”

“Rubbish. Not to mention that you only seem to remember my exalted status when it suits your own purposes.”

“It really was nothing,” Kenji said. “The abbot was merely waxing enthusiastic on his interpretation of an obscure passage in the Diamond Sutra. I was pretending to be interested, as is the obligation of a guest.”

“Meaning you thought his interpretation was rubbish.”

“Thought? Lord Yamada, my own interpretation of that same passage created a ward that repelled a fully-grown oni. I rather doubt the abbot could say the same,” Kenji said, not even bothering to keep the pride out of his voice.

“You’re almost certainly correct. Now bend your spiritual skill toward helping me understand what I am seeing now.”

Kenji belatedly turned his attention from his own accomplishments long enough to notice the onibi. For a few moments he didn’t say anything. He looked puzzled.

“Lord Yamada, if I didn’t know better—”

“—I would think we were being followed? Yes, I’ve come to the same conclusion—this onibi is the same one we saw in Suruga. Normally, one ghost flame looks like any other. This one is bluish as you would expect, but around the halo there is a distinctive red shimmer. It’s a subtle difference, and hard to pick up from a distance, so I wasn’t sure until now.”

Kenji still looked puzzled. “I don’t understand. A proper ghost remains either where it died or haunts a place that holds some significance to it.”

“Or a person,” I said.

Kenji shrugged. “True, but it would need a compelling reason, like a lost love or a murder victim seeking revenge. What ghost would follow us?”

“I’ve killed a lot of people,” I said, and it was true. One day, not too long before, I had given in to the impulse to sit myself down and count them all. This was a mistake. It was the closest I had come to drinking myself into a stupor in a long time.

Kenji ignored that. “All of whom, as I recall, were trying to kill you at the time, and that doesn’t even consider those on the battlefield. In no instance was it murder, and thus there can be no justifiable grudge. I repeat my question—what ghost would follow us?”

“I don’t know. Let’s go find out.” I rose from the veranda and Kenji followed my example. Together we crossed into the garden and found the path that the onibi appeared to be following.

Kenji had a ward in his hand. “I could attempt an exorcism.”

“The ghost is unlikely to sit still for that. Regardless, what if you succeeded? Then we’d never know.” Kenji shook his head and put the ward away. “We’re choosing curiosity over caution, and I hope we don’t regret it.”

It was a cloudy night, and while the waning moon was still high in the sky, it was obscured and the ghost light was the most visible thing in the garden. We watched as the onibi floated along a well-marked path in the garden like a noble lady enjoying a stroll. Kenji and I moved as quickly as we dared, attempting to close the distance. I knew that the ghost flame could disappear in an instant. I also knew that, with all due respect to our stealth, sneaking up on a ghost was next to impossible unless its attention was entirely focused elsewhere. Here there was no such focus, no such intent. The onibi seemed to be in no particular hurry, and we were getting closer by the moment. I stopped, and it was a moment or two before Kenji noticed and turned back.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

“An onibi signals the presence of a ghost like a banner. This one not only doesn’t bother to conceal its presence but also wears a distinctive appearance, unlike a normal ghost light. This ghost, whoever it may be, wanted us to know it was following us.”

“Another aspect to the mystery,” Kenji conceded, “Whoever this ghost is knows us . . . or me or you, depending. None of which alters the reality that we do not know them. And won’t, perhaps, if we don’t catch up to it. Until then, we are at a distinct disadvantage.”

I agreed with everything Kenji said. Even so, it did nothing to allay the growing unease I felt. My instincts said it was a trap, even though, realistically, I couldn’t fathom what sort of trap it might be. A powerful ghost was certainly dangerous, but I had confidence in Kenji’s abilities, should the spirit prove hostile. Even so, I was afraid, and I didn’t understand why I was afraid. This worried me as much as the presence of the ghost.

When Kenji moved forward again, I made myself do the same. The ghost light had moved some distance away from us after I stopped, but now we realized it had stopped as well. The path led to a garden pond and a small island, accessible by a moon bridge. The onibi hovered there at the highest part of the arch.

Is it waiting for us?

We moved closer and were rewarded by a translucent outline, partly illuminated by the ghost light itself.

“It’s a woman,” Kenji said, stating what was, at that moment, very obvious, but as yet we could discern no finer details of dress or appearance.

There was a place along the path where it swept closer to the pond. Realizing we would have a much better view of the bridge and therefore the apparition from there, I forced myself to quicken my pace slightly. As we drew nearer, more details became clear. Now I could see the distinct silhouette of the formal robes worn by noblewomen, but nothing yet of colors other than the faint red glow cast by the ghost light.

“That is court dress,” Kenji said.

There was no mistaking it now. The apparition wore the karaginu mo, the twelve-layer kimono and Chinese overjacket that marked the court style. Whoever the ghost had been in life, she had been a lady of the imperial court and a high-ranking one.

Manifesting near Kamakura and following us from the provinces all the way to Ise Bay?

I almost stopped myself from taking the last several steps to where the path nearly touched the water, but it was far too late for that now. The moon cast its light, and in that moment the ghost was fully revealed.

“Princess Teiko!”

No sooner had Kenji spoken the words than we both dropped to our knees and bowed low, almost by reflex. I had to force myself to look up, perhaps hoping that Kenji had been wrong—that we both had been wrong. Teiko smiled at me then. The voice that reached out to us was faint, but unmistakable.

“You are not done. There is more.”

A cloud scudded across the face of the waning moon, dropping the garden into a deeper shadow. When it had passed, Teiko was gone.

Kenji poured the first round. “Well, now we know who was following us, and you were right, Lord Yamada—she wanted us to know.”

I didn’t bother to reply. I was on my third cup of rice wine before Kenji spoke again.

“Old habits, Lord Yamada?”

I stared at the wine. I had known men and women for who rice wine had been everything. I had never been one of those, despite my reputation. My drinking—although extensive and heavy—had always had a purpose aside from the drinking itself, and when that purpose was gone, so was the need. Perhaps I had been wrong about that purpose being no more but now, I believed, was not the time to reconsider.

“I see you’re not lagging behind me,” I said, and it was true enough. Kenji had matched me cup for cup since we had returned to our room.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

Kenji grunted. He didn’t say anything else for a little while, but we both finished our cups and neither reached for more. “That was . . . unexpected.”

Even after all these years, I still wasn’t certain how much Kenji knew about my relationship with Princess Teiko, though I was certain he knew more than most. What he wasn’t saying now spoke louder than his words.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

Kenji looked at me. “I thought it was clear enough—Takahito is still not on the throne.”

I stared at the empty cup. “That Crown Prince Takahito still has not ascended is rather obvious, and Princess Teiko, as I recall, had a visceral disdain for the obvious. She’s almost certainly referring to something else.”

“Do you know what?”

“No.”

Kenji considered my answer. “That’s not what you meant when you said ‘I don’t understand,’ was it?”

“I told you about Shinoda Forest,” I said.

“Yes, that time Princess Teiko’s ghost was rumored to be haunting the woods. Only it turned out to be Lady Kuzunoha trying to get your attention—which worked. I was there, as I recall.”

“You weren’t there when I spoke to Princess Teiko’s ghost,” I said.

“That was Lady Kuzunoha still impersonating Princess Teiko.”

“She denied it,” I pointed out.

“You and I both know she was lying out of kindness,” Kenji said. “While I will admit that such consideration is a rare trait in a fox demon, I’m willing to concede that Lady Kuzunoha has a touch of charity in her soul, as I have seen it in action more than once. When her life is done, it may even shorten her time in hell.”

“Perhaps I am simply deluding myself. But whether it was to her ghost or not, I said my farewells to Princess Teiko there in Shinoda Forest.”

“Perhaps you did,” Kenji said. “I know you said the words, and I do think that helped you at the time. Yet whether you did or did not, one thing remains clear.”

I frowned. “What is that?”

“Princess Teiko has not yet done the same to you.”


CHAPTER THREE

After we crossed the rivers that emptied into the sea at the north end of Ise Bay we turned south again. The bay was to our left, and the mountains separating Ise from Kyoto rose to our right. I hoped to reach the eastern end of Suzuka Pass by the end of the second day. When our business at the Grand Shrine was complete, our plan was to take that pass through the mountains to Kyoto, but for now our journey was still south.

As we crossed another small river at mid-morning, an arrow hummed past my horse’s head, and then another struck Kenji’s mount near the base of the saddle and he was nearly thrown.

“Bandits!”

By then I didn’t need the bushi’s warning. The archers had hidden themselves in a line of bushes on the near shore, and we were caught in the open. There was a large grove on the opposite bank, and for all we knew it was thick with bandits as well, but I quickly judged our chances at close quarters would be far better than they were at the moment, as we were nothing but targets.

“Forward!”

We raced across the shallow river with two bushi acting as rearguard, attempting to cover us by exchanging arrow volleys with the bandits as they rode, but they had no clear targets and likely the only thing that kept them alive was the swiftness of their horses. When we reached the grove, we were rushed by several small groups of ill-kempt men brandishing spears. Fortunately they were as ill-trained as they were equipped, for I was able to ride down the first and decapitate the second. Our escorts were veterans of the war in Mutsu province, and they had little trouble dealing with the rest of our attackers. I counted ten bodies on the ground, fortunately none of them our own.

“If they had rushed us all at once, they might have fared better,” said Morofusa. “They had the numbers.”

“They still might. What about the archers?”

He smiled then. “Listen.”

I did. At first I heard nothing, but then came the screams. Just as abruptly as they started, they ended. “Fortunately there were only three archers, by my estimation. I think they were meant to drive us into the grove, which was a good plan but poorly executed. I sent Ujiyasu and Yoshitsune to flank them. I think they succeeded.”

The swift return of the two men in question proved his confidence was not misplaced. They immediately dismounted to report.

“Three?” Morofusa asked.

“Three, shōshō,” confirmed Yoshitsune. “By the time we broke cover, we were already on them, though Ujiyasu-san was hit in the shoulder.”

“Let me look at that wound,” Kenji said, and Yoshitsune helped Ujiyasu remove his armor. Kenji finally nodded. “Superficial, but a nasty gash nonetheless.” Kenji sent one of the attendants to prepare bandages. “The bleeding itself will clean it out. Once the wound is bound properly it should heal.”

“Thank you, Master Kenji,” Ujiyasu said.

“We were lucky it wasn’t worse. I assume we can expect more attacks?” I asked.

Morofusa looked uncomfortable. “Very possible, Yamada-sama. Most of the clans keep order well enough in their own territories, but the closer to the Capital one gets . . . ”

He didn’t finish, not that he had to. The Fujiwara were the dominant group in the Capital, and although both rich and politically powerful, for the most part they felt that martial pursuits were beneath them, and the emperor kept no army of his own. Compared to the forces available to the provincial military families like the Minamoto, Taira, and Hojo, the territories surrounding the Capital were relatively unsupervised. Officially, it was a small police force comprised of noblemen who kept order. Most didn’t take their assignments very seriously and even the temples had long since begun keeping their own defense forces of armed lay brothers, the sohei, for protection. It was only a constant supply of bushi provided by loyal military clans that kept banditry out of Heian-kyo itself.

“Will Ujiyasu-san be well enough to ride?” I asked Kenji. “Where there are some bandits, there are likely more. I’d like to put a little distance between ourselves and this place.”

“Once I’ve finished with him,” Kenji said. “Though it would be best if he wasn’t called upon to fight for a few days. I don’t want the wound reopening.”

“I have no control over that, but let us hope for the best,” I said.

We reached the terminus of the Suzuka Pass without further incident. We did meet an armed group there, but it turned out to be another Minamoto force accompanying a high-ranking pilgrim returning to the Capital after visiting the Grand Shrine. Whoever it was traveled by carriage and wished for privacy. Morofusa knew several of the bushi in the escort, and there was a pause for greetings and brief conversations before separating and each continuing on their way.

“Odd,” Morofusa said.

“What is?” I asked.

“Well . . . I took it upon myself to ask Jun, the shōshō of that escort, who the pilgrim was. Their client was a man, but otherwise Jun couldn’t tell me his name.”

“You mean Jun was forbidden?” I asked, but Morofusa shook his head.

“I mean he didn’t know. A separate group delivered the person, whoever it was, to the shrine. Jun’s group was ordered by Yoriyoshi-sama himself to travel here and take the man back to the Capital, but the client travels veiled.”

That was strange. Normally, a pilgrimage to the Grand Shrine would be a topic of pride, and one would want it known that one had done so. Secrecy seemed out of place, to say the least. That the head of the Minamoto clan was personally involved could have meant much or little. The military families often provided armed escorts for a price, which could only mean two things. The first, the man was not a member of one of the military families himself, so he was most likely a court noble. The second, that the pilgrim was a man of means, which under the circumstances was obvious.

“We should reach Saiku by tomorrow afternoon,” Morofusa said.

Saiku was a small village where the shrine’s high priestess, the saiō, resided in relative peace from the bustle and crowding of the Grand Shrine; it was about two leagues northwest of the shrine itself. Calling it a village was perhaps inaccurate, since all in residence there were either close attendants or persons either directly or indirectly in service to the priestess’ household. As the saiō was traditionally an unmarried imperial princess or a close member of the royal family, it would have been extremely poor manners to ignore her. Not that I was above such behavior when I felt warranted, but I had no reason now. I had long since learned to choose my insults carefully.

“It will be necessary to stop briefly and pay our respects to the saiō. Unless by some chance she is in attendance at the shrine, currently?” I tried not to sound hopeful, though I wasn’t looking forward to another delay. Kenji cheerfully severed the thread of optimism I was clinging to.

“Unlikely,” he said. “There are only three ceremonies which require her physical presence, and those are in the Sixth Month, the Ninth, and the Eleventh. As it is the Tenth, Princess Tagako will probably be in residence in the Bamboo Palace.”

I blinked. “Princess Tagako?”

Kenji just looked at me for a moment. “Honestly, Lord Yamada, after all these years I am still amazed at what you do and do not pay attention to. Even one such as I would know that Princess Tagako is the current priestess and the longest-serving saiō in some time. She has been in residence for almost seventeen years, appointed by Emperor Go-Reizei when she was twelve.”

I had heard the name before. In my first year at court, I had known her as a friend of Princess Teiko, even though Tagako couldn’t have been more than six or so at the time. I was years gone before her appointment as saiō and had heard nothing of it, but then my attendance at any shrine outside Kamakura had been spotty at best.

Morofusa spoke up then. “With your permission, Lord Yamada, there’s a small village not too far from here where the saiō traditionally rests both on her way to the shrine after her appointment and upon her return to the Capital. The temple there keeps a garrison of sohei, so it should be secure.”

“That sounds perfect.”

Our stop was a fishing village built next to an inlet on Ise Bay. The temple Morofusa mentioned, since it served as a waystation for the high priestess, had guest quarters. Nothing opulent, but more than adequate for our needs. That evening I found myself again watching the shoreline, this time from the western veranda of the temple, but this time the ghost light did not appear. Kenji found me there.

“As I suspected,” he said. “Have you seen any sign?”

“Nothing. And I am not sure whether I am more relieved or saddened.”

Kenji said nothing for a moment or two, but I knew there was something on his mind. He finally spoke it. “Princess Teiko is dead, Lord Yamada. Her ghost, for whatever reason it has chosen to remain in the mortal realm for now, no longer belongs here. She should be exorcized.”

“No!” Even I was startled by the force of my denial, but Kenji didn’t blink.

“I anticipated your reaction, but you needn’t concern yourself, as I doubt this step will be necessary. I believe, once you or we have accomplished her desire, she will wish to depart on her own. You should be pleased for her, and yet?”

“I am torn,” I said. “I would know she was at rest, but . . . ” I didn’t finish. Kenji did it for me.

“She will be really gone this time, for good and all? Yes, I thought so. Yamada-sama, ghost or no, she is already gone, in every way that should make a difference to you. There may come a time when she is truly ready to depart and it is only your clinging to her memory that will, perhaps, hold her here. Will you be prepared to let go, to really let go, when the time comes?”

I gave him the only answer I had. “I do not know.”

Kenji’s expression was as serious as any I had ever seen on his face. “Then I suggest you consider the question, for there may come a time when the answer will matter more than Teiko’s last wish for her son does now.”



We set out early the next morning, and as Morofusa had predicted, we came in sight of the Bamboo Palace at Saiku well before sunset. As a residence it was little worse than most noble mansions in the Capital, with a main hall and two wings connected by walkways, plus several outbuildings for storage, kitchens, and workshops, all within a walled compound within the village. I knew there was little reason to proceed on toward the Grand Shrine before nightfall, so we set up camp on a small hilltop overlooking the village while a runner was sent ahead to offer our greetings to the saiō. Even I knew that one simply did not present oneself unannounced in such circumstances. Yet the attendants had barely begun their preparations before the runner, a young man named Hiroshi, returned and kneeled before me.

“Yamada-sama, I was instructed to give this to you personally,” he said.

Hiroshi held out both hands palm up, and resting there was a small sheet of washi neatly folded into the form sometimes referred to as a “lover’s knot,” since it was nearly impossible to re-fold properly once opened and so had the virtue of making it extremely difficult for anyone else to read the message without the intended recipient knowing that the communication had been compromised. I took the paper and unfolded it carefully to read:

Autumn wind rushes past

An empty garden where once

The peony bloomed.

After the poem, there was a simple message: “I would speak with you in private.” I dismissed Hiroshi then showed the paper to Kenji, who frowned.

“It seems you will be allowed an audience with the priestess,” he said.

“Allowed? It sounded rather more like a command.”

“It also sounded as if we—well, you—were expected. That poem . . . ”

I nodded. “Yes. It’s a reference to the death of Princess Teiko. ‘Peony’ was her nickname at court. She held it from the age of seven. Not just anyone would know that, especially now, but Princess Tagako is one who would. Without mentioning either of our names, it was clear the message was for me.”

My time at court had been so long ago I sometimes forgot how the mind of someone raised at the emperor’s court tended to work. The message would have seemed innocuous enough to anyone else who discovered it, yet to the intended recipient—myself, in this case—there was far more to be read. Princess Tagako’s note reminded me of Teiko in more ways than simply the poem.

“Why would she bring up Teiko? That seems rather indelicate.”

It was more than indelicate. It was deliberate, implied far more than it said, and was aimed precisely at me.

“Indelicacy with a purpose, I think, though what that purpose is, I cannot fathom. I must go speak to the saiō.”

“You must also finish the tanka.”

I winced, but Kenji was right. The form of the poem required an answer, or rather, a shimo-no-ku, a lower phrase, which must also be in the proper form to match the upper phrase. Princess Teiko had always been somewhat amused by my attempts at poetry, but the occasion called for me to try. I sent for a portable writing table and quickly prepared the ink. First I copied Princess Tagako’s poem as best I could and, after many hesitations and false starts, wrote down this:

Autumn yields to winter’s cloak,

In spring, flowers bloom again.

Kenji looked at what I had written. “Lord Yamada, for you that almost sounded hopeful.”

I sighed. “Yes. If I had more time . . . well, it still wouldn’t be any better.”

After the couplet, I replied that I was at her service and then folded the paper. I knew better than to attempt the elaborate lover’s knot fold Princess Tagako had used, so I called for a candle and used the dripping resin to seal the message, then sent for Hiroshi to carry it back.

“I wouldn’t expect an answer before tomorrow,” I said, but there I was wrong again. Hirsoshi soon returned, this time with a simple note:

The moon will be lovely tonight. Please join me for a viewing on the eastern veranda.”

I grunted in surprise. “Princess Takago knows as well as I do the moon is yet waning and any such viewing will be mediocre at best.”

“Then perhaps your conversation will have to do with subjects other than the moon, as you’ve surely guessed by now. Speaking of which, you are the head of the Yamada clan now meeting with an imperial princess. Please do make yourself more presentable,” was all Kenji said. He then excused himself to go check on his mount, which, in addition to Ujiyasu, had also been injured in the bandit attack the previous day.

There was no arguing with his point. I took the time before sunset to have a meal and then dress myself in the finest clothing I had brought with me. It wasn’t exactly the formal court style, but my robes and hakama were of good quality. I was also able to use a nearby spring to wash the worst of the day’s travel grime off me so I wouldn’t embarrass myself by my appearance or odor.

When Morofusa learned of my intention, he presented himself and three other members of his detachment. “You must have an escort, Lord Yamada, if only as far as the mansion courtyard. It will be expected. We will remain on guard there.”

“Very well. Shall we go?”

It wasn’t very far to the compound, but we went on horseback, as that also was expected. We dismounted at the gate and surrendered our mounts to the grooms waiting there. While Morofusa and his bushi were served wine and rice cakes on the southern veranda of the main hall, two female attendants led me through the mansion to the eastern veranda, then withdrew to a discreet distance.

“Welcome, Lord Yamada. It has been a long time.”

Princess Tagako was a member of the royal family meeting a man who was neither a relative nor her husband, so I fully expected her to be speaking to me from behind a screen, but instead she was kneeling on a cushion in full view of the waning moon. The light from the moon wasn’t exactly bright, but her face was in profile and I admit I was looking to recognize the child she was when I saw her last, but I did not find her there. Princess Tagako was now a striking woman of about thirty. She wore a layered silk robe in autumn colors, quite elegant but far from elaborate court dress. I kneeled, bowed low, and stayed there.

“I am honored you remember me, Tagako-hime.”

“Only barely, I admit, since I was so young when I saw you last. I suppose you are wondering why I am greeting you in this scandalous fashion,” she said. “That is partly because it is impossible for the saiō to fulfill her duties as priestess while hidden away like some secret, so I’m afraid I’ve rather gotten used to it. No doubt I am ruined for decent society at the Capital.”

“One would never say so,” I said, “but you implied, perhaps, another reason as well?”

“I wanted to see you, Lord Yamada, and not through a veil. I will admit this as well—after all this time and so many stories and rumors, I was curious.”

I frowned then, though with my face almost pressed against the floor, I doubt she noticed. “Rumors, Tagako-hime? Stories?”

“Oh, please get up. I have a cushion here for you,” she said. I looked up and noticed the cushion a few feet away. It placed me no closer to the princess than propriety dictated but not so far away that discreet conversation would be impossible. I remembered the two servants and wondered how many others were nearby. However the situation might have appeared, I knew we were not alone. I kneeled on the cushion as she turned to face me.

“Do not pretend your exploits are not, shall we say, of some interest to people who are aware of the world beyond their own hearths, Lord Yamada. Is it true that you and Crown Prince Takahito’s uncle once defeated a fully grown ogre?”

“Prince Kanemore defeated such an ogre in single combat and I was present, that much is true,” I said. “Otherwise I think my reputation has been somewhat exaggerated.”

She raised one sleeve then to hide her smile. “For those who have reputations in the first place, most surely are so,” she said. “That doesn’t mean there isn’t truth to them. As we are old acquaintances, I made it my business to attempt to ascertain the difference.”

“I am unworthy of such consideration,” I said.

“Princess Teiko never thought so,” she said then, lowering her voice.

The direction of the conversation was taking was starting to worry me, but it was clear that Tagako knew that.

She kept her voice barely above a whisper. “Forgive me, Lord Yamada, but I need you to understand something about me. As the daughter of a deceased minor prince, I was of little interest to anyone in the imperial court. That reality was often made known to me in no uncertain terms. I was selected by divination, just as any other saiō. I think the gods chose well, but some still believe the only reason the current emperor appointed me to this exalted post is because he had no daughters of his own, and I was the only unmarried imperial princess who was not already being groomed for some other role.”

“I did not know this,” I said.

She smiled again, but it was a sad smile this time and she didn’t bother to cover it. “Please understand—I say this not to elicit your sympathy but rather so that you know how much Princess Teiko meant to me. She was the only one at court who showed me any kindness or consideration, who talked to me as if I were an equal. After your departure, Princess Teiko took me into her household for a few years before my appointment here, and those were some of my happiest memories at court. Lord Yamada, I may have been young then, but I was not blind. I knew how she felt about you and what it did to her to send you away . . . yes, I did find out about that and more besides.”

I must have looked as stunned as I felt, for Tagako hastened to add, “Please do not concern yourself, Lord Yamada. I am not your enemy, nor one to Teiko-hime’s memory.”

We were on very dangerous ground now, but Tagako was in control of the direction of the conversation and I knew there was nothing I could or should do, if I wanted to understand the saiō’s true intent.

“Then you grieved for Princess Teiko as I did,” I said.

She looked thoughtful. “I wonder if it was the same. Only you can name your own loss, but as for me, I lost my best and truest friend.”

I hesitated. “Somehow I do not think you invited me here to discuss old wounds.”

“No, that part was my own whim, and I accept your blame for any pain I may have caused you, though I regret I may not yet be done inflicting it. There are other things to discuss.”

I didn’t ask what she’d meant about causing more pain, since I was certain I’d find out soon enough. “What ‘other things’ are those, Tagako-hime?”

“Well, you must be wondering why you are in Ise at all.”

I hoped I wasn’t letting the shock I felt show on my face. “Is it so uncommon to make this pilgrimage on a journey to the Capital?”

“On the contrary—it is very common. However, that is not why you are here, is it? I think Lady Kuzunoha’s instructions from the crown prince’s uncle were very specific. I was expecting you.”

I thought very carefully before I answered. “May I ask how you knew this?”

“On her way to Kamakura, Lady Kuzunoha first made a visit to me. It must seem strange to you that I know so much of your current concerns, but as Teiko was a friend to me, so was her brother Kanemore. They made my time at court less of a burden. I have answered your question and ask you to please consider that I am telling you the truth. If you will answer mine, I promise to extend you the same courtesy.”

I suppressed a smile. “I’ve wondered about little else,” I said. “Lady Kuzunoha told me to travel here but not why.”

“I can help somewhat in that regard—Prince Kanemore did send you here for a reason . . . well, two reasons, really.”

By this time I was not as surprised as perhaps I would have been if she had mentioned it at the beginning of our conversation. “I do not suppose you would share with me what those reasons are?”

“Prince Kanemore wants you to meet with a gentleman from the Capital, and that is all I can say. Once you have met him, you will understand why. He will wait for you at the Naikū Shrine tomorrow evening,” she said, naming one of the two main sub-shrines under the jurisdiction of the Grand Shrine complex. There were, of course, others, though the Naikū was considered the most important, as it was dedicated to the worship of the sun goddess, Amaterasu, the primary deity of the royal family and the reason the shrine complex was built in the first place.

“What about the other reason?” I asked.

There was that same sad smile, and again she didn’t bother to hide it before she turned her face away from me. “I’m afraid that one will have to wait until after you have had your meeting and possibly for a few days more. I’m sorry, but I have no control over the timing, as I must also apologize for being such a poor hostess.”

Tagako signaled to one of her attendants, who brought wine and rice cakes and set the refreshments in front of me before withdrawing. Princess Tagako was not so alienated from custom that she would lower herself to eat or drink in the presence of a man; the tray was for me. I was neither hungry nor thirsty, but I did take a little of the wine out of politeness. My time in my cups had not blurred the distinctions between good drink and bad but rather enhanced them, and I knew the saké before me was of the finest quality. Even so, I drank sparingly and not simply because I had no real desire for it. The longer I spent with Princess Tagako, the more she reminded me of Princess Teiko. Not physically but rather in the excellence and subtlety of her mind. If I’d learned nothing else from Teiko, it was that I needed to keep my wits about me in such situations. I had only her word on Kuzunoha’s visit, and while she knew Prince Kanemore’s instructions were consistent with this, it wasn’t proof she actually was in his confidence. Until I spoke with Kanemore himself, I couldn’t be sure if I could trust her. Yet my first impulse was to do exactly that, which was more than enough reason to proceed with caution.

Tagako hesitated. “There was one other thing.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Lord Yamada, if your reputation is even remotely deserved, you know ghosts are real,” she said.

“I’ve met more than a few,” I admitted.

“I don’t know if it has any bearing on these greater subjects, but I thought you should know—after Lady Kuzunoha’s visit, Princess Teiko appeared to me in my dreams.”

“It is not uncommon to dream of those we have lost,” I said.

She ignored my comment. “I am no seeress, Lord Yamada, but I have been saiō of the Grand Shrine for nearly eighteen years, and I do know the difference between an ordinary dream and a visitation. I’m telling you that Princess Teiko came to me.”

I don’t claim to always know when someone is lying, but sometimes I do know when they’re telling the truth, and at that moment I had no doubts.

“If she did appear to you, she must have had a reason.”

“I think it was to deliver a message. To both of us.”

Tagako already had my attention. Now I felt as if she also held my heart in her hands and was thinking of crushing it.

I barely got the words out. “What did she say?”

“In the dream I was lying on my sleeping mat but I was fully awake. She kneeled at my bedside and spoke to me. She asked me to tell you that ‘you are not finished.’ I don’t pretend to know what she meant.”

The exact words I had heard when she appeared to Kenji and me on the bridge. Tagako must have noticed my expression. “You’ve seen her too, haven’t you?”

I saw no point in denying it. I told Princess Tagako about our encounter on the bridge, and she looked thoughtful.

“The same message, so it must be important. Do you know what she meant?”

“I think so, but . . . ”

This time she covered her smile with her sleeve. “Don’t worry—I will not ask. The message was for you, not me.”

“Thank you. Nor will I ask what she said to you.”

She looked pensive. “Actually, I was hoping you could help me understand her meaning.”

I frowned. “Go on.”

“Dream time isn’t the same as waking time, but I am certain she was only at my bedside for a few moments. By the time she spoke of me, she was already starting to fade into darkness, and I’m not completely certain that I understood her. What I heard could be interpreted in one of two ways.”

“I’m listening.”

Princess Tagako looked uncomfortable. “At first I thought she was telling me to look out for you. It sounded like a warning.”

“You told me you were not my enemy. I can assure you, princess, I am not your enemy, either.”

“I believe you, but I am not sure your intentions were what she was referring to in this case. Then there was the other interpretation.”

“I hesitate to ask, but now I must. What was it?”

Princess Tagako looked even more uncomfortable now, and I think I detected a faint blush. “I think she may have been asking me to look after you. Not quite the same thing.”

“Perhaps she meant both,” I said, in a weak attempt to lighten the mood.

There was a flash of anger in Tagako’s eyes. “This is serious, Lord Yamada. Princess Teiko was my friend. If there’s something she wishes of me, if it is within my power I mean to do it.”

I considered her reaction, and answered her in the same serious manner. “Tagako-hime, while my friend Kenji would be the first to tell you that I do need looking after, that is not your burden to bear, and I am certain that Teiko didn’t intend it. I think the first interpretation is the most likely.”

Tagako frowned. “But why would she warn me of you?”

I gave her the only answer I had. “Perhaps because, despite my good fortune in surviving to this age and in what, however little, I may have accomplished, in some very important ways I am unlucky, perhaps even cursed. People near me often come to harm, Princess Teiko not the least of them, and I do not wish that for you, nor would she. That alone would be reason enough to be wary of me.”

Tagako remained silent for a moment. When she spoke again it sounded as if she were speaking of another subject entirely. “There is something else that my time as saiō has taught me.”

“May I ask what that is?”

“It’s about curses, Lord Yamada—they can be lifted.”


CHAPTER FOUR

The next morning dawned crisp and chilly. Already the sun was getting weaker, and the leaves of the maple trees were turning their autumn colors of red and yellow. We rode southeast from Saiku on the road toward the Grand Shrine. Morofusa had sent out riders to cover our left and right flanks, but that was mostly for show. A bandit attack this close to the shrine would have been unprecedented, even in the countryside’s unsettled state.

“You’ve barely said two words all morning,” Kenji observed as he rode beside me.

“Is that unusual?”

He grinned. “Yes. Usually you’ve said barely ten or so by this time. Are you going to tell me what happened with the saiō or not?”

“I’m still not entirely sure what happened, to be frank,” I said. I did relate most of my conversation with Princess Tagako including her account of Princess Teiko’s visitation, though I omitted several things, including Teiko’s message to the saiō. Kenji frowned as he considered what I had told him.

“I’m starting to think that everyone knows why we’re taking this path except the two of us. Do you believe the saiō is in Prince Kanemore’s confidence?”

“I won’t know for certain until I speak with the prince himself, but I’m having a hard time thinking of any way she could know what she knows otherwise. The logical conclusion is that she’s telling the truth. Not that it makes any difference at the moment.”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean we know we’re supposed to be here, and nothing the saiō said to me changes that. If the reason truly is, in part, to meet with this mystery person, then we’ll know that much by day’s end.”

Kenji had no answer and changed the subject. “If the saiōs’s dream was a true one, then Princess Teiko’s spirit is being rather insistent. Which does make me wonder. I mean, you know your task isn’t done. Teiko’s son is not yet on the Chrysanthemum Throne. Such visitations take spiritual energy and can be draining for a spirit. Why would she believe it was so important?”

“It could mean that Takahito’s ascension is in more peril than I currently believe. It could also mean something else entirely. Honestly, Kenji-san, I am as baffled as you are.”

We covered the two leagues to the Grand Shrine without incident, traveling in the shadows of the twin mountains Shumaji and Kamaji as we descended toward the Isuzu river, arriving at the shrine complex around mid-afternoon.

“This was once the site of a fishing village called Uji-tachi,” Morofusa said. “Yet now the shrine has pretty much engulfed everything.”

I could see his what he meant. Everything, from shops and inns and barracks and every other conceivable structure all appeared to be either in service to or indeed a part of the Grand Shrine.

“I gather you have been here before, Morofusa-shōshō.”

“Many times, Yamada-sama. With your permission, I will see to our lodging while you conduct your business. Yoshitsune and three others of my choosing will accompany you.”

The way he spoke made it clear to me that this course wasn’t open for debate. While I was “officially” in command and an attack within Ise itself seemed unlikely, he had the responsibility for both the men in his detachment and my safety; I was more than willing to let him do as he thought best in that regard.

“Very well. Where can I find the Naikū Shrine?”

Morofusa pointed straight ahead. “That way leads to the sacred Uji bridge. Cross to the other side of the river and follow the path to the right along the riverbank, and it will take you there. You’ll need to walk, I’m afraid. Horses are allowed only on special occasions.”

“Gladly,” I said. I’d been in the saddle every day since we’d left Kamakura, and I welcomed the chance to stretch my legs. Even Kenji looked a little relieved. We dismounted and left our horses in Morofusa’s care. Together Kenji and I and the four bushi set out for the bridge.

“I can understand why the high priestess doesn’t reside at the Grand Shrine itself,” Kenji said after a few moments of walking. “This place is chaos.”

Between all the lesser shrines—more than a hundred, according to Kenji, some located within the town itself and some nearby—and the swarms of residents and pilgrims, I could very well see Kenji’s point. I imagined after the establishment of the Grand Shrine in its current form some centuries before, the building of Saiku and the Bamboo Palace at safe distances was probably the first order of business.

We proceeded toward the bridge, drawing almost no attention from the throngs around us. Considering the large numbers of noble and imperial visitors with much larger retinues, my small party must have been seen as unworthy of notice, for which I was a little grateful.

The Uji Bridge spanned the Isuzu River in a graceful arc. I had to pause for a moment at its apex to gaze over the river itself. After the spring rains and the heat of summer, the river was in its gentle phase, flowing in an unhurried stream before the rains of the eleventh month would arrive to hurry it along again. On the opposite shore, I could see the forest of massive sugi that bordered the path along the river.

“Those are some of the largest sugi I have ever seen,” I said. “Even the ones in the Capital are not so impressive.”

“They were here when the shrine was founded and of course never cut since,” Yoshitsune said. “Or so I have been told, Yamada-sama.”

“I can well believe it.”

Once we crossed the bridge, we turned right and walked in the shadow of the sugi forest. Before long, the path turned more toward the slope of Shimaji-yama. The cones from the sugi had begun to fall at this time of year, and we found several in our path as we approached a large building which Yoshitsune informed us was the Kaguraden, the prayer hall built for pilgrims along the path to the actual shrine, since entry to the shrine building itself was forbidden.

“Perhaps, in a few centuries, the sugi forest will expand to cover this road,” I said, after I had accidentally stepped on one of the cones.

“With so many clumsy feet trodding them?” Kenji said. “Unlikely.”

“Not so many today,” I said, looking around.

Kenji frowned. “Now that you mention it, we have seen no one since we crossed the bridge. Does that not seem strange to you?”

“Actually, it does.” It seemed more than strange. It seemed very wrong. “On your guard,” I said.

I had no sooner spoken then several bushi stepped out of the trees ahead of us on both sides of the path. I recognized their mon at once—it was the wisteria vine of the Fujiwara.

Fujiwara bushi?

I wasn’t sure what shocked me more—that Princess Tagako had sent me into a trap, that we were being ambushed on the grounds of the Grand Shrine itself, or that the Fujiwara were now producing bushi of their own. Normally, any warrior acting on behalf of the Fujiwara would be wearing their own insignia, whatever it might be. The odds appeared to be two to one and not in our favor. I glanced down the path looking for a line of retreat, but there were just as many warriors in that direction. It didn’t take a tactician of Prince Kanemore’s level to know that our position was untenable.

“It seems we will likely die today,” Yoshitsune said. “Let my death be honorable.”

He already had his hand on the hilt of his tachi, and I saw nothing for it but to follow his example. Kenji had no sword of course, but he did have his staff. Then I noticed something else strange—none of the Fujiwara had their weapons drawn.

If this is an ambush, why aren’t they attacking?

“Wait,” I said. “Keep your steel covered.”

Yoshitsune frowned but did as I commanded.

“Greetings, Lord Yamada.”

I didn’t see who had spoken at first, but then the bushi in front of us dropped to their knees as a handsome older man, richly dressed, strode briskly between them. “Spilling blood in this sacred space would be an abomination. So before you do something we will all regret, I think we should talk.”

We kneeled together within the empty Kaguraden. Outside, the Minamoto and Fujiwara bushi eyed each other warily, but no violence seemed imminent.

“You are the one I was sent to meet,” I said.

“If you’re referring to what the high priestess has told you, then yes,” he said. “Though I’m sure you know by now that her instructions would have come from our mutual friend, Prince Kanemore.”

Our mutual friend?

“You clearly have the advantage of me, sir,” I said. Eyeing his well-armed guard, I added, “In more than one way.”

He dismissed that. “Most of the time I can no more escape my escort than you can,” he said. “Especially when traveling outside the Capital. I apologize if my attendants startled you. I am Fujiwara no Yorinobu.”

Surprise appeared to be the order of the day. “Sadaijin? The minister of the left?”

“Well, technically I am only acting saidaijin as my brother Norimichi is the official holder of the position, but yes. Not everyone knows I act in his stead.”

The minister of the left was one of the highest officials in the Daijou-kan, the group of seven ministers of the court who exercised power in the emperor’s name. There was also another group of officials each responsible for such areas of concern as the treasury, military, and the emperor’s household, but they were subordinate to the Daijou-kan itself. In that august group only the chancellor of the realm and the daijō-daijin or chief minister, held more power than the man next to me. In theory they were answerable to the emperor, but more than once in the history of the country it had proved to be the case that the emperor really answered to them, even forcing him to abdicate in extreme situations.

“I am honored,” I said.

He frowned. “No, I don’t think so. Forgive me, Lord Yamada, but I do know your opinion of my family. Every now and then—though of course I would deny it if asked—I feel the same way you do.”

I bowed. “With all due respect, Minister, I am less certain of that.”

He smiled. “Prince Kanemore said you might feel that way, so he asked me to tell you something that could make our meeting more . . . productive. Would you like to hear it?”

I tried not to sound as skeptical as I felt, but it was difficult. “Yes, I would very much like to hear it.”

“That night in Shinoda Forest? The ogre’s head struck the ground before his body did.”

I wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or even more shocked. Only three people alive had known that, and Kenji and I were two of them. The third was Prince Kanemore. While Lady Kuzunoha had been present at the battle, she did not arrive until that particular fight was over, and the traitorous priest who had lured us there had committed suicide soon after. The only way Yorinobu could have known about the ogre’s head was if Prince Kanemore had told him.

“You are the reason I am at Ise,” I said.

“Of course . . . well, one of them. I wished to meet with you, but if it happened in the Capital, that could cause difficulties—for both of us. My dear brothers would almost certainly find out, and they know you are no friend to Fujiwara interests.”

That, I considered, was putting it mildly. Fujiwara machinations were the reason my father was dead and my family long in disgrace. That my father had been posthumously exonerated and the shame removed didn’t change what had happened. I knew Prince Kanemore was no more fond of them than I was and possibly less. But he knew the situation at court as I did not, and if he trusted the man beside me, it seemed I might have to do the same—up to a point.

“Yet if we met at the shrine, no one would think anything of it. Thousands of people make the pilgrimage every year,” I said.

“Officially, I am here to pray for the emperor’s recovery,” he said. “It was Kanemore’s idea. Clever man.”

“So it’s true, then. The emperor is ill.”

Yorinobu looked at me. “The emperor is dying. If you hadn’t already known that, I would be very surprised.”

“I admit I had been so informed. It is a sad thing.”

He smiled again. “Let us speak clearly to one another. I know your primary concern is that Prince Takahito’s ascension goes forward. It is the goal shared by Prince Kanemore, his royal uncle, as well. Perhaps there was some . . . question, shall we say, about that in the past? Yes? Well, rightly so. It is no secret that both the chancellor and the daijō-daijin of the Daijou-kan preferred Norihira, despite the Emperor Go-Suzaku’s decree.”

That much I did know. Go-Suzaku was Go-Reizei’s father, and even though, as his eldest, Go-Reizei ascended in due course, his father had decreed it was to be his much younger brother by Princess Teiko, Prince Takahito, who would ascend after him.

“Prince Norihira is a Fujiwara in the maternal line,” I said.

“Naturally it would be in our family’s interest if he became emperor,” Yorinobu said. “Though if his present Majesty had produced any sons by a Fujiwara mother, it is likely my brothers would have favored them instead, younger men being considered easier to influence and bend to their will. Yet his late Majesty Go-Suzaku may have known something about his eldest son that the rest of us did not. Go-Reizei has three consorts but no children at all. That left only Takahito and Norihira, so of course they favored Norihira.”

So far Yorinobu had told me nothing that I didn’t already know, but his casual relating of Fujiwara political strategy from one of the primary sources left me a bit unbalanced. “When you say ‘they,’ I assume you mean the chancellor and the head of the council?”

“Yes. Specifically, Yorimichi and Norimichi, my elder half-brothers.”

The names were not unknown to me. From what I had gathered from Prince Kanemore over the years, they had treated Takahito rather coldly from the beginning, even though he was crown prince. But then, their goal had always been to change this.

“Forgive me, Yorinobu-sama, but I still don’t understand.”

“Why I am telling you all this? Why you are here?” he asked.

“Yes to both.”

“For the second question, it’s very simple—Prince Takahito will ascend the throne upon the emperor’s death, as decreed. That is certain. What is not certain is how long he will be allowed to keep it. My brothers’ plan is to allow the ascension and then, as soon as possible, force Takahito—well, Emperor Go-Sanjo by that time—to abdicate in favor of his son Sadahito.”

“Again . . . why?”

He smiled. It reminded me of the kind of smile I had often seen on Princess Teiko’s face, the kind that had never failed to worry me. “Again, the answer is simple—while my family may have usurped a great deal of the emperor’s power, it is also in our interest to maintain the emperor’s prestige, as he is the source of both our power and prestige. This way they honor Emperor Go-Suzaku’s decree to the letter while circumventing its intent. Sadahito is still young, and his councilors will see to it that any of his offspring will be of the proper lineage. If removing his father immediately proves impractical, they will likely wait until a proper Fujiwara prince is born to Go-Sanjo, and then act. I don’t claim to know all details, Lord Yamada. The thing to keep in mind is that those at the highest levels of my family—meaning Yorimichi and Norimichi, yes—are more than somewhat worried about Prince Takahito. He has an independence of spirit which, ironically, I think is entirely due to their own poor treatment of him. They fear what he might try to do as emperor.”

I rather thought Prince Kanemore had something to do with that as well, but Yorinobu probably had a point. If Yorinobu was telling the truth—which was still not clear to me—then perhaps Lady Kuzunoha and Prince Kanemore were mistaken about their plans for Prince Norihira. But I think I understood something about the Fujiwara Kanemore did not: the Fujiwara played the game of court politics with a very long view.

“Now, then,” Yorinobu continued, “as for your first question—why am I telling you all this? One reason is because this is nothing you either didn’t already know or, I have no doubt, would soon piece together . . . with the possible exception of my family’s plans after the succession. Once Takahito ascends, he will be under the shadow of the Fujiwara until the initial threat from my brothers is mitigated. I took it upon myself to make that plain because it is important to me, Lord Yamada, that you understand the situation in its entirety or as much of it as I know. I am no more privy to all of my brothers’ secrets than you are. Yet for what I have told you already, I would be considered a traitor.”

“I don’t think you consider yourself such,” I said.

He looked very somber. “Not at all. It should be no surprise to you that my family, like any other, is prone to squabbles and differences of opinion. Unlike my brothers, I understand the world is changing, Lord Yamada.”

“Would that have anything to do with the Fujiwara bushi I see today?”

He smiled. “Yes, I thought you might understand their significance. To state the obvious, my family is both wealthy and politically powerful. Yet we are used to wielding that power only by proxy, as indeed the emperor himself does, witness the recent events in Mutsu province which I believe you know intimately. What happens when the proxies, like the Montoku or Seiwa Genji or the Hojo clan, realize they are the true owners of the power they wield on our behalf?”

I knew only a little of the Montoku Genji, other than that they were a branch of the Minamoto clan descended from the ancient Emperor Montoku, and now very closely allied with the Fujiwara. Yet even that kind of loyalty had its limits, as Yorinobu and I both understood.

“I have had this same conversation with Prince Kanemore,” I said, trying not to smile.

“Actually, so have I. The bushi you see are entirely my own doing, and I have plans for more. There are cadet branches and excess sons in our family who are more open to the idea now than was once the case. As you might guess, I am somewhat at odds with my two older half-brothers in this as well as other things, but that is not important at the moment. I came to you today to speak of Takahito-tenno’s ascension, and in this I do have an interest of my own—Princess Shigeko, the crown prince’s second consort, was my adopted daughter.”

“I was aware of this, and I am sorry for your loss,” I said.

He frowned. “You really would mourn a Fujiwara?”

“It may surprise you that this has happened before, Yorinobu-sama, but I understand your skepticism. I never knew her, yet Princess Shigeko is a special case. You know Prince Kanemore is my friend, and he does keep me somewhat apprised of events. I understood Takahito was genuinely fond of your daughter and grieved her loss deeply. Kanemore did the same, therefore. I sincerely grieve for your loss out of respect for them both.”

Yorinobu bowed very slightly. “I will accept that, and thank you. Yet I have more cause for grief than you may know, which brings me back to the business at hand. My brothers Yorimichi and Norimichi currently hold the positions of chancellor and chief minister. My eldest brother, Yorimichi, is regent in all but name. He plans to resign as chancellor to make way for our middle brother, but do not be fooled. He will retain much power and influence. Together, they speak for the Fujiwara. Yet even they together cannot force an abdication without the support of the greater ministers of the Daijou-kan. There is . . . an internal family situation, shall we say, which places me in a position to see that they do not have it.”

It was my turn to be surprised. “You would do this for Prince Takahito?”

He shook his head. “No, Lord Yamada. I would do it for Princess Shigeko. She may have been a Fujiwara, but not all Fujiwara are the same. She was my adopted daughter, but she was born to a minor branch of the family far outside the sekkan-ke. I trust you understand the term?”

“The inner circle of Fujiwara from which members are groomed to become ministers and other exalted persons of the realm. Is that correct?”

“It is. In light of this and as an insult to me, my brothers initially opposed the union. It was only Takahito’s persistence and Kanemore’s support that allowed it to go forward. I have never forgotten. Even so, there is something I need before I can help them, which is why you are here.”

“I am listening,” I said.

“My daughter’s primary residence was a mansion on the fourth avenue in the Capital, and thus she was sometimes referred to as Princess Shijo. I trust you are familiar with that area?”

I was. Shijo Bridge had been one of my favorite moon-viewing sites in the entire city. “Intimately,” I said.

“That mansion is now haunted by her angry spirit. Anyone attempting to enter the building is attacked . . . well, almost anyone.”

“Meaning you attempted this yourself.”

“Yes, and I was not attacked. Not like the others, I mean. When I try to enter, I am pushed back by unseen hands, even though I see her plainly before me. I don’t know why she won’t speak to me, but others who have attempted the same for my sake have not been as fortunate. One has died, and another’s injuries were severe. I cannot allow any more attempts.”

“I am sorry to hear this, but is this not a matter for the priests?”

His face was unreadable. “You well know I could have had the entire mansion surrounded by priests chanting the rite of exorcism long before now, Lord Yamada. Do not insult either of us by pretending not to understand me.”

I nodded. “You tried to speak with her. I gather you want to know why her spirit remains, why it is so angered,” I said.

There was a great weariness about the man now, as if it had always been there, only now he was letting me see it. “She did not look angry. My servants likely have a different opinion. Perhaps she thinks herself a failure, dying as she did without producing an heir. Perhaps . . . well, I have suspicions of my own, but that is all they are. I simply do not know, and I cannot rest until her spirit is also at rest. If I believed an exorcism was the best way to help her, I would arrange it in a heartbeat. I do not.”

A loved one not at rest. I was beginning to think I had more in common with the man than I would have suspected.

I considered what he said. “You want me to discover the reason your daughter haunts her former home and, if possible, put her troubled spirit to rest. In exchange, you will side with the new emperor against your brothers. I think you understand what you are risking, Lord Yorinobu.”

His smile was faint. “I do know the potential consequences. Whatever my inclinations toward the future or any gratitude I feel toward the crown prince, I am no hero. It is for my daughter’s sake alone that I am willing to take this risk, just so that we understand one another. Will you help me or not?”

His honesty demanded an equally honest response. “In that same spirit, you know I am no friend to the Fujiwara and likely never will be, so I am not inclined to help you. However, if it is within my power, I will help your daughter, for Takahito-tenno’s sake,” I said. “If that amounts to the same thing, so be it.”

Yorinobu laughed, so loudly and heartily that I was startled, and I realized all the bushi waiting for us outside were staring. When the fit had passed, he lowered his voice again. “Whatever you may feel about me or my family, I think I like you, Lord Yamada. As we both sail now into troubled waters, try not to die.”

“For the sake of the future emperor and all of our futures, you do the same.”


CHAPTER FIVE

“After all this time, yet another ghost,” Kenji muttered. “Are we to spend the rest of our lives chasing one angry ghost or another?”

I was thinking of the spirit of Princess Teiko. “Other than the ones chasing us? That is in the hands of fate and karma, Master Kenji. Not ours. Not as long as both they and we have unfinished business.”

“If you’re referring to Princess Teiko, she didn’t appear angry to me.”

“No, but she does want something. Since I’m no longer certain what that ‘something’ is, we may be facing her anger after all.”

We spent the night at an inn within the Grand Shrine complex. The next morning, accompanied by our escort, we set out for Saiku to take our leave of the high priestess. From there I hoped to reach the Suzuka Pass before nightfall, though I knew this hope was probably optimistic. Kenji had been in a sour mood since I’d related to him as much of my conversation with Yorinobu as I felt prudent. I hadn’t named the man I’d met with, of course, except to Kenji. The fewer people who knew of the acting saidaijin’s involvement, the better for everyone.

“I don’t suppose we have any leeway as to exorcism?”

“Wards may be in order but no exorcism, Master Kenji. Not until we know why the ghost is there. Patience.”

He frowned. “Rubbish. At a time like this, Prince Kanemore first sent us to Ise just to gain a client—which neither of us wanted or needed? I’m not a simpleton, Yamada-sama. There is far more going on here.”

“Of course there is.”

“But you’re not going to tell me,” he said.

I twitched the reins to avoid a hole in the road. “I suspect there will come a time when you know as much or more than I do. That is unavoidable, but until that day comes, you’re better off not knowing. I fear you’re simply going to have to trust me for now.”

“It would be a long way from the first time,” he said. “And not always to the best conclusion.”

True enough, but I ignored his comment and simply let him sulk. Kenji’s mood lingered for a while, but by the time we approached Saiku and the Bamboo Palace, a little of his old cheer was returning. “Do you think I will be allowed in this time? I would like to meet this priestess.”

“I have no doubt of that,” I said, “though I do not know how likely it is that either of us will see her today. She has other duties, and this is just a courtesy call.”

“So was our first time at the Bamboo Palace,” he said. “You still haven’t told me everything about that meeting, either.”

“There was nothing more to tell.”

Which wasn’t entirely true, nor did I think he believed me, yet there were aspects to my meeting with Princess Tagako which I hadn’t fully grasped myself, and expressing my confusion in Kenji’s presence would be to invite unwarranted speculation. I let him imagine what he would. It seemed the least dangerous course.

We arrived at Saiku in good time only to find the place in what I could only describe as highly organized turmoil. Servants were scurrying about like ants. I noted wagons being loaded with clothing chests and cooking supplies and all manner of things. On the same hill where we had camped that first day at Saiku, there was another encampment displaying the Minamoto colors.

Morofusa scowled. “With your permission, I will go speak to them.”

“By all means.”

Morofusa soon returned, accompanied by an older bushi I didn’t recognize. They both kneeled. “Yamada-sama,” Morofusa said, “this is Minamoto no Akimasa. He is the shōshō of twenty bushi from the Capital sent to join with our group.”

I frowned. “Join with us? For what reason?”

Akimasa held up a sealed scroll and presented it to me. “At Prince Kanemore’s request, Yamada-sama. Together we will have the honor of escorting Princess Tagako on her return to the Capital.”

“You seem surprised,” Princess Tagako said.

Despite the bustle around us, this meeting with the high priestess of the Grand Shrine was much more formal than the first. Princess Tagako spoke from her dais behind a kicho of silk mesh that allowed us to just see her outline. I could only imagine Kenji’s disappointment, as so far he had held his tongue and was the very model of decorum.

“I have heard no news,” I said. “Does this mean . . . ?”

“I received word just this morning that Emperor Go-Reizei has left this world six days ago,” she said. “His funeral rites have already begun.”

I hesitated to ask. “Is . . . is there any news on the succession?”

“The formal enthronement, as I understand it, has not yet taken place, but that is ceremonial only. Takahito is now Emperor Go-Sanjo, and in that capacity has officially summoned me back to Kyoto.”

My first thought was not happiness for either Takahito or Kanemore, both of whom had long looked forward to this day for their own reasons. Nor even grief for the late emperor, who was, in my estimation, a decent man. For the moment, all I could think of was Princess Teiko.

Your son is emperor, Highness. It is what we both wanted. Are you at rest now?

Kenji spoke up then. “It is the custom for the new emperor to appoint another saiō upon his ascension, is it not?”

“Indeed, Master Kenji. My appointment has lasted for almost eighteen years, but it ends with the passing of his late majesty. Now my duty is to bid goodbye to the life I have known here and return to the Capital to make way for my replacement. There is a series of traditional rituals I must perform during my return, but when the last of them is done, I will no longer be high priestess of the Grand Shrine. I am informed that Imperial Princess Toshiko has already completed her purification period. She will depart for Saiku once the funeral rites for Emperor Go-Reizei are concluded.”

I knew this ritual purification took about a year. It was clear the crown prince or those closest to him had understood that the late emperor’s health had been failing for some time.

“Takahito’s daughter is only twelve, which I believe is about the same age you were upon your appointment as saiō. You know the great responsibility thrust upon her now.”

“I do. But strangely enough, I never found it burdensome,” she said. “And it was a life of serenity away from the court. Most of my predecessors, I think, were eager to leave this place. I will miss it.”

“We are honored to be traveling with you,” I said.

I still wasn’t certain if I should be more triumphant or worried at the news that Takahito was now emperor. Lord Yorinobu had made it quite clear that the Fujiwara were by no means done interfering. Somehow, despite everything, I had expected to be in the Capital before affairs proceeded this far, though if anyone had asked me what possible role I could have played in the events in the Capital of the last several weeks and to what purpose, I could not have answered them. Now, thanks to Lord Yorinobu, I did have a purpose, but Prince Kanemore’s request meant that again my return to the Capital would be delayed. The saiō’s procession back to the Capital was one of tradition, not expedient haste. By my estimation our arrival in Kyoto was more than a week away, yet I knew that even the Fujiwara wouldn’t attempt to force an abdication of a sitting emperor in less than a week. Knowing this did not reassure me whatsoever.

“I will be ready to depart at first light tomorrow,” Tagako said. “Until then, I must bid you gentlemen good day. There is much yet to do.”

“We are at your disposal,” I said, and we took our leave.

Morofusa had arranged our campsite to combine with that of the Minamoto from the Capital. On our way back to the hill, Kenji was the first to speak.

“I must say this—I really hate veils. Was she as beautiful as she sounded?”

“Even more so, you old lecher. Not that this is of concern to either of us. I only wish we could hurry our return.”

Kenji grinned. “No chance of that. I spoke to Akimasa earlier and discovered our new route. Remember that fishing village on the Kushida River where we stayed before arriving at Saiku? First we return there where Princess Tagako must perform a purifying ritual similar to the one she performed after her appointment. Then we travel west from Ise across the Kii Peninsula then turn north to the old capital at Nara, avoiding the Suzuka Pass altogether. Yet from Nara, only a day away from Kyoto, mind, we divert southeast to Osaka Bay for another ritual. Then we travel back to the village we stayed the night before, stay another day, and then return to Nara. In Nara we also wait another day before returning, finally, to the Capital.”

I almost groaned. If anything, I had underestimated the time it would take. Yet Prince Kanemore had known that as well. So far as I could tell, there was no reason for Kenji and me to be a part of Tagako’s escort, and yet we were. It almost seemed as if, having sent Lady Kuzunoha to inform me of the seriousness of the situation, Prince Kanemore had then deliberately delayed my return. Granted, if I were to meet with Lord Yorinobu in a fashion that would arouse no suspicion, the Grand Shrine at Ise was perfect. That much had made sense to me. This did not.

One day, I hope I will have the opportunity to ask him about this.

For now, there was nothing for it but to perform our duties as required. I checked the position of the sun, noting there was no more than an hour or two of daylight left.

“I’m going for a walk,” I said.

“This late in the day?” Kenj scowled. “Whatever for?”

“To be alone for a little while. To clear my head. If you tell Morofusa where I’ve gone, I’ll cut your head off. Or cut my patronage to your temple in half for the next year, your choice.”

He winced. “That’s hardly a choice at all. Where are you going? So I’ll know where I’m not telling him you are.”

I looked east. “That way.”

“Ise Bay is that way.”

“Then that is where I am going,” I said, and set out at a brisk walk. I glanced back once to see Kenji shaking his head. The next time I glanced back, he was gone. I passed a small grove of maples before I was able to see the bay. Far on the other side of it lay Kamakura and the life I had come to know. It had been three years since I’d left the Capital, and I had very mixed feelings about returning there now, but for the moment I was content to put those emotions aside. I breathed in the salt air, simply grateful for a little time to myself. There was so much about the situation in the Capital I didn’t understand, and even my unexpected meeting with Lord Yorinobu hadn’t clarified much. I already knew the Fujiwara were likely to interfere with the emperor’s rule. This gave me a clear goal, a purpose in returning. I also had Lord Yorinobu’s mission to consider. I wasn’t foolish enough to think these were the only reasons I had for going to the Capital. I knew there was more going on than I was yet aware, and my ignorance was more than frustrating—it was dangerous.

I looked out over the water for some time, but if I’d expected an interval of calm and reflection to provide any answers, I was disappointed. Nothing suggested itself. Soon the sun was dipping low over the maples and it was time to head back to camp. I was almost at the grove when Morofusa stepped into view and bowed.

“Did you enjoy your excursion, my lord?”

Either I was getting careless or my time in Kamakura had dulled my senses even more than I suspected. I’d allowed an armed man within bowshot of me, and I’d been oblivious the entire time. “Yes, but now it appears I will need to cut Master Kenji’s head off.”

He frowned. “Lord Yamada, whatever for?”

“Did he not tell you where to find me?”

“No one told me. I saw the two of you together, but when you didn’t return to camp with him, I followed you.”

Then I was even a little more disappointed in myself. I had been followed and was completely unaware of it. I considered for a moment the demon-hunter I had once been and wondered what he would think of me now.

“I must be getting old,” I said aloud.

“Such is the fate of all who live, Lord Yamada, but please remember that it is my responsibility to make certain that you continue to grow older until you are safely returned to the Capital. If anything . . . unpleasant were to happen to you, my men and I would also experience something unpleasant. Likely equally so.”

I hadn’t thought of that. There was a lot I had not yet thought of, and my ignorance could have equally dire consequences for those around me.

“Morofusa-san, while the area around the Bamboo Palace is probably as safe as anywhere in the emperor’s domain, it was foolish of me to wander off alone. I promise not to do so again.”

He bowed once more. “That is all I ask.”

In contrast to the great confusion and bustle of the day before, the next morning’s procession was arranged in a very orderly fashion and we were ready to depart Saiku in good time. Princess Tagako and her closest attendants traveled in shuttered carriages drawn by oxen, as was the custom for one of her rank, while the rest of her attendants and servants traveled on foot. That was the pace those of us on horseback followed, with the exception of scouts Morofusa sent ahead and Akimasa, forming the rearguard with his detachment, sent to the rear and flanks. The two shōshō coordinated well, and I had the feeling this was not the first time they had served such functions together. I asked Morofusa about this on the way back to the Kushida River.

“Once or twice,” he admitted. “We’ve shared duties at the Capital before. Akimasa is more experienced than I am, but he knows my instincts are generally sound. We work well together.”

The first day passed without incident. We reached the village where Princess Tagako performed the required ceremony, and then we spent the night at the same temple, though this time our numbers required that we set up camp within the temple walls while the guest quarters were turned over to Tagako and her attendants. I was pleased to see neither Akimasa nor Morofusa depended on the temple walls but rather posted their own guards to complement the sohei provided by the temple. Kenji likewise made his rounds to search for anything of an unnatural bent but he found nothing, and our night likewise passed without incident. The next morning we crossed into the mountains south of the Suzuka Pass, and by mid-morning we stopped for a meal at a site overlooking the Yamato plain. We reached Asuka well before evening.

Our lodging had been arranged within an old temple near what had once been the imperial palace, but there was nothing left of the palace compound save a few scattered stones. As was the custom, Princess Tagako received a few official visitors from the area, but the formalities didn’t take very long. The day turned into a clear night, and several members of our party gathered on the temple’s veranda to admire the last sliver of the waning moon. Tagako’s kicho was arranged so that she could see the sky without having to look through a veil.

“I wonder what this temple was like, back when Asuka was the capital,” she said. “You can see the remains of greatness about this place.

This was true. The stonework of the temple’s foundations was first rate, if poorly maintained. Yet that place had been a village before it became the seat of the emperor, and it was still a thriving town long after his departure. Even so, there was an air of shabbiness about the surviving places. Places no longer as important as they had once been.

Kenji, only recently returned from a patrol around the temple compound, agreed. “I saw many signs of what this place had once been. So we are reminded of the impermanence of this world.”

I sometimes admired the easy way that Kenji blended into groups under the guise of a priest. Yes, technically he was a priest and firmly believed the things he said in that context, but at the same time I could never help but see it as a bit of misdirection. Possibly a flaw in my own character, perhaps envy. Most of my life I was never clear on the role I was to play, and now as the newly prosperous Yamada no Goji, I was even more confused. I wondered if I would ever fit as comfortably into my role as Kenji did in his.

“Did you see anything else?” I asked. I didn’t elaborate, but Kenji knew my meaning.

“Nothing unusual,” he said. “The temple grounds have seen better days, but they’re still in good condition.”

Meaning he had detected no supernatural threats. That was a relief. Morofusa and Akimasa would set their sentries as always, but it was the threat of creatures against which blades were not always effective that concerned me most.

“Tomorrow we resume our journey,” Princess Tagako said, “but I must first ask your indulgence in the morning, gentlemen. There is an ancient site near Asuka I wish to visit, a place older than Asuka or this fine temple. I promise to keep the delay to a minimum.”

“We are, as always, at your service,” I said. “May I ask where we are going?”

“A very, very old tomb.”

Kenji and I exchanged glances. Kenji spoke first.

“Highness, would you be referring to the Ishibutai Kofun?”

“You know of it?”

“I traveled widely in my youth and had the privilege of passing through this area before. The kofun is quite interesting,” he said, “though would it be impertinent of me to ask why you wish to see it?”

“Because, Master Kenji, once I reach the Capital, it is very unlikely I will be able to leave it again easily, if at all. If there is anything I wish to see or do before that day, there is no better time than now.”

I had gotten far too accustomed to asking questions as they occurred to me. If I had paused for even a moment to reflect, if I had understood the sadness in Tagako’s words then, I would not have spoken at all. But I did not.

“Highness, what are your plans once we reach Heian-kyo?”

She did not answer for a long moment.

“I have none,” she said finally. “As I will have little part in making them. Most likely I will be married off to some official or other. I’m still young enough, and there is more than a little prestige attached to a former saiō. If the business is not negotiated and concluded before we reach the Capital, I would be surprised.”

Of all my shortcomings of the past several days, I think I regretted this one the most.

“It was a foolish and inappropriate question, Highness. Forgive me.”

She politely dismissed my apology. “Say rather it was foolish of me to complain. I understand the obligations of one of my station, and the price attached to my prerogatives. There is nothing to forgive.”

Tagako excused herself soon after, pleading fatigue. Which was no doubt true, as far as it went. Travel was tiring, even if all one had to do was sit in a carriage, but I knew that this was not the only reason.

When the others had retired, Kenji and I remained on the veranda for a bit, though now the clouds had gathered and the moon hid her face from us.

“Lord Yamada, that was cruel of you. Intentional or not.”

“Not,” I said. “But it was cruel, nonetheless.”

That night I dreamed a familiar dream. I was back on the shores of Lake Biwa just northeast of the Capital, on my way to meet with Princess Teiko for what I did not realize would be the last time in this life. The dream was sometimes a little different, but never different in the way that mattered. It was a dream I always encountered in an ironic state of wakefulness. I was always aware it was a dream, and I always knew what was to come, but I could never wake myself, not until the dream was done with me. For a time I had been spared the dream, after the day in Shinoda Forest when I thought I had said goodbye to Teiko in the guise of one of Lady Kuzunoha’s illusions, but now it was back.

Considering the circumstances, I was not at all surprised.

I was vaguely aware of the other players in the dream. I walked past a ghostly image of Prince Kanemore’s encampment. Their flickering campfires cast shadows on the cloth barrier surrounding it, but there was no reason to stop. I walked on to where Princess Teiko was waiting for me.

She kneeled by a campfire, dressed in a noblewoman’s notion of a peasant’s clothing. She wore a wide-brimmed hat with a veil around the rim, but she had pulled it back so we could talk face to face. She sipped a cup of Chinese tea and didn’t bother to look at me as I kneeled beside her.

“Am I not a glorious sight now?” she said.

“Highness—” I began, but she cut me off.

“Just Teiko. My titles are stripped. Not that I mind so much. After all, what are titles to the dead?”

I finally understood. This dream was no common vision sent from whatever hell had the charge of such things to torment me. This was different.

“This is not just a dream,” I said. “You’re really here, aren’t you?”

She raised her sleeve to hide her smile. “I’ve never gone very far, truth be told. Or rather, I have. Farther than forever. I imagine it is a matter of perspective. ”

For a moment or two she didn’t speak again but merely sipped her tea. I had the feeling she was waiting for something.

“Tell me what I need to do,” I said.

She did not bother to conceal her melancholy smile. “I’m afraid this doesn’t work that way. While appearing to you in your dream is, in many ways, easier for me, this is not my domain and I do not make the laws that govern it. You have to ask, whatever it is.”

I tried again. “What must I do?”

She sighed. “I can’t tell you.” She saw my protest forming and moved quickly to head it off.

“What I mean is that I literally cannot. I’m sorry, but my fate is written,” she said. “It is the one I chose, as you well know. However, yours is not, nor is Kenji’s, nor my son’s. Action can only take place in the living realm. I cannot tell you what you must do, even though I think I know what you should do. Whatever course you take, you must choose it yourself. You yet live, and so long as you do, you must decide. I cannot interfere.”

I thought about it for a moment. “Why are you still attached to this world?”

She laughed then, delicately. “Oh, you clever man. You hope by revealing this I will give you some hint about a course for you. Yet you already know. My son and his welfare, his destiny.”

“Your son is emperor. Why do you say I am not yet done? Is there more?”

“Because you are not and there is. Honestly, Lord Yamada. We have so little time and you are wasting it.”

“What if I chose to walk away now? To forget about you and your son and return to Kamakura. Could I do that?”

“I do not think you will do that,” she said. “But you could. It is your right. I understand it is my own selfishness, my own hopes and wishes for my son that keep me trapped here. If I could have severed these ties on my own, I would have done so, but I cannot. I am not strong enough. If you do not help me, I will remain here, possibly forever, a mournful spirit in a world that has forgotten me.”

“Then I will help you if I can,” I said. “You already knew that.”

“I believed so. I hoped for it. Yet I have been known to make mistakes. Once in a while.”

I could sense the arrival of the sun, and I knew we had no more time.

“You appeared to Princess Tagako in her dreams, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she said, and put the teacup aside.

“What did you mean to tell her? Your message wasn’t clear.”

“I meant to say exactly what I did say. I told her two different things, both true. How she acts on them is for her to decide.”

In one smooth motion, Teiko rose and stood silhouetted against the fire. “Even here, this is hard for me. I do not know if we will see each other again. I do not know if I should even hope for it. Hope is a powerful but very, very dangerous thing.”

She walked away then, toward the lake. I tried to move, to follow her in time, as I had failed to do twelve years before, but I could not move. The one kindness the dream offered was that this time I could not turn to see, but then I heard the crack! as Princess Teiko’s body fell into the water. There should have been a splash; I knew that much even at the time, but the sound was much louder, much sharper, and it struck me like a blow to my chest, as it always had, over and over again.

It was the sound of my world ending.


CHAPTER SIX

“Was that all?”

I groaned. “Wasn’t that enough?”

It was a pleasantly warm day for early fall. We rode together with a smaller group of bushi escorting Princess Tagako on her excursion the next morning. We had made arrangements to meet with the remainder of the procession at a small shrine west of Asuka later that morning to resume our real journey, but for now we were on our way to a tomb. Considering the lingering effects of the night’s dream, I was not in the best humor for sightseeing, and Kenji’s skepticism was not helping.

“I’m not saying it wasn’t a visitation, Lord Yamada, as it very well might have been. But it would be wise, I feel, to consider a few things.”

“Such as?”

“Well, primarily—this image of Princess Teiko didn’t tell you anything you didn’t already know. Her desires? Her reasons for attachment to this world? What part of this was a revelation to you?”

“I once thought my obligation to both Princess Teiko and her son would end when he ascended the throne,” I said. “Clearly not.”

“Did you really?” Kenji asked. “Knowing the Fujiwara’s only real loyalty is to themselves? Was that what you believed, even before Princess Teiko’s manifestation at the bridge? Honestly?” I think my face reddened then, because Kenji didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s what I thought,” he said.

“She said she might be trapped on this earth forever, if I don’t help her.”

“And did you not already believe as much yourself? Honestly, Lord Yamada. As a priest, I know dreams are sometimes prophetic, and sometimes dreams are a portal to allow the visitation of spirits. But sometimes, dreams are no more than a way of talking to ourselves in a manner where we will finally listen. I do not pretend to know which is the case here, and neither should you.”

“I believe Teiko appeared to me,” I said because it was the truth. Or perhaps my truth.

Kenji grunted. “Then I will say no more on the subject. Whether she did or not, the situation we are in has not changed.”

I had no argument. “How far is this kofun?” I asked, changing the subject.

“If I remember right, we are nearly there.”

Kenji had hardly finished speaking when the tumulus came into view. It sat on a broad flat hillock, a smaller mound on a greater one. The earth around the stones had eroded so some of them were visible; the ones in sight were gigantic. Three grown men with arms outstretched wouldn’t have been able to measure the least of them.

“The Ishibutai Kofun,” Kenji said.

There was an approach of flat stones leading toward an entrance that appeared like a gaping maw in the earth. Princess Tagako’s carriage was arranged so she had a good view of it, though of course we came no closer to avoid the risk of ritual impurity, which was something Princess Tagako especially could not afford. A tomb of ancient distinction was still a tomb, and not a place for the living. While we waited, a servant brought word that Princess Tagako wished to speak to me. I dismounted and approached her carriage. Through the shutter I could see a few flashes of color but not her face.

“What do you think of it? The kofun, I mean.”

“It is . . . impressive.”

“It is also a reminder, is it not?”

“Life is fleeting.”

She laughed and after a few moments she spoke again. “Yes, that. But there’s more. Do you not know the history of this place?” I admitted my lack of knowledge, and she continued, “Where we are now, in this flat area before the kofun, is rumored to have once been the mansion of a very powerful man named Soga no Umako, back when Asuka was the home to the emperors. Have you heard the name?”

I frowned. “Once again, I must confess that I have not.”

“I am not surprised. It was a long time ago, but those of the royal line, even as distantly as myself, know the story. Hundreds of years ago, the Soga were to the emperors what the Fujiwara are now. What remains of them today, save for this big pile of stones? Nothing, Lord Yamada. Nothing at all.”

“That is the real reason you wanted to come here,” I said.

“I have heard of this place since I was a child, and it is the reminder I spoke of: What seems impossible to overcome will be overcome. What seems unchangeable, will change. That is the nature of all things. One day the Fujiwara will follow the path of the Soga clan, and their sum and total will be the stones of a forgotten tomb. Still, I am of Fujiwara blood—if distantly—as are most of the royal line. Even Princess Teiko had a Fujiwara mother. Yet the Fujiwara only care about empresses in the paternal line. They make us all family and then forget we are so. In time, I believe this will be their downfall.”

I smiled. “Have you seen what you came to see?”

“I have, and I know that time is short. I am ready to depart.”

We left Soga no Umako’s tomb and met with the rest of our procession at the appointed place. When we crossed the barrier into Kawachi province, we were met with an additional escort of thirty mounted archers sent by the provincial governor. Morofusa and Akimasa met with the Kawachi bushi’s shōshō and then reported to me.

“Their orders are to accompany us to Heijo-kyo. Since this is their territory, I propose we put them in the vanguard, well ahead of us. We will cover the center, flanks and rear, if that meets your approval?”

This was Morofusa’s domain, not mine, so naturally I agreed, but before he left, I took him aside. “Is there something else?”

“Only that their commander strikes me as somewhat nervous, and it worries me. Perhaps they expect trouble, but these are Montoku Genji bushi and well respected. I would see for myself how well they deal with trouble.”

I wasn’t entirely satisfied with Morofusa’s explanation, as I had the feeling there was something he wasn’t telling me, but I had no reason to object. Fortunately, there was no trouble. The Montoku Genji accompanied us on to our first overnight stop in Kawachi and then on to what had been Heijo-kyo, the old capital at Nara. There they departed to secure the area of the temple where we would be quartered that evening. I wasn’t sorry to see them go. By my standards, our numbers were bloated enough, and I was afraid they might slow us down. The closest we would come to Kyoto on this leg of the journey was Uji, north of Nara, before we turned southeast to Osaka Bay for Princess Tagako’s final ceremony as high priestess. Only then would we be able to return to the Capital.

We were shown the site of the old palace upon our arrival at Heijo-kyo. There was nothing left of its vermillion pillars and green tiled roofs, as the old accounts described it. The grounds where once emperors had made decrees and the court carried out its intrigues had found far more practical use as farmland, for what is a palace without an emperor? What hadn’t been moved for the creation of Heian-kyo was long since scavenged, rotted and fallen away, or burned down.

What remained of Nara’s time as capital city were nine great temples, still in use, but all had seen better days. Our quarters were, in my estimation, located in the worst of them. The lodgings had been cleaned and prepared as well as possible for our arrival, but were clearly on their way to following the example of the ancient palace. Still, it was large enough to house all of us, since even the remaining priests had homes in the town rather than living within their own walls. Morofusa and Akimasa arranged their men around the walls, adding more guards to those areas where time and neglect had breached them. Even with the addition of the governor’s men, they were stretched thin to cover everything.

While Princess Tagako received official visitors in the temple’s lecture hall, Kenji began his own patrol, and I went with him.

“I’m grateful for the company,” Kenji said. “This place has me concerned.”

I shared Kenji’s worry. In most cases his inspections were simply out of habit and prudent precaution, but this place was different. The temple had been all but abandoned; spirits and monsters and creatures of all sorts were drawn to such places.

“Have you sensed anything yet?”

“Nothing definite, but the feeling in this direction makes me uneasy.”

We were traveling along the west wing of the temple. On the outside were several moldering outbuildings, but Kenji felt drawn along one corridor. Daylight was failing, and Kenji lit his lantern. I had my tachi with me; indeed, I had seldom been without it since our journey began. Yet here in the temple it was close quarters, and the length of the blade made its use impractical. I also carried a kodachi in my sash, but I didn’t believe the shorter blade could be as effective if we really ran into trouble, and I said as much to Kenji.

“Let me see your dagger,” he said.

Calling a kodachi a dagger was rather like calling a spear a splinter, but I held it out to him hilt first. He put his lantern down and drew a slip of paper from within his robe. He closed his eyes and muttered a few words I didn’t understand, then touched the paper to my blade. The paper disappeared in a wisp of smoke, and for a moment, the blade of my kodachi glowed red.

“Here,” Kenji said as he handed the weapon back to me and recovered his lantern. “Anything more solid than an actual ghost, that blade will cut, and I’ll wager even a ghost wouldn’t enjoy it.”

“I’ve never seen you use that technique before,” I said. “There were times when we could have used it.”

“I only discovered it in an idle moment after I moved into my temple at Kamakura. I believe it will work, but it is untried, for the obvious reason that I’ve had no chance to test it these last three years. Indeed, I didn’t think I’d ever need to try it at all. I’m sorry to say I might be wrong. Listen!”

I did. There was a very faint and intermittent sound coming from further down the corridor. “It sounds like an animal whine.”

“I hope it is indeed an animal,” Kenji said. “Let’s go.”

We had only taken a few steps when Kenji stopped again. “Do you feel that?”

I did. The atmosphere in the corridor suddenly seemed thick and the light dimmer, even though I knew the sun was still above the horizon. “There’s something ahead. Something powerful.”

“I think you should draw your dagger,” he said. “I’m counting on you to use it if need be.”

“Fine, but don’t tell Morofusa.”

“No need.”

I almost jumped out of my sandals. Morofusa stood behind us looking grim, and I swear I had heard nothing.

“By all the gods, Morofusa—I’ve known ghosts that didn’t move as quietly as you.”

He sighed. “You promised, Lord Yamada.”

“I did. To not wander off, and I have not done so—we are still within the scope of your guards. To not risk myself unnecessarily, but I believe, for the safety of Princess Tagako and all of us, this is necessary.”

“A distinction possibly without a difference,” he said. “What are we hunting?”

“As of yet we don’t know. Possibly nothing, but I would not depend on that. Let us go on,” Kenji said.

Morofusa followed us, and I had to admit that, once I had gotten over my initial shock, I was glad he had found me. Two blades would definitely be better than one, if something as dangerous as I feared really was waiting for us.

“Speaking of hunting, Morofusa-san, may I see your dagger?” Kenji asked.

After a brief hesitation, Morofusa turned his own kodachi over to Kenji, who gave it the same blessing he had given mine. “Just in case,” he said, returning the blade. Morofusa handled it as if he were afraid it would burst into flame at any moment. I barely hid a smile, but only just. We resumed our progress down the corridor. Ahead we saw a patch of light, and then immediately heard a low growl.

“That sounded a bit like a dog,” Kenji said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Lord Yamada?”

I sighed. “Exactly like a dog. So far, fortune has not smiled upon us. Morofusa-san, please draw your kodachi . . . and don’t worry. It won’t bite you. I can’t say the same for what lies ahead.”

“Gentlemen, I personally checked the outside of this walkway not very long ago. This opens into a small pavilion, and there was nothing there.”

“There is now,” Kenji said. “I hope I’m wrong about what it is.”

“I don’t think you are,” I said. “Pity.”

Morofusa stopped us. “As I said, that is an open pavilion ahead. If a creature of malice is there now, we won’t be able to cover its retreat, confined here as we are. It could easily elude us.”

“What do you suggest?” I asked.

“Yoshitsune and Hideki are posted to a gate near here. Let me fetch them to block the creature’s path to the hall before we try to confront it.”

Morofusa’s plan showed good sense. “Do so, but hurry, else it will be on the move without waiting for us.”

Instead of running back to the chamber where the corridor began, he simply found a sprung piece of framing on the wall itself and pushed his way through. In a very short time he had returned, hardly winded.

“They will be ready,” he said. “And you are correct—I saw a shadow seated in the pavilion. I couldn’t tell what it was.”

“Then let us hope I’ve selected the correct ward. Be on guard, both of you,” Kenji said, and we pushed forward into the pavilion.

The creature sat there like a courtier taking in a breeze. It was wearing full court dress, including a very stylish boushi. The only thing out of place was that it had the head of a very large dog. Kenji held his staff in front of himself like a shield.

“Inugami!”

I had hoped we were wrong, but that was a foolish hope. In an instant the creature abandoned all pretense of humanity. It lifted its muzzle skyward and howled. Its clothing fell away as if it had been shredded, leaving only a pile of torn cloth. Now it stood on four thickly muscled legs, its eyes glowing like coals, and the rumble of its growl made my knees shake.

Two more men won’t be enough—

The creature bolted toward the courtyard. Yoshitsune was there and swung a hard blow at the creature’s head, but the blade didn’t bite, and in an instant the beast was on top of him, slavering for his throat. Morofusa and I had both gone after the creature, but we were too slow. The only thing that saved the man from having his throat torn out was Hideki, who struck the creature in the side with his spear. Again the weapon did not cut, but the blow did throw the inugami off balance for a second, and Morofusa, who was a shade faster than I was, leaped on its back and drove his kodachi into the beast’s throat. For a moment I thought his blade had done its work, but then the creature shook itself like a dog shedding water, and Morofusa went flying off to land heavily several feet away.

“Lord Yamada! Hurry!” Kenji shouted. I managed to reach the creature, and drove my blessed kodachi deep into its side near the shoulder. Howling in pain, the inugami turned its attention to me, knocking me down like a cloth doll and lunging for my throat. I reached out blindly and my left hand closed on the hilt of Morofusa’s blade. I heard Hideki’s spear twice strike the creature without any effect. Holding onto Morofusa’s kodachi with all my strength was the only thing keeping me alive—for the moment.

“I can’t hold it for long!”

Fortunately, I did not have to do so. Kenji reached us, and as the creature strained toward my throat, Kenji slapped a ward on the top of its head. The paper clung there as if nailed, and I felt the monster weaken. I took the hilt of Morofusa’s kodachi in both hands and twisted it hard. I was relieved to see the light slowly fade from the creature’s eyes; the battle was over. The inugami’s body turned into mist and drifted away into the night.

Yoshitsune helped Morofusa back to his feet, but had to hold him there as Morofusa’s breaths were coming in great gasps, and I realized he’d had the wind knocked out of him. I had a scratch or two and that appeared to be the extent of our injuries.

We were very lucky.

“What . . . what was that thing? Did it get away?” Morofusa asked when he could talk again.

“An inugami,” Kenji said. “Similar to a shikigami, but much more dangerous . . . to all concerned. It didn’t get away. It was essentially a spirit, not a living creature, and when we destroyed it, there was nothing left.”

“What do you mean, ‘dangerous to all concerned’? I think those of us here in the temple were the only ones in danger.”

“The ritual that creates a inugami is a simple one,” I said, “but also vile and despicable. The very nature of that ritual often means the inugami would turn on its creator at the first opportunity. The only exceptions I know are some criminal clans that are known for their expertise in making and using them. Anyone else would have to be either very desperate or very foolish to even consider it.”

Some people had left the main hall to gather on the south veranda, staring our direction. I heard the murmur of voices. “We’re attracting too much attention. Gentlemen, thank you, but please return to your stations. We’ll see to Morofusa-shōshō.”

“Yes, Lord Yamada,” they said in unison and left.

Kenji and I leant our support to Morofusa as we went back through the pavilion. We found him a seat while we examined the clothing the inugami had left behind, but it contained nothing of any interest.

“From what you’ve told me,” Morofusa said, “it seems likely that the inugami was the tool of an assassin.”

I grunted. “The thought did occur to me, but who was it after?”

Kenji looked at me. “We know it wasn’t after either of us, or it would have attacked us in this pavilion. Instead it tried to get away.”

“Through the courtyard,” Morofusa said. “In the general direction of the audience hall. I’ll wager the intended victim was Princess Tagako. We interrupted it before its chosen moment.”

“Also likely, as she is of the royal family and thus certainly the most important person in our company. Yet that alone is not a reason for such an extraordinary step,” I said.

Morofusa looked thoughtful. “Banditry I understand, but this would be simple murder. Why would anyone wish to harm the princess?”

Morofusa had just cut to the heart of the matter. “Indeed, that is almost certainly the key question. Assuming she was the target, why? What possible reason could anyone have?”

None of us had an answer to that. Me, least of all.

“Lord Yamada, do you take me for an idiot?”

I had been wondering how to broach the subject of the assassination attempt, but apparently I was taking too long on it, because Princess Tagako ended my hesitation by summoning me to a private audience. We were never really alone, of course, but her attendants again kept just out of earshot, and Tagako spoke from behind a kicho so that I only saw her in silhouette.

“I gather you heard the . . . disturbance?”

“Everyone heard it. Especially that howling, which clearly wasn’t human, so please don’t insult me by pretending nothing happened. If there’s a danger to those around me, I need to know of it.”

“Master Kenji, Morofusa-san, and I discovered an inugami lurking in the pavilion.”

Princess Tagako didn’t speak for several long moments. “An inugami? Are you certain?”

“There’s no question of it. If you understand what an inugami is, then you must realize they are often created as instruments of revenge, or assassination.”

“Of course, but Lord Yamada, look around you. This is an old temple, decrepit and barely used. Did it not occur to you that what you found was simply some leftover product of some ancient dark summoning, remaining here long after the one who called it perished?”

I bowed. “I admit the possibility. However, I do not believe this to be the case. An abandoned inugami would not have lived in peaceful contemplation in its old haunts for any length of time. They are vicious creatures by design, and someone would have died long before now. Probably several someones. I think it more likely the creature hadn’t been here any longer than we have.”

“I am very grateful to all of you for dealing with the creature,” she said. “Nor do I mean to sound harsh, but if what you say is correct, we need to know why the thing was here in the first place.”

Princess Tagako’s grasp of the situation, as I expected, was excellent.

“Your Highness, I am in agreement—we need to know who the intended target was. We might presume it would be you.”

“Me?” I didn’t need to see her face to register her surprise. It was clear in her voice. “Who would wish to harm me? I am nothing.”

“You are far from nothing, Highness,” I said softly.

I heard her sigh. “That is kind of you, Lord Yamada, but in an important respect I am worse than nothing—an excess princess. I am not needed for any important dynastic marriages or key alliances. Why else would I have spent eighteen years in Saiku? I have harmed no one I am aware of, save some at court who seemed to believe my very existence was a personal annoyance, but even that was a long time ago.”

“Perhaps there was an indirect target. For example, if someone wished to embarrass the governor of this province,” I said, though I didn’t sound or feel very convincing. “The loss of an imperial princess who was technically under his protection would be very serious.”

“True enough,” she said but then immediately countered. “But not necessarily fatal to his career, as there are few in the Capital who would notice my absence, and the imperial household would have one less expense. Besides, not only do I know what an inugami is, I know what is required to create one, Lord Yamada. The result achieved simply would not justify the effort, never mind the damage to one’s soul.”

I had no heart to argue, since I had already come to the same opinion. I could not see why anyone would want Tagako killed, either for political or personal reasons. By everything I knew and understood, the inugami should not have been there. Yet the inugami was there, and by its very nature was there for a purpose. The obvious conclusion was that there was something I didn’t know, something I definitely needed to know, if there was any chance of preventing bloodshed.

I regretfully took my leave of the princess and sought out Kenji and Morofusa in the hope that they had fared better than I had.

“You were right, Lord Yamada,” was the first thing Kenji said to me.

“You found it?”

Morofusa nodded. “We did, and not very far from here.”

“I want to see it.”

“I do not,” Kenji said. “I did not want to see it the first time. It turned my stomach, but we needed to know. Morofusa, will you show him?”

“Certainly.”

Morofusa led me from the temple to the northeast corner of the compound where one of the moldering outbuildings remained. The door was barely on its hinges, and it took a little effort for Morofusa to open it. There was enough light from the doorway and the holes in the ceiling to tell that it was empty, save for a small upright box to which two pieces of wood had been attached to make a crossed peak.

“An improvised shrine,” I said.

“So we assumed,” Morofusa confirmed. “I had the privilege of opening it the first time.”

I smiled. “Only because Master Kenji knew what was likely to be inside.”

I went into the darkness and opened the door. Inside sat the severed head of a large dog.

The process of making an inugami has two variations. In the first, the dog would be buried in the dirt with only its head uncovered, while bowls of food and water were left just out of reach. When the poor creature was close to dying of thirst and starvation, the creator would offer prayers to the dog’s spirit and then saw its head off. In the second method, rather than being mostly buried, the dog would be tied, again with food and water placed just out of reach. When the animal was completely focused on trying to reach its sustenance, its head would be struck off, thus putting the animal’s predatory focus at the service of the conjurer if the ritual was conducted correctly. The latter method was quicker, so in that respect one might be tempted to call it the kinder of two horrible methods. I was not so tempted. In either case the dog would be dead and its spirit bound, though sooner or later the inugami could be expected to turn on its master. Those assassins who were experienced in the creation and use of the creatures would be prepared for that eventuality. Those who simply sought revenge without considering the consequences—or those who became careless—would die in the jaws of their own creation.

What I did next rendered me ritually impure for the next month, but that was of no concern to me. I reached out and pulled the head over so I could examine its cut. It only took a moment to find what I was looking for.

“A very clean cut. Whoever created this monster was an expert swordsman.”

Now I knew what method had been used. This was no slow, agonizing death, but a very quick one. Since the head was located nearby this also told me something I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. “This wasn’t the work of a criminal clan hired for assassination. This creature was created by someone close by for the sole purpose of killing one of us.”

“I hate to say this, but what about Princess Tagako?” Morofusa asked.

“It’s true Princess Tagako knows the technique,” I said. “But she hasn’t a moment to herself and I’m fairly certain she has neither the strength nor skill with a sword that this would require.”

Morofusa simply grinned. “I meant as the intended victim.”

“One would think so, and yet I know of no reason for it— Wait. Who else was present when Tagako-hime held her audience in the great hall? Did you see?”

“I was at the gate when most of them arrived,” he said. “Let me think . . . there was a delegation from all the temples in Nara, of course, the headmen of several villages, Governor Yorinobu—”

I interrupted. “Fujiwara no Yorinobu?”

“No, my lord. Minamoto no Yorinobu. He’s a member of the Montoku Genji and thus has ties of loyalty to the Fujiwara, but he is not one of them. My understanding is that he was a friend and confident of the former Fujiwara chancellor, Lord Michinaga. It was how he got this appointment.”

I knew the name, of course. Lord Michinaga had been chancellor for so long and governed with such authority that many people saw little difference between him and whatever emperor happened to be on the throne at the time. Even now, years after his death, his shadow loomed large. Lord Fujiwara no Yorinobu and his two half-brothers were all sons of Michinaga. Now I understood why Morofusa had placed the governor’s escort in the vanguard.

“Montoku Genji. So that is why you put them in the front, to keep an eye on them. You don’t trust them, do you?”

Morofusa demurred. “Say rather that I am wary of them, as their loyalties are not my own,” he said. “I thought the vanguard most appropriate.”

“That aside, I know they have more than a few enemies. What if someone desired this governor’s death?”

Morofusa shook his head. “Then they missed their opportunity. He had departed before the inugami was even discovered. He took the rest of our honor guard escort with him, as was previously arranged.”

That was an interesting coincidence, but I understood, so far as I knew, it really was just that. Even if I assumed that the Montoku Genji were somehow involved as agents of the Fujiwara, I still wouldn’t know why or who the true target was.

“Was there anyone else besides the governor?”

Morofusa frowned. “Representatives of some of the more prominent local families, but none, to my knowledge, have dealings with court politics other than the usual currying of favor. If that were cause for assassination, there would hardly be anyone left.”

“In essence, we are fighting blind,” I said.

“Deaf as well, I think,” Morofusa said cheerfully. “Yet we will do the best we can.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Once Morofusa had finished his report, he left to oversee the preparations for our departure the next morning. I was left alone for a while with my thoughts, but they could find no way out of my ignorance. That the inugami had been prepared nearby and was therefore likely not from one of the assassin clans meant someone close to us was taking foolish chances, whatever their intent. Such a one could do great harm to many people and still not achieve their goal, whatever it might be. As for that goal, I felt no closer to answering its riddle than I had in the beginning. For now, as Morofusa as said, we would do our best. I would continue to protect Princess Tagako to the best of my ability, but to do so in a state of ignorance was galling.

I went to look for Kenji, and found him studying a ragged old scroll in the dilapidated lecture hall of the temple.

“Remarkable,” he muttered as I walked up. “Nearly complete copies of the Infinite Meanings Sutra and Great Wisdom Sutra, from the period when Heijo-kyo was the capital. Nearly four hundred years old and likely much older. I could spend years studying these.”

“We don’t have that much time, I’m afraid.”

Kenji looked unhappy. “I know. Not much time . . . in all meanings of the word. Well, time is an illusion, so believing one has enough of it is also an illusion.”

“What do you think of these recent events?” I asked.

“By which, I assume, you are referring to the inugami, and our uncertainty as to its intended victim—though I think we can guess—or who would desire such a thing, or why. One educated guess and two complete unknowns. It is troubling.”

Something had been hovering on the edge of my mind, and Kenji’s assessment of the situation finally helped me put it into words. “Kenji-san, if the Fujiwara desired someone’s death, how do you think it would be arranged?”

“By stealth. A dagger in the dark, poison in one’s drink, an unknown malady that carries one away despite the healer’s prayers. While they are quite capable of open attack through proxies when the situation warrants, most of the time they prefer more subtle methods.”

“Precisely. What about this speaks of the Fujiwara to you?”

“Nothing at all,” he said. “Nor can I even begin to think of a reason they could possibly have to desire it.”

I was having some trouble in that regard myself. “Yet, for the sake of consideration, let us suppose there was a reason for the Fujiwara to desire Tagako’s death. It would have to be some reason of recent origin, since during the years she served as high priestess, they would have had plenty of opportunity to strike at her at a time of their choosing. Is this not so?”

“It is,” he said, frowning. “Go on.”

“Also, the reason would have nothing to do with her imminent return to the Capital, since the declining health of his late Majesty was known for some time, so they’ve had opportunity before now. Also true?”

“One would think so,” he said.

“That would also imply the Fujiwara were caught off guard by this development, this danger to their interests, with the need to mitigate the danger, whatever it might be, very acute and immediate. What sort of threat would fit that description?”

“Any threat or potential threat to their political hegemony,” Kenji said. “You know as well as I their power and prestige are almost all they care about.”

After my meeting with Fujiwara no Yorinobu, I was prepared to concede Kenji’s “almost.” Even for such as the Fujiwara, family dynamics were sometimes in the ascendant and larger concerns neglected. That appeared to be the case now, and I hoped it would continue long enough to secure the emperor’s position and throne.

“Agreed. And if they were caught off guard with the need to act in haste?”

Kenji smiled. “Then we might have seen the result last night. You’ve forged a reasonably solid chain here, Lord Yamada, but the first links are still the weakest—we don’t know for certain the Fujiwara are involved in any way or even that the soon to be former priestess is the true target.”

“All true. Yet we must assume so until proven otherwise.”

“That is no more than common sense and may even keep us alive,” Kenji said. “But it gets us no closer to an answer.”

“If we do not remain alive, the answer will no longer be of any concern. Or rather, not to us.”

The next morning we were scheduled to depart Heijo-kyo for Uji. I had some experience at Uji. Although nobles at the court had used it as the site of their “country estates” for many years, not very long ago it had been infested by bandits and only recently brought to heel by the current provincial governor. Even so, my memories of the place were not fond ones, and I felt it especially wise to be on our guard. I went looking for Morofusa only to find him sitting on a fallen guardian statue beside the temple, looking pensive.

“What has happened?”

“You haven’t heard? No, certainly not. It’s not the sort of thing one would expect one of your station to be concerned about. Forgive me, I will see to my duties—”

“Shōshō, I did ask what had happened. I was not merely being polite.”

Morofusa slid from the statue and dropped to his knees. “Your pardon, Lord Yamada. I received word just this morning that Harutada, the shōshō of our Montoku Minamoto escort, has been executed.”

I scowled. “Executed? Why?”

Morofusa looked up. “The order came from the provincial governor, and the charge was ‘disobedience.’ That is all I know.”

“What could he have done in such a short time to warrant this?” Only after a moment I realized I’d asked the question aloud.

“It is very strange,” Morofusa said. “I admit to being cautious around the Montoku group, and to keeping my eyes on them, but nothing happened during their part of the journey to cause me concern, nor did I notice any misbehavior within their ranks. I would have questioned some of the men under his command, but they have all been withdrawn, as you know. The nature of Harutada’s crime puzzles me.”

Me, as well.

I considered for a moment seeking an audience with the governor, but I could think of no justification for inquiring into an incident of internal discipline. I turned to Morofusa. “We will next travel to Uji, then travel southwest to a village on Osaka Bay for Princess Tagako’s final duty as saiō before we return to Uji and then on to Kyoto, correct?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“That still leaves us two days or more within the governor’s jurisdiction. If you see anyone in our former escort or otherwise have the chance to find out more details, please let me know.”

“I will,” he said. Morofusa then departed to meet with Akimasa. I stood by the fallen statue for some time.

Of course I knew the timing of the Montoku Genji’s shōshō’s execution might have had nothing to do with recent events. I knew that coincidences did happen, yet over the years I had learned to be skeptical of them. I saw the reason for Harutada’s execution as one more piece of information I did not possess, and only when I did possess it could I judge its importance.

We reached Uji early that afternoon. Princess Tagako was quartered in one of the country estates of the imperial family, but allowances had been made to keep her escort in close proximity, as the official in charge of the household, a balding older man named Katanori, informed me upon arrival. I had been concerned, worried the escort would be confined to guard duty outside the compound with no chance of intercepting an assassin already within the grounds. But not only were Morofusa and Akimasa’s bushi allowed inside, there were quarters clearly designed to accommodate large groups of warriors, and they were given free rein to arrange their watches and patrols to their own satisfaction. The Taira bushi previously assigned to secure the household were placed entirely under our command for the duration of Princess Tagako’s stay—likely to their annoyance—upon the orders of the master of the house. Given my previous concerns, I asked Katanori to whom we owed such accommodation.

“Prince Kanemore,” he said. “I crave your pardon, Lord Yamada. I thought you knew.”

No, I had not known. And aside from the information that this estate belonged to Prince Kanemore, I now knew something else as well, something I had not known before. I asked Kenji to take a walk with me in the garden. When we stood in the center of it, well out of earshot of anyone, I told Kenji what I had discovered and, more to the point, what I thought it meant. He was silent for several long moments, and when he finally spoke I could tell he was hesitant to state what we now both knew.

“I share your interpretation of Prince Kanemore’s instructions to his steward. This was no simple honor guard, not even from the first,” he said. “Prince Kanemore clearly knew that someone in the procession, likely the saiō herself, but definitely someone’s life was in danger.”

“It is the only reasonable conclusion. Else there would be no need for the additional security measures which we were allowed to arrange,” I said.

“And nothing that Lady Kuzunoha, or the princess herself, conveyed to you even hinted at this?”

I recalled my past conversations with both women as carefully and thoroughly as I could but came up empty. “Nothing. Not a hint, nothing at all.”

Kenji scratched his chin. “Yet we must also conclude the original reason itself, the one that set us on the road to Ise in the first place, was not the real one.”

“I suspect as much, though a possible Fujiwara campaign against Go-Sanjo’s principal wife and eldest son must remain a possibility.”

“Meaning only that the threat you were told of originally was plausible enough to rouse you to action.”

I sighed. “The thought had occurred to me.”

“Lord Yamada, I confess myself more baffled than ever. We didn’t even realize, until the first attempt with the inugami, there was danger.”

“True, but from the first day we acted as if there might be, because this is our expectation,” I said. “Kanemore knows me—and us. I think he trusted us to rise to the occasion.”

“A warning would have been far more effective,” Kenji muttered.

“Perhaps.”

I had been turning the subject over and over in my head, and something I had just said was triggering another understanding.

“We acted as we did because that is our nature,” I said.

“You just said that, more or less,” Kenji said. “Why are you repeating yourself?”

“Because I think I touched on something significant. If Prince Kanemore had told us, for example, that Tagako was in danger, then I would want to know why she was in danger.”

“Assuming she is the target, you want to know that now,” Kenji said dryly.

“Of course I do, but what if I had first heard of possible danger from Kanemore himself? What if he had said that from the start, either through Kuzunoha or Tagako?”

“Then you would have known he knew the reason, and who the intended target was, two things we still do not know. Naturally enough you would ask what those were, would you not? Anyone else might just accept Kanemore’s orders without question, but no, not you. You would have to know why. The only obvious answer is that he did not want to tell you the reason,” Kenji said. “I cannot imagine why this would be the case, but there it is. He could have just told you it was a secret, or made up some excuse.”

“Which would have doubtless worked?” I asked, trying not to smile.

Kenji admitted defeat. “Prince Kanemore knows you too well. Of course it wouldn’t have worked, so we must assume we were summoned under false pretenses. Do you think Kuzunoha knew all along? Or Princess Tagako?”

“There would be no reason to tell Kuzunoha, since it was outside the scope of her mission. As for Tagako, well, it is the prime requirement of any courtier to lie easily and well, so I concede the possibility. But I do not think so.”

Kenji nodded. “Unless I have misjudged her terribly, nor do I.”

I hesitated. “There is one more thing—all we have discussed, assuming we are on the right path, depends on our understanding Prince Kanemore has known both of us long enough to predict our behavior, correct?”

“Yes,” Kenji said. “What is your point?”

“Just this: everything that has happened since we left Kamakura points to the reality that, as difficult as our part may be, we are simply two pieces of a very complex puzzle, and the orchestration of such a puzzle does not fit what I know of Prince Kanemore.”

Kenji could not have looked more stunned if I had grown an extra head. “Are . . . are you saying our instructions did not come from the prince?”

I doused that fire immediately. “Impossible. Only Prince Kanemore could have prevailed upon Lady Kuzunoha to deliver his message. What I am saying is that Prince Kanemore is not acting alone. There are more people involved, I do not claim to know who, but this is much greater than we imagined.”

“So what does this mean?”

It meant that, once we reached Kyoto, I was going to need a very long conversation with a very old friend. Yet, in order for that to happen, first we had to reach Kyoto alive.

“It means if we die before we reach the Capital, my ghost is going to haunt Prince Kanemore until he comes up with a very convincing explanation.”

While we were still in the garden, one of Princess Tagako’s servants, a girl probably no more than twelve years old, found us.

“Her Highness desires your attendance,” she said, very seriously. “Would you please follow me?”

Kenji and I exchanged glances. “There’s a small temple located within the compound,” Kenji said. “I think I’d like to see it.”

He left us; I followed the girl back to the main hall, but we didn’t stop there. She led me through the hall and out the back to a smaller courtyard. This was an area normally reserved for the owner’s family. There Tagako’s attendants had set up a small pavilion with gossamer netting for the sides. The servant directed me to a cushion set just outside the veil and then withdrew to the rear veranda. There were a few other attendants there, but so far as I could see, Tagako was in the pavilion alone.

“You summoned me, Highness?” I asked.

She sounded surprised. “I said I desired your presence,” she said. “Is that the same thing?”

I smiled. “For a princess of the royal house? I would say so.”

“In a way, that is why I wanted to speak to you. I said once I was nothing, and you were polite enough to demur. Yet I am beginning to wonder if you were serious. I am not blind, Lord Yamada—I have taken note of the measures Master Kenji and you have taken on my behalf since the . . . incident. You still believe someone wants to harm me?”

“I did not mean to worry you in our previous conversation, Highness. I was merely hoping you could shed light on the current situation. I can discover no reason anyone would wish you harm, yet there is much going on here I do not understand. I think you can see why we must be cautious.”

“I wish I could enlighten you, but I am at a loss. I did receive some communication from Kanemore through Kuzunoha, as I told you, but she conveyed only what I told you. I will admit, a fox demon is an odd choice for messenger, but I am sure he had his reasons.”

“Since we are on the subject, let me ask you one more question, if I may.”

“Of course. What is it?”

“Did nothing at all about his instructions strike you as odd, other than the messenger?”

I heard her laugh. When the moment had passed, she spoke again. “Only everything.”

That was something new. “Might I be impertinent to request an example?”

“It was the entirety of it. Nothing about the message spoke to me of Prince Kanemore. He asked me to do something for him, which I did and gladly, as I owe him so much. Yet not once did he explain why I was telling you to meet someone at the shrine. He didn’t say who you would meet, or the purpose, only that you would understand once you did meet him. Prince Kanemore is normally much more straightforward. In some ways it did not feel like a message from him at all.”

“Yet you are certain the message was from him,” I said.

“Just as you were, I would be willing to wager. I may or may not trust Lady Kuzunoha, but the assurance she gave was something only I and Prince Kanemore could know. It was impossible the message was not sent by him.”

“But perhaps,” I said, “not written by him?”

The curtain stirred as a delicate hand pushed the fabric aside. I was again privileged to look upon Princess Tagako directly, and I saw a look of puzzlement on her face.

“That is possible. Lord Yamada, do you know something you have not told me?”

“Unlikely, Highness, but my thoughts have perhaps drifted in the same direction as your own in this.”

She hesitated, but after a few moments she seemed to come to a decision and continued. “At court even one such as I had to be very aware of the political winds, but in the Bamboo Palace I was free from the necessity of considering such things. Princess Teiko was never so fortunate, nor was Prince Kanemore. As for Takahito, he was already a young man by the time I left court, but I can tell you this much, Lord Yamada—I saw much of his mother in him, even then, and he has since become emperor, the first such in over a hundred years not born to a Fujiwara mother. And the Fujiwara, for all their power, could not prevent it.”

While it was true I did have some hand in that regard, much of what I had accomplished was all because I followed the path marked by Princess Teiko. I was not fool enough to believe everything that happened since was all because of my efforts. I had played one part, and flattered myself it was an important one, but I was not alone. Prince Kanemore, for one, kept Takahito safe through his childhood, despite Kanemore’s own desire to renounce his title, leave court, and found his own clan. He had remained in Heian-kyo for the sake of his sister’s son. As for how much of Teiko survived in her son, perhaps one day I would find out for myself. For the time being, however, none of this speculation—which was all it was—made a jot of difference.

“All that is true, Highness, but none of it solves our immediate issue. You have one more duty to perform before returning to the Capital. It is my remit to make certain both acts are safely accomplished.”

Princess Tagako looked at me for a few moments, expressionless. I was beginning to think I had offended her somehow before she spoke again.

“He is still there. I see him,” she said.

I blinked. “Him? I do not understand, Highness. Who do you see?”

At first I wondered if the soon-to-be former saiō had seen a ghost roaming Kanmore’s Uji estate, but she was looking right at me.

“The man Princess Teiko saw in you.”

“Highness—”

She waved my protest aside. “I know. There are things that should not be discussed, but there is only the two of us now, Lord Yamada. Yes, I was very young, but at court that was no excuse for not understanding what went on around one. Failure to do so was dangerous. A minor official of the household and the daughter of an emperor . . . You left the court and she became an imperial consort, the mother to a future emperor. Neither one of you had a choice, and I suppose none of it is relevant now. Even so, I wonder.”

I knew I should not have asked, but I did anyway. “What do you wonder, Highness?”

“If she did have a choice, what would she have done?”

I took a long breath. “Princess, whatever you may believe about events that did or did not happen in the long gone past, the end would have been the same. Fate cannot be changed.”

She looked solemn. “Fate is the word we use for the way things happen, Lord Yamada, but does it really mean anything more than this?”

“I think it does,” I said.

She looked solemn. “I am not as certain of that as you are.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

“I suppose there are always at once greater and fewer numbers of secrets than one presumes,” Kenji said.

“Gossip at court is better than gold, to the right people. To the wrong ones, it is worse than poison. Princess Teiko knew how to use it to her advantage. Regardless, it was long ago. History.”

“The presence of Teiko’s ghost would appear to argue otherwise,” Kenji said dryly.

“Perhaps, but once Teiko’s ambitions for her son are fulfilled, that will be the end of it.”

Kenji formed his right hand into the funnu-in gesture, meant to expel demons and negative thought. “I sincerely hope you are right. Her continued presence in this plane is not good. For either of you.”

We had ridden a little ways to the right flank of the procession, far enough to speak privately but not so far as to encounter the outlying scouts. The southwestern road was open enough that there were few places for ambush, and Akimasa and his detachment had ridden ahead and thoroughly scoured those already. The patrols had turned up a few ragged bandits but no organized forces of any size, but oddly enough I was not reassured.

“Now that a magical attack has failed,” I said, “I would expect a more direct approach.”

“In the right place and time, an army is not as valuable as one well-placed archer, and this is neither the right place nor time.”

Kenji had a point. Traveling in her shuttered carriage, Princess Tagako made an extremely difficult target, even for a master archer. Yet her final ceremony would be conducted by the water of Osaka Bay, likely with clear lines of sight in most directions. There were ways to mitigate this, of course, and I would see that Morofusa and Akimasa carried them out, if indeed they had not already planned as much. There were only a few clear opportunities remaining to any potential assassin, and it was my firm intention that those particular doors be spiked shut.

“We also shouldn’t discount the potential of another magical attack,” I said.

“Not another inugami, I hope,” Kenji muttered. “We barely survived the first one.”

“Very possible. It’s not that a great deal of magical skill is required, only that one have no conscience whatsoever and no regard for the potential consequences.”

“Such people are never in short supply,” Kenji said. “More is the pity.”

We reached the village in sight of Osaka Bay by mid-afternoon. Princess Tagako was keen to finish her ceremony that day, but Morofusa and I examined the site and persuaded her to wait until the following morning, to allow us to make all reasonable preparation. We would still have time to return to Prince Kanemore’s estate in Uji before nightfall the next day, so Tagako agreed.

Morofusa and I stood on the stretch of beach where the ceremony was to be performed.

“It is as I feared, Lord Yamada. While fortunately all the houses of the village proper are out of bowshot, there are some storage buildings and covered docks that must be secured. Yet even that doesn’t concern me as much as the harbor itself.”

I frowned. “Why? No one could reach her from that direction without giving us ample warning,” I said, but Morofusa shook his head.

“You don’t understand. It is customary for the villagers to attend, to share in the high priestess’s blessing. It is also customary for the fishing boats to gather just offshore here for the same reason. They could easily conceal archers, or worse.”

“Then we must make certain this does not happen. Speak to the headman of the village. If it cannot be prevented—as I suspect will be the case—we will need to interpose a perimeter of boats with our own bushi aboard. Those remaining on shore will need to stay close, for obvious reasons.”

“I am in agreement. I will see to it,” Morofusa said.

When he was gone, I went with Kenji on a walk around the village. The mood of the villagers was festive. Of course word had long since reached them of the former emperor’s passing and thus the saiō’s imminent arrival. “If one were planning anything,” Kenji said, “they would have had ample time to prepare.”

“The thought did occur to me. If you can think of anything else we should do, I am open to suggestions,” I said.

Kenji looked thoughtful. “I do have something in mind. A rather drastic measure that one of my calling should never even consider. Yet I understand the need to adapt to the situation.”

“What is it?”

“I would rather not say. If the need never arises, then it won’t need to be said at all. If it does . . . well, you’ll see.”

I was more than curious, but I knew better than to press him. “Fair enough.”

The next morning dawned bright and sunny, with scarcely a cloud visible other than a few dark ones far out over the bay to the west. Princess Tagako was brought to the site in a closed palanquin carried by four of Akimasa’s bushi and surrounded by her attendants, who cleared her path through the crowd of villagers and helped her emerge near the appointed spot. Kenji and I met her on the shore and bowed low.

It seemed odd to see her there without a screen between us, but the necessities of the blessing ceremony required Tagako appear in full view, with no veils to hide her face as was the normal custom for any noble lady. She wore the formal jūnihitoe court dress of twelve silk layers in alternating colors of gold and green and orange and yellow. I immediately understood why she wanted the ceremony held in early morning. The last few days had been warm for early autumn, and the afternoon heat would have been stifling. As it was, the sun was warm but Tagako showed little sign of discomfort, and I had to admire the effect. She appeared little less than magnificent, as befitting the high priestess and the emperor’s representative.

She glanced at the sky. “It seems we may expect rain,” Tagako said.

I looked in the direction she had looked, and noticed more clouds where at first there had only been a few, and they were dark as well.

“With good fortune, your duties will be completed before the rain comes,” I said.

Kenji said nothing, but he kept his eyes on the western sky. I waited until Princess Tagako glided past to take her place on a prepared dais. Only two attendants followed onto the platform. They knelt just behind her on the left and right. Akimasa’s four bushi surrounded the platform on all four sides, and the rest were distributed at the edge of the thronging villagers. Out on the bay I could see the skiffs where some of Morofusa’s bushi were keeping the fishermen’s boats at a safe distance. There had been some grumbling, but no one was attempting to move closer, for which I was grateful. Morofusa’s instructions to his bushi had been succinct: “This is a joyous event, but if anyone disobeys your orders and attempts to close in, kill them.” I fervently hoped no one would be fool enough to try, because I knew he was not joking.

“Is something bothering you?” I asked Kenji once the priestess was out of earshot.

“Those clouds. They’re moving too quickly. Something feels wrong.”

I looked again. So far as I could see, the clouds still appeared to be ordinary rain clouds but moving extremely fast.

“That is strange, I agree,” I said.

“Clouds can be portents, as can rain,” Kenji muttered. “It is their nature to be drawn to the supernatural or to events of religious significance such as this. Yet the nature of this ceremony seems to preclude what we are seeing. A blessing for the gods does not call for a storm!”

Kenji was right. It was a storm, now, with flashes of lightning and a distant rumble of thunder. One could almost taste the lightning on the air, and it was coming straight for us, but as I looked closer I thought I saw something else.

“Kenji-san, what if it isn’t the ceremony pulling the clouds in? Look!”

I pointed at the darker shadow I had spotted at the leading edge of the storm, and now I finally understood what I was seeing—it was a shadow with wings.

A daitengu?

After a moment or two I realized the shape of the creature was purely that of a bird, not a tengu. But a very large, dark bird, and it was flying straight for the shore and dais. The ceremony had already begun. I looked at the throng and knew we would have a riot on our hands if we attempted to stop it now. Nor was there time to move Tagako to a place of safety. Kenji had apparently come to the same conclusion. He moved down to the water in front of the dais, and I followed. He had his prayer beads out and his staff in his left hand as he muttered a chant under his breath. I spotted Akimasa near the edge of the throng of villagers, some of whom were now whispering and pointing at the western sky. I motioned him over.

“Do you see it?” I asked.

“Yes, my lord. I’ve sent for my best archers, but we cannot allow the crowd to come forward.”

I understood. For all we knew, what we were seeing over the water was a diversion, not the real threat, which could just as easily come from the crowd. Four archers appeared through the throng, and Akimasa led them down to the shore. I knew Morofusa had archers out on the boats, but with the movement of the sea under them, they were at a disadvantage. We tried to keep our activities quiet, but that was impossible. If Princess Tagako noticed our actions, she appeared to take no heed. The blessing ceremony proceeded as if nothing at all was out of the ordinary.

Kenji interrupted his chanting and came over to me. “Nothing is having any effect. There are only so many flying youkai, and I know them all. What I did should have slowed it. This isn’t a normal monster.”

Or, perhaps, not a monster at all.

“Shikigami,” I said.

“Che . . . I should have realized.”

Kenji reached into the pouch on his belt and produced a strip of paper. I assumed for a moment it was a ward, but I didn’t know of anything of the sort that was effective against a shikigami. In a moment I realized how wrong I was. Kenji held the paper in front of him, closed his eyes and muttered something I didn’t overhear. Then he threw the paper into the air.

“Fly!”

In that instant the paper transformed into an owl and flew out to meet the dark bird.

“Another shikigami?” I asked. “This was what you were too embarrassed to tell me?”

Kenji sighed. “A priest and abbot such as myself, practicing Chinese yin-yang magic? I am so very ashamed.”

“I’d say rather you were so very idle at Kamakura, to have even considered the attempt,” I said. “But, as with the sword blessing you did earlier, let us pray this proves useful.”

The owl met the dark bird just beyond the farthest of the fishing boats clustered around the harbor. Morofusa’s archers had already loosed a few arrows at the creature, but to no visible effect. Knowing the rough size of the owl, which had the appearance of one of the giant fishing owls found in Hokkaido, I judged the size of the dark creature flying toward us as about twice its size, larger than the largest owl or eagle I had ever seen. If we were right it was also a shikigami, then its true form was nothing more than paper, and ordinary weapons could destroy it—the difficulty being getting close enough to strike it was problematic at best.

I prayed Kenji’s shikigami would have better luck than Morofusa’s archers, but we soon had the answer. No sooner had the owl matched talons with the intruder than Kenji’s shikigami was torn to pieces. The morning sun caught little flashes of white from the tumbling pieces as they fluttered down to the water.

“That was even more embarrassing,” Kenji said, going back to his prayer beads.

In another moment the creature was past the fishing boats, past Morofusa’s archers. It dived low and headed for shore, and I immediately understood why. As the dark bird skimmed no more than a man’s height over the water, Morofusa’s men could not fire on it without risking hitting the people on shore, including Princess Tagako. The creature was headed straight for her.

Akimasa ordered his archers to loose, and I started to gainsay him before I realized how foolish that would have been. Morofusa’s men were now in the line of those arrows, but both Akimasa’s and Morofusa’s first obligation was to protect the princess. I saw two arrows strike the creature, but none apparently did enough damage. The shikigami didn’t even bother to try to dodge. Kenji and I moved in front of the dais, flanked by Akimasa’s archers, still shooting, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough unless one of them hit the right spot by chance.

“It’s a large one,” I said, “but the script may exist in a small area of the paper. It’s only luck if they hit the right place.”

All the while, Princess Tagako had continued the blessing ceremony as if nothing at all was happening, but now the timbre of her voice changed. Yet it wasn’t fear I heard there—it was anger. I felt the air around us crackle as if lightning were about to strike. There wasn’t time to ponder its meaning. I had badly misjudged the dark bird’s size. It was perhaps four times the size of Kenji’s great fishing owl, with a wingspan proportionate.

“Up close!” I said, as we were rapidly running out of options.

Kenji, myself, and three bushi mounted the dais and took positions to shield the priestess. No more than a moment later the dark bird reached the shore and immediately swooped skyward and then down, claws extended, straight for Tagako, who was still chanting. Another arrow pierced the bird straight through, to no effect. Kenji had his staff, and the rest of us had our swords out, but I knew we wouldn’t be able to swing on the creature properly without risking hitting the princess.

How do we stop it?

We didn’t. Tagako did.

When the shikigami was no more than the distance of a rooftop from the priestess’s head, there was a flash of light and the creature bounced as if it had slammed into a stone wall. It landed on the sand but in a moment was back on its taloned feet and gathering itself to take to the air again. Kenji and two of the bushi leaped forward just as I did, but I was in the better position and reached it just as it took wing. My tachi sliced through the air and struck the creature just above the left wing. For a moment my blade stuck and the force of its takeoff picked me up and threw me with as if I’d been struck by a great ocean wave. I felt myself spinning, and then I struck hard and everything went black.

When I came back to myself enough to open my eyes, the world was still spinning. I groaned and closed them again. “Guard . . . guard the princess . . . ”

“Proper, but a little late,” Kenji said. “I was beginning to wonder if you were coming back.”

It took me several more moments before I dared open my eyes again. The world was still a bit unsteady, and I didn’t recognize where I was. “Princess Tagako?”

Kenji’s hand was on my shoulder, pushing me back as I tried to rise, though Kenji himself was only a blur. “She’s safe, though it’s a small miracle no one was killed. A few of Morofusa’s men were arrow-bit, but none seriously.”

My head felt as if I’d been kicked by an entire herd of horses. “What happened?”

“You must have nicked the script that provided the enchantment,” Kenji said, “After your blow, the bird couldn’t fly. Akimasa’s bushi were able to finish it off.” He held up a tattered length of washi. “There wasn’t much left to examine, I’m afraid. They were rather thorough, once they came to grips with it. But we did learn one thing.”

I rubbed my aching head. “And what was that?”

“We now know for certain Princess Tagako is the target.”

True enough. That much had been obvious even before the bird reached shore. “That light. It wasn’t you, was it?”

Kenji looked thoughtful. “I wish I could say it was. I think it was Tagako herself, though what she did? I have no idea.”

I tried to rise again, and this time Kenji helped me sit up. I looked around. “Are we in Uji again? How long was I stunned?”

“About a day and a half. You were brought here in Takago’s palanquin, once I determined it was safe to move you.”

“Where is she?”

“In her quarters, of course. In regard to your injuries, naturally our return to the Capital will be delayed.”

I wasn’t certain how I felt about this. In some ways I considered her safer here in Kanemore’s country estate than she might have been in Kyoto. On the other hand, I needed to be back in the Capital to fulfill my obligation to Fujiwara no Yorinobu. Whatever internal family squabble was currently dividing the Fujiwara, I knew it might not last, and the sooner more ministerial positions were in the hands of imperial sympathizers, the better.

“How soon before I can travel?”

“I understand your impatience, but you’re not going anywhere for a few days. Accept your fate and heal gracefully, if you don’t want the fury of the former high priestess to fall on you.”

As Kenji had just reminded me, the blessing ceremony at Osaka Bay was her final duty as high priestess. Once she returned to Kyoto, she would simply be Princess Tagako, if one could call her “simply” anything at all.

“Once her duties are discharged, the high priestess is expected back in the Capital in less than two weeks, and it is the return itself which marks the official end of her term. Won’t this delay cause problems?”

“Princess Tagako has sent messengers to the court explaining our situation. If she is required to continue without you, we’ll soon know.”

“My presence is not the issue. Would she be safe?”

Kenji shrugged. “Is she safe here? She is well guarded, true, but she’s also a stationary target. Any potential assassin knows where to find her.”

That was nothing less than truth, but there was nothing for it but to await word. I rolled over and started to rise, but there was hardly a spot on my body which didn’t feel bruised.

Kenji was at my elbow. “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” he said. “What is it you need?”

“The privy.”

I was getting a little air on the veranda the following morning when Princess Tagako’s attendants arrived to arrange her kicho in front of a nearby doorway so she could enter it without being seen. I then heard a faint rustle, and her sleeve was visible at the bottom of the screen.

“Forgive me for neglecting you, Lord Yamada, and please accept my thanks for saving my life.”

I wondered if she was going to broach the subject, which gave me an opening for the question I wanted most to ask.

“I think you may have saved your own life, and the rest of us merely assisted with this fortunate endeavor. May I ask what you did that deflected the creature’s first attack?”

“As my last act as high priestess of the Grand Shrine of Ise, I prayed to Amaterasu-ōmikami, of course, and the goddess showed favor to her humble servant.”

The flash of light.

Now I understood. If Tagako’s interpretation was accurate, the gods had been prevailed upon to intervene, and not just any god—the titular deity of the royal family herself. Or Tagako’s belief and focus had summoned the power from within herself. There was no way for me to be as certain as Princess Tagako seemed to be about which was the case, but in all honesty this did not concern me. The outcome did.

“If you’re trying to avoid frightening me, Lord Yamada, I promise I have been frightened for some time.”

I frowned. “Highness, I’m not sure I understand you.”

While I could not see her face, I had no doubt she was annoyed. “I’m not a child, Lord Yamada. It is clear now I am the goal of this assassin, whoever he or they are. Yet there is more—while almost anyone with enough motivation to do so could create an inugami, to create a shikigami as powerful as that one would require a very skilled onmyōji. Such a one is either our enemy or in service to them, which amounts to the same thing.”

I bowed low. “I must ask your forgiveness, Highness. While the thought had occurred to me, I had not presumed to burden you with it. And yet it was your own quick thinking which saved you at Osaka Bay, not those of us tasked for your safety.”

She quickly dismissed my statement. “You crippled the shikigami, and otherwise it is equally possible—nay, likely—its second attack would have succeeded. When I said I owed you my life, I was not joking. Besides, I do not wish to rejoin the wheel of death and rebirth with a burden on my soul.”

I blinked. “What burden, Highness?”

She didn’t answer right away, and when she did her voice was so low I had to lean close to hear her.

“There have been times, and more than a few, when I thought it best I left this world, that there was nothing for me here. Yet now I know someone else feels the same way, I am . . . displeased? No. Angry. How dare they come to the same conclusion as I? Who are they to decide this, to usurp my prerogative? I could almost laugh at myself, Lord Yamada. Such pride, such arrogance . . . on my part. I would surely spend extra time in hell for it.”

There was another subject I wanted to broach. Whether hell was a part of it remained to be seen. “Highness, you once mentioned your enemies at court. Is it really possible that one such is behind this?”

“ ‘Enemy’ in this context is far too strong a word, Lord Yamada. I was a biting bug too small to swat, and a superfluous one at that. I simply cannot imagine anyone at court still caring enough about me to go to all this trouble. It’s not as if I left a trail of damaged reputations or spurned lovers behind.”

I hadn’t totally rejected the possibility, but it did seem unlikely in the extreme. While I had heard of imperial consorts as young as thirteen, Princess Tagako had been no more than eleven when her year of carefully supervised purification began, and this was before she could even take her position at Ise. Even though the saiō was required to be a virgin who remained celibate during her tenure, there had been precedent for a high priestess to take a lover. That precedent had also shown it was impossible to do without, sooner or later, being discovered. Not only would such be considered a direct affront to the emperor and the royal house, it would be a severe breach of ritual purity, I had heard nothing that even hinted at such a possibility.

I considered. “If not for personal reasons, then there must be a political reason.”

I still could not see her face, but I would have wagered a new sword she was smiling. “I daresay it is the only sort remaining,” she said. “But what could it possibly be?”

The “why” of it all was a subject I had been considering ever since the first attack, but I felt no closer now to an answer than when I had begun. However, I was beginning to have a few suspicions as to “who,” and that was a start.


CHAPTER NINE

“This is worse than I first believed. Lord Yamada, you are lucky you weren’t crippled.”

Kenji finished examining my right knee. There were physicians available in Nara, certainly, but in my experience few people knew more than Kenji when it came to treating physical injuries. Besides, I was very leery of allowing outsiders into the compound where it could be avoided. After two days I had recovered enough to hobble about with only a little stiffness, but I had badly twisted my knee in the fight with the shikigami, and that was taking longer to heal.

“But it will heal, yes?”

“In time . . . provided you don’t do anything to re-injure yourself. I would suggest you avoid inugami and shikigami for a few more days.”

“That may not be my decision. Have we heard back from Kyoto?”

Kenji frowned. “We’ve heard nothing so far, which is surprising. Our couriers have had plenty of time to reach the Capital and return with word.”

“Has Morofusa returned? I need to speak with him.”

“I’ll find out. You stay where you are.”

I had sent Morofusa on an errand the previous day, and much could depend on what he discovered. However, before Kenji had taken three steps, Morofusa appeared at the sliding screen that served as the door to my quarters.

“Come in. I was just inquiring about you.”

Morofusa entered the room and dropped to his knees. “Your pardon, Lord Yamada. I searched, and made inquiries, but . . . ” He looked unhappy.

“You couldn’t locate Harutada’s men?”

“Actually, I did. Several of them. They were a bit wary, of course, but over drinks—which I bought—a few consented to talk to me. They all confessed themselves baffled, Lord Yamada. Not one of them could name the reason Harutada was executed, beyond what they were told. I am convinced none of them knew what ‘disobedience’ meant in regard to their late shōshō. At most they would say he was acting strangely when they were summoned for escort duty, but that was all.”

On the face of it, what Morofusa was telling me was not logical. In any large group of men, one would expect a certain amount of gossip and grumbling, and with enough wine there were few who wouldn’t say what they really thought. That none of the late Harutada’s bushi understood or could even speculate as to what he had done to deserve such a harsh penalty was more than odd.

“Where is Akimasa-san?”

“Making his rounds of the walls, I believe. Do you require him?”

“I require four really good scouts. Would you please confer with your counterpart and choose them for me?”

“Certainly, my lord. What do you wish them to do?”

“Send two each to discreetly approach the barriers at Yamashiro and Settsu and report what they see there. Only report, mind. They are to take no other action, whatever they may find, and return as soon as possible. Am I understood?”

“Perfectly, Lord Yamada. We will see to it.”

When Morofusa took his leave, Kenji turned to me again. “I know that tone in your voice. You’re following a trail, aren’t you? What do you expect to find at the border crossings?”

“Say rather it is what I hope I do not find, but we’ll know soon enough.”

At Prince Kanemore’s estate, we were not even a day away from Kyoto, and even less to either of the two barriers we could cross to reach it. By late afternoon, the scouts had already returned. Morofusa brought me the news himself.

“Two hundred? Is he certain?”

“If not more. It was difficult to count them all without being seen. The same for Settsu. Traffic into Kawachi province was mostly unhindered, but it seemed everyone seeking to leave was searched. What does it mean?”

“It means Princess Tagako is in even more danger than I thought. You and Akimasa together command forty bushi. I have seen for myself how they perform under threat, and I am satisfied. I trust you are, as well?”

“Yes, my lord. They are all good men.”

“They’re about to have another chance to prove it. I want them all ready to ride in two days, as well as the garrison of Taira bushi. That will add another ten.”

“As you wish, my lord, but do we dare leave the princess unguarded?”

“She will not be unguarded. She is coming with us. In the meantime, I have another mission for your scouts. This one will not take as long.”

Once I had given Morofusa his instructions, I hobbled off to find Kenji. I was not surprised to find him in conversation with a small group of Tagako’s attendants on the south veranda. The women wore their kimonos in autumn colors now, yellow, gold and red, almost like delicate maple leaves. They all bowed as I approached, except for Kenji, who had his back to me and turned to see who it was.

“Preaching the true path, Master Kenji?”

He sighed. “I’ve found that an unnatural clinging to one subject, even a spiritual one, can make a person a bit of a bore. We were chatting about the weather.”

The women laughed, placing their sleeves in front of their mouths.

“Ladies, I hope you will pardon me, but I need to borrow this gentleman for a while.”

The women merely bowed again, though I think more than one of them looked disappointed. As we walked away, I heard them begin to talk among themselves.

“I wonder what they say about us when we are not around,” Kenji said.

“Assuming they speak of us at all, probably something along the lines of, ‘I thought the old goat would never leave.’ ”

Kenji shrugged. “I am old. And a bit of a goat, yes, but perhaps not completely unwelcome. Women find me amusing, I think.”

I had to concede this talent was probably somewhat useful. For people with such constrained lives as Tagako and the women who served her, even the chance to speak to someone outside the Princess’s inner circle must have had novelty value, if nothing else.

“Your dedication is an inspiration to us all,” I said.

“Lord Yamada, you are in a strange mood, even for you.”

“These are strange times. Speaking of which, your shikigami. How is that going?”

“It is not ‘going’ at all. I told you I was uncomfortable with this technique. Spirit wards I understand. Exorcism, yes, but the desire to bind elements of the physical plane to do your bidding? My path is to disconnect from this world, not control it. This seems wrong to me, and I let my curiosity get the better of my judgment. Still, it was a magnificent bird, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, and for the sake of Princess Tagako I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to allow your curiosity to get the better of your judgment one more time.”

Once we were announced, the governor himself came out of his mansion to greet us. I’m not sure if I have ever seen a man more surprised and utterly delighted than Minamoto no Yorinobu as we filed through the gate of his compound with our small escort, bearing the palanquin of Princess Tagako.

“Lord Yamada! Highness! To what do we owe this honor?”

“There is a plot to assassinate the princess,” I said, “and we no longer felt secure in Prince Kanemore’s estate. What better place to ensure her safety than behind the walls of the provincial governor?”

“What better place, indeed?” At a signal from Yorinobu, thirty Minamoto archers raced from behind his mansion and took up their positions on either side of the courtyard, arrows nocked. “You will fire on my command,” he said, and then turned back to me. “I assume you will fight, but it is useless.”

“Lord Yorinobu, what is the meaning of this?” I asked.

“And you were reputed to be clever,” he said. “Frankly, I thought you’d never leave Kanemore’s compound. It was impregnable. I was thinking of some excuse to get the princess to an audience, but now you just walk in of your own accord with only a handful of bushi. Thank you.”

“Yes, that was rather convenient of us, wasn’t it?”

I saw a shadow cross Yorinobu’s face. “Don’t imply what you can’t enforce, Lord Yamada. You are in my power now, and I will fulfill my mission.”

“That was why you had Harutada executed, wasn’t it? His orders were to wipe out our escort and kill the princess, even though I’ll wager none of his men knew ahead of time. The size of our escort surprised him, plus it was clear we didn’t trust him from the start. He knew he could not succeed under those circumstances, so he chose discretion. Sensible.”

“He was a coward,” Yorinobu said.

“You really thought the nature of our deaths could be concealed?” I asked.

He laughed. “Just as they will be, though in Harutada’s case it would have been easy enough to claim he acted on his own in a misguided attempt to curry favor with the Fujiwara, and so I would have executed him anyway. When you were announced, I had the servants all confined, Lord Yamada. My bushi are loyal, and there will be no gossip. What happens here today is what I say happened. And there will be none to dispute me.”

“That remains to be seen, but there are a few subjects on which I’d appreciate your comments. It was the Montoku Genji who secured the temple when Her Highness stayed at Heijo-kyo, which is how you arranged the inugami waiting for her after Harutada had failed. Also the shikigami at Osaka Bay. Was that you yourself, or do you employ an onmyōji?”

Yorinobu smiled. “You’re stalling. It is pointless what you know or do not know now, too late as it is.”

“Oh, but it isn’t. I know we took a huge risk coming here, because every sign, not all of which I have related here, pointed straight at you. Yet I had no proof . . . until now.”

“All very interesting, I’m sure, but meaningless.” His expression turned as cold as a stone. “Kill them.”

As one, the archers drew their bows—and aimed their arrows at the governor.

“Do not kill him,” I said. “Yet.” I kneeled before the palanquin. “Have you heard enough, Highness?”

“I will hear more in time, but for now, yes, more than enough. In the name of the emperor, Lord Yamada, I assign his fate to you. Do what you think is proper.”

I bowed. “Remove the princess from the courtyard,” I said to the palanquin bearers. “And rejoin her guard outside while we finish our business.”

Yorinobu scowled at the guards. “What are you doing? I gave you a command!”

“So did I,” I said. “You can see which of us is being heeded. Now then, you heard the princess. Until her return to the Capital, Princess Tagako remains high priestess of Ise. So you have just confessed to the attempted murder of a member of the royal family and the emperor’s official representative in this region. Does the word ‘treason’ mean anything to you?”

Clearly it did, as the governor turned a little pale. To his credit, he recovered quickly.

“I don’t know how you managed to coerce my guards, but it won’t save you. My men guard all border crossings in force. Kill me, don’t kill me, it is unimportant. None of you will leave Kawachi alive.”

“Do you honestly think Kyoto will stand for troops massing on their borders? The assumption would be that you are in rebellion, and your relationship with the Fujiwara will not save you. I would be surprised if you were not already declared outlaw. Lord Yoshiie hasn’t taken any heads in almost three years, so I imagine he’s getting somewhat impatient. Or do you really think the Montoku Genji can stand alone against Lord Yoriyoshi and his son and allies?”

Yorinobu laughed again, but it was a weak laugh. “That misguided fool? He’ll never even hear of this. My bushi—those at the borders—will remain discreet in their actions and keep some distance from the actual crossing, and you’ll be dead, remember? If I will too, well, it is regrettable, but perhaps necessary.”

I had hoped for a better opening, but I knew the time to learn what I wanted to learn was running low.

“Necessary for what? What could possibly justify the murder of an imperial princess?”

“I do pity your misfortune, Lord Yamada, dying as you will without ever knowing the reason,” Yorinobu said. “May your ghost howl in ignorance for the rest of eternity, and as for myself, if you’ve decided, kill me now and go meet your fate.”

It was a flicker of one eyelid that told me the story. I looked into the man’s face and I understood—Yorinobu was lying, but lying by what he was not saying.

He’s not taunting me simply for the sake of gloating. He cannot tell me because he does not know!

This understanding made me even less inclined to go gently on the man. I smiled. “A friend of mine once said ‘fate’ was the word we use for the way things happen. I disagreed, but I’m starting to understand her point. My ‘fate,’ as you call it, has yet to be written. I think yours has. My intention is to take you back to Kyoto and turn you over to the emperor’s justice.”

He sighed. “Lord Yamada, have you been listening to a word I’ve said? I wasn’t going to repeat my mistake with Harutada. My forces are overwhelming, and my shōshō all have their orders, and have profited by Harutada’s poor example, believe me. My men will never let you or the princess live.”

“Speaking of which, it was considerate of you to send most of your guards off on a fool’s errand. It made it so much easier to overpower the ones left. As for your ‘overwhelming’ bushi, they are standing down even as we speak. Anyone resisting or attempting to carry out your order will be summarily executed as an outlaw. I rather think this fact has been emphasized to them by now.”

Yorinobu scowled. “You must be insane. No one is coming to save you! None of your couriers got through! I made sure of that.”

“Even the ones in the air? You’re not the only person with access to shikigami, you know. They make speedy messengers.”

I think I finally got the governor’s attention. “You’re lying,” he said.

“Possible, I suppose. Shall we go see your men and find out?”

“Not necessary, I assure you. Moritomo!”

In an instant we heard the cry of a great bird. Yorinobu’s final throw of the dice. I could only hope we were as ready as I believed.

“Yoshitsune! Find him!” I shouted.

Morofusa’s selected scout dashed in the direction we’d heard the scream, like that of a great eagle. In a moment we saw the giant bird lift over the west wing of Yorinobu’s mansion and fly over the wall in the direction Tagako had been taken. I turned to Kenji, but he already had several slips of paper in his hand, chanting to each as he let it go. Then there were seven of the great fishing owls flying in a silent, deadly flock after the giant bird. In another moment we heard the first shriek as they made contact. Kenji slumped to a kneeling position. I knew it was only because Kenji’s shikigami were given the same simple impetus—attack and destroy the great bird—that he was able to create so many at once, but even so it created a great strain on him and he would not be able to endure for long. I only hoped we wouldn’t need them for long.

“It won’t be enough,” Yorinobu said. “Even if they can destroy my shikigami, it won’t be before it has ripped the princess to shreds!”

“It had best move quickly, then. How long, do you think, before our owls destroy it? One is no match for your creature, or even two, but seven? I don’t think the outcome is in doubt.”

“Not long,” Yorinobu said. “Yet plenty of time to accomplish our mission.”

“It would be,” I said, “if it could find her.”

“She is . . . ” His voice trailed off as the full reality of the situation finally began to sink in.

“Just outside the walls? I know what you heard me say, Lord Yorinobu. I really was lying, that one time. She is safe, I assure you.”

At that moment Yoshitsune returned, pushing a squirming little man whose hands were tied behind his back. Yoshitsune kicked the back of the man’s knee and he fell into a kneeling position at my feet.

“Moritomo-san, I presume?”

“I took these from him, my lord,” Yoshitsune said.

Kenji stepped forward to examine the large sheet of washi Moritomo had apparently been writing on. After a moment the priest nodded. “This would have been another giant bird, if Yoshitsune-san hadn’t interrupted him.”

I looked down at the cowering Moritomo. Oddly enough, he seemed familiar. “Look at me,” I said. Very slowly and reluctantly the man raised his head, and I nodded. “I know you. I spared your life back when the Abe clan’s northern castle fell. Apparently, I was in error. The chance to correct a mistake is a rare gift.”

“Moritomo—”

Lord Yorinobu didn’t get the chance to finish his threat, as Moritomo had already placed his head on the ground again. “Mercy, Lord Yamada. I can help you! There are things . . . things I know.”

“Che.” Yorinobu looked disgusted. “Little weasel of a yin-yang magician! I should have killed you after your first failure.”

I ignored him and tapped Moritomo’s head with the toe of my sandal. “Then we shall have a chat together, you and I, about old times and new, and you will have the chance to convince me your head is best attached to your neck. But I warn you—I am not going to change my mind easily. Yoshitsune?”

Yoshitsune grabbed the man’s shoulder, hauled him not very gently to his feet, and led him out of the courtyard.

Kenji glanced at the sky. “I’m surprised it’s taken as long as it has.”

So many things could have gone wrong up until then. It still could go very wrong. I breathed a hearty sigh of relief when four of the great owls returned to perch on the wall near us, scraps of white paper fluttering in their talons. “That’s done then. Tomorrow, Lord Yorinobu, we will travel to the barrier at Settsu, and you can judge for yourself whether I lied about anything else.”

Yorinobu’s glare would have spoiled a sunny day. “Think what you want, Lord Yamada, but this is not done.”

Considering I still didn’t know what ‘this’ was, Yorinobu’s statement wasn’t one I cared to argue.

“Only a fool would believe otherwise,” I said. “Just as you did.”

Kenji sighed. “Can I discharge these things now? They’re giving me a headache.”


CHAPTER TEN

Back in the safety of Kanemore’s estate, our next meeting with Princess Tagako was more like a council of war than an audience. Aside from Kenji and myself, Akimasa and Morofusa were also summoned. After commending them both for their actions during the confrontation with the governor, Tagako addressed me directly.

“Thanks to you, Lord Yamada, for revealing my enemy. You were right. Though I think we all understand he was likely serving as proxy for another.”

“I could very easily have been wrong,” I said.

“Certainly—and the consequences of being wrong would have been . . . embarrassing, in the extreme,” Tagako said. “Yet the reward of being right is the governor’s plotting has been put to an end.”

“I weighed the risks against the possible gain and took the chance. One of those risks is you were outside of Kanemore’s compound, and I knowingly put your person in danger. The situation could have gone much worse.”

“Speaking of which,” Kenji said, “are you going to explain exactly how you knew the governor was trying to assassinate Her Highness?”

“I did not know for certain. Yet the indications were ones we had all been privy to, at one time or another. First, the initial attack took place in Kawachi province. Logistically, such attempts would be more easily accomplished in one’s home territory.”

“There was the attack before we crossed the river into Ise,” Morofusa pointed out. “And the shikigami attack was at Osaka Bay in Izumi.”

“True, but as the shikigami was a winged creature, it could have been sent from anywhere. As for the previous attack, they were common bandits. If they had been Yorinobu’s men, trained bushi, things might have gone very differently. Nor was Her Highness with us at the time, and I think by now we have clearly established she was the target. Then there was the inugami incident itself. We knew neither Master Kenji nor I were the intended victims—the creature ignored us. The governor? No, he had already departed, and he would have done so in sight of the creature, since it had been placed with a view of the audience hall. The governor’s leaving when he did could be considered mere coincidence, but in hindsight it was clearly planned. It was Governor Yorinobu’s bushi who were tasked with securing the west wing of the temple grounds, and it was there we found evidence of the inugami’s creation. I was forced to the conclusion either they did a very substandard job, or they were working with whoever created the creature. I strongly suspected the latter.”

“Yet it was only suspicion,” Kenji said.

I grunted. “Very true. I had no proof of anything. I only hoped the joyful prospect of us willfully delivering the princess into his hands would prompt him to reveal his intentions. Fortunately, he did so.”

“You haven’t mentioned the unfortunate Harutada,” Morofusa said.

“Yes, Morofusa-shōshō. His fate was probably the one raindrop which made the bucket overflow. Such a severe penalty implied a severe affront, and as his execution followed so closely upon his association with us, it was more than reasonable to believe his crime had something to do with us. ‘Disobedience’ implies an order not carried out. Yet, so far as his obligation to us, he had done nothing wrong. I suspected this was precisely the problem.”

Morofusa looked grim. “Aside from what Lord Yorinobu revealed to us, Moritomo has confirmed much of what you suspected,” he said. “He was not called upon to attempt assas-
sination by magic until it was plain Harutada had failed. The governor himself has refused to tell us who took him off his leash or what they hoped to gain. With your permission, I would like to try to persuade him.”

I sighed. “As much as the prospect delights me, I cannot sanction it.”

“I certainly could,” Princess Tagako said. “I will defer to Lord Yamada’s judgment, though I would like to hear the reason behind it.”

Apparently Akimasa felt the same. “Your pardon, my lord, but why not?” he asked. “He deserves worse.”

“We already know the answer to the first question. He talked about his ‘mission,’ so it is clear he was acting for others. The Montoku Genji are known for their association with the Fujiwara.”

“Just as the Seiwa Genji, of which I am a part, were once known as ‘The Teeth and Claws of the Fujiwara,’ ” Morofusa said. “That is no longer true, as Lord Yoriyoshi has chosen to serve the Chrysanthemum Throne first of all. Loyalties may be long-lived, but they are not fixed in stone.”

I bowed slightly. “Morofusa-shōshō makes an excellent point, but you’ll pardon me if I think we can make a reasonable assumption. Whatever the shortcomings of his judgment, Yorinobu knew the potential consequences. Only someone who commanded either his loyalty or gratitude could compel him to undertake this. Since he owed his position to his association with Chancellor Michinaga, the Fujiwara have both.” What I didn’t mention was an overt admission from Lord Yorinobu would implicate the Fujiwara in a plot against the royal family. I thought the emperor and his advisors were in the best position to judge if this was a course they wished to pursue.

“Conceding that, there is still the question of ‘why,’ ” Kenji said.

“Also true, but I have reluctantly come to the conclusion Lord Yorinobu does not know.”

“It is difficult enough to understand how I could be a threat to anyone,” Princess Tagako said. “Yet to see for myself how fervently that man wanted my life . . . I have no words. One could do this without even knowing why?”

Morofusa bowed low. “Highness, I too must reluctantly concede to Lord Yamada’s position. As a bushi himself, and the scion of a buke family, Lord Yorinobu would understand an obligation to a superior, whoever he accepted in that role. If Lords Yoriyoshi or Yoshiie ordered me to attack an enemy, I would do it with all means at my disposal. I would not ask why.”

Morofusa’s attitude was one I had encountered many times before in my dealings with the military families. While of necessity I had donned armor and fought alongside bushi during the war against the Abe, I was not a bushi, nor did I aspire to be. I could not see the unquestioning obedience I had seen in Yorinobu and others as an altogether positive thing.

“I am no one’s enemy,” Princess Tagako said, “But I understand your meaning, Morofusa-san. Has there been any further word from the Capital?”

Her last question was directed at me, so I bowed again. “Fortunately I was not mistaken when I told Lord Yorinobu that his bushi were standing down. Once the emperor’s representatives arrived in force at the barriers, they were quick to comply. We can expect the new governor with Taira reinforcements within two days. Your return to the Capital should suffer no further delays.”

Princess Tagako sounded a bit wistful. “I know you gentlemen have other duties. Yet what shall I do without you?”

I had been wondering the same thing, so far as her safety was concerned. Now that the immediate danger seemed past, I had received part of the answer in a personal communication from Prince Kanemore. “I am informed you will be taken, if it pleases you, to Prince Kanemore’s mansion compound in the third ward. I hope I have the privilege of being of further service to you, but I trust his ability to protect you until the threat can be identified and removed.”

“So do I,” she said.

Later I found myself wondering if she had been referring to Prince Kanemore or to me or even both. I thought about this far more often than I considered proper, and yet I was still wondering on the day we finally returned to Kyoto.

It had been three long years since my last visit to the Capital. I am not sure what I expected to see, as nothing seemed to have changed. The shrine at Gion still drew its crowds of worshippers, Shijo Bridge still arched over a branch of the Kamo river. I planned to go there some night to verify this, yes, on moonlit nights the ghosts of men and women who had killed themselves for love still made a stately procession over the water and under the bridge. I did notice a very few, very small youkai lurking about but nothing which caused me any concern. It was as if I had never left. Except in the multiple instances where it was nothing of the sort.

The Widow Tamahara’s establishment still served wine and otherwise plied its trade, but my old rooms had long since been given over to wine storage, which seemed oddly appropriate, given my history. Not that my return there had ever been a viable option under the circumstances. Only belatedly did it occur to me I needed to make lodging arrangements, but apparently this had already been settled. Akimasa and Morofusa’s escort duties were done, so they left us to make their reports to Lord Yoriyoshi’s son Yoshiie, who was in the city at the time. After they left, my attendants gently ushered Kenji and me to a palatial compound only a little smaller than my home in Kamakura. There was something about the house and garden which seemed very familiar.

“Whose house is this?” I asked Hiroshi, the same runner who had delivered Princess Tagako’s first letter to me.

“Yours, my lord,” was the somewhat bemused reply.

I frowned. “Kenji-san, did I buy a house in the Capital and simply forget?”

The priest shrugged. “While it does sound like something you might do, I cannot recall hearing of such a thing. Hiroshi-kun, is this perhaps merely an expression, meaning that the real owner has given Lord Yamada the use of it while in the Capital?”

“No, Master Kenji,” Hiroshi insisted. “Lord Yamada is the owner.”

I missed Ichiro badly at that moment. Surely, he would know the circumstances, but I allowed myself to be ushered inside, where a collection of servants—including cooks, masters of the wardrobe, couriers, grooms, and other servants, male and female—were arranged and waiting to greet us.

“Obviously, you were expected,” Kenji said dryly.

A balding older man identified himself as Takamasa, my steward for the property. He came forward and bowed, holding up a sealed scroll. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find there, but suddenly I knew why the mansion seemed familiar.

Lord Yamada,

As I am no longer connected to this world, I have no need of this place. For your past friendship and aid to me in my time of confusion and anger, to pay my debt I make a gift of it to you. May the Buddha bless you.

The One You Knew as Lady Snow

I let Kenji read it in turn. “Now I know why this place looked familiar to me,” he said. “It belonged to Taira no Hoshiko. I do not know the name she uses as a nun, but I knew she was still alive.”

Lady Hoshiko was already a nun when I met her, years before, but I didn’t know this at the time, and she had been careful to conceal her vocation. It was true I had spared her life when her crimes and her own sorrow demanded her head, but considering the guilt she had to live with, I was not certain I had done her any kindness. She, it seemed, did not agree. While I did not remember such a large staff when Lady Hoshiko had lived here, I was told all had been arranged beforehand.

“This answers the question of where we will live while we are in the Capital,” I said. “The question it doesn’t answer is how she knew we were back.”

Takamasa-san bowed again. “Your pardon, my lord, the return of the high priestess was a much anticipated event in many circles of the Capital, shrines and temples included. It was common knowledge you were to be leading her honor guard.”

I had not attempted to keep my return to Kyoto a secret. The idea there might be a need to do so had never crossed my mind.

I frowned. “Yes, but why would anyone care?”

Kenji gave me a look of pure pity. “Lord Yamada, as it is written, a man cannot cross the same river twice, since the second time he is not the same man and it is not the same river, so too with your departure and return. When we departed Kyoto you were one Lord Yamada. Now you are quite another. You tend to forget this.”

“Said the priest, now abbot,” I said, but Kenji just smiled.

“My point stands.”

I had nothing more to say, since I knew he was right. We were given a tour of the mansion and grounds at my request. I remembered some of it, but there were places in Lady Snow’s former home I had never seen. “It’s much larger than I remember.”

“You almost sound disappointed,” Kenji said. “Besides, it is expected provincial lords will keep houses in the city for when business calls them to the Capital, as it has with you. The former Lady Snow saved you quite a bit of rice and gold.”

And cost me a bit, too, with another household to maintain.

Not that this was a real problem for me. That it wasn’t only emphasized Kenji was right—I did tend to forget.

Not the same man. Not the same river.

Even now, three years later, I was still uncertain as to whether Lord Yoshiie had blessed or cursed me with the grant of my estate at Kamakura, but my poor attempts at self-reflection were not relevant to the business at hand. First I prepared a letter of thanks for Lady Hoshiko and had Takamasa arrange for its delivery. Then I considered what needed to be done next.

“I need to speak with Prince Kanemore.”

This proved more difficult than I had anticipated. I sent Hiroshi with a sealed letter requesting an audience, but he soon returned, letter unread, to find Kenji and me enjoying a meal on the south veranda.

“I apologize, my lord, but I was informed Prince Kanemore is not in the Capital at the moment. However, he did leave a message for you.”

I took the letter from Hiroshi and broke the seal.

Old Friend,

The emperor requires an errand of me, so I will not be able to meet with you upon your return. I know you have questions, but I fear they must wait. For now, know Princess Tagako is safe. I have seen to her quarters and guard personally, and I would trust the men protecting her with my own life. Now your primary concern must be to help Princess Shigeko’s troubled spirit find rest, as much for her own sake as that of the future of the throne. I will return as soon as I can.

—Kanemore

I dismissed Hiroshi, then showed this letter to Kenji as well before I destroyed it.

“He used the informal form of his signature, rather than the more correct Kanemore-ō,” Kenji said.

“Is that all you have to say?”

He shrugged. “What should I say? After all that has happened, is it not strange Kanemore is away just now? If this hasn’t already occurred to you, I would be shocked.”

“If the emperor commanded . . . ”

“You trust your friend. That is enough. We have work to do.”

I believe one reason Kenji and I had managed to become and remain friends for so many years, despite both our flaws, was that speaking with him was sometimes like a cold slap in the face when it was exactly what one needed. I certainly had not felt this way in the beginning, but now I sometimes wondered if I had the best of our friendship, despite Kenji’s new temple.

“Speaking of Princess Shigeko, she is one of the topics I had hoped to broach with His Highness. There is a risk contacting Lord Fujiwara no Yorinobu directly—the chance others in the Fujiwara clan would learn of it. I had hoped to ask Kanemore to tell me more about Shigeko. I never met her, and so know very little about her. In this situation, this is a disadvantage.”

“You cannot contact Lord Yorinobu at all?”

I smiled. “There is a way but only in extreme circumstances, which we have not yet reached. That leaves the problem of what to do now.”

I had an idea and summoned Takamasa.

He kneeled in front of me. “You sent for me, my lord?

“I did. I’ve been away from the Capital for some time and so was unable to pay proper respect upon the passing of the emperor’s former consort, Princess Shigeko. Certainly a man such as yourself would keep his ear to the ground on happenings within the city. Would you know if she preferred one temple or shrine above another?”

I could almost see the man preen. “Yamada-sama, while I certainly am not privy to the activities of the royal family, it was no secret that she favored Enryaku-ji. She left them a substantial gift, or so I have heard.”

“Thank you, Takamasa-san. You have been very helpful.”

When the man was gone, Kenji let his disgust show. “She might not have been sekkan-ke, but Princess Shigeko was still a Fujiwara. What did you expect?”

It was true Kenji and I had our share of clashes with this particular temple on more than one occasion, but it was also true that the current abbot, Master Daiwu, was a good and holy man, somewhat to his own surprise and despite whatever his original intentions in that regard were.

“I know two things I didn’t before. The first is that I must go speak with the Abbot of Enryaku-ji. The other is that Takamasa is a gossip.”

Kenji grinned. “Of course he is. Such a one has likely risen from nothing to become the overseer of a great household. One does not do that without an advantage, and information is currency sometimes more valuable than gold here, or had you forgotten?”

“Not at all. I was counting on it, and kept my question such that it shouldn’t spark a great deal of interest. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t watch what we say. Why do you think I didn’t just send Hiroshi to ask among the attendants of this house? The next thing we know, ‘Lord Yamada is making inquiries into Princess Shigeko’s death’ would have been all over the city. That is something we definitely do not want falling on the wrong ears.”

Kenji frowned. “There are wrong ears? Whose?”

“I have no idea at present,” I conceded, “but it would certainly attract the notice of the Fujiwara’s sekkan-ke, plus right now we have an angry ghost and we have no idea what made her that way. If it turns out that, somewhere in the city, there’s a living person who is responsible for her state, I think it best they don’t know what we’re doing, don’t you?”

Kenji paused to devour another rice ball. “I am not very keen on facing another inugami, or worse,” he said when he could talk again. “An angry ghost is quite enough.”

When we finished eating, I called for ink and paper and wrote another letter, this time to Abbot Daiwu requesting an audience. Because Hiroshi was near exhaustion from his previous responsibilities and Enryaku-ji was outside the city and up the slope of a mountain, I used a different courier to deliver the letter.

“We should have a reply by tomorrow,” I said. “For now, I think I would like to take a walk.”

“Possibly right by Shigeko-hime’s haunted palace?” Kenji asked.

“That could very well happen,” I said.

There was, however, a complication. Before Kenji and I could step out of the compound, Morofusa appeared at the gate with a detachment of five men.

“Greetings, Lord Yamada. Where are we to escort you?”

I blinked. “It is pleasure to see you, Morofusa-san, but I thought your assignment was completed.”

“Lord Yoshiie thought it best that you have additional protection while in the Capital, so my comrades and I have been assigned to you again for the time being.”

“May I ask how you knew to come here?”

He sighed. “Honestly, Lord Yamada . . . I conferred with Hiroshi-kun before we parted. I suspected that Lord Yoshiie might take this course.”

It seemed everyone had known about my new house except Kenji and me. I wasn’t sure whether I should be annoyed or amused. “I do not wish to interfere with your orders from Yoshiie-sama. At the moment, however, my situation dictates that I draw as little attention to myself as possible, Morofusa-san. Also, would it not be prudent to secure my house, as I will be spending a great deal of time here? I suggest you assign most of your men to that purpose.”

“Yamada-sama, does your situation allow for an escort of, say, myself and one other?” Morofusa asked.

I had seen enough of Morofusa’s behavior under crisis that I frankly welcomed his company. “That would be acceptable.”

Morofusa chose Ujiyasu as his second and Yoshitsune was placed in charge of my new house garrison, a reality preferable to trying to move discreetly around the city surrounded by six scowling bushi. It did serve as a reminder that my former occupation and my current situation simply could not be reconciled for long. Yoshitsune and the other three bushi went to report to Takamasa on my instructions, and Kenji and I set out into the city with Morofusa and Ujiyasu accompanying us.

It was not very far from my new home to Prince Kanemore’s city mansion, as they were both located in the third ward. I had no intention of seeking an audience with Tagako-hime, but as it turned out we were to pass her current quarters on our way to the Second Avenue, where the late Shigeko-hime’s former home was located. I wanted to get a view of the walls and attendant security Kanemore had arranged. While I trusted my friend implicitly, I still preferred to see for myself.

Or, perhaps, it was simply an excuse. Fortunately for me, my mission would not allow a great deal of time for further self-reflection.

“Morofusa-shōshō, have you heard of anything of Prince Kanemore being away?”

“No, my lord, though that is not something I would necessarily hear. I could probably find out, if you wish. I’m sure Lord Yoshiie would know of it.”

I was not quite as sure of that as Morofusa was. It would rather depend on the delicacy of Kanemore’s mission. “No, it’s not important. I was just curious.”

I had chosen the plainest clothing I owned for going out into the city, and Kenji had left his abbot’s surplice in Kamakura, so he had likewise reverted to the simpler attire of a mendicant priest. In truth, Morofusa and Ujiyasu were better appointed than we were, and I wondered whether the sight of two such nondescript persons escorted by two well-equipped bushi might incite more curiosity than an ostentatious display, since the city was well-accustomed to the latter. Fortunately we drew no more than a second glance or two while we walked the perimeter of Prince Kanemore’s home. I was pleased to see the guard posts at each gate. In addition, there were raised platforms showing above the walls in all four directions with screens facing the streets, allowing a sentry a good view without making their presence too obvious. I could easily discern Kanemore’s hand in those details. I knew there were many more that I could not see.

“Are you satisfied?” Kenji asked.

“I could envision an attack or infiltration attempted, but success seems very unlikely. I’ll still feel better when we know why Her Highness was targeted in the first place.”

Not only were we no closer to discovering the answer, in all likelihood we were moving away from it, as the problem of Shigeko-hime’s ghost must, for the immediate future, take precedent. Even so, I couldn’t help but think about Princess Tagako’s situation.

“Kenji, I’m going to think out loud for a moment. Will you indulge me? Morofusa-san and Ujiyasu-san, please comment if you have anything to add, but no one is obligated to say anything at all. Is that understood?”

“Hai, Yamada-sama,” said the latter two men, almost as one. 

Kenji just smiled. “When have I ever been known to keep silent, obligated or otherwise?”

“Fair enough, Kenji-san. Now then, I have presumed, almost from the first, that the Fujiwara were behind the assassination attempts on Princess Tagako . . . not directly, I concede, as nothing Lord Yorinobu attempted had the scent of the Fujiwara on it. Too direct, too vicious. I believe him to be acting on behalf of the Fujiwara, but without anyone else directly connected to that clan involved.”

“If he was being properly instructed by anyone familiar with their methods, the result might have been very different,” Kenji said.

“Indeed, as we previously discussed. Now then, why would Lord Yorinobu need to act as hastily as he did? If the Fujiwara wanted Tagako dead, they could have simply waited until her return to Kyoto and chosen their time and method at leisure. Or struck at her in the Bamboo Palace. They’ve had plenty of time and opportunity.”

“I wish I had something to add,” Morofusa said, “but it does seem odd. Why now?”

I smiled. “Morofusa-san, I think you’ve just crystallized the issue brilliantly.”

He blinked. “I have?”

I was close to an answer. Perhaps not the answer, but something useful to understand. “Indeed, ‘why now?’ is one important question, and ‘why’ even more so. Yet the answer to the first, I now see, is obvious. Why now? Because the reason, whatever it may be, did not exist before. The Fujiwara discovered Princess Tagako was a threat to them only recently.”

“This explains why they did not strike sooner,” Kenji said. “It does not explain why they did not wait.”

“My assumption is the threat Princess Tagako posed to them was time-related. If they struck in haste, this was likely because they felt they had no choice.”

There was more to it, I knew, and some I could not yet express, not even in front of Kenji, who I trusted more than most people in the world. It was not a coincidence that Prince Kanemore ordered additional bushi via Akimasa for Princess Tagako’s escort. Prince Kanemore knew Princess Tagako was in danger.

“This brings us no closer to ‘why,’ you know,” Kenji pointed out.

“No, but it does steer us toward recent events. Something happened between Prince Takahito’s ascension and Princess Takago’s return. Something involving the now-former high priestess that the Fujiwara could not foresee. That is where we need to look.”

I wished very much just then that I could talk to Prince Kanemore. There were many things I needed to ask him, but first and foremost, why he had concealed the truth from me.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“We’re here,” Morofusa said.

“Here” was the late Princess Shigeko’s mansion. At first glance, one would not think it the abode of a princess. It was located in the desirable third ward, yes, but the compound was nearly at the edge of the city. At one time this might have been for greater privacy, but there was an aura of desolation about the place that made its separation from the other great houses of the ward more poignant.

“This is a place for shoro,” Kenji said. “And not just one.”

While Kenji was much more sensitive than I was when it came to ghosts, this much certainty was unusual even for him.

“Have you already sensed something?” I asked. “We haven’t even passed the gate yet.”

“Yes. I can’t be more precise until we get closer, but I don’t think Princess Shigeko is alone.”

That was curious. From what Fujiwara no Yorinobu had told me, I expected only one ghost, Princess Shigeko. According to Kenji, that was not the case.

A pair of Fujiwara bushi stood on watch at the gate, but they were expecting us. Before we entered, I had a few questions.

“May I ask if you gentlemen have heard anything from within the compound?”

They glanced at each other, and the eldest spoke. “There have been strange sounds from within, and especially in the evening, as other guards have reported. We had strict instructions not to investigate.”

This was understandable, considering what had happened to other people within. “And you have seen nothing outside the walls?”

“Only an occasional onibi, usually in the distance. Nothing else, my lord.”

The Capital, as I well knew, had its share of ghosts and demons just in the normal course of things. As the man implied, a distant onibi was not strange. It would have been stranger had they seen nothing. I thanked them, and they opened the gate for us. Inside was a garden going to weeds and a fine home in shinden style starting to show signs of neglect. Several of the screens showed tears that had not been repaired, and a few tiles had fallen off the roof of the western wing corridor.

“The spirits will not be at their strongest during the day,” I said to Morofusa and Ujiyasu, “but dusk is approaching. While this is a scouting mission and I do not plan to venture inside this evening, that time will come, and likely very soon. Ghosts can be dangerous, and these have already proven so. We cannot risk blessing our weapons, as harming Princess Shigeko would undo our purpose here. It would probably be best if, when that time does come, Master Kenji and I go in alone.”

“My instructions are clear,” Morofusa said. “So, with respect, I cannot allow that, but we are prepared to accompany you unarmed.”

Considering that Morofusa was far more concerned with keeping me alive than being gentle with anything that might threaten me, I knew what it had cost him to offer even this much compromise.

“That is acceptable. We’ll take our kodachis, but under no circumstances are you to draw them without an order directly from me or Master Kenji. Is that understood?”

“Hai, Lord Yamada,” Morofusa and Ujiyasu said together.

The buildings were off limits for the moment, but there were substantial grounds within the walls to cover. We made a slow circuit of the walls, noting the layout of the mansion. It was fairly typical: one large audience hall, one sleeping hall for the family, two wings on the east and west, the west consisting of a long corridor ending in a pavilion such as where we’d encountered the inugami. The eastern wing led to a storage building, as did two corridors off of the main building. Other sleeping quarters were situated off of the easternmost hall directly. All showed signs of slow decay.

Kenji studied the buildings intently. “This is puzzling. I know there are ghosts inside, yet something feels . . . odd. As if there are ghosts but other things as well.”

“Since the place is essentially abandoned, it would seem likely that smaller demons and youkai would take shelter there,” I said.

Kenji demurred. “But it is not abandoned. Princess Shigeko walks these halls, and the testimony of the two guards outside implies that she does not leave it. Which suggests that she is a jibakurei, a spirit bound to a place—this place. A few have tried to enter and some were harmed in the attempt. Even Lord Yorinobu himself was denied entry, by his own account. So. Why would a ghost as powerful as Princess Shigeko is alleged to be deny her own family but allow incursions from such riff-raff as youkai into her home?”

“The obvious answer is that she wouldn’t,” I said. “So what does that leave us?”

Kenji shrugged. “Lord Yamada, I wish I knew, but whatever it is, it must have a close association with the late princess.”

Princess Shigeko was one unknown, but now Kenji had added another. I knew we could find out only so much from those who knew her. Eventually we must, prepared or not, venture in.

We finished our circuit of the mansion and its walls and returned to the garden. “I want to get a little closer,” I said. “Perhaps the full scope of the area she is protecting might yield some information.”

“By which you mean you’re going to try to see how close you can get without getting killed?” Morofusa asked.

The way Morofusa said it, the whole endeavor sounded a little mad. Even so, understanding the limits of the haunting could be invaluable later. Especially if one avoided being killed.

“Well, yes, more or less,” I said.

“Which means that you or anyone might well be attacked, and so anyone could serve the purpose. I will do it, Lord Yamada.”

I frowned. “I cannot ask you to do such a thing. It is dangerous.”

“Which is precisely why I must do it in your stead,” Morofusa replied, infuriatingly impassive. “It is my duty.”

“What my companion says is true,” Ujiyasu chimed in. “Either one or both of us must attempt this, my lord, not you.”

“I trust neither of you will attempt to stop me when I do need to enter the mansion? I already told you that such was inevitable.”

“As long as we can lead the way and accompany you, we will not stop you,” Morofusa said.

“I have your word? Then very well, but be careful, and if we order you to return, you must do so.”

“Understood. I do think it wise that only one of us makes the attempt. Ujiyasu-san, I will go. If anything happens to me, make sure nothing happens to Lord Yamada.”

“Good luck,” Ujiyasu said.

I was thinking the same thing, though I believed it would embarrass Morofusa for me to say so. I kept silent as he carefully approached the sliding screen that served as the main entrance. When he was no farther than the length of a man from the door, an onibi flared within the mansion, and in its cold light there was the shadow of a woman on the screen.

A kage-onna? No.

“Morofusa-san, that is close enough. Please return.”

Morofusa paused with his hand outstretched to touch the screen, but as we agreed, he turned then and made his way back to us.

“I assume you saw it too,” he said.

“The shadow of a woman. I thought perhaps it was no more than a kage-onna, but then I realized it was the ghost light that had cast the shadow,” I said.

Ujiyasu frowned. “What is a kage-onna?”

“Just a youkai,” Kenji said. “It appears as the shadow of a woman on the back of a screen, but when you open the screen there is no one there. Startling, perhaps, but harmless. A kage-onna needs no light, as it is a shadow itself. This shadow didn’t appear until the onibi flared, so it was casting a shadow from someone or something. The presence of the ghost-light suggests it was Princess Shigeko.”

“One more step and I likely would have been attacked,” Morofusa said.

“If you’d opened that screen, I can almost guarantee it,” I said. What I didn’t think needed to be said was how much of a problem it was going to be to discover the source of Princess Shigeko’s anger if she wouldn’t allow us to make contact. I had an idea. I wasn’t sure if it was a good one, but it was better than nothing. I hoped we might be able to uncover something useful from another source before I was reduced to trying this particular idea.

“Let’s return to my house,” I said. The words still seemed odd to me. “My house.” In a city I had lived most of my life and yet never had a house of my own before. So much had changed, but so much had not, and here I was in Heian-kyo again, chasing ghosts.

“Agreed. We’re not accomplishing anything here,” Kenji said.

We walked out the gate and back down the street. As we passed within sight of Prince Kanemore’s town mansion again I did not feel the need to second-guess Prince Kanemore’s arrangements for Princess Tagako’s safety. I felt a little melancholy as I realized my chances discovering why she was being targeted or how to negate the threat seemed to be diminishing by the day.

Perhaps, once the matter of Princess Shigeko’s ghost is settled . . . 

Assuming, of course, that I survived this little undertaking. I called myself the fool I was and tried to concentrate on the issue at hand. Nothing could be resolved until Shigeko-hime’s spirit was at peace.

As soon as we arrived in my new compound, Takamasa presented himself.

“You’ve received a letter, my lord,” he said, and held it up to me. “The courier returned not more than an hour hence.”

It was my reply from Abbot Daiwu:

Old Friend. I would be delighted to meet with you. I will be at leisure for the next three days. Please call upon me at your convenience.

The irony of his salutation was the first thing that got my attention, for once we had been mortal enemies. Yet the man who triggered the events that led to Princess Teiko’s death was not the same man who now served as Abbot at Enryaku Temple. I understood this better than anyone. I informed Morofusa and Ujiyasu of my intention of visiting Enryaku-ji the next day and sent them off for a meal and rest. Kenji suggested the same for us, and I was not inclined to argue. We ate on the south veranda, and Kenji then left to find his assigned room, after a partly joking warning from me to leave the maids in peace. He sighed and shook his head.

“At my age . . . ”

“At your age,” I confirmed. “Behave yourself.”

After he was gone, I remained on the veranda. The moon had since risen. Even though it was only a few days past new, I had to look at it for a little while. It did not cast a great deal of light, so when the onibi appeared in the garden, I noticed it immediately. There was only the one, and I knew even before the thought manifested itself completely in my mind who was responsible.

Princess Teiko.

We had not seen any evidence of her since my dream. Perhaps the effort of appearing to me then had forced her spirit to rest, to the extent that it could, for a little while. I started to rise, wondering if Princess Teiko had something else to say to me, but I had no sooner gotten to my feet again than the light winked out. I didn’t need its absence to understand she was gone. Princess Teiko’s spirit had already communicated what it wished to me.

A reminder. No more than this. Perhaps no more than she was capable of at this time, but not less important.

I was not done. Whether this concerned Princess Shigeko’s ghost, or some further desire on Teiko’s behalf for her son, it was not over. I was starting to wonder if it ever would be. Even though Teiko’s ghost was now gone, I was still not alone. I had heard a gasp from the doorway when the onibi first appeared.

“You can come out now, Takamasa-san.”

The screen slid aside, and there he was. “Lord Yamada, I didn’t mean . . . ”

To eavesdrop, had there been anything to hear? Of course you did.

“You saw it, didn’t you?” I asked.

He gulped, then nodded. “A ghost. Here . . . ”

I sighed. “Do not worry, Takamasa-san. When I depart, the ghost will either be at rest, or it will follow me.”

“My lord?”

“This house isn’t haunted, Takamasa-san. I am.”

The next morning Kenji and I and our two shadows departed for Enryaku-ji. The temple was about four leagues to the northeast atop Mount Hiei, so we went on horseback. As we were preparing to depart I received another letter, this time from one of my own messengers from Kamakura.

“It’s from Taro. All is well . . . perhaps even better than well. Taro met a young woman while he was in Mino . . . a daughter of the Seiwa Genji. If I’m reading this correctly, he seems quite smitten. Perhaps I will soon have an official daughter-in-law.”

“And another tie to the Minamoto clan,” Kenji said.

“I’m sure Lord Yoriyoshi would be pleased,” Morofusa added.

I frowned. I hadn’t thought of it in terms of political alliance, any more than I had considered this in the case of my adopted daughter Mai’s marriage into the Hino clan, but then such a union inevitably would be, whatever clan one married into. “Yes . . . well, there is that. He also says we have a visitor. He did not say who, so I suppose it is of no consequence, and he is as capable of showing hospitality as I am.”

“Better, I would think,” Kenji said, but I ignored him.

Kenji looked thoughtful. “He handles your horse breeding operations, he administers your estate in your absence, yet you still call him Taro. That is a child’s name.”

I sighed. “An old habit I’ve had difficulty breaking. His proper name is Yamada no Kiyomichi. I still call him Taro, and he indulges me.”

“He’s what . . . seventeen?”

“Probably eighteen, as close as we’ve been able to determine. He was perhaps seven or eight when he entered Prince Kanemore’s service in the stables, fourteen or fifteen when I adopted him.”

Kenji raised an eyebrow. “I trust you’ve never regretted that decision?”

“Only that one time, when he rode a stallion through my garden at Kamakura. He claims it was because the horse was still being broken, but I have my doubts.”

Both of the bushi chuckled; Kenji just sighed and glanced toward heaven.

“For someone who claims to be unlucky, you have more than your share of happiness,” he said.

“I only claim to be unlucky so the gods don’t presume I need more worries.”

Which was a lie of sorts, except for the part about not needing more worries. As I had told Tagako-hime, I was genuinely unlucky in many ways, and especially in the lives of those nearest to me, nearly all gone too soon. But my adoptive children had never been among them. I prayed this never changed.

The trip to Mount Hiei was not trivial, but we arrived in good time. We left the horses at a guest station near the base with Ujiyasu looking after them, and then Kenji, Morofusa, and I made the climb up to the temple complex near the summit. The last time I had been on the temple grounds, I had barely prevented a double execution—which was the reason I now had a home within the city and soon, I hoped, more information about the unfortunate Princess Shigeko.

Abbot Daiwu received us by the dais in the cavernous lecture hall. Behind him was a statue of Thousand-Armed Kannon and other figures that I didn’t pretend to know, though I was certain Kenji could name them all. As for the abbot, I had not seen the man in several years. He had aged a bit but was otherwise the serene, gentle soul that I remembered. This had not always been the case, but sometimes even the greatest darkness could be banished—something I tried to remember, especially when dealing with people who seemed more shadow than light.

He indicated the cushions prepared for us, and we all kneeled.

“I’m delighted to see you, Lord Yamada, as well as Master Kenji, but I know you too well to believe this is strictly a social visit,” he said.

“Your Eminence, I must admit to the truth of that. I am here because I am hoping you can help me.”

“Anything I can do, of course. You need only ask.”

It came to the moment when I had to make a decision. The fewer people who knew of my mission, of course, the better, and yet there were questions I needed to ask which of themselves would reveal it. Events at Princess Shigeko’s mansion had convinced me that there really was no choice at all.

“It is my understanding that Princess Shigeko was very fond of this holy place. I believe you knew her personally?”

He frowned. “Of course. She was a generous patron as well as a most pious woman. Her death was a great loss. Why do you ask?”

I took a breath. “I have some reason to believe she was deeply unhappy about something in her life. There is a . . . circumstance that has arisen, perhaps because of it.”

“You’re referring to the rumors that her former mansion is haunted, aren’t you?” he asked.

I had wondered how much he knew about the situation, and now I saw no point in dissembling. “Yes, Eminence. I have been asked to determine if this is true and what could be done about it.”

“By someone very important, I would think,” Daiwu said, looking thoughtful. “It is no secret that your circumstances have changed since our last meeting, so only such a person would have the influence to engage your aid. Someone in the family, or perhaps His Majesty himself?”

There was that much of Lord Fujiwara no Sentaro left in the man—a sharp mind in the service of a very dark purpose once. The mind remained, if now turned to better purposes. My faith in this remained unshaken, but the reminder was a little disconcerting. He must have noticed the look on my face; he smiled.

“An old habit, but I do not need or want to know any more. I was very fond of Princess Shigeko. She was a good and gentle soul, and if you are trying to help her, that is enough. It is true that Shigeko-hime was troubled, and I counseled her on more than one occasion.”

“May I ask what was troubling her? I would not do so if it were not important.”

Abbot Daiwu hesitated, then finally sighed. “This is not something I would normally choose to reveal, but keeping it secret helps no one. Princess Shigeko never had children with the crown prince, now emperor. That, I dare to presume, is well known. What is not well known is that Princess Shigeko suffered miscarriages. There were at least two, and both of those occurred even before the pregnancy was announced.”

“I had not heard this,” I said.

He shrugged. “Nor would you. Princess Shigeko kept it a secret. Even the crown prince didn’t know. Perhaps she didn’t want to disappoint him or her family—it’s also no secret the Fujiwara would have liked another potential Fujiwara heir. I only learned of it after her second miscarriage. That’s when she came to me for counseling. She was very ill for a long while after the second time. She recovered, but I knew it was dangerous for her to try again. There are . . . ways, such things could be prevented, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She was determined.”

“It happened during her third attempt, didn’t it?” Kenji asked.

Abbot Daiwu nodded. “The pregnancy was too advanced to be hidden, this time, nor did Shigeko-hime feel any need to do so. She was so happy, Lord Yamada, you should have seen her. Such joy on another human being’s face I have rarely seen before . . . but then something went horribly wrong. The child, a boy, was stillborn. Princess Shigeko passed a few days later.”

I had known a stillbirth had caused Princess Shigeko’s death. I had not known of the previous two failed pregnancies. “Do you know why she was so determined? Was it simply to produce an heir?”

Abbot Daiwu’s expression was pure sadness. “She gave all the expected reasons at one time or another: a desire to please the prince or to please her family. Which is the true one? Honestly, Lord Yamada, I don’t know, and I don’t believe she did either. If you want my opinion, the first two reasons were simply a nod to duty, and the real one was that she wanted more than anything to be a mother. This fits with what I knew of her, but as I said, this is only my opinion. I claim no more insight into another’s soul than the next person.”

Such a frustrated desire is more than enough to create an angry ghost.

Perhaps the situation really was this simple. Simple and extremely difficult to resolve. Now that she was dead, how could such a desire be fulfilled? The obvious answer was that it could not. If everything that Abbot Daiwu told me was the absolute truth—and I firmly believed that it was—I was still left with a problem almost impossible to unravel.

“It was good of you to see me, and I humbly thank you for your help. We won’t take up any more of your time.”

“If you can help Shigeko-hime find peace and free her from this world, I will be in your debt. If anyone on this earth deserved to be happy, she did. As this was not to be, the least we can do is end her misery. If there is anything else I can do, please call upon me.”

We took our leave. By the time we returned to Ujiyasu and our horses, it was well into the afternoon, but there was time enough to reach the city before dark. We met a momonjii at one of the road crossings as evening fell, but Kenji easily drove it away before it could sicken any of us.

“If I actually had the proper ward for every different monster we might meet . . . well, this poor horse couldn’t bear the weight of them,” he said. “Fortunately, a reciting of the proper sutra works well enough for such riff-raff as that.”

“For which you have our thanks,” I said. “And the patronage of your temple, of course.”

“So you keep reminding me. Speaking of that, you never refer to me as ‘eminence.’ ”

“Only because I’ve usually had to refer to you as far worse. Don’t you worry about one day being transformed into a nodera-bo or some other disgusting monster?”

Kenji was unconcerned. “It is said there once was a temple with a stone figure of the Buddha which would come alive during the night and go visit brothels. I think I’m more likely to be transformed into something of that sort,” he said. “I would not mind.”

I knew Kenji would not mind it. He was the soul of piety, but in his own fashion.

“I’ve been thinking about what Abbot Daiwu said. I know you’re thinking of a yurei, of course, in relation to Shigeko-hime? An angry ghost?”

“As Abbot Daiwu made clear, she does have unfinished business,” I said. “Of a sort that may be impossible to finish. So, yes, I think it likely that her frustration at not being able to bear children was what drove her to this state.”

“In which case we would have little choice save for exorcism . . . which would only be sanctioned if we can prove the reason for her haunting is as we believe,” Kenji said. “Does this faithfully relate the nearly impossible situation we are faced with?”

“I fear so,” I said. “It is the likely and sensible answer.”

Kenji looked at me. “So why do you hesitate to accept it?”

Kenji was right. Something didn’t fit what Abbot Daiwu had said. While I believed his recall of those sad events, something was still out of place.

“I merely suspect simple answers, even when they appear to be the correct ones. Something is still bothering me about Shigeko-hime’s situation, something I’m missing.”

Morofusa, who had been frowning even more than was normal for a bushi, finally spoke up. “My lords, there is something that is troubling me as well. May I ask a question?”

“Of course,” I said.

“While I am no expert on the subject of ghosts, it was my understanding that an angry ghost was, well, angry. Always. Is this not so?”

“Yes,” Kenji said. “What is your point?”

“Then why were some people simply denied entry while others were harmed? Should not everyone have been attacked, regardless of their past relationship with the princess? Would an angry ghost be capable of such distinctions?”

This was not the first time in my life I wanted to curse myself for being an idiot. Yet rarely had I felt like such a complete and absolute idiot.

“Morofusa-san, the answer to your question is—they would not.”

Kenji scowled. “Yamada-san, are you forgetting about the ghost of Hanako?”

I was not. Rather, Morofusa’s question had immediately brought her to mind. Hanako was a woman betrayed and murdered by her husband, the shock of which had transformed her into an ogre. She had blocked a road, but she had not harmed anyone, despite her vicious appearance. She had only wanted to be reunited with the husband she still loved. Which had happened, though in a rather gruesome yet oddly appropriate fashion.

“I am not. Hanako was not an angry ghost, though she had every reason to be. She was focused on a goal, and harming people at random was not part of that goal. Or are you forgetting?”

Kenji looked stunned. “Oh. Are you saying—” He stopped himself. I immediately understood why. This was not something that should be spoken in front of anyone, even Morofusa and Ujiyasu.

“I am not saying anything for the moment. We have other things to consider first,” I said. “But that is for later. For now, Morofusa-san, understand that your question helped clarify a few things. Thank you.”

He bowed. “I am glad to be of service, even if I do not know what I have done.”

For all our sakes, we had best keep it that way.


CHAPTER TWELVE

When we returned to what I had to think of now as the Yamada compound, there were two messages waiting for me. The first was from Prince Kanemore, apologizing for the delay and estimating his return in about two weeks, though the date was not set in stone. The second was from Princess Tagako, requesting that I pay her a visit. Her letter, in poem form as was her first one to me, required an appropriate reply. In truth I had been thinking of writing to her myself, but the necessity of creating an appropriate poem had slowed me considerably. Nor was I really certain such an overture would be welcome. Princess Tagako’s poem had settled the latter, which pleased me greatly, even though I knew I was being foolish.

Before my response could be composed, however, there was a more immediate concern. We had no sooner rested a bit and refreshed ourselves when Kenji looked at me.

“Lord Yamada, about Princess Shigeko . . . ”

“Not here. Walk with me in the garden.”

When we were out of earshot of the veranda, Kenji smiled. “I don’t think you trust Master Takamasa.”

“On the contrary—I trust him to act according to his interests and nature, which he has already revealed to us. Why should I doubt his sincerity?”

“In other words, you believe Takamasa is a gossip, not a spy.”

“I hope he is not a spy, but if he overhears us discussing Princess Shigeko, the difference would not be very important.”

“About that . . . earlier today, did you mean to imply His Majesty might be the target of Princess Shigeko’s obsession?” Kenji asked. “What if the reason she is remaining is that she is waiting for her husband to visit her?”

I took a deep breath. “We cannot overlook the possibility. There are some aspects to this haunting that, yes, do parallel that of the unfortunate Hanako. Yet there are also important differences. Hanako did not harm anyone except her former husband. Shigeko-hime has indeed hurt people and yet spared others. This does not fit my understanding of an angry ghost. I was assuming too much in that direction. Fortunately, if by chance, Morofusa-san put things in perspective.”

Kenji scowled. “Neither, however, does it fit my very close and personal understanding of an obsessed ghost. Nor yours, if you consider the situation for more than a heartbeat.”

I shrugged. “Yet what does this leave us? As things stand, the nature of Shigeko-hime’s haunting fits nothing. There are echoes of one thing, then another. One would expect, as our information about the circumstances of Shigeko-hime’s character and the way of her passing grows, such understanding would serve as lanterns to illuminate the path we are to follow. So far we remain in darkness.”

“Clearly, we need more and better lanterns.”

“Perhaps there is some commonality in the people who were attacked. I understand one person survived. I need to speak to this person.”

Obviously, I could not contact Lord Fujiwara no Yorinobu openly. However, he had given me an alternative, but it was only to be used at great need. The condition for such, so far as I was concerned, was already met.

“I have some writing to do,” I said. “It may take some time.”

My face must have given everything away, for Kenji grinned. “Another poem? You are going to see Princess Tagako, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said, knowing dissembling would only pique his curiosity.

“Well, well . . . ”

I frowned. “Kenji, whatever you are thinking, I know it is inappropriate.”

“Actually,” he said, “whatever your meeting with Her Highness may or may not imply, perhaps this will get your mind off the current problem for a little while. Such a respite might help you approach the problem from a different perspective.”

“Let us hope this is the case, as such is clearly needed.”

Kenji excused himself, though whether to study the sutras or flirt with the servants, I didn’t concern myself. There was still light enough to see and the day was not uncomfortably cool, I sent for a writing desk and had it brought to the veranda overlooking the garden. First I wrote a quick letter to my contact. I kept the request somewhat obscure but trusted Lord Yorinobu would understand my meaning. Then I unrolled Princess Tagako’s letter and re-read what she had sent to me:

The willow tree stands

Long branches in the bay breeze

Reaching to no one.

Clear as a sunny day. My reply needed to be the same.

Willow leaf blown on the wind,

Brushes the fisherman’s cheek.

I had interpreted Princess Tagako’s poem as saying she was lonely and wished for a visit. Perhaps I was wrong, since a returning saiō should rightly expect to be receiving a multitude of visitors, but under the circumstances I was willing to concede this might not be the case. Still, and not for the first time, I wished nobles of the court would follow Prince Kanemore’s example and simply say what they meant without the necessity of poetic translation. I wasn’t that good at it, either creating or interpreting, but I did the best I could. I gave the letter to a messenger to deliver. If I had interpreted her poem correctly, she would respond with a direct invitation. If not, she might not respond at all. Until the steps of this delicate and complex dance were settled, in the instances both of Tagako-hime and Lord Yorinobu, all I could do was wait.

Princess Teiko showed herself again that evening, or perhaps I dreamed her again. I was not sure. I remained on the veranda much later than I intended, and I eventually became aware of the ghost light returning to the garden, although I could no longer recall what I had been doing in those moments before. Instead of merely showing herself, however, she appeared before the veranda just as I had seen her last, in her traveling clothes and wide-brimmed hat ringed with a veil. As before, the veil was pulled aside. She smiled at me, and it was as if a hand of ice had closed around my heart.

“You are not done,” she said, as if this was not something she had said before. I was reminded, and not for the first time, how single-minded a ghost could be.

“I know,” I said because it was what I wanted to say. “When will I be done? When will your spirit find rest?”

“You will know this as well.”

That was a new thing. It had never occurred to me the moment would reveal itself to me. I had nightmares of Princess Teiko’s ghost simply disappearing, perhaps to rest, perhaps not, and never being certain which. Was this the real reason Princess Teiko appeared to me then?

I will know.

I hoped it would be true. But that moment, if it were to come, was not now.

“Highness . . . ”

I am still not certain what I intended to say, but Teiko was gone, and the word drifted away on the night breeze. I remembered I had a comfortable sleeping mat somewhere in that great pile of a house. I went to look for it.

“Are you sure this is where we were to go?” Kenji asked.

I was. The letter I received from Lord Yorinobu’s contact had been explicit—early afternoon, Gion-sha, at the east end of the Fourth Avenue. It was where I had first met Lady Snow, as she had been called in her disguise as an asobi, back before I knew her true identity, and before she tried to kill me.

Gion was one of the busiest shrines in the Capital, so it seemed an odd choice for a clandestine meeting, yet I knew sometimes the perfect place to hide was in a crowd. Kenji and I, along with Morofusa and Ujiyasu, made our way along the avenue. My plan to travel without attracting much interest so far appeared to be working. Morofusa would have preferred me in a palanquin surrounded by twenty or more bushi and attendants as was supposedly befitting my station, but a pair of bushi with one well-dressed but not ostentatious man and one nondescript priest was a better choice, in my view. If people thought about us at all, the most they might assume was I was some minor palace official out on an errand, no different than dozens of others.

Hiding in a crowd.

We paid our respects to the kami—Kenji pointedly not abstaining since, in his view, the gods were simply manifestations of worthies in his own tradition and thus due respect. Even so, I knew Kenji was never going to be comfortable in any shrine, and this wasn’t our main reason for being there in the first place. There was a broad avenue leading from the gate to the main shrine, with various structures along the way. We stopped at the one indicated, which was off the main course only slightly, near the edge of a cluster of maple trees. Their leaves had already turned red and gold as autumn took hold. Some had already begun to fall.

“Kenji is with me,” I said. “Gentlemen, please keep watch.”

I had to discourage Morofusa from first exploring the structure. I understood his concerns, but my instructions from the contact had been explicit. Kenji and I went inside.

The building was completely empty, save for a man in a robe and hood, kneeling there as if in meditation. We could not see his face.

“Shinjurou-san?”

He bowed. “Lord Yamada. I was instructed to answer your questions.” From the man’s voice I judged him to be of middle years at most, though without seeing him clearly, it was hard to be sure.

“I am grateful. Now—you were attacked by Princess Shigeko’s ghost?”

“I was attacked inside the mansion, yes,” he said.

I frowned. That wasn’t exactly the answer to the question I had asked. “Please answer the question as stated—did Princess Shigeko’s ghost attack you?”

He hesitated. “In all honesty, Lord Yamada, I am uncertain.”

“But you were familiar with her appearance, yes?” Kenji asked.

“Oh, certainly. I have been a servant to . . . my patron, all my life. I knew her from the time she was a child,” he said. “I knew her as a kind, gentle person. I never expected . . . ” His voice broke then.

While I had mentally prepared a host of questions to follow my first one, Shinjurou’s answers made me consider the possibility I was asking the wrong questions.

“Forgive me for not understanding. Perhaps if you were to describe what happened when you entered the mansion?”

I heard Shinjurou take a long breath. “My patron had attempted entry earlier that day and been denied. I volunteered to attempt the same later that afternoon. I had served as Commander of the Guard at her estate, and she knew me. When I entered, I first heard a scream. The scream . . . did sound like Princess Shigeko. I knew she was no more, but my instinct was to find her and aid her, so I rushed in. That was when I was attacked.”

I frowned. “But not by Princess Shigeko?”

He looked up at me. I could see his eyes but very little else of him. “Yamada-sama, what attacked me was a hideous monster, a twisted and distorted mockery of a human. As I said, I knew Shigeko-hime. I simply do not believe it could have been the princess.”

“But . . . who else could it have been?” Kenji asked. “Shigeko-hime was seen at the mansion, by people who recognized her.”

“I have no answer, sir,” he said. “All I can tell you is what little I know.”

“One person, as I understand it, died in the same attempt. May I ask how you escaped?”

“That’s the strangest part of all—I didn’t. I was thrown through the screen by a powerful force, and that was the only way I could have gotten free, as the creature was too strong for me. When I landed, I was knocked unconscious. It was several days before I came back to myself. It was only later I heard another had attempted the same as I and fared far worse.”

“How were you attacked? Blows? Choking?”

“Teeth, Lord Yamada.”

Teeth?

“Shinjurou-san, forgive me, but please let me see your face.”

“As you wish.”

Shinjurou slowly lowered his hood. I was just able to control my reaction. Kenji failed.

“Oh . . . ”

Shinjurou’s entire right cheek had been ripped open. Whoever had treated him had done a good job of closing the wound, but his face was bruised and swollen, and it was clear he had been a rather handsome man just past his prime. Now he was scarred for the rest of his life, but he was alive.

He smiled wistfully. “You see the result. There are others, at my shoulder and side, even worse than this, but of the same nature. I am grateful to have my life still, gentlemen, but I will never be the same.”

I bowed slightly. “I am sorry for what has happened to you and strongly wish to make certain it does not happen to anyone else. With your permission, I would like to examine your wounds in closer detail.”

“Whatever pride I had was lost in Princess Shigeko’s mansion. If it will help, please do so.”

I made a point of examining the wound in Shinjurou’s face without flinching, and shifted his robes so I could look in turn at those in left shoulder and side.

“Thank you. Before I forget—do you have any estimate as to the creature’s size? What it looked like? Please be as specific as you can be.”

“It sounds strange, considering what the thing was able to do, but I believe it was smaller than I am. Perhaps the size of a seven- or eight-year-old child? But once it pinned my arms, I could not break its grip. I was bitten three times as I struggled, the pain blurred my vision, so as for its appearance, I really cannot add anything to what I already told you. It was hideous—even more so than I am now—and twisted. It might remind one of a human, but it was not. That is all I know.”

Shinjurou-san, I think you may know more than you realize.

“I will pray for you,” Kenji said.

“Thank you, sir, but I will recover. I would consider it a great favor if you could pray for Shigeko-hime instead.”

When we had taken our leave and walked back through the main gate, Kenji paused. “Perhaps I will pray for both.”

“If you’re referring to Shinjurou-san and Shigeko-hime, you may have even more to do.”

Kenji frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“What Shinjurou-san just described to us was impossible.”

“Well, something took three enormous bites out of that poor man. What did he lie about?”

I smiled. “I wondered if you’d noticed the nature of those wounds. Yes, three big bites, but done with relatively small mouths, human-sized. And I never said he lied. I said what he described was impossible. Even assuming Shigeko’s specter is strong enough to pin a fully grown man, she simply could not have attacked him that way while keeping his arms pinned. The face? Easily. The shoulder? Yes. The side? Not unless she has a neck three feet long. Lord Yorinobu saw her ghost, remember? I think he would have spotted such a detail.”

“Are you forgetting the rokurokubi? Such a one could have done it easily.”

I was waiting for this. “Yes, but then consider Princess Shigeko’s situation. If her head went roaming about the palace at night on an impossibly long neck, do you think for a moment it wouldn’t have been spotted? Such a place never truly sleeps, there is always someone on duty or making rounds of the property, or rising before dawn to prepare food for morning. If anyone had been attacked or such a marvel had been seen, even the Fujiwara wouldn’t have been able to keep it quiet. No, Kenji-san. Princess Shigeko was not a rokurokubi in life. Have you ever heard of a case of a mortal woman becoming one after death? Does anything we know of her sad situation in any way suggest she would become such a thing?”

Kenji sighed. “Well . . . no. But it would have explained how Shinjurou was attacked.”

“Another thing—Shinjurou’s description of his attacker, the hideously twisted visage, also does not fit a rokurokubi. Nor does it fit Princess Shigeko. A simpler and much more likely explanation is Shinjurou was not attacked by Shigeko-hime at all. You did say you thought more than one ghost was present.”

“I could have been mistaken, plus her ghost is the only one seen! You said so yourself. Lord Yorinobu recognized his adopted daughter’s ghost before he was expelled—” Kenji stopped. “Oh.”

“Exactly. Expelled, forced out of the house. Not attacked. How did Shinjurou escape? He doesn’t know, only that he was thrown through a screen with great force. Whatever or whoever did so was not gentle but it saved his life.”

“Princess Shigeko,” Kenji said thoughtfully.

“While she had reason, I do not believe Shigeko-hime is an angry ghost at all. I believe she kept Lord Yorinobu out of the house, and I believe she removed Shinjurou from the house, and both for the same reason—to protect them.”

“From what?”

“Kenji-san, I hope and pray we are finally asking the right question.”

Another letter from Tagako-hime was waiting for me when we arrived back at my compound. I think I expected another tanka to complete, but her message was much more succinct this time:

Lord Yamada, you baka. Come see me.

Well, I did recall wishing the nobility would be more direct. I suppose it proved the old proverb “one should be careful what one wished for.” I informed Morofusa-san I had another errand that afternoon and we set out well before sunset. We arrived at Prince Kanemore’s estate in good time, and the scowling Taira bushi guarding the gates grudgingly let us in but only after we had surrendered our weapons to their equally scowling commander.

“Not very friendly,” Morofusa observed.

“Why should he be? I am sure visitors complicate his responsibilities greatly and would be discouraged, for Tagako-hime’s own safety.”

“Safer, yet duller for Her Highness,” he said. “She is probably lonely.”

I considered this no more than obvious, if she was willing to bear, even request, my own poor company. For all I knew, I might be one of the very few actually allowed. When we reached the garden, I could see Princess Tagako’s kicho had been arranged on the south veranda. Morofusa decided to wait in the garden, on the premise I was the one she had invited.

“I would think she would be happy to have your company as well,” I said.

“Perhaps, and certainly a security escort might be expected, but her letter did not specify such. Prince Kanemore has a lovely garden. I think I will enjoy it for a bit.”

I thought of insisting, since for some reason I couldn’t quite fathom, I found myself more than a little nervous. It certainly was not because there were Taira bushi all over the place—I expected no less, and they kept a watchful but discreet distance. As I approached, two of Tagako-hime’s attendants appeared and kneeled beside the kicho. I knew it covered a doorway where the screen had been slid aside, and in a moment I could see the familiar outline of a woman kneeling behind the screen.

I bowed low. “It is good to see you again.”

“Metaphorically speaking only, I am sure,” Tagako said. “It’s not as if we can see very much of each other. Still, decorum must be maintained.”

An attendant brought out a cushion and placed it near the kicho on the veranda for me, as well as a cup of tea, then withdrew out of earshot. “Perhaps Morofusa would like one as well,” I said. “Shall I call him over?”

“Perhaps later,” Tagako said. “I don’t wish to be rude to more than one of you at a time.”

That explained my nervousness. I must have sensed I was in trouble. “I see I have offended you. I swear this was not my intention.”

“You did not visit me until I practically had to beg you. Was this not intentional?” she asked sweetly.

“I can only plead cowardice in my defense, Highness.”

I think she frowned then. It was hard to tell with the screen between us. “Cowardice? What do you mean?”

“I was afraid you would not wish to see me or would perhaps indulge me out of politeness. I am not certain I could have borne the weight of this shame.”

She laughed, raising her sleeve to cover her mouth, even though I could not see her clearly through the veil. “Baka. You saved my life. Do you believe me so ungrateful?”

“Say rather I would not wish you to seek my company out of a feeling of obligation, and so my fear rules me once again.”

“I told you once I was nothing. I am certainly nothing to be afraid of.”

“With all respect, Highness, I must disagree on both.”

“Was that a compliment?”

I found echoes of my conversation with Lady Kuzunoha in my response. “If it wasn’t, I should have tried harder.”

She laughed again, but this time instead of raising her sleeve, she leaned forward. If the screen had not been in place, I still would not have seen her face. “Baka,” she said again, but I could almost believe, this time, there was a hint of affection in the word. There followed a few moments of a comfortable silence before she broke it.

“I think I have missed you,” she said.

I actually blushed then and was—for once—grateful for the kicho separating us.

“It is a pleasure to be in your company again,” I said, “however overdue it was. I trust you are well?”

“Well enough,” she said. “In the sense a caged bird might be safe from the cat. Most visitors are turned away on some pretext or another. I understand the reasons for it, but it is . . . difficult. Lord Yamada, forgive me for being so cross with you—I know you have other obligations that must demand your time at present. I do not pretend to know what they entail, but I am glad you were able to visit me.”

“It is true, Highness, but I have not forgotten you or your situation. I still hope to be of service to you.”

“I will hold you to this, Yamada-sama. I always knew my time in Ise was temporary and one day I would discover what the rest of my life was to be. I have my own fears where this is concerned, as I believe I once told you, but whatever my life’s path, it was waiting for me, and it still waits for me. Prince Kanemore has been a good friend, but I will not sit in this cage forever, regardless of how many assassins are waiting beyond these walls.”

I bowed. “I look forward to the day you will be without this concern. If it is within my power to do so, I will make certain of it.”

“I ask no more, even though I have no right to ask anything. You have done so much for me already.”

I had a rather belated idea. “Highness, would you mind if I asked you something?”

“Of course not. What is it?”

I took a deep breath, wondering how much was safe to reveal. “I know you’ve been away from the court for many years, but did you ever have the chance to meet Princess Shigeko?”

“His Majesty’s late consort? She made the pilgrimage to the shrine several times, and would remain for a week or more as my guest in the Bamboo Palace. I was heartbroken when I heard of her passing. Why do you ask? Or is this a question you cannot answer?”

I took a deep breath. “Not at this time, Highness, but I assure you anything you can tell me of her would be of great interest.”

“Reason enough, but I am not certain I can tell you anything you couldn’t hear from those who knew her better. She was a sweet young woman, despite her unhappiness. The reason she came to the Grand Shrine was to pray for children. Perhaps it was karma from another life, but whatever the reason, the gods chose not to answer her prayers.”

Her words did not tell me anything I did not already know, but they served as another confirmation of all I had heard of the poor woman so far. As she had been a Fujiwara and any children might have further compromised the succession, I was not enough of a hypocrite to wish the gods had granted her petition. Even so, I was starting to feel more than a little ashamed of that sentiment. Clearly, Princess Shigeko had deserved a happier life than fate had decreed. Yet if she wasn’t an angry ghost, as I now suspected, what was the true situation in the third ward mansion?

“I’m sorry I never had the chance to meet her,” I said.

“I can’t say how you would have felt—I know your opinion of the Fujiwara too well. Still, I think she would have liked you. She might even have invited you to the naming ceremony.”

For a moment I was too stunned to say anything. “Ummm . . . naming ceremony?”

Princess Tagako sounded solemn. “I admit, I thought it a little presumptuous. Perhaps one of the reasons the gods turned a deaf ear, but she was so determined, I couldn’t refuse her.”

“I don’t understand. Princess Shigeko had no children.”

“I am well aware of that. Did I not just say the gods had denied her? No, this was, I believe, her way of attempting to create the reality she profoundly hoped for—three healthy children, who did not yet exist. She gave them ‘milk names,’ of course, as they had yet to be born.”

A “milk name” wasn’t the baby’s actual or child name and wasn’t the sort of name one was normally given in a proper naming ceremony. It was a custom borrowed from the Chinese, as a way to refer to the hoped-for infant, a nickname and usually something deliberately designed to be unappealing, in the hope no evil spirits would go near them and thus allow a healthy pregnancy. Once I got over my initial surprise and considered the situation, especially the difficulty Shigeko-hime had bringing a child to term, the ceremony actually made a strange sort of sense, and the fact it didn’t work did not change this.

What if it did work?

That was a strange thought. I’d had more than my share of those in my life, and I had learned to pay attention, but what this one could possibly mean was, for the moment, beyond me. It had not worked. There had been three failed pregnancies, two miscarriages and a stillbirth, and the last one had killed the unfortunate woman. A naming ceremony hadn’t prevented any of it, and yet the impossible thought would not go away, even though I tried to put it aside for the rest of the visit. When I finally took my leave, it remained.

What if it did work?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“Is it ready?”

Kenji held out the ward I’d asked for, but he included a stern warning. “This particular charm works against most spirits and even lesser demons, but an angry ghost is a special case. They tend to be a bit narrow in their focus, and there is nothing which will hold one back for long, save an exorcism. I advise you stay ready to flee at a moment’s notice. If you have that long.”

“Well, since exorcism is not yet an option, this will have to do. Let us hope I’ll know when to run.”

We had returned to Shigeko-hime’s mansion the next morning. I was starting to have a suspicion about what may have attacked Shinjurou, but there was no point in pursuing it unless I could eliminate Shigeko herself as the attacker once and for all. Despite my doubts, she remained the most likely culprit even if I still could not reconcile Shinjurou’s wounds with his description of the assault. Unfortunately, I could think of no other way to get to the truth other than attempting to contact the princess’ ghost directly. This, needless to say, was a risky approach. I might discover the truth I sought but not live long enough to apply it.

Morofusa and Ujiyasu both looked unhappy. “Are you certain about this, Lord Yamada?”

“Certain I must attempt it? Yes. Certain it will tell me what I need to know? Not even a bit.”

“We will follow to the veranda,” Morofusa said. “When you go in, we go in. That was the agreement.”

“I did agree, but I am not comfortable with this. There is no point in risking all our lives,” I said.

Morofusa laughed. “If you die, Lord Yoriyoshi will demand an explanation which I am not prepared to give,” he said. “I think I prefer whatever attacked Shinjurou-san.”

I had no argument to make against this. I took the ward and stepped up onto the veranda. Morofusa and Ujiyasu followed, and the latter slid the screen aside. The interior was nothing but gloom, occasionally broken by tears in the screens that let beams of sunlight in. In one of those beams kneeled Princess Shigeko. So far as I could tell she had not moved at the sound of the screen being opened. Her form was clearest of all in shadow, fading where it was touched by sunlight, and yet she seemed to be enjoying the touch of the sun. I wasn’t certain what I had expected or how far I could or would be allowed to move within the mansion, but I took one good look around, spotted nothing else of concern, and cautiously approached.

“Shigeko-hime?”

Her voice was faint but clear. “You should not be here.”

I had seen many ghosts in my time. Sad spirits, angry yurei bent on revenge, lost souls needing help. Princess Shigeko was perhaps the most melancholy ghost I had ever seen. There was none of the transformation of face or form that were often the case with yurei. I had never seen Shigeko-hime in life, but I had no doubts what I saw now was a faithful representation of the way she had appeared at the time of her death, and her voice carried only concern.

“You are the one who should not be here, Highness. You—”

“I know what I am. I know why I am here. You and your men must go, before it is too late.”

“Why, Highness? For your sake, I need to know why.”

“There is nothing to be done for my sake. In my obsession, I caused this, and I must pay the price. Only me. No one else. Go. Quickly.”

With the exception of Princess Teiko and a long-gone spirit I had once known named Saito, this was perhaps the longest, most coherent, and frustrating conversation I had ever had with a ghost. Her answers explained nothing. Her warnings made no sense. While I understood the priorities and perspective of a ghost were not always the same as those of a living person, and so they were sometimes incomprehensible to one another, I had to try again. “Why must we go? What will happen if we don’t?”

“What happened to the other one . . . oh.”

I heard it then. A flapping, shuffling sound that could have been the wind wafting through tears in a paper screen, except I knew it was not. Something was coming. Now I could hear sounds like sobs and laughter both together, as if the creature was unable to decide which one it should be, and the sounds were coming from two or more directions. I knew, in another few moments, I would see what had attacked Shinjurou—the things that had nearly killed him were coming for me.

What are they?

I did not want to die. I knew I had hesitated far past the time when it would have been prudent to do what Shigeko-hime’s ghost urged me to do, but I could not yet look away. I had to understand what was happening here. Everything—the emperor’s security, Shigeko-hime’s spirit’s chances for peace, even an easing of grief to a hated Fujiwara, all depended upon it.

I caught a glimpse of movement to the left, just at the edge of my perception, and there it was—a twisted parody of a human being, just as Shinjurou described. Its neck was long, but not so long as a rukurokubi, perhaps no more than the length of a man’s arm. The face was distorted, with bulging eyes and a wide mouth full of yellowed teeth. Such a creature could have easily bitten Shinjurou in all the places he had wounds, but I knew it had not done so. I could hear the others now, closing in from the front and the sides, still shuffling but moving quickly despite this, their mouths gaping in anticipation of the first bite. I had a good look into the first one’s eyes, but it wasn’t malice I saw there or anger or viciousness. No, what I saw was much more terrifying—a need, a need without end or hope of being sated.

Hunger.

“Back! Now!” I shouted.

I felt Morofusa and Ujiyasu grip and pull me backwards even as I produced Kenji’s ward. The sound of the creatures stopped for a moment, no more. We moved toward the door, or rather the two bushi pulled me in that direction as I stared into the darkness, still trying to see what was making the horrible noise. I was surprisingly calm about the self-evident fact there was simply no way we would reach the door in time.

“Go!”

Before that moment, I didn’t know one could be physically struck by a shout. At least, that is how it felt, as if the word itself suddenly had the force of a typhoon behind it. In an instant I was lifted off my feet and thrown backward, flying through the air like a tossed stone. I heard wood splintering, saw a glimpse of sunset and then nothing else for some time.

When I woke again I almost wished I hadn’t. My head felt as if I’d packed a week’s worth of saké into the previous day. I groaned.

“You’re alive. Good. Morofusa was starting to worry he’d need to report your death, followed by his own.”

I groaned again. “Am I alive? I am not so certain. Kenji?”

My vision was a spinning blur, and everything sounded strange and distant.

“I’m here,” he said. “So far as I can tell, nothing is broken, aside from your dignity. Can you sit up?”

“I have no idea. Help me and we will both see. What happened to Morofusa and Ujiyasu?”

“They’re fine . . . well, better than you, who got the brunt of the attack. They both have a few scratches and bruises, no more. When you flew through the door you took them with you.”

My head was spinning a bit; “up” was a direction which had no meaning for me. I felt hands on my back and shoulders, moving me into another position. After a few moments the spinning eased, and I could see well enough to recognize Kenji, Morofusa, and Ujiyasu, despite the reality that the sun—the last thing I remembered seeing—was now gone.

“What happened?” Morofusa asked.

“The same thing that happened to Shinjurou, though with—I hope—a more fortunate result. Princess Shigeko saved our lives.”

“Almost killing you all in the process,” Kenji muttered. “You could have easily broken your necks. This doesn’t look like concern to me. Are you certain she is not an angry spirit?”

“I am now,” I said. “She is sad and in pain, but she is not angry. She did not attack Shinjurou, nor us, nor even the servant who died.”

“My lord, if not her, then what?” Morofusa asked.

“I’m still not sure,” I said, which was simply the truth. “But I have an idea. It will require testing.”

“If such testing involves entering that mansion again,” Morofusa said, “I must object in the strongest terms, Yamada-sama.”

“It very well might, but not now, and not until—again, I hope—the situation is very different.”

“Then what is this ‘test’ you’re referring to?” Kenji asked.

“There are two parts to it. If the first goes well, we may proceed to the second—” I noted the scowl on Morofusa’s face and added, “Both can be accomplished without entering the mansion, Morofusa-san.”

“Very well,” he said. “What must we do first?”

“Go get some food and rest—all of us—tomorrow I visit Tagako-hime again.”

Kenji frowned. “Does she have something to do with this?’

“If I am right, she has everything to do with it.”

The next morning I sent the following poem to Princess Tagako:

On a lonely street,

Three shadows of past regret

Flitted by my path.

By mid-morning I had her answer:

All my regrets have passed by,

Only one I now hold close.

Her note added, I have no idea what regrets you speak of, but come see me.

Morofusa, Kenji, Ujiyasu, and I set out in early afternoon. We again went through the ritual of surrendering our weapons under the watchful eye of the Taira bushi. Princess Tagako’s kicho was set up on the veranda overlooking the garden as usual, though this time we all approached to kneel before her.

“It is good to see all of you again,” she said. “Master Kenji, Morofusa-san, Ujiyasu-san. I wondered if I would ever have this opportunity.”

“I wondered as well,” Kenji said, “as it seemed Yamada-sama was determined to keep your company to himself.”

I shot Kenji a hard glance, but he blissfully ignored me . . . and damn him, I was blushing again. Princess Tagako laughed delicately.

“If he had been as solicitous as you say, I would not have had such cause to reprimand him as I did earlier. I was delighted to hear from him, of course, but something makes me suspect this happy meeting is not simply a social call.”

I bowed. “I regret to say it is not. I know you suspected something of my questioning last time, concerning the unfortunate Princess Shigeko. As much as it pains me, I must trouble you about this once more.”

“As I’ve said before, I owe you my life—all of you. I will do whatever I can to be of use, though in my isolation I am not certain what I can do.”

I remembered the last line of her answer to my poem: Only one I now hold close.

There was something in Tagako’s voice which went beyond simple frustration at her confinement. While I did not count myself among the most perceptive of people, even I could see something was troubling her.

“Is something wrong, Highness?” I asked.

She hesitated for several long moments, so long I feared I had crossed some line of delicacy that would not require an answer, but she finally bowed behind the veil.

“Wrong? No. Such things are both a duty and an honor. That I am in a melancholy mood is my own failing.”

Kenji frowned. “What such things, if I may be bold enough to ask?”

“I knew there was this possibility. I believe I may have mentioned it, though I did not expect confirmation this soon and under these unusual circumstances. I received word this morning the emperor has arranged for me to be married.”

No one spoke for a moment. I found Kenji glancing at me as if he was expecting me to speak, but I wasn’t certain I trusted myself to do so, even though I understood, as the ranking guest, it was my obligation.

“You have my sincere wishes for a happy union,” I said, though it sounded like the most feeble thing I had ever said in my entire life. “May we ask who the fortunate person is?”

She hesitated. “I hope you will not think me rude if I do not answer that question for now, nor is the groom’s identity important. It is enough that I understand my place, gentlemen. All princesses, if they marry, marry for reasons of state alone, so it is not as if I expected to be the exception, even at my age and relatively low rank. There is always an advantageous union to be made, and so the emperor and his advisors use the resources available to them. Poor as I am, I am one such.”

I didn’t like to think of Tagako-hime as a pawn in some political game, yet I had long known it was no game at all; people’s hopes, dreams, and even their lives were always at risk. I knew this better than anyone. I also knew what Tagako said was neither more nor less than a clear-eyed understanding of her situation. I did not know what to say to her, so I bowed again and said the only thing that came to me.

“Whatever the future holds, it is always my wish to be of service to you.”

“You are very kind, Yamada-sama. Yet today, perhaps, it is I who can be of service to you. What was it you wished to ask me?”

I was relieved to be able to move on to a different subject, one that did not dwell on the reality of Tagako’s impending marriage. I did not want to think about that now. “In our previous conversation, you mentioned there was a naming ceremony conducted for the three as-yet unborn children Princess Shigeko wished to have, yes?”

She hesitated. “I know it was foolish of me to indulge her, but yes, the ceremony was held. I think . . . no, I believe, if I had the chance to change my mind, I would still have done as she asked. I was fond of her, and she was in such distress. I would have done anything to ease her mind.”

“It was not foolish at all, in my opinion,” I said. “Considering the difficulties she was having, the thought of keeping evil spirits away from an impending pregnancy seems entirely sensible. You did say milk names were used, did you not? Do you happen to remember what they were?”

“The names? Certainly. They were hardly the sort of names one could forget. Yet, it is difficult . . . ” her voice trailed off.

“How so?” I asked.

“Well . . . these names . . . they’re not the sort one would wish to repeat in polite company.”

I smiled. “Perhaps, if you were to write them down, it might prove less . . . embarrassing, for all concerned?”

“Yes, thank you. A splendid suggestion.”

Tagako-hime sent one of her attendants to prepare ink, and the young woman soon returned with what we recognized through the kicho as a portable writing desk. Tagako took a moment to reflect and then wrote quickly.

“Gentlemen, even on paper it is embarrassing. May I request you refrain from reading them until later?”

“Of course, Highness.”

It was only after we had taken our leave and were headed back to my house that I unrolled the paper Tagako-hime had provided. Kenji, of course, couldn’t resist a peek.

“Drool-Face? Smelly-Butt? Crying-Terror?” he read aloud. “What sort of names are these for children?”

“When it comes to milk-names, fairly common,” Morofusa said. “My first we called ‘Vomiting Buddha.’ ”

“You’re joking,” Kenji said.

“Well, his actual name is Kinichiro. But did any evil spirits trouble his infancy? They did not,” Morofusa said with evident satisfaction.

“I think I see the logic,” Kenji said. “Though I will grant you, such things are outside my experience. However, I fail to see the significance of these three particular ones. Princess Shigeko had no children, remember?”

“I do. The significance—if any—has yet to be demonstrated. Learning the names, while crucial, was the easiest part. The second part of this test could easily get us all killed if I am wrong.”

“This would not be a first for either you or me,” Kenji said. “And yet we still live.”

“You might consider this could be the day the goddess of luck turns her back on us.”

“That would not be a first either,” Kenji said dryly. “What is next?”

“I need to send a letter,” I said. “I’m afraid nothing else can be done until it is answered, one way or the other.”

Two days passed before I had a response to my message. I was promised the resources I had requested would be provided at the day and time specified. I was also promised consequences if my plan went awry. I wished for more confidence than I had, but it also occurred to me, if the plan did go awry, further consequences might be moot. I informed Kenji and Morofusa on the specifics, and two days later we met again on the grounds of the late Princess Shigeko’s mansion.

Waiting for us were three priests of the Enryaku Temple, a score of Fujiwara bushi, and a closed palanquin containing, I had no doubt, Lord Fujiwara no Yorinobu, though for the moment he was keeping his presence discreet. Kenji spoke to the priests and gave them their instructions. The three, in turn, removed themselves to positions east, west, and north of the mansion, each accompanied by an escort of two armed men. Kenji himself would cover the south, though I hoped he wouldn’t be needed.

A house surrounded by priests chanting the rites of exorcism. Exactly what Lord Yorinobu said he did not want.

I held my breath, because it was about to get worse. In a moment the priests were chanting the names of the spirits to be exorcized:

“Drool-Face!”

“Smelly-Butt!”

“Crying-Terror!”

Not more than a few moments later there was a Fujiwara bushi at my elbow informing me my presence was “requested” at the palanquin. I had heard such requests before and knew how quickly they could escalate to dire threats and worse. I kneeled before the palanquin and awaited what I knew was to come.

“Lord Yamada, what have I done to you to deserve such an insult? I trusted you against my better judgment to provide the priests, only to discover they are to provide the rite of exorcism! For this alone I should help my brothers force the emperor from his throne, but the disrespect you show my beloved daughter—”

“To what disrespect do you refer, Yorinobu-sama?”

“Why . . . those names! They—”

“Are not in reference to the Princess Shigeko, and thus no insult is tendered. Rather they refer to the three spirits that keep her trapped here. The rites of exorcism are for them, not your noble daughter.”

“I do not understand. What three spirits?”

“Your daughter’s children. Those are their milk-names, given by Shigeko-hime’s own request in the naming ceremony conducted by the high priestess of Ise.”

For a moment there was only stunned silence from within the palanquin, and then Lord Yorinobu remembered his anger. “My daughter had no children!”

“True, but the naming ceremony was intended to clear the path for the children she hoped to one day have. Instead, those names intended to deter evil spirits attached themselves to the spirits of the potential children she lost, and for whom she still grieved—her two miscarriages and the stillborn.”

“The spirits of those children? They are here?”

“In a way. They were never children, rather they were little more than potential, but naming them made them more—a potential with a name and an identity but forever separated from the life they failed to grasp. Three lost potential spirits, denied the one thing they desired above all else. What do you think happened then, Lord Yorinobu?”

His voice faltered, his anger done. “H-hungry ghosts.”

“I fear this is so. They are what attacked Shinjurou. Their goal was not to kill but to devour. Princess Shigeko never intended for this to happen, but she knew them for what they were. That is why she never departed—she could not abandon her children, even if they were monsters. She keeps watch over them and does what she can to restrain them. She saved Shinjurous’s life . . . and my own. I owe her gratitude and my aid. I would never insult her.”

“Lord Yamada . . . wait. Something’s happening!”

I heard the first howl even before he’d stopped speaking.

“Please excuse me, Lord Yorinobu.”

I rose and sprinted as fast as I could toward the mansion.

I knew they wouldn’t go quietly.

Princess Shigeko had managed to confine the three creatures to her mansion, but the rite of exorcism was making the veils between their proper world and our own very thin. One side effect, I now realized, was Shigeko’s power over them was weakening. I saw a shimmering apparition on the west veranda and had no doubt more would appear.

“Hold them! Morofusa, Ujiyasu, to the west! Kenji follow me!”

We had no weapons other than our kodachi, but both my and Morofusa’s blade still carried the blessing that let us defeat the inugami in Heijo-kyo. I guessed the other two hungry ghosts would attempt to leave the mansion either to the east or west. If I was wrong and they all left in different directions or all used the same one, there would be no way we could stop them. I did not necessarily count myself fortunate when two of the ghosts appeared on the east veranda.

We all heard the priest’s voice falter at the sight of the creatures. Having seen them myself, I was not at all surprised. Kenji immediately joined him in the rite, picking it up word for word as the creatures approached. With Kenji’s encouragement and support, the frightened priest’s voice steadied. Even so, the creatures continued to approach. I heard the commotion from the opposite side and knew Morofusa and Ujiyasu were engaging the creature there. While Kenji worked with the faltering priest, that left only me to keep the two hungry ghosts at bay.

I can’t let them get any closer.

I stepped forward and slashed the air in front of them to no effect. I forced myself a step closer and slashed again, and this time the blade bit into them both, one on the spindly forearm, the other on its twisted face. To my surprise they stopped for a moment, staring at the ghostly blood dripping from their wounds. I understood, in the underworld, the body a hungry ghost wore would be as real as my own, to better drive their hunger. Here, the effect was much the same. In a moment each one was licking its own blood as if it were a sweet. When they started forward again, I slashed again, which also made them pause to devour the bits of themselves released by the blessed blade, and now they were starting to giggle, a high-pitched, ghastly parody of laughter.

“More . . . ”

I knew after the next time, their own blood would not be enough, could never be enough, because nothing would ever slake the hunger I saw in their eyes. They would devour me, Kenji, the priest, the grass beneath our feet and every living thing in their path, and this too would never be enough, because the creation and catalyst of their desire was something they could never have, not so long as they remained what they were.

“Kenji . . . ”

“Just a little longer,” he muttered and immediately returned to the exorcism.

I knew I didn’t have a little longer.

“Children,” said a new voice.

Princess Shigeko stood on the veranda, weak in the sunlight. “Come to me.”

The ghosts hesitated, looking a little confused.

“Hungry . . . ”

I knew one of them had spoken, but it was hard to tell which one. Shigeko kneeled and raised her arms as if to embrace them. “I know. Soon you will be fed, I promise.”

The entire exchange lasted only a few seconds, but it was enough. Another moment, and the rite of exorcism was complete. The hungry ghosts faded into nothing, still reaching for me. Princess Shigeko’s spirit bowed to us and then rose and disappeared back into the mansion.

I think—I hope—we are not yet done.

I ran back to the palanquin, noting with relief neither Morofusa or Ujiyasu appeared injured, though the priest who had conducted the ritual on the west side of the mansion was as pale as a spirit himself. He had to walk with the aid of two stout Fujiwara.

“Lord Yorinobu, if you still wish to say goodbye to your daughter, you must hurry.”

I will say in his defense, should I ever be asked to do so, he did not stand on ceremony. He tore the curtain of his palanquin aside, scrambled out, and rushed toward the south entrance. I followed, no more than a few paces behind. When he slid the door open, I could see the fading image of Princess Shigeko.

“Forgive me, Father. I never meant for any of this . . . ”

“I know,” he said. “It is nothing. Go in peace.”

She was gone. Lord Yorinobu stood there, looking into nothing for several moments. Then he turned to me and waved his arm at the walls of the now-empty mansion. “Not a word. None of this ever happened.”

“Of course not, my lord.”

“I will keep my word,” he said. “I know you will do the same.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

For a time, I believed I had evaded Morofusa and walked the city alone, but when I paused to watch a rising moon from Shijo Bridge, the Minamoto bushi very casually walked up to stand beside me.

I sighed. “Have you been there all along?”

“Mostly,” he confirmed. “But Master Kenji had told me where I might find you, which made tracking you much easier. Now then, Lord Yamada, must we have this conversation again?”

“No, Morofusa-san. I owe you an apology, I know. It was foolish of me, and I know that, too.”

“And yet you still did it,” he said, “so now I find myself wondering why.”

I was afraid he was going to ask me that. I didn’t have a good answer for him, and said as much. He seemed to consider.

“When I do something, usually I know why I do it,” he said. “Either an order, or duty, or sometimes my own best interests. Even a mere whim, now and again. The idea one could do such things and not know why seems strange to me.”

“An opinion we share, Morofusa-san.”

“With your permission, Yamada-sama, I would like to suggest, if not a reason, perhaps an explanation. You need neither agree nor contradict. I merely offer it for what little it may be worth.”

“I would like to hear it,” I said, though a flash of fear made me wonder if what I had just said was true.

“I think, on some level, you do know the reason but cannot bear to admit it. So, perhaps, by placing yourself in physical danger, you are protecting something that is not physical, but can still be harmed?”

I took a long breath. “It is an interesting idea, Morofusa-san. I will consider it.”

He bowed. “I would appreciate this. I might not find you next time, which would not be good for either of us. Shall we return?”

“Not just yet,” I said. “The moon has finished waning and is new again. The sight of it makes me happy.”

It was only a little lie. I did enjoy the view from this bridge, and I always had. But I was not happy, not there. Perhaps especially not there.

“Then, if you do not mind, I will guard your back while you do so. This will make me happy.”

I stood there a while longer. I’m not sure how long. It was a pleasant enough night, cool as one would expect this time of year, but not yet holding the edge of winter. That would happen soon enough, but for now it was pleasant to stand on this bridge, viewing a sliver of a moon, remembering some of the times I had done this very thing. On the first night I had met Teiko’s brother, Prince Kanemore. And another night, when he had brought her letter for me to read, the one she had written just before she had taken her own life to plant the seed that, perhaps now, I would finally see bear fruit. On that day my service to a memory would finally be over, and perhaps I would have reason to contemplate what the rest of my life could or should be.

It’s a foolish thought.

Morofusa had the right of it. I knew why I was there on a lonely bridge staring at the moon. I had come to Kyoto to complete a task, and the part of it all I did not want to admit to myself was I did not think this task would ever be done. I would likely be serving a memory and chasing ghosts for the rest of my life. My time with my son and daughter was perhaps as close as I ever would come to having something resembling contentment, but I could feel even this slipping away from me now. I never really believed the Kamakura fief and the revival of the Yamada Clan had changed anything, and every event since I had left Kamakura had proven it. If Princess Shigeko’s troubled spirit was now at peace and Lord Yorinobu had sided with the emperor’s faction as a result of my efforts, all well and good, but if his clan still found it necessary to remove Teiko’s son from the throne, they would look for and find another way.

It would never be over.

The sooner I accepted my fate, the better. This was my life and likely always would be. Still, as I gazed at the moon my thoughts drifted back to Princess Tagako, a place they surely did not belong and never could.

“Morofusa-san, I am ready. Let’s go home.”

A week passed, and still Prince Kanemore had not returned. I was beginning to find his absence personally annoying, since I knew there were questions he could answer, and the plot against Princess Tagako might have been the least of them.

“I’ve said this before, but it was not a coincidence Prince Kanemore arranged that extra detachment of bushi for her escort. He knew something.”

Kenji frowned. “Lord Yamada, with all due respect, perhaps you are overthinking this. Tagako herself said Prince Kanemore was an old friend. Why would he not want to show her a token of respect, now that she was to return to the Capital? You must admit, that is the sort of thing he might do.”

“Also true. Yet I still find it hard to believe the prince would leave the Capital at such a critical juncture in the emperor’s reign.”

Kenji wasn’t finished. “Yes, but his sister’s son is now emperor. Whether this continues depends on karma. As for Kanemore, he’s said all along his one goal, other than seeing his nephew Prince Takahito take the throne was to renounce his title and found a new clan. Now that the first is accomplished, perhaps the second is in motion? Such a process would surely remove him from the Capital for an extended period.”

Everything Kenji said was certainly possible, even sensible, but I also did not believe it to be true.

“If such were the case, I would be pleased for my friend. I hope one day it will be true, but I do not believe that day has come. If the threat which summoned us to the Capital in the first place still exists, there is simply no way he would abandon his obligation to his nephew until it was settled.”

Kenji’s exasperation with me was obvious. “Kanemore himself said his absence was at the emperor’s command. The reasonable conclusion is he is on the emperor’s business, something more important than his presence in the Capital.”

“Very reasonable,” I said.

“You do not believe it, do you?”

“No.”

“Fine. Let us consider your view—Prince Kanemore is indeed in the Capital, has never left, is deliberately lying to you and avoiding you, and is keeping you dangerously uninformed about crucial subjects. Why on earth would your friend of many years do such a thing?”

Stated so baldly as Kenji had just done, the possibility seemed even more unlikely.

“I have no idea,” I said.

“Which is another way of saying the idea is nonsense,” Kenji said.

Kenji’s words spurred a different line of thought. “Another thing makes no sense—if Prince Kanemore suspected a conspiracy to compromise Sadahito’s mother and thus remove him as crown prince—as related by Lady Kuzunoha—why would he not inform me of any details of his suspicions? It is not as if I have freedom of movement within the imperial compound. Without his assistance, I have none at all. As things stand, we don’t even know where to start looking for the structure of such a plot. So there are two aspects of this situation which make no sense, and yet we know one of them is true.”

“I assume you are referring to Kanemore’s message via Lady Kuzunoha?”

“His letter to me when we arrived in the Capital confirms she was his messenger, and I have no reason to doubt the message itself. So if one thing that makes no sense is true, what conclusion can we draw about the other?”

“None,” Kenji said, “without more information, which at the moment we likely have no way of getting. So here we are in the Capital, as yet unable to leave because the reason we’re here in the first place still remains—and will until Prince Kanemore either releases us or gives us some direction.”

“Which, it would seem, he is either unwilling or unable to do,” I said. “I have said that there are two aspects of this situation which do not make sense. I must reluctantly amend my conclusion—none of this makes any sense, the threat to Princess Tagako included. Sometimes I think we move among wheels within wheels, only a handsbreadth from being crushed at any moment, and no clear idea at all of what is happening.”

“Again, I believe you are overthinking this,” Kenji said. “But even if you are right, for the moment there is little we can do about it. The situation with Lord Yorinobu’s daughter appears settled, so if we must remain in the Capital rather than return home, I say we amuse ourselves as best we can until Prince Kanemore resurfaces, as surely he must.”

“I could ask you to behave yourself, but I know better,” I said. “I would ask you refrain from causing trouble in my household or getting yourself killed or forced into hiding. I may have need of you yet.”

“Your concern is touching. I will do my best. In the meantime, you are free to visit Princess Tagako as often as she can tolerate you.”

I did not think I would be doing that. The idea was simply too painful. So after Kenji took his leave, I turned my mind instead back to the current situation. I went over the events that had led us, step by step, to the present.

If Prince Kanemore had told me I was to travel to Ise to meet with the sadaijin, I might have been reluctant. So I wasn’t told. I came on to the Capital with the understanding I was needed here immediately, and yet my absolute first priority turns out to have nothing to do with the reason I was initially given. And the one person I would have expected to clarify the true state of things is nowhere to be found.

I thought back to my conversation with Lady Kuzunoha, and considered what had been explicitly stated, and what had been implied only. And what she had said when I asked straight out if Prince Kanemore knew of such a conspiracy to discredit the empress.

“If so, he did not relate it to me . . . ”

Baka.

Sometimes I really was an idiot. I had taken the bit in my teeth and charged ahead, simply upon an implication, as Prince Kanemore knew I would. The message was as well-honed as an arrow, and aimed directly at me. While there had been moments along the journey from Kamakura when I had wondered if another hand was behind some of Prince Kanemore’s actions, I had no doubts about the message itself. He knew me, and what it would take to get my attention without saying more than needed. There was a conspiracy, true, and more than one. But at that moment I would have wagered a year’s production of my estate a plot to remove Sadahito from the succession by slandering the empress was not among them. Which led to the inevitable question.

“Why am I really here?”

I had no way to answer the question, but I did know of places I might look.

I think I might visit Princess Tagako after all.

Our visit took some time to arrange, as the protocols had to be observed, but when Morofusa and I presented ourselves at the gate to Prince Kanemore’s compound, I asked first to be taken to the Taira shōshō in charge of the house guard. He greeted us in one of the outbuildings near the western wall.

“It is an honor, Lord Yamada. My name is Toshihide.”

Toshihide was a deceptively gentle and stolid-looking man of about forty, and the reason I considered his gentle appearance to be deceptive was I knew something of him. Prince Kanemore had told me more than one story of the fierceness of the man when the situation called for it, so people often tended to underestimate him. I was careful not to do the same.

“Prince Kanemore speaks of you highly. I am glad to finally meet you.”

He merely smiled and waited, serene as a buddha.

There was nothing for it but to come to the point: “I asked to meet you because I was present when Princess Tagako was attacked previously, and so you can understand my concern. Have there been any further attempts?”

Toshihide was clearly uncomfortable discussing security with an outsider, yet he knew of my association with Kanemore and I was someone his master trusted. He finally came to a decision. “No, and considering what we knew of your return journey, Lord Yamada, I find this more than a little worrying. It would be extremely strange if the former Governor of Kawachi was the primary instigator.”

Toshihide’s reputation was not undeserved. “I see you share my opinion the removal of the provincial governor would not lead to a cessation of the attacks.”

He smiled again. “Let us be honest with one another, Lord Yamada. The governor, on his own, would have no discernable reason to desire Her Highness’ death. He was acting on behalf of someone else. That someone still exists, and so we must presume their reason also still exists, whatever it might be. I think we both know which faction was holding the man’s tether.”

No doubt, but the reason is as elusive as ever.

“Then we need not speak of it. Have you any theories as to why there have been no further attempts?”

The smile faded, and the man looked weary. “I wish I did. Perhaps to lull us into complacency, in which case I can assure you anyone wishing the princess harm will be brutally and permanently disappointed.”

“I see Prince Kanemore’s faith is not misplaced. Thank you for speaking with me. I wish to see Princess Tagako now.”

“Of course. She is expecting you.”

Toshihide had two of his bushi escort us to where Princess Tagako was waiting. The weather had turned somewhat blustery, so Tagako’s kicho had been set up within the main hall on a raised dais. Someone was playing the koto, but I didn’t see the musician. Then I realized the music was coming from behind the kicho itself. Morofusa and I kneeled on the cushions provided while the Taira bushi withdrew to either side. I knew, if either Morofusa or myself chose to make a sudden movement toward the kicho, we likely wouldn’t live to reach it. I found this knowledge reassuring.

“Well?” A familiar voice said behind the screen. “Have you nothing to say?”

I bowed. “I was going to compliment you on your playing, but I didn’t wish to interrupt.”

“I can speak and play at the same time,” she said, “although this instrument is somewhat complicated. I had plenty of time to practice at Ise. It seems I have the same idle time here in the Capital.”

“Toshihide-san informs me there have been, as of yet, no further attempts.”

I thought she smiled then, though through the veil it was impossible to tell. “You sound disappointed.”

“Not at all, Highness. Say, rather, surprised. A sentiment Toshihide-san shares.”

“Perhaps the danger is past. As we cannot discern the reason for the danger, how could we in turn recognize when it is gone? Shall I wait behind these walls for the rest of my years for an attack which never comes?”

“If it is within my power to prevent this, I will do so. Yet I will admit myself at a loss. The most puzzling thing about the attempts on your life is there still appears to be no reason for them. Yet we know there must be. With all respect, there are those in the halls of power in this city who would poison their own mothers.”

She laughed. “As a child of the court, I am well aware of this. However, they would not do so on a whim. In someone’s mind, there is a reason, and failing a personal grudge, that reason would be about advantage. Status, power . . . to gain or prevent a loss of either. There is very little aside from these things which courtiers care about.”

“Indeed, which is one reason I came to see you today, though I must thank you for the concert. I studied music as well, in the Daigaku-ryō, but quickly learned I had no talent for it. Yet I do regard it highly and your playing was more than I had any right to expect.”

“You are too kind. So, you did attend the imperial university? I am not surprised. Still, I cannot claim any great skill for myself. I do like to play, Yamada-sama. It helps take my mind off of my . . . situation.”

“Yet all I do is remind you of it, so again I must ask your forgiveness.”

“Baka,” she said. “What did you want to ask?”

I accepted her gentle reprimand and got to the reason for my visit. “When last we spoke, you mentioned you are now betrothed. I realize this is a personal question, but are you yet prepared to name your groom?”

“What would be the point, Yamada-sama? It’s not important.”

“It might be very important, Highness. Far more than we realize.”

There was a slight hesitation then which led to a sour note, but she quickly recovered. “What do you mean?”

“I have been going around and around like a dog chasing its tail trying to discern why anyone would wish to harm you. What I keep coming back to, time and again, is the realization there is simply no reason, none.”

“But someone does want to harm me. I think this is well established.”

“Indeed. The realization of which leads me to the conclusion the reason has nothing to do with you personally. You said it yourself—all princesses marry for reasons of state. You are to be married. What if it is the marriage itself that creates a perceived threat, so much so someone would be willing to do almost anything to prevent it?”

“Oh,” Princess Tagako said, and for a while no one said anything. It was Morofusa who broke the silence.

“But . . . when we traveled through Kawachi province, even Her Highness did not know a marriage had been arranged. How could word have reached anyone? Who would have known?”

I glanced at Princess Tagako. “Aside from His Majesty? I bow to your expertise concerning imperial matrimony.”

“Well, normally I would say the members of the Daijo-Kan—the Great Council of State—would know, and so the entire court would soon learn of it. But it is also true that Takahito—excuse me, I mean Emperor Go-Sanjo—has an independent streak. They were likely not consulted on such a trivial concern. Even the late Emperor Go-Reizei was known to ignore them at times, much to their annoyance. It is likely that Prince Kanemore knew, as he is the emperor’s uncle and they have a close relationship. Otherwise, I wouldn’t think the knowledge of an arranged union would travel far.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She stopped playing then. “I don’t understand. Why are you thanking me?”

“Highness, while I did spend some time at court in my early years, I wanted the perspective of someone raised there. Now I know what appears strange to me, as one looking in, has what seems to be a perfectly reasonable explanation, and Morofusa’s question is a valid one. If no one knew about the marriage—meaning no one outside the emperor’s immediate circle—this likewise makes it very unlikely the marriage is an issue.”

She sighed. “A pity, in a way. A marriage not advantageous to one faction or another would be a reason. Now we are back to where we started.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. I said there was a reasonable explanation. I said it was unlikely the marriage was a factor. Yet what if, despite all that, it was the primary cause? Suppose word of the alliance—for such it would be—had somehow reached beyond the emperor and his closest confidantes. Then let us further consider your marriage would be a threat to someone, in whatever capacity, and the betrothal really is the reason you are in danger. If you died before the betrothal was even announced, no one would connect the two events and so obscure the trail of the guilty party. It would make sense to arrange an assassination before the announcement.”

“You have an interesting mind, Lord Yamada,” she said. “And certainly some of what you say makes sense to me. Yet I am having a great deal of trouble imagining why my marriage would be a threat to anyone . . . save my future husband. I am reliably informed that I can be difficult.”

I bowed, resisting a smile. “That answer, too, is eluding me at the moment. Yet if I knew who your betrothed is, the knowledge may indicate the right path for me to follow.”

She sighed. “So we are back to this again. Honestly, Lord Yamada . . . ”

“Your Highness, I know this is a very personal subject and I understand your reluctance, but this may be crucial to your safety—I need to know who your betrothed is.”

“You do not understand, Lord Yamada. I am not being coy. I am being embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed? How?”

“Because I have no idea who I am going to marry.”

I was stunned. I can only assume Morofusa was in the same state, as neither of us said anything for a long while.

“You don’t know?” I finally said. “Honestly?”

“That is the embarrassing part, the humiliating part,” she said. “That is why I didn’t want to say, to admit I am of so little consequence the emperor didn’t even bother to tell me my betrothed’s name. That is why I cannot entertain the notion my marriage is a reason for anyone to kill me, Lord Yamada. It has been made quite clear to me that I am of no consequence, and so neither is my marriage.”

There was not a lot left to say after this. Princess Tagako pleaded fatigue and we took our leave. When I returned home, I sought out Kenji immediately and related my conversation with the princess.

“Something I had not considered,” he said. “Also, not normally the sort of thing that would trigger such an extreme reaction as attempted assassination. Yet I must side with Princess Tagako—this scenario does not appear likely.”

I thought about what he had said for a moment before replying. “Kenji-san, in general I would agree with you, but one issue that neither of us has taken into account is this: these are not normal times. Rather, they are quite extraordinary, when you stop to consider. We have a high-ranking member of the Fujiwara siding with the emperor. Then, as Princess Tagako related, an emperor possibly bypassing the Daijo-Daijin altogether in the matter of a state marriage. And—despite Princess Tagako’s dismissal—her marriage is a matter of state. Back in Chancellor Michinaga’s time, his merest frown could force an emperor off of the Chrysanthemum Throne. Now they cannot even expect all members of the clan to back their leaders.”

“While it’s true that Michinaga’s sons are not the men their father was,” Kenji said. “In order to present a united front they would have to be, well, united.”

I frowned. “Have you heard something else?”

He laughed. “Yes, when I wasn’t chasing you around the city on one crisis or another I did learn a few things, which I think you will find of interest. It should not surprise you that the temples of this city keep a close eye on affairs at the imperial court, as their livelihoods and sometimes even survival depends on it. It seems, at the moment, the Fujiwara clan leadership is at war with itself.”

“I knew that much,” I said.

“Yes, but did you know why?” I had to admit I did not, so  Kenji continued. “When Prince Takahito ascended the throne, the chancellor was Fujiwara no Yorimichi, the eldest son of the legendary Michinaga. Yorimichi resigned in favor of his slightly younger brother, Norimichi, who is now chancellor. Apparently, it was understood that Yorimichi’s son, Morozane, would in turn assume the office once Norimichi stepped down. However, Norimichi had other plans. He wants his own son to succeed him.”

“Lord Yorinobu did speak of a family squabble, but I had no details,” I said.

He smiled. “Yet seldom do such squabbles have such immediate consequences. Yorinobu has made good on his promise—he has appointed his adopted son, Yoshinaga, plus a member of the Murakami Genji, to the Daijo-Daijin. These two, in turn, are appointing other more minor but very important officers, and all from the emperor’s own faction, bypassing the sekkan-ke altogether. The Fujiwara were powerless to stop it, all because their two supposed leaders are at each other’s throats.”

I took a few moments to let what Kenji had told me sink in. “Well.”

“Well, what?”

“I was merely taking time to appreciate a brilliant piece of strategy. I remember when I first heard of Princess Shigeko’s passing. Six years ago, was it not?”

Kenji frowned. “About. What is your meaning?”

“Just if Prince Kanemore, and at the time, Prince Takahito wished to be of service to Lord Yorinobu—and I would think they would, as my understanding is that Lord Yorinobu has long supported Takahito’s ascension—why would they wait until now? I flatter myself and you as well we could have been of some use once the haunting was discovered.”

Kenji stroked his chin. “My instinct tells me Prince Kanemore wouldn’t wait, but such an act would bring His Majesty no immediate benefit, as Yorinobu was already committed to his faction. No, Lord Yamada, I think we were held in reserve, like a squad of mounted archers during a battle, until the time to strike had come.”

Perhaps His Majesty takes after his mother even more than I realized.

“I no longer care what he is or is not doing,” I said. “I need to find Prince Kanemore.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It was one thing to resolve on a plan of action, but quite another, in the cold light of a new day, to put that plan into practice.

“Kenji-san, do you think any of your temple contacts know of the whereabouts of Prince Kanemore?”

“None of the few I’ve spoken to did. Honestly, Lord Yamada, did you think I would forget to ask?”

“I suspected such, but I simply wanted you to confirm it. My next question is, do you think they could find out? If he’s not in the Capital, I would like to know where he is.”

“A bit trickier,” he said, “but there are few great households who do not have priestly visitors for instruction and healing services, and people do talk. So long as we understand our looking for this information will not remain a secret for long.”

“Nothing remains a secret here for long. We must risk it, I think.”

“Very well. I will see what is possible.”

Kenji left then to meet with his friends and associates within the temple community. I suppose I should have been more concerned for his safety, but as he had been out of the city long enough that most of his past transgressions had faded in everyone’s memory, I wasn’t unduly concerned. Rather, I envied his ability to move freely about the city, a right I had long since forfeited.

A short time later Takamasa brought me word the former governor of Kawachi province was to be permanently exiled to the northern coast of Suma in Eichigo. I had wondered what the emperor’s justice had in store for him. I would not have been completely surprised if the sentence had been death, but after all he was a protégé of Fujiwara no Michinaga, and that was still a name to conjure with in the Capital. I’m sure His Majesty considered it far more pragmatic to exile the man rather than hand out the punishment he so richly deserved and risk pushing the Fujiwara into a more united front. While exile would have been considered far more severe in the case of a courtier, for one such as Minamoto no Yorinobu, it was simply a new place to live—without the servants and attendants and bushi at his beck and call. He could either make the best of his situation or spend his remaining years planning toothless revenge. Even so, the news triggered a new thought.

I wonder who still cares about this man?

While it was unlikely the real instigator of the assassination attempt on Princess Tagako would show himself for the execution of the warrant of exile, I thought it might be interesting and perhaps informative to see who would be there. I allowed Morofusa and Ujiyasu to collect me and we set out for the Demon Gate.

The northeastern gate was called the Demon Gate since it was located at the direction from which evil spirits were thought to enter the city. In my experience they could come from anywhere, so I never thought the gate’s sinister reputation was deserved. Even so, it was for this reason a sentence of exile would be carried out there, thus adding another layer of humiliation to the actual punishment. To reach the gate we had to travel within sight of the imperial compound and pass closely to the Gion Shrine, which was located due east of it. Needless to say, the streets in this part of the city were fairly busy places, which I knew made Morofusa nervous. If I had been traveling alone, I would have felt—and been—perfectly safe lost in the crowd. Now I was set apart, and that was quite a different situation.

“My lord, are all these people here because of the exile?” Morofusa asked.

I frowned. “They’re here for the shrine and for business within the imperial compound and for travel to the temples located at Mount Hiei. This is a busy area and always has been, the influx of demons notwithstanding. When we get closer to the gate, we’ll have a better idea of who is there for the ceremony.”

Glancing about, I silently hoped we would be able to tell anything at all, if the crowds did not thin out by the time we reached the gate. Fortunately, as we moved away from the shrine and the imperial compound, there were fewer people on the street. I started to pay more attention to the people left in the area as we approached the gate. For the most part they appeared to be the curious or those who had business in the area and the street merchants who served and profited by both, as well as the normal run of charms-and-talisman hawkers who normally hung about the gate in order to offer “protection” from the evil spirits entering the city by the dozens, supposedly, through that very gate. I remembered Kenji as just such a one, though with the distinction his charms and wards usually worked. I wondered how he would feel about knowing his place there had long since been taken. I couldn’t imagine he missed his old life very much, but then he had always been flexible about the possibilities life had offered him. In some ways I envied and tried to emulate that aspect of Kenji’s character, but I had never succeeded very well.

I saw the procession appear from the direction of the imperial compound, and I withdrew to the far edge of those gathered there. I was not interested in whether or not the prisoner knew I was there. I hadn’t come to gloat—my only concern was to see if anything unusual occurred or if he would simply be packed off to the northern coast at Suma with no witnesses save the official and the curious.

An official from the ministry of justice, a pompous-looking older bald man, held up a scroll, and even from that distance I knew it bore the emperor’s seal. He opened the scroll as the prisoner was led out between two scowling bushi. The former governor of Kawachi looked very different than when I had seen him last. There was nothing of the defiance remaining in him. The former protégé of the great Fujiwara no Michinaga looked beaten down, crushed. The officer held up the open scroll to read.

“Lord Minamoto no Yorinobu, you have been found guilty of the crime of the attempted murder of Princess Tagako, former high priestess of the Grand Shrine. Do you have anything to say before the sentence is carried out?”

A little of the old fire returned to the man’s face. No more than a spark, quickly fading, but it reminded me of the man he had been.

“I was betrayed!” he said.

Betrayed? What is he talking about?

There were no explanations forthcoming, as the prisoner fell silent and the official in charge read the sentence. “By Order of the emperor, you are to be escorted to the northern coast at Suma where you are to reside for the remainder of your life. Shōshō, carry out the sentence.”

Lord Minamoto no Yorinobu was escorted from the city by a group of Taira bushi.

I turned to Morofusa. “They will likely camp overnight just west of Lake Biwa, yes? I think there’s a small village there.” When I had joined the escort of Princess Teiko on her way to Suma, she had requested we camp on the shores of Lake Biwa itself, which was only a little out of the way. Too late we had realized why she had made that request.

“I think so. Why?”

“I need to speak to the former governor. And I’d rather not chase him all the way to Suma to do it.”

I also preferred no one in the city saw us follow the procession, so we waited until they were well away and the crowd had dispersed before we chose our moment and followed. We caught up with the prisoner and escort after they had stopped for the day at a village north of the Capital. Morofusa went ahead to speak to the shōshō of the Taira bushi, but he soon returned.

“All is arranged. The Taira shōshō had no objection but deferred to his prisoner. Oddly enough, Lord Yorinobu was willing—rather, I’d say eager—to speak with you. There’s a small local temple. He has agreed to meet with you there . . . alone.”

“I prefer the same, though stay close.”

“Depend upon it.”

The small temple was indeed a small temple, as one might expect to find in a farming village of no great size. I suppose both the temple and the village had a name, but I never heard them. Inside the temple was a tiny lecture hall with seating for no more than twenty people, a wooden statue of the Divine Kannon, and Lord Yorinobu. He sat on a bench as if to attend a lecture from the sutras, gazing not at me but at the statue of Kannon.

“I had not thought to see you again, Lord Yamada,” he said.

“Nor I you, to be honest. Yet something you said at the reading of your sentence caught my notice.”

“Since I said only one thing, I can guess what that something was. I wondered if you had been present. I thought you might.”

“I did not come to gloat, I assure you.”

He looked at me directly then. “No, though if our situations were reversed, I might have done so. I would guess you were either there to make certain I was removed from the Capital and sent far away from Her Highness or to gain some insight into the danger she faces, especially as you were denied this during our first unfortunate meeting. Possibly both.”

“I will not deny this,” I said. “And I realize you have little reason to wish to be helpful to me.”

He smiled then. “As things stand, there is little reason to avoid doing so. I am only too aware I will likely never see the Capital again, nor any whom I had reason to call my friends, and there is something I wish known. If you are willing to listen, well then, I am willing to speak. It was true, what I said at the Demon Gate. I was betrayed.”

“By whom?” I asked.

He sighed deeply. “This to me is the worst part of it—I have no idea.”

“I do not understand.”

He looked at me again. “You were right when you surmised I did not know why I was ordered to kill Princess Tagako, nor was it necessary that I know. I was given an order, and I was obliged to obey. The order arrived under proper seal, so I had no questions of its legitimacy, despite the unpleasantness of the order itself.”

“The only people in a position to give you such an order would be the Fujiwara,” I said.

“I will not confirm this, even now, but you are free to draw your own conclusions, as I’m sure you will. Regardless, when I was brought back to the city, I sent messages to . . . certain people, requesting their assistance in my difficulty.”

“They refused?”

“It was a bit more complicated, but, yes, they refused. I understand why, of course, yet I cannot help but feel resentful.”

I considered for a moment. “Lord Yorinobu, with your indulgence, I am about to speculate. You need not confirm or even comment, but I will ask that you listen to me.”

Yorinobu shrugged. “I have no objection, as I no longer consider this of concern. My life as I had always understood it is now over. My loyalties are my own.”

I gazed at the statue of Divine Kannon. “It is not a secret the two greatest leaders of the Fujiwara clan are in opposition. Suppose one of them heard of Princess Tagako’s impending marriage and believed it was not in their interests, for whatever reason. Now, no one would have attached their name to such an order as you were given. It would be treason, should it be discovered. There would be no name on the order.”

“I am still listening,” Yorinobu said.

“One of the brothers—Yorimichi, Norimichi, for our purposes it’s not important which—gave the order. After your plan was thwarted, I believe his brother’s role in this debacle would have reached the other. Reasonable?”

“I am still listening,” Yorinobu repeated, though he was nodding to himself. “Go on.”

“At this point the one who gave the order would deny it, as his brother could use this knowledge as leverage against him, even perhaps remove him as an impediment. The one who actually gave the order might find it expedient to accuse his brother of hatching the plot himself. Naturally, this would do little to heal a family already at odds. In neither case would they be willing or perhaps even able to come to the support of an old ally. A divided family is a weakened family.”

“If I said you were close to the heart of things, you would have no cause to believe me. I might still be acting out of loyalty to spread false information.”

“That is true,” I said.

“So do not believe me when I tell you that you are, indeed, close to the heart of things. It would be foolish of you to do so.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Well, then. I have a long day ahead of me tomorrow,” he said. “I think I will need my rest.”

“For what little it may be worth, good luck to you.”

“And to you as well, Lord Yamada. I am not sure which of us will need it more.”

“Did you believe him?” Kenji asked, when I related the conversation later that evening.

“That he felt betrayed? I do believe it. That the scenario I outlined actually happened? I do not know, but I suspect the Fujiwara—or one of them—knows why Princess Tagako was marked for death. This, however, is nothing more than we already suspected. It is nothing new.”

“Neither is it proof,” Kenji noted.

“Consider—if I could prove the Fujiwara were involved, what then? They may be weakened and disorganized at the moment, but they are still powerful, and it is likely the emperor’s supporters would not deem it prudent to confront them directly. Also, what is obvious to us is likely obvious to both Prince Kanemore and the emperor, since they have been fighting these battles of courtly intrigue far longer than we have. If there are steps to be taken, likely they are taking them already.”

“So we do nothing?” Kenji asked.

I smiled. “I never said so. Were you able to learn anything about Prince Kanemore’s whereabouts?”

“I said before no one seems to know where he is, and this remains true. What I did not realize is how much interest the subject has already generated. There is much speculation relative to his disappearance. None of which, in my opinion, amounts to more than wild guesses. No one really knows where he is. Everyone I’ve spoken or listened to thinks it’s as strange as we do, and now I’m starting to wonder—could your old friend be in some sort of trouble?”

“Possible, but if so he went to great pains to conceal it. There was nothing in his letters which so much as hinted at the possibility.”

Kenji shrugged. “Then I am at a loss, though I do not believe he could still be within the city. There are too many people with access to any place he might be—servants, palace officials, priests, nuns, ladies of the court . . . someone would have seen him.”

I was reluctantly coming to the same conclusion. One such as Kanemore might conceal himself in some obscure residence for a short time, but not for this long. If Kanemore really was away from the Capital, then I had to assume his original letter had described his situation accurately. He was away at the emperor’s command on an assignment he couldn’t discuss. This left me with difficult questions and very little chance of answering them.

If Princess Tagako is safe, then I can afford to wait for Kanemore.

I did not believe for a moment this was the case, and events soon proved me right. The next morning the news came of an assassination attempt on the princess. While my presence was not specifically requested, I would not like to have been any guard hoping to bar me from the compound. This proved to be no issue, for when I arrived, it was clear Toshihide-shōshō was expecting me. He held up a tattered length of paper.

“Yamada-sama, I trust you recognize this?”

I did. It was the remnants of a shikigami. “How did it get in?”

“That is a good question. None of my men reported a breach, and the walls are secure. First it wasn’t there, and then it was. Fortunately, it was spotted and dispatched before it reached the mansion. It wore our mon, apparently in an attempt to infiltrate, but was a very poor imitation of a human being. A child would have noticed it.”

“It takes a very skilled onmyōji to create a shikigami refined enough to pass for a living person. I’ve only known a handful of such who could do it,” I said as I examined the paper. “Whoever made this one was either not in that category or was concealing their level of skill.”

“Meaning a more convincing creation would incriminate its creator.”

“It would certainly narrow the search. On the other hand, a more convincing assassin might have been more successful.”

Toshihide looked unhappy. “This possibility had occurred to me. Even as it was, things have gone differently. I am prepared to handle any human assassin, but shikigami? What next, spirit attacks? I would be grateful for your help, Yamada-sama.”

“Anything I can do, I certainly will. I would also like to speak to Her Highness, if she feels able to have visitors.”

Toshihide laughed. “If you were to leave without letting the princess know, then both of our heads might be in danger. I will have you announced.”

While I waited for Princess Tagako’s kicho to be brought out and positioned, Toshihide showed me where the shikigami had first been spotted in the garden. I made note of the observation posts erected within the walls, and the guard stations established at the perimeter of the garden.

“A shikigami in its true form doesn’t require a great deal of space and might have passed unnoticed even by a keen eye. Even so, it would have had difficulty reaching this spot on its own.”

“Are you suggesting one of us brought the thing here?” Toshihide asked.

“Not at all. If one of the guards had done it, why place the creature in the garden? With a guard’s access, the creature could have been hidden far closer to Princess Tagako, thus giving the attack a much greater chance of success. No, Toshihide-shōshō, I am merely observing that the garden seems a strange place for the thing to begin its attack. Why there?”

He looked unhappy. “It’s obvious you’ve dealt with such things far more than I have. This would never have occurred to me.”

“It may not be important, but until we know how the creature got here, there’s no way to be certain. Who, other than the guards, has access to the garden?”

“No one, save Her Highness’ personal attendants.”

“Who surely could have placed the creature within her chambers, almost guaranteeing success. I think we may safely exclude them.”

Toshihide looked relieved. “Certainly, for the reason you mentioned. Which leaves us?”

“At the moment, nothing, save we’ve removed both your guards and the princess’s attendants as possible traitors.”

“That is something very important to me and, I imagine, Princess Tagako . . . and I see Her Highness is ready to receive you. I will inform you if we find anything else.”

“Please do so.”

Two of Tagako’s attendants hurried up to escort me to the kicho. I had no sooner presented myself and kneeled on the provided cushion, when Princess Tagako said, “You do like to keep a person waiting, Lord Yamada.”

“That was never my intention. Of course I came right away when I heard of the . . . incident.”

“You need not measure your words so carefully. Someone—again—tried to kill me. I’m not certain if I should be more frightened, annoyed, or flattered.”

“A bit of all three at times, I would imagine, and imagine is all I can do.”

“No one has ever tried to kill you?” She sounded surprised.

I smiled. “Numerous times, Takagako-hime. Though most of them had the courtesy to attempt it openly and I knew what their grievances with me were ahead of time. I never had to wonder if there was a blade behind every shadow. It must be difficult.”

“I said once that I could not live behind these walls forever. Now I wonder if I will ever see anything of the world again.”

Her melancholy pained me, understandable as it certainly was. Especially since I had no real or false hope to offer. I was no closer to an answer now than when the first attack occurred. Was it because of the marriage? Or something else entirely I could not see? “So far my worthless efforts have brought you no closer to freedom, and for that I must apologize.”

“I do appreciate everything you have done, but freedom was never to be my fate. I was fortunate to have a taste of it at Ise. Is it selfish of me to wish I had never needed to leave? I was happy there.”

“It is never selfish to want to be happy.”

“I knew happiness for a while, which is more than most can say.”

I took my leave soon after. Princess Tagako was holding up bravely, but she was weary and it was clear the situation was affecting her. I tried to cheer her, but as Kenji would be the first to say, I was never the cheeriest of people even in the best of times. Once I was back in my own compound, I found Kenji and told him what I had learned. He didn’t say anything for a few moments, but then he looked thoughtful.

“Whatever happened to that bumpkin onmyōji that Minamoto no Yorinobu was using in his attacks?”

“Moritomo? He was taken into custody along with Yorinobu himself. Why?”

“Do we know if he is still there? I was thinking one of his bird shikigami, unable to attack Tagako-hime directly, might have easily dropped yet another shikigami into the compound. The garden would have been a likely spot, or one of the rear courtyards. Toshihide gave you the remnants, yes? Let me see them.”

I handed over the remains of the shikigami for Kenji to study. After he’d examined it for a few minutes he shook his head. “I’m not certain. It could be Moritomo’s work, but the style is a little more refined than I would expect of him. Nonetheless, I do think it would be prudent to ascertain his current whereabouts. I would hate to see Princess Tagako strangled by a loose thread.”

Normally I might have scoffed at the necessity, though I did have some doubt as to the wisdom of letting Moritomo live. It was Prince Kanemore’s designated bushi who had taken Moritomo as well as Yorinobu into custody. I doubted Moritomo would be permitted to become a threat again. Yet so many things were troubling about our current situation that I had to agree—best to make certain of everything which could be made certain.

“I think perhaps Toshihide-shōshō might be willing and able to assist us on this. I’ll send him a message.”

“Why a message? You would have another excuse to visit Princess Tagako.”

Fond as I had become of Kenji over the years, there really were times I would gladly have beaten him senseless. “Later, perhaps. Right now, you and I have other obligations.”

“Such as?”

“A new visit,” I said, “to an old friend.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Master Chang Yu? This is the ‘old friend’ you dragged me to see?”

Kenji and I stood with Morofusa and Ujiyasu outside Chang Yu’s shop near the Karasuma section. It looked little changed from the last time we had stood there, over three years before. It was just as run-down and threadbare as I remembered, though, curiously, no more so. I idly wondered if this was exactly the appearance he strove to maintain.

“We need someone more familiar with the creation of shikigami than either of us. Can you think of anyone better?” I asked.

“Better? Certainly. Less offensive? Of course. More ethical? Absolutely. More appropriate? Probably not. Though if he’s willing to talk to us at all, I would be surprised. Or have you forgotten the last time?”

“I have not. Yet this form of magic originated in China, and Master Chang Yu is probably the only native adept in the country. I promise not to mention your own dabbling, if that helps.”

“I would consider it a personal favor. I would consider it a bigger favor if we didn’t need to see the old charlatan at all.”

That last bit was simply unkind. While Chang Yu certainly was a bit of a conniver and hawker, a dubious merchant with the moral values of a starving rat, one thing he was not was a charlatan, as Kenji well knew. I had known many powerful onmyōji in my time, but most of the best ones had learned their craft from Chang Yu and still acknowledged him as their master. He also had an exceptionally keen memory. If whoever had sent the shikigami to attack Princess Tagako had been a student of his, it was very likely he would be able to identify them. While I wasn’t expecting this search to be so easy, I was open to the idea it might be. However, as a merchant, it was not in Master Chang Yu’s nature to give something valuable away without payment of some sort. I dreaded what he might ask, assuming he was willing to speak to us at all.

I sent one of the bushi, Ujiyasu, to guard the rear exit in case our arrival was anticipated. I had known Master Chang Yu for many years, which was another reason he would not be happy to see me, and he could move surprisingly fast for an elderly gentleman when the impetus was upon him.

As it turned out, that was also the case in this instance. When we entered his shop, our noses were assaulted by the pungent herbs he sold as his main business, but Master Chang Yu was nowhere in sight. After a few moments we heard grumbling in broken Japanese; the curtains leading to the rear of his establishment parted, and in strode a scowling Chang Yu, escorted by an impassive Ujiyasu.

“Seriously, Lord Yamada, is this any way to treat an old friend?”

Despite his jovial tone, the man struck me as, perhaps, a little more nervous than the situation warranted. “I’m told I have become somewhat predictable in my later years. Sadly, so have you.”

Master Chang Yu had changed very little in the time since our last meeting. He was every bit as short and round as I remembered, and his moustache and beard were already white with age but no whiter than last time. I imagined him remaining exactly the way he was then for hundreds of years, only to fall apart when someone found the hiding place of his black old heart and broke it.

“I really need to build a new exit. Fine then, and lovely to see you. What do you want, or shall I guess—information?”

“Well, I did say I had grown predictable.” I held out the tattered paper. “What can you tell me about this?”

“Much, probably,” he muttered as he took the paper. “But what I should tell you remains to be seen. How great a trouble have you brought me this time?”

I understood the last bit to be rhetorical, and did not answer. Not that he would have been listening in the first place, as all his attention was on the remains of the shikigami.

“Well,” he said finally.

“Well, what?” Kenji asked. “Was this creature created by one of your students or not?”

“Not,” the old man said. “I remember the scripting style of all my pupils. This person’s work is not one I recognize.”

My heart sank a little, even though I knew this had been a wager with long odds. “Can you tell us anything at all? It is important.”

“So I assumed, as you are not the sort to visit a lonely old man out of the goodness of your heart.”

Kenji simply spared a gaze toward heaven, but before he could say anything, I silenced him with a hard glance. “We would be grateful for anything you could tell us.”

“Well, there is one curious bit here . . . ” He held out the paper. “See this group of kanji? It contains the instructions for the final form of the shikigami. Yet this is also the place where a very fine, precise script turns, in my opinion, a bit clumsy. It would definitely affect the appearance.”

I frowned. “You’re saying the creator deliberately made the creature less human-looking than it might have?”

He raised one hand. “Not necessarily. They simply might not have cared that the creature’s appearance would have been compromised. I’m only saying that the care and precision of the rest of the spell is not duplicated in this one place, and it would have made a significant difference in the final creature.”

“Yet the creator was capable of making a much more refined shikigami than the one they did create,” Kenji said.

“Oh, without question,” Chang Yu said.

“That is indeed curious,” I said.

“I’m pleased you find it interesting,” he said, “as I’m afraid this is all I can tell you. So, if you don’t mind? You’re scaring my customers away.”

“So you’re not going to demand a reward? I’m shocked.”

“Shocked, surprised, whatever, it is all the same to me,” Chang Yu said. “Just do not visit me again for another three years. If you can do this, I will consider myself well-compensated.”

“I can make no promises, but I will try.”

“That is promise enough. Good day to you.”

Outside, Kenji and I exchanged glances. “Did that seem a bit odd to you?” I asked.

“The nature of the shikigami or that Master Chang Yu did not demand some outlandish fee?”

“Well, both, but to be fair, he did not do so the last time we visited, either.”

“Special circumstances,” Kenji said, “as I’m sure you remember. No, it was Master Chang Yu himself. I wasn’t certain at first, but the more he spoke, the more certain I became. He was honestly frightened.”

“Not of us, I wager. While I have occasionally been a thorn in Master Chang Yu’s side, I only placed him in real physical danger one time. Most of our interactions have been no more than annoyances, from his perspective. This was different. Do you think he was lying about not recognizing the script? I’m not certain.”

Kenji shook his head, though clearly with reluctance. “Not about everything. Now that he’s pointed out the discrepancy, I can see it myself. However, perhaps he did recognize the script, and that is what frightened him. I believe he knows more than he has said.”

“Ujiyasu and I could have a talk with him,” Morofusa offered.

“Tempting,” Kenji said, and I could see he was trying not to smile.

“Agreed, but likely not productive. A frightened man and a coerced man are likely to say something, but not necessarily the truth. And whether he told you the truth or not, then it would be necessary to kill him, as once he recovered . . . well, you do not want that man for an enemy,” I said. “Besides, I may need his help again, however reluctantly he may give it.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

I also knew, despite Master Chang Yu’s bluster and complaining, there were very few things which actually frightened him. The fact he was frightened was interesting and possibly informative, but for the moment I turned my attention back to the shikigami.

“Let us walk,” I said.

“Where?” Morofusa asked.

“In some direction or other, it is of no importance. I need to think, and sometimes walking helps.”

I happened to be facing east when I spoke, so we started in that direction. I knew we were not very far from the Gion shrine, which was as good a destination as any, especially if one cared more about the inward journey than where one was physically going. Silence was Morofusa and Ujiyasu’s normal state save for when speech was required, but it was not Kenji’s. Yet he kept silent for the most part, though now and then he would glance at me as if trying to judge the direction of my thoughts. I knew he was having his own mental journey, and I wondered if we would arrive in the same place.

“Why would an onmyōji whose work is characteristically precise and refined allow one section—and a rather crucial one—be so slovenly?” I finally asked aloud.

“I wondered if that was the part troubling you,” Kenji said. “After all, it is the sort of thing that would. An insignificant detail—”

“—That Master Chang Yu was careful to bring to our attention. Granted, it might really be insignificant, merely a bit of haste, or something of the sort. Everyone makes mistakes, even a person that we, from our one example, presume to be the meticulous sort.”

“Quite right. A mistake. A bit of carelessness in an otherwise superior creation. So why does it trouble you?”

“Suppose it was not a mistake?”

“What would be the reason for making a less effective assassin? Something that could pass for human closer than, say, a bowshot, would certainly be more useful,” Kenji said.

“Certainly, if the creature was intended to be an assassin.”

Now Morofusa and Ujiyasu were staring at me, along with Kenji. “What other reason could there possibly be?” Kenji asked.

“A good question, and I do not—yet—know the answer. However, I do not believe in coincidences, and that the onmyōji would err so obviously in exactly this spot when they had erred nowhere else? It stretches my belief past breaking. This magician is clearly a master, and it would have been trivial for such a person to create a shikigami which could pass for a Taira bushi quite long enough to enter the sleeping quarters and finish the assignment Minamoto no Yorinobu began.”

Kenji stared at me a little longer, opened his mouth, closed it, then sighed. “If you are right, then this creature wasn’t designed to succeed. It was designed to fail.”

“Which makes even less sense, I know, but I am reluctantly coming to that conclusion,” I said. “Though if Princess Tagako was guarded by anyone less capable than Toshihide-shōshō’s bushi, it might have completed its mission, but then whoever made it would likely have known who they were up against.”

“Which leaves my original question—if not an assassination, then what was the intent?”

“If I can answer that, I think we’ll finally know why Princess Tagako was targeted in the first place.”

“We still cannot yet eliminate Moritomo as the onmyōji,” Kenji said. “While his previous work did look somewhat crude by comparison, there is always the chance it was all done in haste. His avian shikigami was crude, but extremely powerful, and for all we know it was just such a one that dropped the last shikigami into Prince Kanemore’s garden.”

By this time the curved tiled roofs of the Gion Shrine had come into view above the trees. “Let us return to our quarters. It’s possible Toshihide has already answered that question.”

When we returned to my compound there was, indeed, a very succinct letter from Toshihide:

Lord Norimichi requested the prisoner be turned over to the Gyōbu-shō. As this was a lawful order, it was obeyed. Current whereabouts of Moritomo unknown.

“Well, that is that,” Kenji said. “The Fujiwara still control the Ministry of Justice, so either Moritomo was eliminated to keep him quiet or spirited away for possible future—or current—use. Either way, he’s beyond our reach.”

“Odd that the chancellor would get personally involved,” Morofusa said.

“If he was the one who first pulled Governor Yorinobu’s string, it would not be odd in the least. So I think we have learned this much,” I said.

“Are you accusing the chancellor of treason?” Morofusa asked.

“Not at all. He would have no reason to involve himself in this, but if he chose to do so it proves nothing. It does, however imply much. I took it as given that one of the two clan heads of the Fujiwara ordered Tagako-hime’s assassination. Now I have a reason to consider one over the other. That is all.”

“It is dangerous ground, either way,” Morofusa said.

“I think Yamada-sama is well aware of this,” Kenji said dryly.

Morofusa bowed. “If I have overstepped my bounds, forgive me, Yamada-sama, but as I am sworn to protect you, I must caution you against all dangers.”

“Noted and understood, just as you all—Ujiyasu included—must understand I have not and will not make any accusations I cannot prove. That leaves me with the problem of how best to protect Her Highness until the situation is resolved. Toshihide-shōshō has requested my assistance, which is good, since I had planned to give it whether he wished it or not.”

The number of those guarding Princess Tagako was increased by four: myself, Kenji, Morofusa, and Ujiyasu. While Toshihide welcomed the assistance, he was a bit nervous about keeping our presence hidden from the princess.

“We must be careful on that score,” he said. “Princess Tagako is of generally sweet temperament, but she doesn’t like to be deceived any more than another person.”

“I do not see this as deception, as we have her best interests and safety at heart. Regardless, I think I can be of more use to her if I am not in attendance on her.”

“I do hope she sees the situation this way, should it ever come to light . . . which it almost certainly will,” Toshihide said.

I understood Toshihide’s concern, but I did not let it sway me. First we joined in the patrols about the grounds so I could familiarize myself with the layout. While I had visited my friend in this very compound even before I had met Princess Tagako, those occasions had never required me to study the grounds and location of all buildings. For the most part, there was little to distinguish Prince Kanemore’s compound from a thousand others: the great hall connected to adjoining east and west wings, sleeping quarters attached to the main hall, a garrison building attached in the rear, several outbuildings mostly for storage and food preparation. The only odd feature was the garrison building, rare among the mansions of the nobility in the Capital; they were much more common among the military families of the provinces, which is likely where Kanemore got the idea to add one of his own.

I knew Kanemore, with his martial skill and gift for tactical advantage, would be a natural to found a new military family loyal to the emperor, and I prayed that one day he would have the opportunity. For now and for the threat I saw to Princess Tagako, I simply wanted to strangle him.

One face-to-face meeting.

That would be more than enough, I believed, to determine why Tagako was threatened and how to end the threat. So why was this proving to be so difficult to achieve? Prince Kanemore understood the danger she was in, or else why place her under his protection and dedicate his best commander, Toshihide, to guard her? He almost certainly knew more about the underlying reasons for the predicament Princess Tagako found herself.

To be fair or, minimally, attempt fairness, I knew there were great matters being decided behind the scenes, and no doubt Prince Kanemore’s role in them was much greater than I could imagine or even possibly comprehend. Only a fool would assume otherwise. While it was true the boy I had known as Takahito was Kanemore’s nephew, he was also now a grown man and the emperor, and if His Majesty commanded his uncle to act a certain way, go to a certain place, accomplish a certain thing, of course Kanemore must and would obey. Yet, with all this understood, the situation seemed to demand I be reduced to listening for arrows and hoping I’d be fast enough to deflect the next one. I was, even considering it in the best perspective, not happy.

Fortunately, this state of discontent was very comfortable and familiar to me. After our scouting patrol around the outer wall, I took a better look at all the storage buildings located on the north side of the compound.

“How are resupplies arranged?” I asked.

“They are brought to the north gate on a weekly schedule,” Toshihide said. “While our sources are trustworthy, we examine everything and bring it inside ourselves. No one from the outside is allowed in. Any food or drink prepared for Her Highness is of course tested beforehand.”

I was impressed. This was a detail which could have easily been overlooked. Although none of the attempts so far had been as subtle as poison, poison was always an option and one I would have expected of the Fujiwara. Michinori—I now suspected—had initially entrusted the undertaking to the Kawachi governor, and all attempts had been anything but subtle. This spoke to the chaos within the leadership Kenji had related to me, and the former governor had all but confirmed. I admitted gratitude for the discord among the Fujiwara. Aside from their being powerless so far to interfere with the new emperor’s policies, I had to think Princess Tagako might owe her life to the confusion among the clan.

While I did not and likely never would understand the true scope and machinations of imperial politics, there was one aspect of the Capital dynamic I understood very well. I took Kenji aside.

“Princess Tagako is to be married. We do not know to whom, nor does she. Yet royal betrothals are normally announced by decree. Why hasn’t this one?”

“We simply do not know.”

“Exactly—it is a secret . . . or appears to be. Where does one go in the Capital, if one wishes to discover a secret?”

I saw the light dawning in Kenji’s eyes. “One goes to someone with their ear to the ground, someone who specializes in learning things not commonly known, a person for whom such information is both weapon and guard. What are you thinking, Lord Yamada? Takamasa?”

“I hesitate to go that far yet. I was considering another old acquaintance. It is well past time we paid a visit to the Widow Tamahara.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The following evening Kenji and I kneeled around a low table at the Widow Tamahara’s establishment, along with a very nervous Morofusa and Ujiyasu. If the place had a more proper and official name, no one I knew had ever used it, including the Widow Tamahara herself. Morofusa and Ujiyasu’s unease I at first attributed to the other patrons arranged around the room, everyone from unemployed bushi to minor palace officials at their own tables. It was not a very secure situation and there was no way to make it so, despite the quite impressive guards the Widow Tamahara employed to keep order. I knew from experience she hired such men for their intimidating appearance more than their martial skills, which from her standpoint was logical—the presence of such imposing guards tended to make others behave themselves, even after a few cups.

“Quite a varied clientele,” Morofusa observed.

“Many people come through here at one time or another,” I said, “not excluding men as high ranking as Prince Kanemore or Lord Yoshiie.”

“We once fought thirty shikigami in this very room,” Kenji said. “Alongside Lord Yoshiie, whose weapon was a broken bench.”

The two bushi looked around again, almost startled. “I had heard of that incident,” Morofusa said. “It really happened? It was here?”

“Yes,” I said, “though I doubt we will be so disturbed this evening.”

A pretty young woman approached us and bowed. “What is your pleasure, gentlemen?”

I blinked. “Kaoru-chan? Is that you?”

Her expression brightened. “Lord Yamada! I had heard you were back in the Capital, though I did not expect to see you.”

She had been little more than a girl when I left for Kamakura, an orphan under the Widow Tamahara’s protection. The old woman had taken her in because of her potential usefulness, but over time she had developed an actual fondness for the girl, and now Kaoru was probably the closest thing to a daughter the old woman would ever know or acknowledge. I fully expected Kaoru to inherit the place, assuming she could survive its inherent dangers and temptations. Still, I was cautiously optimistic on Kaoru’s behalf—I knew she was a lot tougher than she looked. I quickly made introductions around the table. If anything, both Morofusa and Ujiyasu looked more nervous than before, though Kaoru politely pretended not to notice.

“If you would, bring saké for the table, and a word to your mistress—I would like to speak with her.”

“I will tell her, but I must warn you she is not in her best temper.”

“When was she ever?” I asked.

Kaoru hid a smile and hurried off behind a fabric screen in the rear of the main hall.

Ujiyasu watched her go. “Is she . . . ?”

I frowned. “Is she what?”

“This place—”

For a moment I didn’t understand what he was talking about, but when I saw the amusement growing on Kenji’s face, I finally understood. I tended to forget that both Morofusa and Ujiyasu were provincial bushi and neither had spent a great deal of time in the Capital, certainly not in places such as this. In the provinces brothels were a bit more open and obvious about the services provided, and it was clear neither Morofusa nor Ujiyasu, unlike the general reputation of men of their station, regularly frequented such places.

“Ah. In regards to Kaoru-chan, the answer is no, and anyone attempting otherwise would likely find themselves battered senseless—and you had best pray it was one of the guards responsible and not Mistress Tamahara herself. But, yes, this is such a place, or that is part of its function. Do not worry—no one bites, with the exception of the Widow Tamahara.”

I was rewarded with the sight of both Morofusa and Ujiyasu turning as red as sunsets. I tried not to smile as Kaoru returned, bearing a full jar and five cups, as four were considered unlucky.

“With your permission, I will pour for you.” After she had dispensed full cups from the jar, she leaned closer to me. “Excuse yourself as if you mean to visit the flowers. My mistress will wait for you in your old rooms. I will see to your friends.”

“ ‘Visiting the flowers’ was a euphemism for seeking the company of one of the women of the establishment. I excused myself and left Karou in charge of the table. Morofusa made as if to follow me, but I bade him remain, which he reluctantly did. Outside, I looked up into a moon just past new. The sakura in the courtyard, I was pleased to see, was still alive, though it had dropped its leaves for autumn.

I saw the flare of a lantern in my old rooms, and I was careful to watch for sudden movements as I slid the door aside. While I was not expecting trouble, I had long since learned trouble often found me whether I was expecting it or not.

“It has been a long time, Yamada-sama,” the old woman said.

The room was now mostly used for storage: discarded odds and ends, a few unopened wine casks, that sort of thing, but there was a space in the center of the room. The Widow Tamahara kneeled there, looking up at me, a lantern by her side. She had not changed at all, which was to say she had appeared ancient to me when I saw her last and she was no less so now. I kneeled then and bowed.

“Greetings. It is good to see you,” I said.

She laughed, and like Kaoru, did not bother to hide it. “Oh, Lord Yamada . . . we both know this is not true. How does it feel to be back to this rat’s nest you once called home?”

In all honesty, it felt more than a little strange. A bit melancholy, a bit familiar, though there was no point in telling Mistress Tamahara this. I answered her in appropriate kind.

“Oh, I called it worse, I assure you,” I said, “though the rent was agreeable.”

She grunted. “Mostly barter and promises, as I recall. Still, you did make it good before you left. So. What can I do for you—and do not bother to pretend you do not want something from me. You would not be here otherwise.”

“That is true, though I did enjoy seeing Kaoru-chan again. She is much too good for you, of course.”

“We agree on this much,” she said. “Yet her fate is bound to mine, for good or ill. Please understand, Lord Yamada—trouble always follows you, as the peace I’ve had since your departure has proven, so forgive me but I will ask again—what do you want?”

I had been considering the best way to broach the subject, but in the end I knew nothing better than to be as direct as the old woman was. “Have you heard rumors of a marriage within the royal house?”

“Of course I have. With the people who move through my establishment, it would be odd if I had not. People started talking about it soon after her arrival in the Capital. The former high priestess of Ise is to be married, though I have yet to hear any more than this and yes, that is odd. Such royal alliances tend to be shouted though the city, if not by the court then certainly everyone else. This new emperor . . . he is, I think, a bit different from the last one.”

You have no idea how much, I thought, though it occurred to me perhaps neither did I, yet. I also took note of the timing of the marriage rumors. After Tagako reached the Capital, not before. Interesting . . . 

“So you do not know whom she is to marry either.”

“No, nor is it the business of one such as myself. She marries, or she does not marry. One emperor passes, another serves and then passes or is removed in his turn. Nothing changes for me or my occupation, and that is the way I prefer it. When I die, as I must, I would rather it be quietly.”

“Then I suppose you also know nothing of the schism within the Fujiwara?”

She glared at me. “Of course I do. That is a subject of interest to nearly everyone.”

“I was told it was because Michinori would not allow Yorimichi’s son to inherit the office of chancellor.”

“Only part of the story,” the Widow Tamahara said, “but an important part, I will grant you. The brothers were falling out long before then. The slight of Yorimichi’s son merely brought the pot to a boil. Honestly, I expect one to kill the other sooner or later and have done with it, but even that will not cure their problems.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? How so?”

“The squabble goes deeper. For example, neither brother has been a friend to their younger half-brother, Fujiwara no Yorinobu. They even opposed the marriage of his adopted daughter to the emperor back when he was crown prince, as I recall. Personally, I do not think they really believed that Takahito would ascend, solely because they did not wish it. Imagine their surprise when Yorinobu joined the emperor’s faction and helped ensure that very thing. Are you going to tell me you knew none of this?”

“I knew some of it, yes. I had hoped to find out more.”

“Such as?”

“Well, there is the disappearance of Prince Kanemore.”

“Has he done so? I did not notice. Such things are none of my concern.”

I knew from prior experience the Widow Tamahara, unlike most liars, was actually very good at it. Concealing and deflecting the truth was part of her stock in trade, and long practice had honed her skills. Innocent sincerity is not easy to fabricate, but I knew she could do it. So I was somewhat surprised to recognize the look of innocence without sincerity on the old woman’s face and understood she was lying. More, it was her intent that I recognize this. It occurred to me Mistress Tamahara had just told me something more important than the truth, though I might need a little time to sort out what it meant.

“It really was good to see you again,” I said.

“Off with you, my lord. I have a business to see to.”

I took my leave and paused to collect Kenji and the two bushi in the main hall. All three looked disappointed to bid farewell to Kaoru, who just gave them a practiced smile.

One day, perhaps, she will be as good a liar as her mistress.

“What did you learn?” Kenji asked as we walked. “Anything?”

“I learned someone anticipated my visit to the Widow Tamahara.”

He scowled. “The same person, perhaps, who visited Master Chang Yu before we did?”

I spared a glance at the moon. “I wondered if you had made that connection. I suspect so, though of course I don’t know. I think it’s more important to understand the visit was made, and the Widow Tamahara’s reaction to it. Like Master Chang Yu, she knows more than she’s told me. One difference is that he was terrified and she was not. Another, and perhaps equally important difference, is she made certain I was aware she knew something more than she told.”

“Interesting,” Kenji said. “Any thoughts as to why?”

“Perhaps it was a favor to an old friend. Or perhaps I am being led in a direction someone else wants me to go. I am curious to discover which.”

By this time both Morofusa and Ujiyasu were staring at the pair of us as if we’d suddenly sprouted horns.

“I don’t understand,” Morofusa said. “If she wished to help you, why did she not simply tell you what she knew?”

“Because I believe she was not at liberty to do so. I do not blame her for this—she has no obligation to risk her life or livelihood on my account. She told me what she could, and it is up to me to understand what this means.”

“My lord, with all respect, do you understand?” Morofusa asked. “I certainly do not.”

“I think perhaps I might. We need to return to Prince Kanemore’s compound now.”

Now Kenji was staring at me too. “Why tonight? Toshihide is not expecting us.”

“I expect another attempt on Princess Tagako’s life.”

“So does Toshihide, every minute of every day. We’ve seen the depth and detail of his preparations. What more can we do?”

“He is correct to be wary. What concerns me at the moment is how soon it occurs, so we are not going there to save Princess Tagako, whom I fervently pray will not need saving. We are going so I may confirm my suspicions.”

Kenji sighed. “Merciful Buddha.”

“One can hope. Now let us pick up the pace, shall we, gentlemen? The night will not wait for us.”

We arrived at Prince Kanemore’s compound to be greeted by an uproar. There was only one guard on the gate, and when we were admitted into the compound, we understood why—the rest of them were searching the grounds frantically but very systematically, divided into two man teams and reporting at intervals to Toshihide, who was directing the search from the central garden.

“What has happened?” I asked.

“Lord Yamada! Fortunate timing. Another shikigami has been spotted on the grounds, but it has eluded us.”

“The princess?”

“Safe, for the moment. She is surrounded by my men, but this has left us short-handed for the search. Can you check the outbuildings on the north end?”

“Done. Kenji, Ujiyasu—please cover the northeast section. Morofusa, with me to the northwest. We’ll meet in the center.”

Morofusa and I sprinted to the northwest corner while Kenji and Ujimasa did the same in their assigned direction. We reached the corner where the northern and western walls met, and began working our way east.

“Nothing here,” Morofusa finally said. We had very carefully worked our way through the first building. It was especially difficult because a shikigami required very little space when it was in its spell-paper form, as it would be if it had gone into hiding. Since the building was used for storing fabric and clothing, the creature had a multitude of places to conceal itself. While it could not accomplish its mission in that form and so I did not expect the creature to hide for long unless necessary, I knew it could do so. Thus we had to be extremely thorough.

To the east I saw a lantern’s yellow glow as Kenji and Ujiyasu worked their side toward us. We moved on to the next building in our path. I think Morofusa and I saw the creature at the same time, a figure crouched beside an ancient sugi growing beside another storage building. Whoever it was, they had a clear view of the sleeping quarters in the rear of the main hall. Morofusa tapped my shoulder just as I was turning to warn him. He began to draw his kodachi, but I stopped him, shook my head, and motioned for him to follow me. He fell in line with me, and together we crept toward the intruder.

The closer we got, the more it occurred to me we should not have been able to get so close. I fully expected the creature either to bolt or to attack us, but it did neither. It kept its attention focused on the north veranda of the mansion, as if it really had not noticed us or simply did not care. I could not tell which. We circled behind the building and used it as cover to approach the creature from the left.

Closer now, I could see the thing clearly enough even in the weak light. At a distance, in the dark, it might have passed for human, but in daylight no one who was closer than a bowshot would be fooled. There was a flatness to its features that extended to its body, and it looked almost like a sumi portrait come to life, only without the artistry. As I studied the creature, I used my thumb to loosen my kodachi in its sheath, and I heard a faint click behind me as Morofusa did the same. I knew the charm which bound the onmyōji’s will to the paper would be located somewhere on the creature’s body, and not necessarily where one would expect, making it necessary, as Toshihide’s men had done before, to hack the creature to pieces to make certain of its destruction. I studied the thing as closely as I dared, searching for a line or shadow that did not appear to be part of the thing’s appearance alone.

There.

I took a deep breath, let it out slowly as I got ready to choose my time.

The shikigami decided for me. Two of Toshihide’s bushi rounded the mansion on their assigned search, and in that moment the creature tensed. I had time enough to realize two things: first, the creature was about to move and second, that it would choose to move at this particular time was very strange. I put the second understanding aside for a later time, and when the creature bolted toward the mansion, I was ready. I took one step and slashed left to right at what I hoped was the correct height. I was rewarded with the sight of what had been the creature’s head separating from the rest of its body, and an instant later there was nothing but two pieces of paper of different sizes fluttering to the ground.

The two bushi had detected our movement and rushed up to stare at the remnants. “You found it!”

I quickly snatched up the paper from the ground as Morofusa returned his kodachi to its sheath. “I will report to Toshihide-shōshō,” I said, as I put my own blade away. “Keep searching for now. We do not know if this was the only one.”

“Hai!”

Kenji and Ujiyasu approached as the two Taira bushi continued their assigned course. “If you two gentlemen would finish searching this last building,” I said to Morofusa and Ujiyasu, “Kenji and I will go speak to Toshihide. Join us as soon as you are done.”

“Hai, Yamada-sama,” Morofusa said.

We left them to it as we made our way around the east wing of the mansion toward the garden. As we walked, I handed the remnants of the shikigami to Kenji, who paused to study them under by the light of a nearby lantern.

“It is much easier to read when the paper hasn’t been cut to shreds,” Kenji said.

“Somewhat risky when your first aim is to make one clean cut, rather than to simply destroy the creature, but I’m glad I succeeded. What can you make of it?”

“Well, for one thing, the discrepancy Master Chang Yu showed us is much easier to see. It is likely I would have spotted it on my own under these circumstances,” Kenji said, “but I cannot deny visiting the old man was the best course.”

“Anything else?”

“I believe it was the same onmyōji as the last one, and I am almost certain this is not the work of Moritomo.”

“Almost certain? Not completely certain?” the lantern asked.

“As certain as I can be—” Kenji began before he realized who—or rather what—had asked the question.

The lantern’s paper split into a grinning mouth just as a pair of eyes appeared. It detached itself from its hook on a post and floated off across the grounds, laughing.

My kodachi was halfway out of its sheath before I realized what the creature was, and I slowly put the blade back. Kenji was fuming.

“Stupid eavesdropping lantern ghost,” Kenji muttered. “My heart nearly stopped.”

“Or a tsukumo-gami. Either way, it was definitely startling, somewhat annoying, but not dangerous. Which is fortunate, since such a creature is almost impossible to detect unless it reveals itself.”

“Which they always do, since by their nature they cannot keep themselves from playing tricks or trying to startle people, as this one did,” Kenji said. “I’m sorry I cannot tell you anything else about the shikigami. We still do not know who the onmyōji is.”

“Let’s find another lantern . . . preferably one without a sense of humor.”

We found one on the south end of the east wing. I stopped for a minute to examine the script. There was far more of it left than the first time, and it was much easier to see. When I did so, I almost dropped the paper.

It cannot be, I thought but then realized how foolish that was. Of course it could. I composed myself and spoke to Kenji. “I thought the script on the first shikigami looked somewhat familiar. Now I’m sure of it.”

“You know who the onmyōji is?”

I considered very carefully before I answered. “I said the script was familiar, and it is. I cannot say anything else for now, but I do have a person in mind.”

“Who?”

“Kenji-san, you will simply need to trust me for now. I will not name this person because I need confirmation before we make any accusations or take any action, should that prove necessary or advisable, and I will do my best to get that confirmation. This is not our most immediate concern—first we need to tell Toshihide about the shikigami.”

Toshihide was scowling when we approached, but as soon as he saw us, his expression lightened. “Yamada-sama, I heard some commotion from the north side. What happened?”

“Morofusa and I came upon the shikigami,” I said. “Fortunately, we were able to destroy it, but Morofusa and Ujiyasu are completing the search of the outbuildings in case there are any more.”

“I sincerely hope not,” Toshihide said. “One is more than enough. Worse, there is still no indication of how it got in. One cannot patch a bucket if one cannot find the leak.”

“That is indeed a problem,” I said.

He looked grim. “Here’s another one—Her Highness knows you are here and wishes to speak with you. I apologize, but I think you might be in for it.”

I did not bother to ask how she knew—in the confusion and excitement we had not been exceptionally concerned with discretion. Likely she had heard my name called.

Kenji, wisely, remained in the garden to wait for Morofusa and Ujiyasu. Under the circumstances, Princess Tagako’s kicho was set up in the main hall, not the veranda. Toshihide’s bushi kept watch at all the entrances but otherwise kept a discreet distance, for which I was grateful. As it soon proved, Princess Tagako was not in the best of humors.

“Lord Yamada, must I beg for you to visit me?”

I bowed. “Forgive me, Highness. Concerns for your safety have kept me occupied.”

“Safety? There is none, and I am rapidly reaching the point where my sanity is of more importance. Any of my attendants can attest to my ill temper these days. I daresay you will probably say the same.”

“I would not consider it,” I said.

“Liar.”

“Well, perhaps I would consider it just a little.”

She laughed, and finally said, “Oh, Lord Yamada . . . that is twice I’ve laughed today, and for the first time in a while.”

“Indeed? May I ask when was the first?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

“That moment when you and Master Kenji tried to read something under the light of Atsu-san.”

I blinked. “Atsu-san—you mean the ghost lantern? You saw this? You knew about that thing?”

“I heard your voices outside and listened at the screen. As for Atsu-san, of course I knew. I was not the saiō of the Grand Shrine at Ise these past eighteen years for nothing. Atsu-san—or so he calls himself—is a harmless creature. More, he is willing to talk to me . . . sometimes. I will grant you, what he says does not always make sense, but then the concerns of ghosts and youkai are not always the concerns of humans.”

I could just imagine the scene from Tagako’s perspective and could not help but smile as well. “At least we were able to amuse you.”

“I am curious, though—what were you two trying to read?”

“The remains of a shikigami. One had reached the grounds, but of course you knew this.”

“In comparison to the giant eagles at Osaka Bay and Kawachi, I have to wonder if whoever is doing this now is not trying very hard.”

“Or is trying very hard, trying to lull us into a false feeling of complacency. I will not give them the benefit of the doubt where your life is concerned, Highness.”

“Why?” she asked.

I frowned. “Why? I don’t understand.”

“It is a simple question, Lord Yamada. Why? What is your obligation to me, that you should concern yourself with my safety?”

“Prince Kanemore asked me—”

“To escort me to Kyoto. You have done so and admirably. Your obligation to your friend and to the emperor was discharged. Yet still you continue to aid me. You said you always wished to be of service to me. Please do not misunderstand, Lord Yamada—as I have mentioned before, I was and am very grateful to you for everything you have done. Aside from that, frankly I enjoy your company—when you deign to give it. I will be very sad when the day comes—as it soon must—when I am taken to my new husband and you return to Kamakura. I do not wish to embarrass or trouble you by asking, I merely want to understand—why?”

I thought of all the things I could say, all true, and all meaningless. I gave the answer that felt the most true to me, even if I had never expressed it before, even to myself. “I have grown fond of you, Highness. I have seen your kindness, and I value your wit and judgment. I also very much enjoy your company.”

Through the kicho she beckoned me closer, then she pulled it aside, just a sliver so that I could see her face. “If that is true, why do you avoid visiting me?”

“Highness, I think it is because what I have told you.”

She smiled, and did not bother to hide it. “Baka.”

“As much as anyone ever was,” I said. “Please forgive my foolishness.”

“If you will forgive my own, and thus we are a pair. Baka.”

I can only imagine how glazed my expression remained when I rejoined the others in the garden. I felt as if someone had smacked me in the head with a mallet.

“It must have been even worse than I feared,” Toshihide said. “I crave your pardon, Lord Yamada. I did say that she was in a state.”

“Oh, yes,” I said. “She was.” I shook myself and looked around. “Was anything else found?”

“Nothing. We’ve resumed our regular patrols, but the immediate danger appears to be past.” Toshihide bowed. “Thank you for your assistance. All of you.”

“It was little enough, but you are welcome. I think we had best return home for now, but I will likely be contacting you soon.”

“I look forward to it,” Toshihide said.

Kenji held his tongue until we had returned to my compound and the two bushi had taken their leave of us. “What happened in there?”

I was a little surprised this was his first concern and not what I had said about the onmyōji earlier, though after consideration I realized I should not have been surprised at all. He was Kenji, after all.

“You should have come with me,” I said, “and received your share.”

He looked at me for a moment, then shook his head. “Curious as I am, perhaps it is best that I do not know.”

“Try not to imagine, either, for you could not do it justice. I will simply say it would be best, in the future, if we could avoid doing anything to make Princess Tagako unhappy.”

“More easily done if I knew what makes her unhappy,” he muttered.

I sighed. “No need to worry. I do.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The next morning I wrote a letter to my son. I then made arrangements through Morofusa to send a pair of Minamoto couriers to deliver it to my estate in Kamakura, as I considered it prudent none of those in my household in the Capital be involved. That concern had no sooner been attended to than the steward of my town estate, Takamasa, brought news of the body recently found near the city to our notice. Sad to say, it was not such an unusual thing for a person in or near the Capital to come to a misadventure. Personal grudges, robberies, even bandit incursions were not unheard of within the confines of the city. Yet this instance was a bit unusual. First of all, the victim had been well-dressed, likely a member of the gentry or some minor government official whom no one had been able to identify, found in the area east of the city sometimes referred to as the “Mountain of Smoke.” It was where the temples had set aside space for the cremation of bodies. It was not the sort of place one would normally go, unless as part of funeral rites. Otherwise no one other than priests in charge of cremations and those who served them would go there.

The second strange thing was he was found with no marks on his body and nothing to indicate what killed him.

Takamasa bowed. “An unpleasant subject, to be sure. Pardon my presumption, but it is well known such . . . odd occurrences, shall we say, are of interest to you.”

“Thank you, Master Takamasa. I will consider this.”

“That is odd,” Kenji said after the man was gone. “A robbery would have left him with a dagger wound or a crushed skull. Something a little more direct. It seems likely the victim was poisoned.”

“And then dumped by the funeral pyres? When he could have just as easily been thrown into one, and none the wiser? I think, perhaps, we should look into this.”

“It is a strange set of circumstances, and I admit I am curious,” Kenji said. “But is this really enough reason to give this our attention, especially now?”

“It has nothing to do with curiosity,” I said. “It has everything, rather, to do with Takamasa-san.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We already knew Takamasa was a gossip, yet when, in all the time we have been here, has he shared anything at all with us without being asked?”

“Not until now,” Kenji said, looking thoughtful.

“Precisely. And this is why we are going to the Mountain of Smoke—because it is clear to me Takamasa wants us to do so. I think it might prove informative to discover why.”

When we told Morofusa of our intention, he was not happy. “That would be a wonderful place for an ambush,” he said. “Very few witnesses, and hiding a large group of attackers in this area would not be difficult.”

“We are going,” I said, “Bring extra men if you wish.”

Morofusa did exactly that. When Kenji and I presented ourselves at the gates to my compound, there were no less than ten bushi waiting, the remaining six of my household guard plus four more apparently recruited from Lord Yoriyoshi’s retainers, not even counting Morofusa and Ujiyasu.

“Is this really necessary?” I asked.

“You are going to a place not of your choosing by the intention of another. Yes, my lord, I believe this is absolutely necessary.”

There was not much sense in arguing, since I had made the suggestion of extra men myself. Of course I understood Morofusa’s concerns—it was possible our being led to this particular area very well could have been the crux of an elaborate scheme to draw me into an ambush. I did not think so for several reasons, not least of which was that I had been moving around the city with a very light escort for days. I had given anyone who wished me harm more than one opportunity to act. I wasn’t sure what the meaning of Takamasa’s information was, but I was intrigued enough to want to find out. We set out and soon passed through the eastern gate of the city, past the many temples situated in this section of the Capital. We had been walking for less than half the morning when the breeze brought the first hint of our destination.

“Do you smell that?” Kenji asked.

“A funeral pyre. I am familiar with the scent, as I know you are.”

I was rather more familiar than I wished. In particular I remembered the massacre at Yahiko Temple during the war with the Abe clan. The funeral fires had burned for days. The scent was familiar if not quite as intense—something like singed feathers and overcooked meat. It was nauseating, so I wasn’t surprised when a few of Morofusa’s less experienced bushi turned a little green. To their credit, none of them fell out of line or even broke their stride. We kept moving. Our destination was one of the smaller temples near the eastern edge of the burning grounds, and I had no intention of remaining in the area any longer than necessary. Areas dedicated to funerals tended to attract not only kami of death but some of the darkest sort of monsters like nikusui, kasya, and worse, and we had more than enough to deal with as things stood. Fortunately all we encountered on the way was one pathetic neko-mata which we first mistook for a half-starved cat demon, it was so scraggly and thin. Despite our location, there were no dead bodies close enough for the thing to raise against us, and it scurried off as soon as Kenji tamped his staff against the ground. The jingling of the staff’s brass rings seemed to pain the creature.

“I really do not like those things,” Kenji said. “Using the dead like puppets.”

“They’re no worse than those among us who do the same thing to the living, and the dead feel no pain,” I said.

“I do not like those sort of people either,” Kenji said serenely. “The one does not change the other.”

We came across no one else, youkai or human, until we reached the base of a small mountain. There was a marked trail leading up to the temple, and we followed, once Morofusa had sent two bushi ahead of us to scout the area around the road and the temple grounds. I was not surprised they found nothing. I was more interested in what we were going to find within the temple. When we approached the main lecture hall, an old priest came out to greet us.

He bowed. “Lord Yamada? We were told to expect you.”

Now I was a little surprised. “May I ask who told you this?”

He frowned. “He did not give his name. We assumed you had sent him.”

Interesting.

“Could you describe this person to me?”

“Young . . . perhaps sixteen or so. He had the mark of a runner about him.”

“Did he say why we have come?” I asked.

The old man looked a little flustered. “We were told it concerned the body we had found.”

“Yes, that is it exactly. I would like to see what you found.”

“Of course. This way.”

Kenji and I exchanged glances, as I believe our minds had gone to the same place, but we both kept silent. We followed the old priest through a gate on the side of the lecture hall and out to an area where it was obvious funerals were conducted. It appeared two were in process, or rather the cremation portion of the rites. It was likely a breeze blowing across the mountainside took the scent away as we approached, so none of us had noticed it.

The body had been placed in a long, woven basket in preparation for burning. The old priest opened it and removed the white cloth covering the face. The man had been dead for no more than three days, by my estimation, and so the features were easily recognizable.

“Moritomo,” I said.

“You knew this person?” the old man asked.

“We were not close,” I said, “but yes, I knew him. How was he found?”

“One of our lay-brothers came across the body beside the path leading to our temple. He had been laid out respectfully, even covered with the cloth you see here. All he was carrying was a small packet containing a few coins. The letter said these were for the funeral expenses.”

“May we see the letter?” Kenji asked before I could say anything.

“Of course. I assumed you would wish to do so.”

He produced a scrap of paper from a fold in his robe. Kenji and I both looked it over. The script was crude, barely readable.

“Not familiar to me at all,” Kenji said, “and likely deliberately obscured.”

“The fee covered only the cost of the funeral rite, as I understand it,” I said to the priest. “In addition, I would like to donate the cost of prayers for Moritomo-san’s soul. I will send a messenger later today to bring payment. We will discuss the specifics before we leave.”

“That is very kind of you, Yamada-sama,” the priest said.

Kenji looked at me, but I shook my head. This was not the time to discuss my motives. I had a brief tour of the grounds before I met with the priest again and discussed price and one other thing. When all was arranged, we left the temple, and to Morofusa’s relief, soon arrived safely back at my compound. I quickly arranged for Hiroshi to carry the payment to the temple as I had promised.

Kenji watched Hiroshi depart. “Moritomo was part of a plot to assassinate Princess Tagako. Why on earth would you offer prayers for his soul?”

“In order to discover if I am right about what may be a very important matter.”

“Does this concern the fact someone very specifically wanted us to know Moritomo was dead?”

I smiled. “Of course it does, and likely a great deal besides. Consider—how many couriers are there within the Capital?”

Kenji shrugged. “Thousands.”

“Exactly. Now, how many are associated with my household within the city?”

I could see the light of understanding dawning in Kenji’s eyes. “Only three. Do you suspect—”

“I suspect nothing. I am merely following my instincts.”

When Hiroshi returned to the compound just after dusk, he followed his instructions and presented himself before Kenji and me, who were having a cup of saké on the south veranda overlooking the garden.

“What have you brought me, Hiroshi-kun?”

He bowed and held out a sealed letter on his open palms. “The priest instructed me to give you this.”

I broke the seal and read the very brief message before showing it to Kenji.

“Well, well,” was all Kenji said. He looked at me to indicate he was following my lead.

“Hiroshi-kun, I have something to discuss with you.”

“Certainly, my lord. Have I displeased you in some way?” he asked. He seemed a bit nervous. I, to my discredit, vowed to use his unease to my advantage.

“Not at all. I am hoping you can help me clear up some confusion. Will you do that?”

“If it is within my power, my lord.”

“You ran an earlier errand to the temple on the edge of the funeral pyres, did you not?”

“I did, my lord, only yesterday. I bore a letter to the head priest, though of course I do not know what that letter contained.”

“That is of no consequence. Now, do you recall the time when I first arrived in the Capital? I did not know about my new estate within the city, but apparently my attendants did. While I thought this a little odd at the time, I paid it no heed, as I had other concerns. Yet now it occurs to me—when Lady Hoshiko lived in this place, she had a much smaller staff. I did not inherit her servants, did I?”

“My lord—” he began, but I held up my hand.

“I was not asking you who arranged the staffing of my home. I simply wanted you to confirm what I already know.”

Hiroshi bowed deeply. “Thank you, Lord Yamada.”

“Now then . . . if it is not a secret, will you please tell me who sent you to the temple yesterday?”

“Takamasa-san. I assumed it was on your behalf.”

“I had forgotten. Yes, that is exactly right, it was on my behalf. I do wish you keep our conversation to yourself. Can you do that? It is nothing Takamasa-san need concern himself about.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

I dismissed Hiroshi, and he was clearly grateful to leave. Kenji just stared after him.

“That was . . . interesting. We knew Takamasa wanted us to know about Moritomo’s death, so I suppose we should not be surprised it was he who contacted the priest to make sure the body was not cremated before our arrival. Yet how did you know Hiroshi was the messenger from the priest’s description? I mean, it is accurate, but accurate for every male youth of sixteen in the Capital.”

“I did not know, but I did know, if he were, the priest at the funerary temple would recognize him if I sent him there on some pretext or other,” I said.

“Ah. That is what the prayers were really for. An expensive pretext, if I may say.”

I shrugged. “Moritomo will get the prayers. It was not his fault his masters were so unwise. He is of no consequence, as we already knew he was not the onmyōji attacking Princess Tagako this time.”

“Then who is?”

“I have set an inquiry in motion, and hope to have an answer to this question soon. Perhaps it is simply some other dog on a tether, and the more important question is who holds the tether. I am afraid we’ll both have to wait to find the answer to that.”

Kenji frowned. “About your servants . . . what do you make of this?”

I shrugged. “I wanted to know why Takamasa sent us to the funerary temple, and now I know—he wanted us to know that Moritomo was dead. Yet why would he know who Moritomo was or his relation to us? I assumed Takamasa was a gossip but no more than that. It appears I was in error. If someone wanted to know my every move within the Capital, how better to arrange it than controlling my servants?”

“You are now saying Takamasa isn’t merely a gossip, but an actual spy for our enemy?”

“He is a spy for someone, and likely not the only one. I think we should consider Hiroshi in the same camp. It is unlikely they all are, certainly. That would not be necessary. A secret is easier to keep the fewer who know it. So. If someone wanted either or both of us dead, it would have been very easy to arrange with our whereabouts known at all times. We both yet live, so the question remains—why?”

Kenji considered. “I would guess . . . because the persons responsible either have no desire to harm us or because we are doing something they very much wish us to do.”

“That is my assumption as well. Which shows me a direction, if not a name.”

“You say Moritomo is—was—of no consequence, but would it not be helpful if we knew who ordered Moritomo’s death and why?”

“I think we already know. First, he was in the custody of the Fujiwara. Whatever official statement will be made—if one is even required—it would be easy enough to explain his death as a suicide or some other misadventure. He died in Fujiwara custody, so it was the Fujiwara who wanted him killed. It is safe to assume they arranged it, as they would certainly not have allowed another to do so unless it suited their purpose. That answers ‘who.’ ‘Why’ I think is a much more interesting question. The only conclusion I can draw is someone among the Fujiwara may have thought Moritomo was still under suspicion for these new assassination attempts on the princess. Murder was one sure way to remove him from consideration.”

Kenji scowled. “Why would the Fujiwara care one way or another if we suspected their involvement? They had to assume we would, with or without Moritomo.”

“Indeed—if the Fujiwara were united and spoke and acted as one. This is no longer the case, witness the example of Fujiwara no Yorinobu acting in defiance of his brothers without serious consequences, apparently because those very same brothers are too much at odds with each other to take action. Suppose it was one faction whose leader had called for Tagako’s murder, and the other opposed it? Why would the second faction not take it on themselves to remove Moritomo as a potential tool of the other, and make certain the emperor’s faction—which, make no mistake, we serve—knew of it?”

“It seems logical. A calculated act to distance them from another line of the Fujiwara in a game where no one—not even the Fujiwara—knows what the end will be,” Kenji said. “This would mean the Fujiwara, or a faction within that family, sent us to the funerary temple . . . using Takamasa, your steward, as their go-between.”

“That is possible.”

“Which could mean the Fujiwara had a hand in choosing your attendants.”

“This is not a thought to make one sleep well at night,” I admitted, “yet none of us has the whole story yet.”

Dusk had turned to full night while we spoke. The sliver of a moon was growing fatter, and I had the feeling of time slipping away with it. “The path we are on is obscure and as likely to lead over a cliff as to an answer, but we must continue to do what we can. I think I will need to speak to Takamasa.”

“Perhaps it would be better to get rid of Takamasa. It is almost certain the he serves one other than you.”

“Yes, but now we are aware of this,” I said. “Plus, we could not be sure unless we removed everyone. That might be impractical. This way I might learn what information he is gathering and to whom it is given.”

“How will you do so?” Kenji asked. “You must assume he will be reluctant to tell you what you want to know.”

“He may tell me far more than he intends,” I said. “If he does not understand what I am asking.”

Kenji looked at me. “I know you can be clever when you must be, but consider—whoever arranged the staffing of this home, you can assume they know you, Yamada-sama. They must have realized you would discover the nature of your servants sooner or later, and Takamasa was hand-picked for this position. With all due respect, you may not be clever enough.”

As much as I hated to admit it, Kenji did have a point.

“Then perhaps it is in our interest to discover the limits of my assumed cleverness.”

Kenji abandoned the argument then, seeing I was determined. However, there was no reason to pursue the question of Takamasa that evening. Kenji soon took his leave to find his bed. I was about to go find my own when I saw the ghost light appear in my garden.

I wondered if I would see you again.

If the thought had a target, that target took no heed. I saw the onibi drift through the garden. I knew better than to pursue it, but I watched it flicker by, curious to see if there would be any further manifestation. After a few more moments the ghost light faded, and the outline of a woman appeared. There was no question as to the apparition’s identity now, not that I had doubted it for a moment. I had seen many ghosts in my time, but there was only one who took the trouble, from time to time, to make herself known to me. First I made certain we were alone, and only then did I call her name.

“Princess Teiko.”

At the sound of her name, the apparition hesitated for a moment, then turned toward me and glided along the garden path toward the veranda. She stopped next to a stone lantern that flickered beside the pond, no more than a few paces distant. She cast no shadow on the water, and the light erased her outline where it touched her. I understood all the implications. She was there and yet she was not there, and that was the worst part of seeing her again. Gone forever and yet, seemingly, here. So close, but I would never touch her again. The pain in my heart was a dull ache, now eclipsed by a worse feeling.

“I heard it,” she said. There was the same distance in her voice now as in her manifestation. An impossibly long distance.

“What did you hear, Highness? Me calling your name?”

“What I dreaded yet expected to hear, eventually. I have heard the longing in my name and the regret, both painful to me, but nothing like this.”

“I do not understand you. What did you hear?”

“Anger.”

For a moment I could not speak. I stared at the ghost of Princess Teiko.

“I have given my life—” I began, but the ghost was smiling at me.

“There it is again,” she said. “You were always honest with me, as I was never so with you. That is my regret, but I must plead for your honesty one last time. Not now, not at this place. You are not ready. Yet the time will come, and I will ask, though I have no right.”

“I am not angry!”

She looked at me, smiling that same sad smile. I was ashamed, but this changed nothing I felt, or even what I was about to do.

“I need to find your brother, Highness.”

“There are many things you need to do, anata. This is not one of them. Not yet.”

“When, then?”

“When you’re done. Not before.”

“Then what must I do now? Will you tell me? What must I accomplish that will free you from this world?”

“What I already told you to do, only you do not yet understand me,” she said, just before she vanished, taking the ghost light and the light from the lantern with her, leaving me in the darkness of starlight and a gathering moon.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Early the next day I told Kenji most of what had happened in the garden. The anger which shamed me I kept to myself.

“Are you going to stop looking for Kanemore?” he asked.

“No. And do not remind me of what Princess Teiko said. I do remember.”

“And the part about doing what she told you to do?”

“Look after Princess Tagako? This I do intend to obey, though Princess Teiko said I did not yet understand what she meant. If there is more to this than keeping Tagako-hime alive, then Princess Teiko is quite correct—I do not understand.”

“As directives from a spirit are concerned, it seemed clear enough,” Kenji said.

“Apparently not as clear as I had thought,” I said. “I know it is not the specifics of what I will or will not do that is troubling you now.”

Kenji put his hands on his hips. “Fine, then. Princess Teiko comes to you and carries on what would appear to be, in any other circumstances, a normal conversation between a man and a woman. And yet you learn almost nothing.”

“It is, in that regard, a very normal conversation,” I said. “What did you expect? She is a ghost. I think if Kanemore was still in her confidence, if her spirit roamed the hallways of the palace in the years since her death, counseling her son and brother, Kanemore would have mentioned it before now.”

“Then why did she say you did not need to find Kanemore?”

“Likely because she is far less concerned about the activities of her brother and far more concerned about whatever she wishes me to accomplish for the emperor, her son. I do not understand how Tagako-hime is of concern in this regard. I agree, a little counsel on that subject would have been helpful. I cannot fault her for this. Ghosts, as you well know, are usually focused creatures, and nothing not directly related to their situation or thwarted desires has their attention. She no longer belongs in this world and needs to leave it, but she cannot do so until something has been accomplished which I have yet to ascertain.”

“Really? Consider: Teiko-hime has given you one and only one clear directive,” Kenji said. “Princess Tagako, remember? If that has no bearing on her haunting the living world, why is she so insistent?”

He had me there, and there was no reason to deny it. “I do not know.”

“Then perhaps—a suggestion, nothing more—it might do well to concentrate on finding out. It must have something to do with the reason Princess Tagako was targeted for assassination.”

I considered. “You know, I have not yet had my talk with Master Takamasa. I might be able to discover something new.”

Kenji sighed. “I suppose you must. Yet I now reluctantly agree it might be worth pursuing. Just step carefully. We already know Takamasa is more than he seems.”

This was no more than good advice. I chose my time with Takamasa carefully, or rather I chose the time to appear as if I had not chosen the time at all. I knew it was Takamasa’s habit to make a personal inspection of all the rooms within the mansion given over to storage, and it was in one of them that my armor from the Mutsu campaign had been mounted on a form to be stored properly. I don’t know why I had brought it in our supply train from Kamakura, other than my constant expectation of trouble. It was a little disconcerting to see it standing there empty, as if worn by an invisible bushi. I could only imagine what I must have looked like when I wore it. I had never belonged in armor. It was not natural to me, as it was to someone like Kanemore or Morofusa, but it had served my need at the time. When Takamasa made his rounds later that morning, he found me there, admiring the lacings.

He bowed. “Yamada-sama, I beg your pardon. I did not mean to intrude.”

“Not at all. I was simply visiting an old friend, so to speak. This armor saved my life on more than one occasion.”

“When Lord Yoshiie vanquished the Abe Clan, I presume,” Takamasa said. “I had heard much of this war, though I did not realize this suit of armor was the one you wore then. No doubt much could be read from the scarring it suffered.”

By the widening of his eyes I gathered Takamasa cared more for the subject than I did, so it seemed prudent to feed his curiosity.

“No doubt. See this gash at the right shoulder? That was an arrow when we stormed the northern river fortress. This slit across the sode? A spear tip, from the first battle of the last campaign when we broke out at the mountain pass. I must have won the favor of some god or another to be standing here now.”

“Stories of your exploits during that time did reach the Capital,” Takamasa said. “Lord Yoshiie himself spoke of a few, and he clearly holds you in high regard.”

I considered the risk of questioning Takamasa about his knowledge of things Lord Yoshiie had or had not done, or how he had heard these things, but for the moment deemed it sensible to simply accept that he had, indeed, been in a position to do so and what this might mean. In Takamasa’s voice I did not hear any echo of one who mentioned the names of great men to raise their own standing, only a rather casual revelation. I filed this knowledge away as well.

“A great deal of what I accomplished was luck and fortune, and much exaggerated at that. Yet I am grateful for Yoshiie-sama’s good opinion and patronage. Still, my position does keep me away from the Capital quite a bit. This is the first time I’ve returned in over three years, and so much has happened in that time. There are even rumors of familial discord within the Fuijiwara clan itself, something unheard of in my time here.”

“Oh, it is more than rumor, I can assure you,” Takamasa said. “Norimichi has fallen out with his brother, the former chancellor, over the latter’s son. Norimichi considers Morozane an unworthy person and refuses to promote him, rather favoring his own son. This has left the brothers in disagreement.”

Takamasa’s account matched what little I did know of the situation within the Fujiwara. I considered it the time to press for more.

“Is this so? I find it impossible to keep abreast of events, even when I am in the city. No sooner had I finished escorting the former high priestess of Ise back to the Capital than I hear rumors that she is to be married. Affairs great and small simply move at too great a pace for one such as myself to keep up.”

Takamasa looked thoughtful. “I have also heard of this rumor, my lord. It was of course assumed Her Highness would be found an appropriate match once her duties were concluded, but I confess the speed at which the emperor and his counselors have moved once she reached the Capital did surprise me. Of course, the failing health of his late Majesty would have suggested the opportunity . . . nay, rather the obligation for advance planning.”

Takamasa’s observation was no more than sense, but then sense was so rare an attribute that I had come to value those around me who possessed it, like Kenji, Morofusa, and Princess Tagako. I had to remind myself whoever had placed Takamasa in my household would not have chosen a person who lacked it.

“Indeed. While I certainly would not assume to question the emperor’s judgment, I am curious as to whom she is betrothed. In my time with Her Highness, we became friends. It would reassure me to know she would be joined to someone worthy of her.”

“With all due respect, that would not necessarily be the emperor’s primary consideration. Political advantage would be the highest value placed on such a groom.”

I sighed. “Very true. Indeed, the emperor would be unwise to do otherwise. And I do recognize this is something one such as I should not concern myself about. Yet I admit to a certain . . . curiosity, shall we say. It is my failing.”

“A failing I share, I fear.” Takamasa apparently came to a decision. “Lord Yamada, if this knowledge is of interest to you, I do have certain connections within the city. One of them might be able to find out who is intended for the princess.”

“If that is possible, I would certainly make the effort worth your while, Takamasa-san, if it can be done without being too obvious.”

He bowed. “You may trust my discretion, my lord.”

Takamasa withdrew, and I watched him go.

I think your discretion is the most of what I can trust in your regard, Takamasa-san, and that not at all.

Kenji was not in the best of humors. “Your summons spoiled a very delightful conversation, Lord Yamada. I trust this is important.”

“It is an overdue visit to Princess Tagako, arranged by messenger not more than an hour ago, and, yes, I consider this important. I am certain she would welcome your company.”

“I rather doubt that,” Kenji said. “So I have to assume there’s another reason you wish for me to be there.”

“Mostly to have an extra pair of eyes and ears. I do not always pay attention to everything I should.”

“Meaning you find Princess Tagako distracting.”

I glanced at him. “As you do not? She is brilliant and kind. That is a rare combination to find in anyone. ”

“You forgot to mention ‘lovely.’ ” His smile was more serene than a stone Jizou. “So of course I do, yet I try to be wise as the river is wise, Yamada-sama—I seek my own level.”

“I am not seeking anything but to obey Princess Teiko’s request and to find answers, answers which will allow both Teiko and myself to find peace. Tagako-hime’s safety, for reasons I do not yet understand, is important to that end. Nothing else concerns me.”

“Rubbish,” Kenji said. “But as my evening is already ruined, I may as well go with you.”

Morofusa and Ujiyasu were waiting for us at the gate, and we set out in silence and remained that way until Kenji broke it as Prince Kanemore’s compound came into view.

“I wonder if we will walk into chaos again.”

“I do not think so. If there has been another attempt on the princess in our absence, I will be surprised.”

Kenji shot me a glance. “You have hinted at this newfound skill of prophecy before. What are you not telling me?”

“A suspicion, no more than that. We will soon know if I am right.”

We spoke to Toshihide upon our admittance into the compound, and he confirmed that all had been quiet since the last unpleasantness. This, of course, only made him more uneasy, and he had arranged for extra guards.

“As we do not know why Princess Tagako is being attacked, we cannot know if or when the danger has passed,” he said. “It is very vexing, yet we must be on guard every moment.”

Again I could see why Kanemore had placed the man in charge of Tagako’s safety. “We can only hope the situation does not endure forever.”

Princess Tagako seemed genuinely pleased to see us, to the extent she did see us. The kicho naturally obscured her view of us as much as it did ours of her. Pulling the veil aside, as she was sometimes tempted to do, was a gesture of familiarity that was not really appropriate. Nevertheless, when she spoke, I thought I detected a hint of distraction.

“I trust your days of forced idleness are proving bearable,” Kenji said.

“Music helps,” she said, “and I have begun a story in the manner of Lady Murasaki. I only hope I am able to quit this place before I finish it.”

“I understand your desire to leave,” I said. “Yet certainly the story should be completed.”

“No, it is wretched,” she said. “I am not Lady Murasaki. When I no longer need to waste time, it will have served its purpose. Completion would be to waste good time instead of bad.”

“I would love to read it,” I said.

I could see her silhouette as she covered her face with her sleeve to show she was smiling. “No, you would not. Yet it is kind of you to say so.” She paused for a moment, then went on, “Has the city changed all that much? I saw so little of it before I was brought here.”

“You were last here eighteen years ago,” I said. “While my last time was a mere three years since, so I am not certain I can answer your question. I can say it looks much the same after three years.”

“I want to visit the Gion Shrine. I want to see the moon from Enryaku Temple. I want to see the sunrise at the Imperial Palace. I want to do almost anything save stay here. Yet here I am. I could almost wish myself married and sent to some far province, except . . . ” Her voice trailed off.

“Except what, Highness?” Kenji prompted. “Would you be sad to leave the Capital if your future husband’s situation required it?”

“Not necessarily. It would depend greatly on where I was to go and whom I was to be with. I try to be indifferent in regard to the marriage, but, as you can certainly understand, it has been on my mind since I heard His Majesty’s intention.”

While it was true Tagako’s fate was decided in part by her birth into the royal family and she understood the duties and obligations of her station—eighteen years in semi-exile at Ise would have taught her that—I could still imagine myself in her position. If my father had lived, it was quite likely I would have had a marriage arranged for me and for reasons not dissimilar to those which applied to Princess Tagako, nor would I have had any more say than she did.

“Perhaps your future husband is a good man who will treat you well,” I said, knowing it sounded weak.

“Then I would be more fortunate than many, but when I consider the possible matches, I have my doubts. I could be married into the Fujiwara. Yet that seems unlikely, as none are or will be of the emperor’s faction save Yorinobu, who is a good man but elderly and he already has a principal wife. None of the other kuge families are that important to the emperor strategically, so it seems far more likely I will be allied to a military family such as the Taira, Minamoto, or Hojo.”

I followed Tagako’s logic and agreed with it. It was the buke, the military families whose power was growing, who would make the best strategic alliance. While they all of necessity kept homes within the Capital, the base of their power was in the provinces, and the key members of those clans spent the bulk of their time there.

When Tagako spoke again, there was a hint of forced cheerfulness as she plainly was attempting to lighten the mood. “I know! Let us play a game. I will call it ‘Whom Should I Marry?’ The one who comes up with the best choice as judged by myself is the winner. Call Morofusa and Ujiyasu over. I am sure they can help.”

As was their habit, the two bushi had chosen to take up observation positions at a discreet distance from us in the garden, but they obeyed rapidly enough when I waved them over. Princess Tagako quickly explained the rules and the two seemed to give the “game” serious consideration, no doubt to Tagako’s amusement.

“Well, there is Taira no Yoshitaka,” Morofusa said. “He is—”

“—In line to become clan chief of the Heike, yes. He’s also all of twelve years old,” Princess Takago said. “As an alliance it would work. From any other standpoint? No. Try again.”

“Well, there is Lord Yoshiie,” Ujiyasu said. “Such a match with the Genji would certainly reinforce the emperor’s security.”

“He already has a principal wife from the Hojo clan. She is not someone he could set aside without causing problems,” she said. “No, not Lord Yoshiie.”

“Well, perhaps not as a principal wife—” Ujiyasu persisted, but Tagako stopped him.

“Whatever else I might be, I am a princess of the royal house,” Tagako said. “A position as secondary wife would be an insult to the emperor . . . not to mention me.”

Ujiyasu, perhaps sensing the same danger I did, bowed and fell silent, a silence that was extended to the rest of us for several awkward moments. It was Kenji who got things moving again.

“Ujiyasu-san is right in one respect. I would think a member of the Seiwa Genji or a family very closely allied to them must be at the forefront,” he said. “Such an alliance could pull the fangs of the Fujiwara clan for a generation, provided the emperor maintains control of the Daijou-kan,” he said.

“The tradition of the sekkan-ke could not be erased overnight,” Princess Tagako said. “Yet a new precedent has already been set, with the sadaijin’s and his adopted son’s recent appointments. I think I must agree.”

I was not so far removed from the center of imperial politics I could not recognize the extraordinary thing happening right before my eyes. While it was a tradition that women of the imperial house did not indulge in politics, I already knew, thanks to my friendship with the late Princess Teiko, the tradition separating them from the workings of power was more a gossamer veil than a stone wall. Yet here, in the guise of a harmless game, Princess Tagako was freely showing just how astute her grasp of the workings of the imperial court truly was. I was so bent on observing I forgot the game had another player. Princess Tagako quickly reminded me of the fact.

“Lord Yamada, you have been silent so far. Who do you think I should marry?”

“This calls for careful consideration,” I said.

“Meaning you have no idea,” Kenji said.

“Meaning I wish to present a reasonable choice,” I said, though of course Kenji was right. I struggled to come up with an answer for several seconds, but then I had an inspiration.

“Minamoto no Kunida,” I said.

“Lord Yoriyoshi’s third son? Why him?” Morofusa asked. “He is, pardon my saying, a rather undistinguished person.”

“Precisely,” I said. “A member of Lord Yoriyoshi’s inner circle but not in line for the clan leadership. A simple, gentle person by most accounts, as yet unmarried and unattached. And with no great ambitions of his own.”

Princess Tagako sounded fierce. “Lord Yamada, are you suggesting that I take this cypher of a person and mold him as a potter molds clay?”

I smiled. “I am suggesting precisely that. This way it would not be important who you married so long as he had these qualities to start. What would be important is who he became.”

I heard Tagako’s gentle laughter and knew she understood my joke. “Perhaps . . . perhaps if I were a younger woman with the time and energy, that would be a viable strategy indeed. As things stand, I must again say no.”

“Then I am at a loss. Anyone?”

Morofusa looked thoughtful. “There is Lord Toritomo of the Saga Genji.”

There was a deep sigh from behind the kicho. “Was no one listening to me?”

“I don’t understand,” Morofusa said. “He is of appropriate age and station.”

“He has a wife,” Princess Tagako said, and there was an edge in her voice I recognized but apparently Morofusa did not. I tried to silence him, but I was not fast enough.

“Of course, but he would be willing to put her aside at the emperor’s command—”

“And why would I wish or accept this?” Tagako demanded. “No. I will not be the cause of someone else’s unhappiness, not even for the emperor. I would take the tonsure first.”

We were all a little taken aback at Tagako’s outburst, but I think none of us so much as Tagako herself.

“Forgive me . . . ” she started to say, but Kenji stepped in.

“There is nothing to forgive,” he said, “Though I think you must now reconcile yourself to the life of a nun.”

I could not see her face clearly, but I would have been willing to swear she was smiling again.

“Must I?” she asked. “Is there no other course open to me?”

“Oh, absolutely not. We have just determined no one is suitable, so what choice do you have? The news of your betrothal was obviously an error.”

Princess Tagako laughed then, and we all breathed a little easier. “If only this were true, as much for the welfare of my presumed husband as for myself. But I can declare no winner.”

Neither could I. As for Tagako’s outburst, I think I understood it as well or even better than she did herself.

There is obligation and duty, but there is also what one can and cannot bear. The two are not always in agreement.

Many had discovered this to their sorrow, but I knew it better than most.

“There is something you are not telling me,” Kenji said when we were alone again on the veranda of my mansion. “And if you say ‘there is much I am not telling you,’ I swear I will strike you.”

“Are you certain? There would be consequences.”

“Consequences be banned to hell! How did you know there had not been another attempt on Tagako-hime’s life?”

Kenji was not a fool, but I already knew that or I would never have been able to tolerate his company all these years. Sometimes the more prominent question in my mind was how he had managed to tolerate mine.

“Something I noticed, Kenji-san. The first time I believed a coincidence, but the second made me wonder. So I conducted a test.”

“Which was?”

“I stopped looking for Prince Kanemore,” I said.

Kenji frowned. “You specifically told me you had not stopped looking for him.”

“Oh, I have not really stopped. I have simply put the search on temporary abeyance, because the thing I noticed was this—every time I pressed the hunt, there was a new attempt on Tagako-hime’s life. The first was the shikigami in the garden, and the second when I found one lurking by the northern outbuildings. Both following rather blatantly obvious inquiries into his whereabouts. So I have done nothing since—no inquiries to people who should know, no attempts to visit the palace, nothing. In this time there have been no more attempts. None. I think Toshihide finds it maddening.”

“You are saying the attempts were not serious?”

“I cannot say for certain, and I certainly would take no chances. Yet I did notice something strange when we were actually able to witness events, as we were the second time—the shikigami had not seen me, and the way to the northern veranda and thus into the mansion was clear. It waited until the two patrolling bushi came into view and only then did it charge the building.”

“That makes absolutely no sense,” Kenji said.

“No, it does not. Unless its mission was not to kill the princess but rather to make it appear as if a real attempt was being made.”

Kenji scowled. “Lord Yamada, you are not suggesting these many attempts on Her Highness are an elaborate hoax?”

I sighed. “Kenji, were you not there in Kawachi? Osaka Bay? Did you not hear the ranting of the provincial governor? Of course those attempts were real, and likely a faction of the Fujiwara was behind them. We know this. My only quibble is with the last two.”

“You do realize how mad this sounds? Why create fake assassination attempts close on the heels of real ones?”

“Yes, I realize how strange this sounds. I have been considering this for some time, and the only conclusions I can draw are these: either someone wishes to distract me from looking for Prince Kanemore or to redirect my attention back to Princess Tagako, or both. Obviously I cannot devote myself to tracking His Highness down if Tagako-hime’s life hangs in the balance.”

“So there have been no further attempts—real attempts, that is, since we arrived in the Capital?”

“I cannot be certain, as I said, and I see no reason to lower our guard. But yes, I believe this to be true.”

Kenji got up from the veranda and paced in the garden. I recognized the expression on his face and understood his mind was racing. He finally stopped and looked at me.

“If you are right, then the person or persons who arranged the last two shikigami is not the same as the ones who desired her death.”

“I would say so. We already knew the unfortunate Moritomo was not involved, and that someone—we are still not clear as to who—made certain we knew. I believe, as I said before, that this was due to one faction of the Fujiwara wishing to make it known they had no part in the earlier attempts. Which one? I have no idea.”

Kenji frowned. “Regardless, whoever sent those last two shikigami, we can assume it was not the Fujiwara, and whoever did send them, did so for reasons other than doing harm to Princess Tagako.”

“We can certainly assume they did not truly intend her harm, else the outcome might have been very different,” I said. “Which is why I am presumptuous enough to feel, perhaps, that these were done for my benefit.”

“And not to convince Tagako-hime of the necessity of remaining where she is?”

The thought had crossed my mind as well, but it did not hold up to scrutiny. “She is not happy about the situation and has made no pretense otherwise,” I admitted, “but Prince Kanemore ordered her to remain under guard, and I doubt there is anyone in the Capital she respects more. I do not blame her for being unhappy with the situation, but there is simply no chance of her disobeying him and so no need of . . . incentive.”

Kenji finally nodded. “I was only looking for other possibilities. I must agree with you in seeing there are none. So where does this leave us?”

“Rather like ladies of the court.”

Kenji frowned. “I do not understand.”

“When I was at court, sometimes the ladies-in-waiting would copy a piece of art on washi and cut it into little pieces of various sizes, then scramble them into a pile. The game was to reassemble those pieces back into the picture.”

“I would not think this would be difficult.”

“It is not—provided you know what the picture was ahead of time. Only the person copying the art would know.”

“Oh. So you are saying we have many, perhaps even most, of the pieces. What we lack is the picture.”

“Which makes me think,” I said, “what we really need is the artist.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

Takamasa nervously presented himself in my reception hall as “requested” and kneeled in front of me.

“Allow me to guess your results, Takamasa-san—you did not find out anything.”

He bowed low. “Forgive me, my lord. The rumors of Princess Tagako’s impending marriage appear to be true . . . or certainly widespread. This has led to much speculation, but I am certain this is all it is. If anyone aside from the emperor and his inner circle knows who she is to marry, I cannot find them.”

I left him enveloped in my silence for a few more moments. “Then one must assume the emperor has his reasons for keeping it a secret. And yet, is there not something of this situation which you find odd, Takamasa-san?”

“Usually a royal union would be announced with more noise and ceremony,” Takamasa said. “That the groom has not come forward is also a bit strange.”

“Oh, I think it goes beyond this. The marriage has not been announced at all, and yet everyone seems to know about it.”

Takamasa frowned. “My lord?”

“If the court is able to keep the identity of the groom a secret, how is it the impending marriage is even known? Why is one aspect more closely guarded than the imperial regalia, and yet another is common knowledge throughout the Capital?”

“I admit it is curious, my lord, but one such as I would not dare to question the wisdom of the emperor.”

I think, Takamasa-san, you just admitted more than you realize.

“Nor would I, Takamasa-san. Yet I have been known to let my curiosity to get the best of me, from time to time. His Highness, Prince Kanemore, has often remarked upon it. No doubt, when I see him again, he will find this most amusing.”

Takamasa said nothing but merely bowed lower. I was certain it was to hide his face. I wondered what his expression might have told me, had I a chance to read it, but the act of hiding it told me something as well.

“Again I must apologize for failing you, my lord. If there is nothing else you require of me, I have duties.”

“Of course, and there is nothing to forgive. I thank you for your efforts. You may go.”

Takamasa scurried away with undue haste. I glanced at the shoji screen just to the right of the dais. “Did you hear everything?”

Kenji slid the panel aside. “Yes. The question is, did I hear what you heard?”

“Takamasa knows the news of Princess Tagako’s impending marriage was deliberately made known by the emperor’s faction.”

“Yes, but we already knew it was so. Was it not Princess Tagako who told us?”

“True, but there is no way that Takamasa-san should know that nor anyone beyond Prince Kanemore’s compound. Tagako-hime’s servants are as isolated as she is, and I trust Morofusa and Ujiyasu’s discretion.”

“And Toshihide? His men?”

“Handpicked by Prince Kanemore? It goes without saying. No, the news of the marriage was deliberately released, just as the name of the groom was deliberately withheld, even from the bride. The question remains, as it has for nearly all aspects of this, why?”

“So, once more, we’ve basically learned nothing.”

“We learned Takamasa-san has connections within the emperor’s faction, so this places his information about the unfortunate Moritomo in a slightly different light.”

Kenji looked puzzled. “If we assume he’s a spy for the emperor’s supporters and not the Fujiwara . . . why on earth would the emperor’s people want us to know Moritomo was not the onmyōji attacking Princess Tagako?”

“For one thing, it would send me in a direction other than the Fujiwara.”

“After all this, are you saying the Fujiwara were not responsible?”

“For the last two attacks? I had already come to this conclusion. The first two . . . well, three, counting the governor’s original plan . . . they definitely were. If further pursuing the crimes of the Fujiwara should prove inconvenient for the emperor at this time, would it not be desirable to keep us at arm’s length from the Fujiwara as well?”

“It would, as you have not been above kicking a hornets’ nest from time to time. Not to mention being much safer for us.”

“Possibly not for Princess Tagako. I will send a note to Toshihide-san. Be prepared—we’re going back to Kanemore’s compound this afternoon. Plus, there is something I want you to do for me.”

Kenji sighed. “If I must, but we were just there yesterday. She is pleasant company, do not mistake me, but why are we going back now? It’s not as if we’ve been pursuing Prince Kanemore, as that was your theory of precipitating attacks.”

“I may have inadvertently done something more dangerous. If I am right, then there is something important we will learn, but I will not risk having Princess Tagako pay the price for it.”

“If you are wrong?”

“Then my only concern is the princess will grow weary of our company sooner rather than later. I am afraid we will simply have to risk it.”

When we arrived at the compound, I spoke briefly with Toshihide, and then Morofusa and Ujiyasu split off to join the patrols on the ground. Kenji had already fulfilled the errand I had created for him and so remained with me near the garden. While I did not plan to announce our presence to Her Highness, I felt it was inevitable she would discover we were there. Yet the last thing I wanted was for her servants to set up her kicho on the veranda as was her normal habit—she was far too exposed there. If nothing went wrong, we would be able to pay our proper respects later. If it did . . . well, I had been to the northern shore at Eichigo. It was not the worst place to serve an exile. Actual executions were rare but not completely out of the question. Perhaps I could argue for one. It would be no less than what I deserved.

It was after dusk when Toshihide joined us in the garden. “Is all prepared?”

“As well as can be,” I said. “I am not even certain there will be an attack.”

“Yet something makes you suspect there will be.”

“It does. For the moment I must ask that you simply trust my instincts.”

Toshihide grunted. “I always suspect an attack, Yamada-sama. This is little different.”

As night approached us, the moon began its rise into the sky. It was still not near full, but its beauty was growing. In the pale light I saw an owl fly past the perimeter of the walls on silent wings.

Keep him close, Kenji.

Almost as if sensing my thought, Kenji scowled. “It better happen soon, Yamada-sama. This is giving me a headache.”

“Your head will hold out a bit longer,” I said. “Did you hear it?”

We all did. The scream of a hawk in the middle of the night. “One need not create a giant shikigami if its purpose is simply to deliver another.”

The hawk flew in from the north wall. For a moment I was afraid I had misjudged, but Kenji was already muttering.

“Not yet . . . not yet . . . ”

By now I knew Toshihide was staring at the both of us, but I kept my attention on Kenji.

“Almost . . . wait . . . now!”

Just as the hawk soared over the garden there was a flash of white from the underside of the owl’s wings caught in the moonlight. The owl descended on the hawk, catching it just as it reached the middle of the garden. We heard one last scream as Kenji’s shikigami tore the hawk apart.

“Look for the paper!” I shouted—unnecessarily. In another moment the owl floated down and landed on the head of Kenji’s staff. In its talons was something pale and squirming. The owl released it and Kenji grabbed what proved to be a folded piece of paper. Kenji unfolded it and it stopped moving, but he carefully ripped a section off just to be certain.

“There should be another one. Find it!”

“It is harmless, wherever it is. This is the one it was carrying,” Kenji said.

I wanted to be sure, so we searched with torches until we found the one Kenji’s owl had destroyed, hanging from a sakura branch like the last ragged blossom of a spring long past. This shikigami was in much worse shape than the one Kenji held; the script was beyond reading so I turned back to Kenji, who was already examining the first. He finally sighed and handed it to me.

“Same as the first one?” he asked.

I only needed a glance under the torchlight to confirm what I already knew. “Yes.”

“So there were two shikigami, one with wings, and that is how they breached our walls. You believe these are from the same person?” Toshihide asked.

“It appears so. Now we have to find this person,” Kenji said, aiming a sharp glance at me.

“Master Kenji is correct,” I said to Toshihide. “If I discover something which will make your mission easier, I will let you know, but it may take time. Now I am afraid you will have to watch the skies as well until this is settled.”

“Now we know where to watch, so I must thank you for this as well,” Toshihide said. “As for the waiting . . . well, patience is part of my duty.”

As we were speaking, one of Princess Tagako’s attendants approached and asked in the princess’s name what all the commotion was about. Toshihide was quick to reassure her that the immediate danger was past, but she apparently had further instructions.

“If this be the case, Her Highness requests Lord Yamada and Kenji-san speak to her before they leave.”

Kenji glanced at me. “I think it is Lord Yamada who will need to do most of the talking. However, I will gladly watch.”

“You are too kind,” I said and then turned to the girl. “We are at Her Highness’s disposal.”

“You really should stop saying ‘disposal,’ ” Kenji muttered. “One of these days she might take it literally.”

If the girl heard Kenji’s aside, she paid no heed. “Gentlemen, please wait here,” she said and then returned to the main hall.

“Since she was clearly referring only to the pair of you,” Toshihide said, “I believe I will confer with my guards.”

He left us. Not that I blamed him. It was a wise man who did not borrow someone else’s trouble, even though I was not entirely sure we were or indeed should be in trouble, but then I also knew this was not for me to decide.

“She will have questions,” Kenji said. “Do you have answers?”

“That depends entirely on what she wants to know.”

Kenji sighed. “Honestly, Lord Yamada, if you were in her place, what would you wish to know?”

I realized I might be in more trouble than I supposed. Once we had been ushered into Princess Tagako’s presence, I found out how right I was.

“I had almost retired for the evening,” she said without preamble, “and the next thing I knew, the garden was full of torches and shouting.”

“We must apologize,” I said. “There was an issue to attend to.”

“Meaning another attempt on my life,” she said.

I thought the plain admission of the obvious would be better than expounding theories about what I thought had just happened. I was wrong about that, too.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“There is something I wish explained. Would you indulge me?”

I frowned. “If it is within my power.”

“I believe this will be. You have visited me of your own free will a few times but not so often for the sight of you to be overly familiar. Is this not true?” I admitted it was and began another apology, but she stopped me. “We need not discuss that now. What we have established is this—on any given day, you are more likely to be elsewhere than here, yes? If my first statement is true, it follows that this must be also true. Would you agree?”

I did not like the direction the conversation was taking, but I was forced to admit what she said was accurate.

“I would agree,” I said.

“Then will you explain why you and Master Kenji just ‘happened’ to be present on the two occasions since I returned to the Capital when someone tried to kill me?”

I am an idiot.

I did not think she would notice this, but from what I had learned of her in the last few weeks, I realized I should have. Now I was struggling to come up with an explanation that would satisfy her without revealing the truth, since I still was not sure what the entire truth was. Revealing any part of it was dangerous for all concerned. I believed I was starting to see the picture, even if all the pieces were not yet in place.

“Highness, a reasonable person would conclude Kenji and I—well, mostly myself—are simply bad luck.”

She laughed, but my relief and her laughter were both short-lived.

“I believe we have discussed the subject of your luck before now,” she said. “Just as we have discussed the subject of whether or not I am a fool. Have you changed your opinion on the latter?”

“No,” I said. “I have not.”

She drew the veil aside. I could now plainly see the anger on her face. “Lord Yamada, I want you to look me in the eye and tell me your being here tonight was a coincidence.”

I wanted very much to do that, but I could not. Even if I thought I could be convincing, even if she did not know I was lying, I could not do it. I did not wish to lie to her.

“It was not a coincidence, Tagako-hime. I suspected there would be an attack on both occasions. Before you ask, no, I am not at liberty to say why. You do have the right to know, I do not dispute this, but there are other people involved, and more than one life will be at stake if I say more now than I know for certain.”

She slowly pulled the curtain closed. “I would not wish to be the cause of anyone’s misfortune, but I must ask this one thing—do you think,” she said, “there will come a time when the danger is past and you will be able and willing to tell me why I was marked for death?”

“I believe so.”

“Then I will trust you, so long as you understand one day I will want an answer.”

“If the answer is mine to give, I promise I will give it.”

She seemed to resign herself, though with the kicho back in place, it was hard to tell. “I will be content for the time being, though, Master Kenji, I really must insist you stop grinning now. It is a bit unnerving, and under the circumstances, most inappropriate.”

“Forgive me, Highness, I was merely appreciating the fact you’ve gotten the better of Lord Yamada. I do not see that often.”

“Nonsense. You see it every day,” I said.

“Yes, but this time someone else did it.”

Princess Tagako laughed again, only this time it did last for a little while. The hour was late, and we took our leave soon after. I know I should have returned directly to my house in the third ward, but I was not ready. Kenji, however, very much was ready.

“At my age, late night excursions into the city do not have quite the appeal for me which they once did.”

“Only because you’ve gotten lazy and you prefer your ‘excursions’ to come to you.”

Kenji shrugged. “A wise man saves his strength.”

Despite his protests, I had Ujiyasu escort Kenji. Partly to annoy him, but mostly because I knew the streets were never perfectly safe and his priestly status would not dissuade everyone, human or otherwise. Morofusa continued with me, since I would not be persuaded to stop.

“Yamada-sama, where are we going?”

“To the bridge over the Kamo River at the fourth avenue.”

Morofusa glanced up. “There’s still not enough moon to be worth seeing at the moment, Lord Yamada.”

“True, but we are not going for moon-viewing. I wish to view something else. It will not take long, I promise.”

“That is not my concern,” Morofusa said, suppressing a yawn. “Alone, I may not be adequate if we run into trouble.”

“But you are not alone, Morofusa-san. I am with you.”

He sighed and fell into line a few steps off to my right side. “This way I can cover three sides, Yamada-sama. If anyone attacks from your left, do me the courtesy of staying alive until I can reach you.”

“Fair enough.”

It was a quiet evening. We saw no people at all and only one or two small youkai and one moth-demon, all of who seemed intent on their own business and showed no inclination to bother us, I was pleased to see. Despite Morofusa’s misgivings, we reached the Shijo Bridge without incident. We walked to the very center, where I looked out over the water instead of up at the moon.

“What are you looking for?”

“The ghosts. They should be out around now.”

Morfusa frowned, and he followed my gaze down to the level of the water. They were very faint at first, no more than wisps, easily mistaken for mist rising from the water, but I knew better. Soon they had resolved into graceful shapes, sometimes in pairs, often alone, the images of men and women. Not for the first time I wondered if there was anything really left of the people they had once been, or if they were only memories, preserved on the water. There was no way to know. They could not be approached. I had tried, once or twice in my youth, wading into the river where the water was shallow or by boat. They would simply disappear, only to coalesce and reform once I had gone away. It was my earliest understanding that some things were not knowable but simply were and had to be accepted on their own terms.

Honestly, this annoyed the blazing devils out of me at the time. It still did, for all that I understood it was true.

“Why are they here?” Morofusa asked. “Do they see us?”

“No one really knows and probably not. Or if they do see us, it is of no concern . . . to them.”

“This is what you came here to see?”

“Yes.”

Morofusa thought for a moment. “Yamada-sama, may I ask why?”

“Because one theory is these are the ghosts of men and women who died for love.”

Morofusa kept his gaze on the water. “That is very sad.”

“Is it really?”

He looked at me. “You do not think so?”

“Everyone dies and usually not for their own reasons or at a time of their own choosing. No, Morofusa-san, it would only be sad if they died without first learning how to live. I think there was a time when love might have killed me, too. Yet I remain, because I know I am still learning what it means to live. Once I thought I knew, but I was wrong. As for love, it can be a reason for dying. It can also be a reason for living. The one thing it is not is a substitute for either.”

“Then why, if I may ask, did you come here?”

“Because it was the first time in a while I’ve felt the need to remind myself of the things I believe to be true. I place my certainties against the reality of these memories, and decide how the balance turns.”

“So how does the balance turn tonight?”

I smiled. “I am ready to go home.”

It was not an answer, but Morofusa seemed happy enough with it. Or perhaps he only wanted to get away from the ghosts. I envied his certainty that he would leave them at the river. Try as I might, I never could.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Kenji found me on the northern veranda, pretending to read an ancient book of poetry. Mostly I was admiring the calligraphy rather than what it said. The poetry I judged mediocre—I had written enough of the same sort to recognize it, but the script was exquisite.

“It has been almost a week,” Kenji said, “and we have done absolutely nothing.”

I put the scroll aside. “Not true—we have visited Princess Tagako three times and consulted with Toshihide-san three times.”

“You have not searched for Prince Kanemore. You have not attempted to trick information from either Takamasa or Hiroshi, and you know they are keeping secrets.”

“So am I. Besides, I am not doing nothing. I am waiting.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For proof the onmyōji who put those shikigami in Prince Kanemore’s compound is who I think it is.”

“And you believe this ‘proof’ will come to you of its own accord?”

“Of course not. It is being sent for. Yet it is far away. It might come today, it might come in another week. I am being patient, even as you try said patience.”

“How about the said suspicion? Are you still not ready to share?”

I sighed. “Kenji, let me ask you something: would you tell your best friend a secret if you thought this secret might cost him his life?”

He looked at me. “You are serious.”

“When have you accused me of being otherwise? Too serious, too miserable, too . . . well, almost everything. Except cheerful and happy. You know, I really have been guilty of those two very things, from time to time.”

Kenji glared. “This is more than simply a fey mood. You know.”

“I know nothing. I suspect many things. This is why I am waiting. I am tired of suspecting, tired of conjecture. I want to know.”

Kenji sat down beside me. “So now I must place myself in the same position as Princess Tagako—will you ever tell me this secret?”

I considered. “When I do know, I mean really know, it will likely become necessary for you to know as well, but when that happens, please remember—you did ask.”

Kenji looked grim. “I will take the chance.”

“So be it. But until then, I am waiting and so are you.”

“Surely there is something else?”

“Other than keeping poor Tagako’s mind off the reality of someone trying to kill her? Not a thing. The less we are seen to do, the better.”

“Because we are being watched?”

“Constantly, by Takamasa and likely Hiroshi as well, possibly others. The thing is we do not know why, any more than we know why Princess Tagako’s life is in danger. We are waiting for information that will answer one question and one question only. That answer, I believe, will lead us to the others. Until then, we are in a boat floating in an angry sea, and it is in our interest not to unbalance the load.”

“I do not like this waiting,” Kenji said finally.

“Nor I, nor is our approval of the situation necessary.”

Just then Hiroshi appeared around the east wing of the building. “Yamada-sama, you have a visitor.”

Kenji glanced at me, but I moved my head just slightly to the right, which he understood as “no.” He remained silent.

“Who is it, Hiroshi-kun?”

“A noble lady. She says she is an old friend of yours.”

“See that our guest is made welcome in the audience hall. I will be there shortly.”

When Hiroshi was out of earshot, Kenji leaned closer. “Is this . . . ?”

“I have no idea who this could be.”

Kenji made a face. “Likely an assassin brought in by whoever controls your household.”

“Hiroshi-kun has one great disadvantage as a spy—his face shows what he feels. Did you not notice? He was just as surprised as we were by the appearance of this visitor.”

“He certainly seemed excited,” Kenji admitted, however grudgingly. “Let us go see.”

We made our way to the audience hall. By protocol I should have greeted our guest from the dais, but I had never gotten into the habit, and when I saw who our guest was, I would have felt extremely silly doing so.

“Lady Kuzunoha! This is an unexpected pleasure.”

She was in her full human form, of course, wearing a kimono of seven layers in fall colors green and red. She wore a traveling hat with attached veil that partially obscured her face for propriety’s sake, but there was no doubt as to her identity. She kneeled on a cushion while a servant brought tea, and Kenji and I joined her there. The day was warm enough that the sliding doors to the hall had been left partially open, and beyond them I could see her alleged escort, though I was certain they were not real. Yoshitsune was apparently not privy to this knowledge, as he kept a watchful eye on them.

Her smile was tentative but easily seen through the veil. “You may not be as welcoming when I tell you why I am here.”

“Then let us discuss this among ourselves.” I dismissed the servants and spoke again only when I was certain we would not be overheard. “Now then, what is this about?”

“I must confess now that in our first meeting at Kamakura I did not tell you everything. The message I was to deliver was actually in two parts, not one. I am here now to deliver the second.”

“This, too, was at Prince Kanemore’s request, yes?”

“As you surmised at that time as well, yes.” She produced a folded and sealed piece of washi from within two of the layers of her kimono. “I think you will recognize Kanemore-ō’s hand.”

I broke the seal and read what Kanemore had written there:

Old Friend,

If you are reading this now, then events have proceeded perhaps better than you know. Well done. I will see you soon, but until then I know you have questions. All I can say for now is to go see Lady Hoshiko. She knows one of the answers, even though she does not know she knows, so be gentle.

—Kanemore

I looked at Lady Kuzunoha. “You do not know what it is in this letter, do you?”

“Certainly not. It was sealed when he gave it to me, and I have delivered it to you in the same condition.”

I smiled. “It was not meant as an accusation. I mean only that it would be very dangerous for another person if this letter fell into the hands of . . . well, let us just say an ‘unintended recipient.’ It was a sign of his trust in you that it was placed in your charge.”

She sighed delicately and sipped her tea. Normally a noblewoman would not take refreshment in the presence of men not her family or husband, but Kuzunoha was a fox demon and well aware of how silly such customs were. “For a human being, Prince Kanemore is not a bad sort, present company included. I still find it a little amusing that he places his trust in one such as me, but then I cannot say he was wrong. I apologize for concealing the existence of this second letter from you, but Kanemore was adamant. As for the letter, I will not ask what was in it. I truly do not wish to know.”

“I think this best, for your sake as much as anyone else’s. I am not angry, however there is one thing I would ask of you, if you are willing.”

She looked at me. “Perhaps. What is it, Yamada-sama?”

“If Kanemore’s message was in two parts, then something would have had to trigger the second part—an elapsed time or a specific event. May I ask what it was?”

Her smile was pure mischief, and again I was reminded I was speaking to a fox demon, not a human woman at all. “I am not certain I should tell you, yet Prince Kanemore did not specifically forbid it. I find that a little odd, don’t you? He is normally a meticulous sort. I think he shares that trait with his sister.”

Lady Kuzunoha knew she was on dangerous ground, bringing up Princess Teiko, but she likely could not have cared less. I merely waited, and—after a few moments during which she hoped I would squirm, which I refused to do—she relented. “Oh, fine. I was to deliver the second letter under two conditions: The first was if you arrived safely in the Capital with Princess Tagako. The second, if after three weeks’ time you and the princess were both still among the living. You for obvious reasons, but as for the princess? I do not know.”

“And if the condition was not met?”

She looked grim. “I was to burn the letter unread and never mention it again. To anyone.”

It was only after Lady Kuzunoha’s departure that I showed the letter to Kenji.

“What does this mean, ‘she does not know that she knows’? Yamada-sama, this is a level of obscurity worthy even of you.”

“I have no idea what it means. Apparently, Prince Kanemore trusted me to figure this out.”

“Which means he knows one of the questions you want answered.”

“I rather imagine he knows almost all of them.”

“Then why did he not simply tell you? Why all this secrecy?”

“That has been a question from the start, has it not? Yet I am willing to go on faith that there is a reason, otherwise I would simply trust Toshihide with Princess Tagako’s safety and return to Kamakura. Believe me, I have considered it.”

Kenji grinned. “Oh, I well believe you considered that course. What I do not believe is you would ever do such a thing. So what will we do?”

“We will go see Lady Hoshiko, of course. Yet first we have to find her . . . while not letting the wrong people know that we are looking for her, even though we are not really certain who the wrong people are. Things were so much simpler when we were merely fighting a war.”

Kenji scratched his chin. “You sent her a letter of thanks for her gift of this home. Who delivered it?”

“Hiroshi, so we cannot ask him,” I said. “Or, sad to say, any messenger currently attached to this household.”

Kenji considered. “While many nuns continue their practice within the confines of their own families, we also know she is estranged from her clan over her decision to take the tonsure, so it is unlikely she will be among them. The temples would be the logical place to begin. Give me the rest of today and tomorrow and I will see what I can find out.”

I had no better suggestion. “I will leave this in your hands.”

Kenji left on his mission soon after. I returned to my waiting. My detachment—never strong to begin—had been shattered by Lady Kuzunoha’s new message. I found myself attempting to read more meaning into what few words were there. Such as “You have done well.” Meaning I had behaved as expected? Nicely done, since Princess Tagako was not yet dead? I had long since realized that Prince Kanemore had known from early on that Princess Tagako’s life was in danger. Why had he not simply told me?

Because there was something else he most certainly did not want to tell me.

This was not a new thought, but perhaps one whose significance I had overlooked. I turned it this way and that and looked at it very carefully. “If Prince Kanemore had told me Tagako’s life was in danger, I would wish to know why. I would wish to know how the cause could be removed. I would want to know . . . well, everything. Prince Kanemore knows me, in some ways perhaps better than I know myself, so I understand that, yes, this is exactly what I would have done, and he anticipated my reaction.”

So he told me nothing.

He had said he was returning within two weeks, but that had not occurred. Now he said he was returning soon. It could not be soon enough for me.

It was early afternoon of the following day when Kenji returned. He took a meal out on the north veranda, and I joined him there, though I kept the sliding door open to make certain no one was eavesdropping.

“Well?” I asked.

“Lady Hoshiko is a guest at Enryaku-ji. I remembered her special relation with Master Daiwu, which made it the likeliest place to look, so I went there first.”

“There’s no nunnery at Enryaku-ji, is there?”

“No, she’s been assigned a small hut on the temple grounds. We are to meet with her there in the morning.”

“Who else knows this?”

“You, me, the lady, and Master Daiwu. I was extremely careful.”

“I did not mean to imply . . . ”

Kenji grinned. “I know. I sometimes think we work in the shadows, but lately I think the shadows work through us. Do not worry—Master Daiwu knows the habits of some priests as well as you do. He makes certain she is protected.”

“More for her own sake, but if the thing she does not know she knows dies with her, I shall be doubly vexed.”

“Worse than if you cannot even discern the right question?”

“No,” I said, “not worse than that. Yet then I need only be angry at myself.”

Kenji, worn out by his exertions, left to take an early nap. It was a little before dusk when the messengers I had sent to Kamakura finally returned with the item I had requested—my portable writing desk. There was a note from Taro expressing bemusement I wanted the beat up old thing, but—obedient son—he had packed it just as I requested, closed up and covered for the journey, nothing cleaned or straightened before it was sent to me. There were a few other things mentioned, but nothing needing my immediate attention or reply. I rewarded the two messengers handsomely and took the desk to the south veranda overlooking the garden.

I carefully opened it and sorted through the contents—scraps of paper, broken inksticks, a few worn writing brushes—until my hand closed on what I had really requested, though no one except me knew this. It was a letter, written to me years ago from the Imperial Palace. First, making certain I was alone, I spread it out and used a pair of stone weights to hold the letter open. Then I reached into my hitatare and pulled out the remains of the shikigami we had taken from Prince Kanemore’s compound. It took barely a glance, with the two laid side by side, to discern both were created by the same hand.

So now I know who the onmyōji is, and many hidden things are revealed. All that remains is to find out what Lady Hoshiko knows that she does not know.

I told no one, including Kenji, what I had learned. The time was not yet right. The next morning we made the journey up the sacred mountain to Enryaku Temple. Master Daiwu was otherwise engaged, but he had arranged for an acolyte to escort us to Lady Hoshiko’s hut. Upon arriving, we could see the place was more a small but proper house than a hermit’s hut. A straw mat had been placed nearby with a good view of the mountain, and Lady Hoshiko kneeled there. We bowed and kneeled on a grass mat near her. Morofusa and Ujiyasu kept a discreet distance.

“Hoshiko-ama, it is good to see you again,” I said, attaching the honorific for a nun to her given name, as I still did not know the name she had chosen as a nun.

She had changed only a little since the last time I had seen her. A little more gray in her black hair, a few lines on her face. We had been lovers, very briefly, but beyond this our ties were only that I had spared her life when she should have been executed for attempted murder and being a co-conspirator in a plot to kill the crown prince. There were mitigating circumstances, both during the conspiracy and in its aftermath, but I could not think she would be happy to see me.

She bowed. “Yamada-sama, I am unworthy to speak with you, but if you have come to see me, I know there is a reason. For this I will set aside the pain of remembering what I tried to do to you. How may I be of service?”

“This is a bit difficult for me as well, so I hope you can bear with me for short while as I collect my thoughts. I want to express my gratitude in person for the gift of your mansion.”

“It seemed the least I could do, poor gift as it was. I hope it had not proved too expensive to make it usable again.”

Again?

“I do not understand,” I said.

“Well, naturally I had not been in residence for some time, and I no longer had the means nor the necessity of keeping it up. I had only one caretaker employed, and he was mostly to dissuade the curious. I imagine its condition could not have been very good.”

Kenji was trying not to smile. “Oh, it was not difficult at all, was it, Yamada-sama?”

“No, it was in surprisingly good condition. Do not concern yourself.”

I had already surmised that the staff greeting me upon my arrival was not the staff who had served Lady Hoshiko. This was confirmation, but nothing I did not already know.

“That is good to know,” Lady Hoshiko said. “When it was first suggested I make you a gift of it before your arrival back in the Capital, I was hesitant but only for that reason. I did not wish to create a burden for you.”

Kenji shot me a glance, but I had already grasped the key word from her sentence.

“Suggested? May I ask who made the suggestion?”

“Hmmm? Oh, that was Prince Kanemore. I assumed he told you. He said he was going to do so.”

Of course he had not told me. I was to discover it for myself . . . with his guidance.

“He has been away since my arrival, so I am afraid we have not yet had the opportunity to speak with him. Yes, this is the sort of thing he might do.”

“He is a very kind and thoughtful person, or rather I’ve come to know him as such now that he no longer wishes for my head on a spear. He sometimes visits me in my solitude when he has business at the temple. I know his patronage somewhat offsets the expense of my being here.”

I bowed. “I will be certain to thank him for his suggestion and his patronage of the temple, and oh, many other things besides, when next I meet him.”

I kept my silence when we took our leave of Lady Hoshiko and began our descent of the mountain. For once Kenji had the wisdom to not interrupt that silence. I noted Morofusa and Ujiyasu exchanging glances from time to time, but they perceived my mood as Kenji did, and for a league no one spoke at all.

Finally Kenji could stand it no longer. “It is a lovely day, is it not?” he asked.

Morofusa and Ujiyasu quickly added their own agreement. “Yes, indeed, a very lovely day. The view from the mountain was exquisite, was it not?” Morofusa said.

“Lovely indeed,” Kenji said. “Lord Yamada, did you not think so?”

“I think,” I said finally, “that I am an utter and complete idiot.”

Kenji glanced about. The road up the mountain was mostly deserted. “I know a spot nearby where the view is perhaps not quite as spectacular as from Lady Hoshiko’s house but still rather lovely. As it is rather tight quarters, would you two gentlemen,” he said, motioning to the bushi, “mind remaining here for a few moments while I show Lord Yamada? I promise I will return him safely, as there is no chance of an ambush there.”

“Your word, Master Kenji?” Morofusa asked.

“Indeed. My word.”

I let Kenji steer me off the path several paces to a rather undistinguished piled of rocks.

“Now you know who staffed your home,” he said.

“I do. This is the ‘answer’ Prince Kanemore spoke about. All the information was there, I was simply too blind to see it.”

“All the information, as you say, could be interpreted in more ways than one,” Kenji said. “But if Prince Kanemore was behind this, it tells us much more, does it not?”

“Much more indeed.”

“Are you more angry with Prince Kanemore or with yourself?”

“Myself. Oh, do not mistake me—I am angry at Kanemore as well, and I will need to hear an explanation from him before I decide how to proceed.”

“What shall we do in the meantime?”

“We shall do what Prince Kanemore—and the shadow behind him—knows we will do. I could and perhaps should have acted sooner. Maybe I was too cautious, but other lives than my own were in the balance. Now, however, the time to tip the scale has come. For that knowledge as well I must thank Prince Kanemore. If I do not kill him first.”

“His Highness would snap you like a twig, and you know it. I would advise against trying.”

“You may advise against trying all you wish. Right now, you cannot make me not consider it.”

Kenj sighed. “Fine. I will deem myself warned. Yet what are we going to do now?”

“Let us go home, and I will show you.”

The veil of silence fell again, and it remained until we returned to my compound. I ascended the dais in the audience hall and summoned Takamasa. He soon presented himself and kneeled.

“Lord Yamada, how may I be of service?”

“You may deliver a message. Tell the one you really serve I am ready to meet with him at his convenience.”

“Lord Yamada?”

“Do not insult either of us by pretending you do not understand me. Do as I say.”

Takamasa-san touched his forehead to the floor. “As you command,” he said.

Kenji scowled. “Did you just kick a hornet’s nest? Again?”

“With all my strength,” I said. “I damn well did.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Kenji scratched his head, which was really in need of shaving. “I must say, I did not think we would have to wait this long to be crushed like the insects we are.”

“Only if one presumed we were more important than insects. This is one mistake I am not inclined to make.”

Three days had passed. Takamasa had gone missing, or rather, I did not know where he had gone. I could not ask Hiroshi, as he was gone as well. Others of my servants claimed to have no knowledge of the two men’s whereabouts, and I was inclined to believe them. We never saw Takamasa again, but on the morning of the fourth day, Hiroshi returned to the compound. Well, it was the young man I had known as Hiroshi, only now he wore the robes of a court noble. His proper name, as he now revealed to us, was Ishino no Nariyasu. I recognized the clan as a well-known kuge family in service to the imperial court.

“You are more than you appeared, Nariyasu-san.”

“I must apologize for the role I played,” he said as he kneeled before me in the audience hall. “As well as for how badly I played it, as your suspicions were quickly aroused. Yet I hope, when all is done, you will not think too poorly of me. If you are ready, I am instructed to bring you to a place where some of your questions may be answered.”

Kenji scowled. “You are asking us to trust you in this?”

He bowed. “Not at all, Your Eminence. Lord Yamada is free to bring what escort he wishes, as I assume you would trust none of my assurances.”

“Meaning he alone is invited.”

Nariyasu bowed. “Your inference is correct, but no insult is intended. It was decided this would be less . . . awkward, shall we say, for all concerned.”

“I will go with Nariyasu-san,” I said. “I will bring Morofusa, but only because it is unlikely he will allow me to leave without him, yet only if he agrees to withdraw when instructed.”

“This is acceptable,” Nariyasu said. “I know you understand the necessity of discretion.”

Kenji looked as if he wanted to say something further, but he kept his silence. I summoned Morofusa, who, as I suspected, was not keen on my conditions, but reluctantly agreed, as I would not be dissuaded. When I departed the compound, it was with Nariyasu, Morofusa, Ujiyasu, and the two Taira bushi who had escorted Nariyasu to my compound.

“When you were Hiroshi-kun, you did not need an escort,” I said.

He looked a bit chagrined. “There were advantages to being Hiroshi. In some ways I will miss him.”

“So will I. Now, where are we going?”

I had halfway expected to be led north to the imperial compound, almost a city within the city, but instead we proceeded toward the sixth ward, and I understood immediately where our destination was. We soon arrived at the sixth ward mansion, the place where Lord Yoshiie had gathered the core of what became the army that defeated the Abe clan. When I had last seen the place it had been surrounded by tents and pavilions, both inside and outside the compound walls. Today it appeared deserted, save for the Taira guards on every gate. We were escorted through the east gate into the garden.

I noticed the shadows then. One or two only at first, then more, fading in and out of my perception. I heard the faint drone of a chant then, and I understood.

Kami of death.

I had forgotten that the sixth ward mansion’s main use was as a convalescent home for those of the royal family and immediate retainers who had taken ill. Yet this was more serious—there were death gods in the compound, gathered like vultures. At first I assumed they were there for me, but the chant told me a different story. I recognized it as a prayer for healing, and realized whoever was within the mansion was in delicate health. The death gods were plentiful but not strong. Prayers could easily keep them at bay or even dispel them, perhaps for years, though not indefinitely.

“Wait here,” I said to Morofusa. He was not happy, but he obeyed. Nariyasu escorted me to the entrance to the audience hall and he slid the door aside. As I entered he remained outside and closed the door behind me. I knew this was likely a trap. I also knew, trap or not, I had to be here. If it meant my death, so be it. However, I did not truly believe this to be that sort of trap. I was curious to see what sort it really was.

The audience hall was poorly lit, and completely empty except for a kicho set up on the dais, one with hangings even thicker than the ones I had seen on Princess Tagako’s. Even in the poor light, however, I knew there was someone behind it.

I kneeled before the dais, and touched my head to the floor.

“I am honored,” I said.

The voice was male, a bit hoarse, but strong for all of that. “You should be, but not necessarily as you think. I am the emperor’s representative. My name is not important. Simply know the emperor will hear what you say to me, and I will speak with his voice in this. The emperor does acknowledge you once saved his life. He is also aware of your service during the recent rebellion in Mutsu.”

“This was my honor.”

“It remains so? Yet we have repaid you with trouble and danger,” he said, “and, to be honest, have kept you ignorant of information you had the right to know. We did this deliberately and in full understanding of the pain it might cause you. We cannot make amends, but for what little it may be worth, His Majesty believes he owes you an explanation. You have understood many things, as we expected, but not all. Know that I may refuse to answer a question, and I will answer your questions only to the extent I choose, for this is the way it must be. You have heard the chanting, and I will not speak of that, only to tell you to ask quickly, for soon more priests are to arrive, and the chants for my well-being will likely make conversation impossible.”

“Your health—”

He stopped me. “Lord Yamada, you are wasting time. I advise against this.”

“Very well. Will you tell me how Prince Kanemore knew Princess Tagako was marked for death?”

I could not see his face, but I knew he was smiling by the tone of his voice. “He thought you would realize he knew, and I see his confidence was not misplaced. Yet to answer your question I must also say something that will be difficult for me to say and for you to hear—he knew because we arranged it.”

For a moment I was shocked to silence, but I understood, in this situation, silence was expensive. “Which, I believe, brings me to my next question—why?”

“There are those who were against the ascension of Teiko-hime’s son, as you well know. Those forces were, by the will of the gods, in conflict with one another at the time.”

“You are referring to Yorimichi and Norimichi, I presume?”

“Precisely. Their conflict strengthened the emperor’s position, but we could not be certain how long it would last. Lord Yorinobu was dragging his feet on the Daijō-kan appointments for reasons you already know—another service for which you have our gratitude. Regardless, we needed time. We knew if fuel could be added to the fire of Fujiwara dissension, the emperor could keep them in opposition, perhaps even strengthen their enmity. He needed an issue to divide them further, but the answer eluded us.”

“Prince Kanemore. It was his idea.”

There was a brief silence from within the kicho. “Please do not think badly of your friend, but yes. He knew Norimichi was the more intemperate brother. We let it be known to him that, rather than being married into one of the typical kuge families associated with the court, she was to be joined with an important military family, one known to be unfriendly to their interests, and he reacted exactly as Prince Kanemore believed he would, by ordering her assassination to prevent the marriage. Which is the second reason you were sent to Ise—to protect the princess on her return journey.”

“Kanemore was also responsible for reinforcing her escort,” I said.

“Indeed. We could not know how Norimichi would choose to act, but the governor of Kawachi province was under their thumb, so we expected that he would use the governor as his agent. The extra detachment of bushi was the royal uncle’s precaution and it prevented a direct assault. You and your associate were able to thwart the magical attacks. In the meantime, we let information reach the elder brother, Yorimichi, of what his younger sibling was up to. Say what you wish against the Fujiwara, but Yorimichi, already angered by his brother’s intransigence on the matter of his son, was appalled when he found out—as well as embarrassed. After which Norimichi had other things to occupy his attention rather than the danger of a vexing imperial marriage.”

My speculation to the former governor was correct, almost down to the last detail. I might have been pleased if I weren’t so angry. What I said next was not an accusation but rather a simple acknowledgment. “You deliberately risked Princess Tagako’s life.”

“Yes. As I said, we needed more time to secure His Majesty’s position, and for this we put the emperor’s cousin in danger. I admit we were surprised by the . . . enthusiasm, shall I say, evidenced by the governor for the attempt, but Prince Kanemore had confidence in you, which His Majesty shared. Yet, it is true—she might have died. However, the debacle at Kawachi pulled Norimichi’s fangs. Once Princess Tagako reached the Capital, the danger was mostly past.”

I took a moment to digest this information, as well as try to clamp down on my growing anger. I understood duty. I understood necessity. Yet I still resented being so completely and thoroughly used, in addition to someone I cared about being placed in harm’s way. Perhaps I had no right to my anger, but this did not mean I did not feel it all the same. “The two later attacks were not the Fujiwara’s doing.”

He hesitated. “I think you have already guessed their nature.”

“His Majesty learned the art of shikigami from his mother, did he not?”

A grunt came from within the kicho. “Ah, so you discerned this as well? It is true she taught his majesty some of the principles before her death. He was able to learn more from other teachers, including your friend Master Chang. His Majesty’s skill and control are without peer. Princess Tagako was in no real danger from those attacks.”

Master Chang Yu. No wonder he was frightened.

“Then I must ask—why the ruse?”

“Two reasons. First, obviously, once the affair of Lord Yorinobu’s daughter was put to rest, we needed to make certain your attention was on protecting Princess Tagako and away from both Prince Kanemore and the Fujiwara, should you be tempted to confront either of them directly and possibly undo everything we had worked for.”

“So every time it seemed my intent was to find Kanemore-ō, there was another attack. You could have simply told me.”

“No, Lord Yamada, I hope you will believe me when I say this is one thing we absolutely could not do. This also relates to the question you have not yet asked.”

“If the reason for the marriage rumor was only to make Princess Tagako a target, is it even real?”

“It is real, and a desirable union for the reason mentioned, Lord Yamada. A few details have yet to be worked out completely, but yes, very real.”

He had mentioned one question yet there were many questions I had not yet asked, but I knew time was getting short. “Why did you not tell Princess Tagako the name of her intended? She has the right to know.”

Another hesitation. “This brings me to the second reason—I said the danger to Princess Tagako was mostly past, but we could not be absolutely certain that Lord Norimichi had abandoned his intentions, even as our solidifying support in the Daijō-kan was almost complete. While, with Kanemore’s bushi and yourself looking after her, we were reasonably comfortable as to her situation, what if Norimichi learned the name of her betrothed? Killing that person would have prevented the marriage as well, and would likely have been easier. With Princess Tagako still secured tighter than the clams of Osaka Bay and the groom’s identity unknown, Norimichi had nowhere to strike even if he was inclined to do so. This we considered to be the best and safest course for all concerned.”

My anger remained, even though I could see the reasoning behind the emperor’s actions. I even understood having those actions explained to me was a rare privilege to anyone outside of his closest advisors. Yet I considered it only proper to cling to my anger for a while yet. I was reasonably certain I would need it.

“It was kind of His Majesty to allow me this understanding,” I said.

“It is, as you might guess, not something the emperor would normally feel inclined to provide, but for what little this may be worth, I do not think ‘kindness’ was the reason for it. Say rather he felt his interests are better served now in your having answers rather than seeking them.”

“I would not presume to question the emperor’s intentions or his wisdom. I do, however, have one more question, if the emperor’s representative would indulge me.”

“Ask.”

“Who is Princess Tagako’s betrothed? Surely there is no longer a need to conceal it from her, and I think removing this uncertainty would ease her mind.”

“You are no doubt correct, but I did warn you there might be some answers I am not able to give. I am afraid this is one of them.”

“I understand,” I said, though of course I did not. “May I know why?”

“Because the emperor feels this is not his answer to give.”

Not his answer to give? Whose, then?

I kept my silence. After a moment the person behind the curtain continued. “I have learned that Prince Kanemore has completed his assignment and has thus returned to the Capital. I am certain he would like to see you. Shall I arrange a meeting?”

“I would be very grateful if you would do so,” I said. What I did not say was the rest of the sentence, though it was clear in my mind.

Your Majesty.

Kenji and I had a very long talk after my return. Soon after that, he announced his intention to return to Kamakura and left early the next morning. I could not blame him. I would have done the same, except my business in the Capital was not yet finished.

When word came later that same morning, Morofusa and Ujiyasu escorted me to the imperial compound and we passed through the Suzaku Gate.

The compound was more a small city than an estate. Most of the government offices as well as the residence of the emperor were inside. Hino clan bushi escorted the three of us past the Daigaku-ryō, then the Ministry of Ceremony, and the Ministry of Popular Affairs, then the Ministry of Council of State to the office of the Imperial Household Ministry on the eastern side of the compound. It had been many years since I had been inside the imperial compound. I should have been more in a mood to appreciate the beauty and refinement of the structures within, but it all seemed one haze of bad memories to me. Our escort took their positions outside the ministry building and the two Minamoto bushi waited with them when I went inside.

For a ministry critical to the smooth running of the emperor’s household, the place was surprisingly empty, save for one familiar figure pacing in an otherwise empty hall.

“My old friend,” Prince Kanemore said. “If I may still call you that.”

I was no longer certain, and did not trust myself to address the question. “Highness, where were you?”

In all the time I had known the man, I had never once seen him look sheepish. Until now. “Kamakura.”

I am indeed an idiot.

“Taro said we had a visitor. It’s my own fault for not asking who it was.”

He sighed. “I fear this would have put your son in a very difficult position. As the emperor’s uncle, I had ordered him not to tell you. As your son, he would have been duty bound to answer your question. It was, however, the one place you would not think to look.”

“You know me very well, Highness.” It was difficult to keep the bitterness out of my voice. I am not sure I succeeded.

“And I have used that knowledge, as I know you are well aware.”

“Your tactics. The emperor’s strategy,” I said. “I did see your hand more than once, but I think I was reluctant to believe what my eyes and instincts told me. As for His Majesty—he does take after his mother.”

“More, perhaps, than you realize. Yes, the plan was his. I helped him to put it in to practice, as details and logistics are more my strength than his. I can apologize to you and perhaps I should, but it will not change anything, nor would I have acted differently had the gods granted me the chance. You have to understand this.”

“I understand where your duty lies. For so many years now it has been the same as mine. Why could you not simply tell me?”

“I promise you will understand before we part today, but now let me ask you a question—if you had known, what would you have done differently?”

“At the least I would not have been taken by surprise!”

“Oh? When did this happen? What could you have prevented?” Kanemore clearly saw the confusion on my face. “That is what I thought. No, Lord Yamada—we lost one princess, you and I. There was no possibility you would lose another.”

I started to answer harshly, but the words froze on my tongue as Kanemore’s meaning became clear to me. Now I understood why Tagako’s safety had meant so much to me, even beyond merely an assigned duty. I realized then just how well Prince Kanemore knew me—in many ways, yes, even better than I knew myself.

“Princess Tagako is not Princess Teiko,” I finally managed to say.

He smiled a sad smile. “No. She is not. I believe you will be grateful for this, one day.”

I had no answer, as I did not understand what he meant. At that moment I knew only my own pain. “All this time I believed the emperor lived under the shadow of the Fujiwara. Now I think I pity them. For cunning, for ruthless manipulation, they are simply not his equal.”

“For one who faces what he must every day, this is hardly an insult, Lord Yamada.”

I sighed. “Forgive me. I meant it only as a statement of truth.”

“Well, it is true enough. Although I know you do not find it admirable.”

I considered his words before I answered. “One such as I can afford some scruple. For one who would truly be emperor, scruple is a luxury with too dear a cost. I simply wanted to understand. I almost do. But I still think you should have told me.”

“How could I? You realize, do you not, that so far as you are concerned, one answer leads to another question, and then another? It was best for your own safety if you did not know any more than you needed to know, and this much I did tell you—guard Princess Tagako.”

I did not like his answer, but I did understand it. “Was this why Princess Tagako is still in the dark about the person she will marry?”

“Yes, as I am sure the emperor’s representative told you, the groom’s identity was kept secret to protect him, and we could not risk his name becoming known. It was crucial he did not appear to Norimichi as an alternate target. This could have unraveled everything.”

I frowned. “How? If the goal was to tie the royal family in closer alliance to a military family, there would have been other candidates honored to accept the risk.”

“On the contrary, there was only one,” Kanemore said. “Losing this one, especially at the wrong time, would have been the end of everything.”

“How is this possible? Who is it? Will you please tell me this?”

Prince Kanemore sighed. “You, you idiot.”

For several seconds I was incapable of human speech, though I may have made one or two gasping sounds. “But . . . but I am nothing!”

Kanemore’s expression was pure exasperation. “Baka! You are not nothing and never were. You are a wealthy daimyo in close alliance with the Seiwa Genji. You are also in the process, whether you admit or even realize it, of turning the Yamada clan into a power in its own right. For Tagako to marry you accomplishes everything a direct marriage into Lord Yoriyoshi’s bloodline would accomplish, with the advantage of not linking the Seiwa Genji directly to the emperor and thus arousing either envy or concern among the other buke families. In short, you are perfect.”

I kneeled then. I did not plan to do so. It was simply that my knees gave out on me. I stayed where I was for several long moments.

“Of course,” Kanemore continued, “you could always refuse the emperor’s command.”

I looked up at him. “Could I?”

“Would you?”

I thought about it but not for long. “No. However, I do have one favor I would like to ask of you.”

“What is it?”

“Would you be the one to tell her? I do not think I want to be there when she finds out.”

He looked solemn. “I have my own errand to complete with the princess, so I will do as you ask. If she beats me to death with her koto, will you please follow her into exile? She doesn’t deserve to be alone.”

I almost smiled. “If she were to kill you because of the news you bring, I doubt she would wish my company,” I said.

“No, if I die it is on my own head. She was my friend, too, and in some ways I put her through worse than I did you.”

I frowned. “You are going to tell her?”

“Could I face her again if I did not?”

That was the Kanemore I had always known, the man I called friend. Maybe one day I could do so again. “Good fortune, to both of us.”

“We will need it. I have yet to report to His Majesty, so I must go soon. Was there anything else?”

There was. “The emperor’s health concerns me and yes, of course I know it was him to whom I spoke in the sixth ward mansion.”

Kanemore did not bother to deny it. “His health concerns all of us. He can deal with the Fujiwara, but one problem he has not been able to sidestep is the traditional role of the emperor as both chief priest of the nation and the prime leader of all ceremonial functions. These duties are onerous and both time- and energy-draining. They make governance, his true passion, difficult, even if there were no other obstacles.”

Something occurred to me. “What if someone else performed the ceremonial duties and he was free to act unhindered?”

Kanemore sighed. “That would be a miracle.”

I shook my head. “No. That would be the Ritsuryō law code. Remember, I did attend the Daigaku-ryō in my youth. I have not forgotten everything I learned there.”

“You are thinking of the so-called cloistered emperors?”

“They were more than so-called. An emperor who abdicates chooses his successor. That successor fulfills the ceremonial and formal duties while the ‘retired’ emperor works behind the scenes. There has been precedent since the reign of Empress Jitō.”

“Only a few, and hardly as a political strategy, as such a one’s powers are limited,” Kanemore pointed out.

“Yes, because of the prevailing power of the regency system. Michinaga, remember? Yorimichi and Norimichi are the direct result of their father’s power as Regent. But what if the power of the regency was itself limited by statute? There would be less interference and more scope for someone accustomed to working the shadows.”

I could almost hear the thought turning over in Kanemore’s head. “Tradition is a strong opponent to us here. Still, with the current chaos within the Fujiwara and the support of the Daijō-kan . . . a new law within this framework might be possible.”

“It is always good for a person to have alternatives. Even emperors.”

Prince Kanemore looked at me. “Whatever you may think of me now, it is my wish one day you will be able to forgive me.”

I bowed. “This is my wish—that one day I will realize there was nothing to forgive.”



The next letter I received from Kanemore told that he had indeed—barely—survived his meeting with Tagako, and the rest was up to me. It was still three days before I gathered enough courage to visit her. I accepted her rebuke as no less than my due, but when all was done, she said she was honored . . . and pleased. I think she was telling me the truth. I hoped she was. I do not remember much of what we talked about then. I do not believe the subject mattered as much as the fact we did talk easily to one another for quite some time. I do know we spoke of plans and arrangements. Tagako was adamant she would come with me to Kamakura rather than keeping a separate residence in the Capital, as was the custom. Secretly I was happy about that, as I was no longer certain if I could bring myself to set foot in the Capital again. I wanted to be gone as soon as possible. I was relieved that Princess Tagako felt the same. Before we could depart, before our formal relationship could be acknowledged and celebrated, however, there was one final meeting to arrange.

Late afternoon the next day found me approaching the shores of Lake Biwa, and the scene of my worst memory. Morofusa scouted ahead to make certain there was no one around, and only then was I allowed to go forward on my own. I stood on the shore of the sacred lake facing east as the sun began to set behind me. For once, I was not going to wait for Princess Teiko’s ghost to appear.

“I do not know if you can hear me, but I do believe you can. Your son is emperor. More to the heart of the matter, your son will be emperor, in a way this land has not known since the time of Emperor Temmu.”

The ghost light appeared on the shore of the lake, and Princess Teiko’s ghost appeared before me. I felt all the regret I had ever felt, looking at her now. This had not changed, but neither would what I had to say.

“Your son works in the shadows even better than you did. I have no worry as to his ability to deal with his enemies. Perhaps there were one or two concerns in which I was of assistance, but they are done. He no longer needs me. He no longer needs you, either.”

Her outline shimmered and glistened like the surface of the lake where she had died, but she said nothing. One final time, I would speak for both of us.

“Highness, you said I would know, and I do know. I am done. There is no more I can do for your son. More, there is no more which needs doing. Do you understand? I am leaving . . . and so are you.”

“Your anger is gone, and for this I thank you. Yet one thing remains.” Her voice was faint and seemed to grow fainter from one word to the next, as if the distance between us was growing.

I braced myself. “What is it?”

“Look after Tagako. She will do as much for you.”

I bowed. “Do not worry.”

Princess Teiko glided toward me and leaned forward as if to kiss my forehead, but she vanished before she reached me. All that was left was her voice, so faint on the wind that I am still not certain what she said, but what I heard was this:

“Sweet fool. I always did.”

I stood alone on the shores of the lake but not for very long. I joined Morofusa and Ujiyasu where they were waiting.

“Is your business concluded?” Morofusa asked.

“After so very long? Yes, I believe it is.”

Morofusa and Ujiyasu exchanged glances. “I don’t understand, Yamada-sama, you were not gone for more than a few moments.”

I smiled. I knew they would not understand what I said next, but it was true. “On the contrary—I have been away for most of my life. But I am back now.”


Epilogue

The priests kept the gods of death at bay for four good years, and in that time Emperor Go-Sanjo ruled well and wisely. Then his health demanded he abdicate in favor of his son, Sadahito-tennō, who was enthroned as Emperor Shirakawa. Go-Sanjo took the tonsure and lived for almost another year before he passed. I do not know what he did during that time or whether what I had said to Prince Kanemore had made any difference. I do know the law restricting the power of the office of regent had been enacted, so if Go-Sanjo’s son did not take a lesson from his father’s actions, I will be quite surprised. Perhaps he will be able to move to the cloister sooner rather than later, or perhaps not. I try not to care, which is much easier than I ever imagined it would be. Events in the Capital these days seem far removed from my life.

Tagako-hime and I have three daughters together: Rie, Kaoru, and Raishi. They resemble their mother in both beauty and temperament, for which I am more grateful than I can say. Tagako is already considering matches for them. I will counsel patience, while she will pretend to listen and then do what she thinks best. This arrangement usually works well for all concerned, so there is a predictability to the domestic aspect of my life which I find very comfortable, just as there are other aspects which never will be.

It seems Prince Kanemore was right about me, so far as the direction of the Yamada clan was concerned. Taro—I mean Kiyomichi—is working closely with Morofusa. Together they train mounted archers in alliance with the Seiwa Genji. Lord Yoshiie, now clan chief after the passing of his father Yoriyoshi, assigned Morofusa-san to me permanently at Morofusa’s own request, and his training and direction of bushi in my allied families is pulling more and more such men into my circle. I never considered or wanted this, but I know the Yamada clan will be, must be, a military family. This is the direction of the country, as Prince Kanemore and I both recognized, and a boat either rides a wave or is overwhelmed by it. For the memory of my father and the sake of my children I will not allow our family to be destroyed again.

As for Kenji, he has played the role of saintly abbot for so long now I think he is starting to believe it himself. We both feel the years passing. We both have many responsibilities and demands on our time. Despite this, every now and again when we can slip away unnoticed, we will take a walk together toward a nearby tangled ruin or shadowed valley to see what we might find. We know it is both foolish and dangerous, that we are mortal, and everything mortal, dies. We also know something else:

Old habits in old men die last of all.


Glossary of Terms

-ama: Honorific attached to the names of Buddhist nuns.

Amaterasu: An important Shinto deity; the celestial sun goddess from whom the Japanese imperial family claims descent.

anata: Literally: “you.” Sometimes used as a token of affection between spouses or lovers.

asobi: A female entertainer, often also a courtesan. Not to be confused with the later geisha.

baka: A general insult. Usually translated as “idiot,” but with connotations of being uncouth and wild, like an animal.

boushi: A hat.

buke: A martial house or a member of such a house.

bushi: A warrior. Later this would refer to samurai specifically.

chie (or che): An expletive.

Daigaku-ryō: The imperial university of Japan founded in the seventh century.

daitengu: Literally: “greater tengu.” (See tengu, below.) These tengu were once knowledgeable men with excessive pride.

daijō-daijin: The chancellor who presided over the Great Council of State, and controlled the officers of the state, in particular the sadaijin and udaijin.

Daijō-kan: The Great Council of State, the highest organ of Japan’s pre-modern imperial government. Established in the early eighth century, it gradually lost its power during the tenth and eleventh centuries.

daimyo: From dai, meaning “large,” and myō, short for myōden, meaning “name (‘private’) land.” The most powerful lords with the largest estates. Originally applied to only civil lords; later included military lords as well.

Eight-Fold Path: The fourth of the Four Noble Truths, the earliest of the Buddha’s teachings.

funnu-in: The “corna,” a hand gesture resembling “horns”: the index and little finger extended.

hai: “Yes.” Can also signify that the person hears and understands you, rather than being in agreement.

hakama: Loose trousers with many pleats in the front.

-hime: Honorific meaning “princess.”

hitatare: An upper body garment. Originally peasant clothing, it was adopted by the upper classes during the Heian era.

inugami: Like shikigami, these are supernatural creatures created by a magician.

-ji: Place name suffix; “temple.”

jibakurei: An “earth-bound spirit.” A spirit with a strong attachment to and strong hatred of its place of its death.

Jizou: An Enlightened Being, one who chose to stay behind to fulfill some worthy function in this world (usually to protect) rather than pass into transcendence.

junihitoe: Literally: “twelve-layer robe” A formal style of clothing worn by ladies of the court. The color scheme of the layers had to be appropriate for the season or special occasion for which it was worn.

kage-onna: Literally: “shadow woman.” A supernatural shadow of a woman that appears on screens or windows although no one is there to cast it. A type of harmless yōkai.

kami: A divine spirit, roughly equivalent to a god.

karaginu mo: The most formal court attire worn by ladies of the court during the Heian Period. The outermost layers were the karaginu, a short jacket, and the mo, a train-like back skirt—thus the name.

karma: The sum of a person’s actions in this and previous states of existence, viewed as deciding their fate in future existences. Informally: destiny or fate, following as effect from cause.

kasya: A cat-like demon that descends from the skies and carries corpses away.

kicho: A portable partition made of two T-shaped columns about six feet in height supporting long silk hangings.

kimono: Literally: “a thing to wear” (ki means “wear” and mono means “thing”).

kodachi: Literal translation: “small or short tachi (sword).”

kodama: A spirit that inhabits a tree.

kofun: Tombs of mounded earth (tumulus—a mound of earth and stones raised over a grave; plural tumuli) built for the ruling elite during the fourth to the seventh centuries. The Ishibutai Kofun is the largest rectangular tomb in Japan, famous for its form created by piling up huge stones.

koku: A unit of volume; one koku was considered sufficient to feed a single man for a year. Wealth was determined by the number of koku in a lord’s landholding. Taxes and salaries were denominated in koku.

koto: A traditional Japanese stringed instrument.

-kun: Honorific used for those of junior status; can also be used to name a close personal friend or family member.

kusunoki: A large evergreen tree: Cinnamomum camphora (commonly known as camphor tree, camphorwood, or camphor laurel).

kuge: An aristocratic class that emerged in the Heian period and held high posts and considerable power. Originally used to describe the imperial family, the word came to connote the noble class of bureaucrats. Later, kuge became an antonym to buke.

matsuri: A festival or holiday.

momonjii: A yokai taking the form of a hairy, bestial old man.

mon: A family crest or symbol.

neko-mata: A cat-like yokai.

nikusui: A monster that appears as a demure young woman, but who sucks her victims’ skin off, then leaves them to die.

nodera-bo: The ghosts of fallen priests. They haunt deserted old temples.

onibi: Ghost lights. Small will-o’-wisp-type flames that signify the presence of ghosts.

onmyōji.: A magician and diviner whose practices are derived from yin-yang. They could call up and control shikigami.

Ritsuryo: The historical Japanese legal system based on the philosophies of Confucianism and Chinese law.

rokurokubi: A yokai that appears to be a normal woman, but by night—as their bodies sleep—their necks stretch to great lengths, allowing their heads to wander about.

saiō: An unmarried female relative of the emperor chosen to serve as high priestess at Ise Shrine.

sadaijin: The “minister of the left.” The senior minister of state in the Daijō-kan who oversees the functions of government with the udaijin (the “minister of the right”) as his deputy.

sakura: The cherry blossom tree and its blooms.

-sama: Honorific, usually reserved for someone of high social status.

-san: Honorific, showing respect to the person addressed.

sekkan-ke: Literally “house of sesshō and kanpaku”; an ellision of sesshō and kanpaku, both words meaning “regent.”

shikigami: Artificial creatures created by magic to do a magician’s will.

shinden: A style of architecture typical of the Heian period. The main, central building was the shinden (literally: “sleeping hall”) itself and faced south. Secondary buildings were connected to it by various kinds of covered corridors and bridges.

shimo-no-ku: The final two lines of a tanka.

shoro: Another word for “ghost.”

sode: Large shoulder guards made from leather in the early Heian period; later made of iron.

sohei: A warrior attached to a Buddhist temple. Possibly a monk, but more likely a lay-brother, or even a mercenary.

shōshō: A rank roughly equal to captain.

sugi: Cryptomeria, a kind of large evergreen tree.

sumi: A type of brushwork painting using the same thick black ink as calligraphy.

sutra: In Buddhism, a scriptual narrative.

tachi: A long, thin sword originally designed for use on horseback.

tanka: Classic Japanese poetic form of thirty-one syllables. A longer version of what eventually became the haiku.

tengu: A goblin, often depicted with a long nose or beak and crow’s wings.

-tenno: Literally “heavenly sovereign”; an honorific connoting royalty.

torii: The gateway of a Shinto shrine, consisting of two upright posts supporting two horizontal crosspieces.

tsukumo-gami: Inanimate objects that, after serving their owner(s) for a century, receive a soul and become self-aware. A harmless yokai, although known to play pranks.

udaijin: See sadaijin.

washi: traditional paper made from the long inner fibers of three plants (the kozo, mitsumata, and gampi). Literally: wa means Japanese and shi means paper.

Way of the Gods: Shinto, the indigenous faith of the Japanese people.

yin-yang: A philosophy rooted in both the balance between and interconnectedness of all things: light/dark, male/female, life/death, etc. Probably derived from Daoism via China.

youkai: Generic term for a monster, or pretty much any supernatural creature.

yurei: Ghosts. Literally: yū (meaning “faint” or “dim”) and rei (meaning “soul” or “spirit”).
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