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  INTRODUCTION


  This book is about a man named Yamada no Goji and set during a time in ancient Japan now known as the Heian period. Although the term is derived from the capital city during the era—Heian-kyo (modern Kyoto)—the word heian simply means “peace and tranquility.” In comparison to the later feudal era of Japan, when the rise of the samurai class meant every two-bit lording and their armies were at each others’ throats, the word is probably appropriate.


  A time of learning, great poetry, and literature, the Heian period (794 - 1185) is rightly considered Japan’s Golden Age, at least for the upper classes, but they had their problems:


  Demons. Ghosts. Monsters.


  While the political situation was relatively stable, the spiritual universe of Heian Japan was in the grip of powerful supernatural forces, most of them malicious and all extremely dangerous. That’s where Yamada no Goji comes in. A minor aristocrat from a nearly extinct clan, he has no property and no family connections. What he does have is a sharp sword, an even sharper mind, and a willingness—if the price is right—to use both to take on any monster the Heian underworld can throw at him.


  I originally envisioned him as a sort of Japanese Sam Spade. That original tone is clearest in the first section, “Fox Tails.” But, as characters often do, Yamada had his own ideas about that. Still, that’s where it all started, and that’s where this book starts. Where it ends . . . well, I hope you’ll enjoy finding that out for yourself.


  —Richard Parks


  FOX TAILS


  I was just outside of Kyoto, close on the trail of a fox spirit, when the ghost appeared. It manifested as a giant red lantern with a small mouth and one large eye, and blocked access to a bridge I needed to cross. While it was true that ghosts made the best informants, their sense of timing could be somewhat lacking.


  “I have information, Yamada-san,” it said.


  “I’m not looking for information. I’m looking for a fox.” I started to brush past it.


  “A silver fox with two tails? Sometimes appears as a human female named Kuzunoha?”


  The lantern suddenly had my full attention. “I’m listening.”


  “You’re chasing a youkai pretending to be Lady Kuzunoha. You really do not want to catch it, if you get my meaning.”


  I did. As monsters went, youkai ran the gamut from “mildly annoying” to “slurp your intestines like hot noodles.” By the time you knew which sort you were dealing with, it was usually too late.


  “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”


  The lantern looked disgusted. “The other rei said you were smart, Yamada-san. How? You can follow that illusion until it gets tired of the game and eats you. Or we can reach an agreement. That is up to you.” The lantern pretended to look away, unconcerned, but having only the one eye made it very difficult to glance at someone sideways without him knowing it.


  “You’re saying you know where Lady Kuzunoha is? What do you want in exchange?”


  “Two bowls, plus prayers for my soul at the temple of your choice.”


  “One bowl, and I haven’t been inside a temple since I was seven. I’m not going to start on your account.”


  I knew it would all come down to just how hungry the ghost was, but I wasn’t worried—I’d already spotted the drool. It was staining the lantern’s paper. The thing grumbled something about miserly bastards, but gave in.


  “Very well, but do it properly.”


  “Always,” I said. “Now tell me where I can find Lady Kuzunoha.”


  The ghost knew I was good for it. Information was the lifeblood of any nobleman’s proxy, and only a fool would cheat an informant once a deal was agreed. I wasn’t a fool . . . most of the time.


  “Lady Kuzunoha is in Shinoda Forest.”


  I sighed deeply. “I don’t appreciate you wasting my time, rei. My patron already had the place searched! She’s not there.”


  “If the idiot hadn’t sent his army he might have found her. She had more of a romantic rendezvous in mind, yes? If you’re really looking for her, that’s where she is. Go there yourself if you don’t believe me.”


  “All right, but remember—I may not be intimate with temples but I do have contacts. If you’re lying to me, I’ll come back with a tinderbox and a priest who specializes. Do you understand me?”


  “She’s there, I tell you. Now honor our bargain.”


  I reached inside my robe and pulled out a bag of uncooked rice already measured out. I took a pair of wooden chopsticks and shoved them point first through the opening of the bag and held the offering in the palms of my hands before the lantern.


  “For the good of my friend . . . uh, what’s your name?”


  “Seita.”


  “—Seita-san.”


  The bag floated out of my hands and shriveled like a dead leaf in a winter’s wind. In a moment the pitiful remnants of the offering drifted to the ground in front of the bridge and the lantern let out a deep sigh of contentment.


  “Quality stuff,” it said. “I hope we can do business again.”


  “Maybe, if your story proves true and Lady Kuzunoha doesn’t send any more youkai after me.”


  “But Lady Kuzunoha didn’t . . . ahh, please forget I said that.”


  For a moment I thought the lantern was just looking for another offering, but that wasn’t it. The thing was actually scared, and there aren’t many things short of an exorcist that will scare a ghost.


  “If she didn’t send it, who did?”


  Just before it winked out like a snuffed candle, the lantern whispered, “Yamada-san, there isn’t that much rice in Kyoto.”


  The servant who had come to my home the day before claimed to be from Lord Abe no Yasuna. At first I didn’t believe him, but I wasn’t so prosperous that I could chance turning down work. I also couldn’t risk the potential insult to Lord Abe if the servant was telling the truth—even the Emperor would think twice before courting the Abe family’s displeasure.


  Like most members of the Court, the Abe family’s ancestral lands were elsewhere, but they kept a palatial residence within the city to be close to the seat of power. Courtiers and supplicants waited two deep within the walled courtyard, but the servant ushered me right through. I didn’t miss the raised eyebrows and muttering that followed in our wake. It didn’t bother me; I was used to it.


  Technically I was of noble birth since the minor lord who was my father lowered himself to acknowledge me. Yet he had met with misfortune and I had no inheritance, no regular patron, and no political connections, so the main difference between someone such as myself and your typical peasant farmer was that the farmer knew where his next meal was coming from. Yet, if it hadn’t been for that accident of birth, people like Abe no Yasuna wouldn’t deal with me in the first place, so I guess I should count my blessings. One of these days I’ll get around to it.


  I was ushered in to the Abe family reception hall. “Throne room” would have been a better description, and not too far from the truth. The Abe family counted more than a few actual royalty in their family tree, including the occasional emperor. The man himself was there, waiting for me. He was tall and imposing, probably no more than forty. Handsome, I would say. There was a peppering of gray in his black hair, but no more than that. He seemed distracted. Kneeling at a discreet distance was an older lady. At first glance I assumed she was a servant, but then I got a better look at her kimono, not to mention her face, and saw the family resemblance. It was unusual for a noblewoman to greet male guests save behind a screen, but perhaps the circumstances were unusual. I suspected they might be.


  I bowed low. “You sent for me, lord?”


  He studied me intently for several seconds before speaking. “Yamada no Goji. Your reputation for effectiveness . . . and discretion, precedes you. I trust it is deserved.”


  It was all I could do to keep from smiling. A delicate matter. Good—delicate matters paid the best. “I am at my lord’s service.”


  Lord Abe turned to the kneeling woman. “Mother, I need to speak with Yamada-san alone. Boring business.”


  “Family business,” said the old woman dryly as she rose, “but do as you will. It seems you must, these days.”


  Mother. Now I understood. I had heard of Abe no Akiko by reputation, as had nearly everyone in Kyoto. She had been a famous beauty in her day and, judging from what I could see of her now, that day was not long past. She also had a reputation for being a fierce advocate of her family’s position at court and was rumored to have put more than one rival out of the game permanently. Still, that wasn’t an unusual rumor for any courtier who’d lasted more than a few seasons. More to the point, she wasn’t the one who had summoned me


  Lord Abe was silent for a few moments, either collecting his thoughts or making sure his mother was out of earshot; I couldn’t tell which.


  “Have you ever been married, Yamada-san?” he said finally.


  “I have not, lord.”


  “I was, for a while, to a lovely woman named Kuzunoha. I rather enjoyed it, but love and happiness are illusions, as the scriptures say.”


  I was beginning to get the drift. “Pardon my impertinence, but when did she leave?”


  Lord Abe looked grim. “Two days ago.”


  “And you wish for me to find her?”


  Lord Abe hesitated. “The matter is a bit more complicated than that, as I’m sure you’ve already guessed. Please follow me.”


  Despite Lord Abe’s confidence I hadn’t guessed much about the situation at all, beyond the obvious. Wives left husbands for numerous reasons, and vice versa, and this wouldn’t be the first time I’d been sent after one or the other. Lord Abe’s position was such that he had apparently been able to keep the matter quiet; I’d certainly heard nothing of it. Still, the situation was unfortunate but not a real scandal. I followed as Lord Abe led through a small partition leading to a tiny room behind the dais where Lord Abe had received me. We came to another screen that opened onto another courtyard, and beyond that was the roofed wall that surrounded the entire residence complex. There was another gate visible.


  Lord Abe stopped at the screen. It took me a few seconds to realize that he wasn’t looking beyond it but at it. Someone had written a message on the shoji screen in flowing script. It was a poem of farewell, but, despite its obvious beauty, that was not what got my attention. It was Lady Kuzunoha’s confession, clearly stated, that she was not a woman at all but a fox spirit he had once rescued on the grounds of the Inari Shrine and that she could no longer remain with Lord Abe as his wife. The poem ended: “If you would love me again, find me in Shinoda Forest.” The poem was signed “Reluctant Kuzunoha.”


  “My lord, are you certain this is your wife’s script?”


  “Without question. She always had the most beautiful calligraphy. She could copy any text of the sutras exactly, but when writing as herself her own style is distinctive.”


  That his wife had left him was one thing. That his wife was a fox was quite another. Pretending to be a human woman was a fox spirit’s favorite trick, and Lord Abe wouldn’t be the first man to be fooled by one. At the least, that could be somewhat embarrassing, and, in the rarified circles of court where favor and banishment were never separated by more than a sword’s edge, “somewhat” could be enough to tip the scale.


  “She knew I didn’t allow servants in here, so none have seen this but my mother and myself. I will destroy the door,” Lord Abe said, “for obvious reasons, but I did want you to see it first. I have already sealed the document granting you authority to act on my behalf in this matter.” He pulled the scroll out of a fold of his robe and handed it to me.


  I took the scroll but couldn’t resist the question. “What matter, Lord Abe? Pardon my saying so, but if this confession is true, then you are well rid of her. Fox spirits are dangerous creatures.”


  That was an understatement if there ever was. One Chinese emperor had barely avoided being murdered by a fox masquerading as a concubine, and one poor farmer spent a hundred years watching a pair of fox-women playing Go for what he thought was an afternoon. They were tricksters at the best of times and often far worse.


  “It wasn’t like that,” Lord Abe said quietly. “Kuzunoha loved me. I do not know what drove her to leave or to make this confession, but I was never in danger from her.”


  “You want me to find her, then?” I had to ask. There were at least as many fools among the nobility as elsewhere, and there was always someone who thought the rules didn’t apply to him. I was more than a little relieved to discover that Lord Abe was not that stupid.


  He shook his head. His expression had not changed, but his eyes were moist and glistening. “Lady Kuzunoha is correct that we cannot be together now, but she should not have asked me to give up Doshi as well.”


  “Doshi?”


  “My son, Yamada-san. She took my . . . our son.”


  I was beginning to see what he meant by “complicated.”


  “I take it you’ve already searched Shinoda Forest?” That was an easy supposition to make. I already knew what he’d found, otherwise I wouldn’t be there.


  He sighed. “I should have gone personally, but I did not trust myself to let Kuzunoha go if I ever held her again. My mother suggested we send my personal retainers and in my weakness I agreed. They searched thoroughly, and I lost two good men to an ogre in the process. There was no sign of either Kuzunoha or Doshi.” He looked at me. “That is your task, Yamada-san. I want you to find my son and return him to me.”


  “Again I must ask your pardon, Lord, but is this wise? The boy will be half-fox himself. Isn’t there a danger?”


  His smile was so faint one might have missed it, but I did not. “There’s always a danger, Yamada-san. If we are fortunate we get to decide which ones we choose to face. I want my son back.”


  “By any means required?”


  “Do not harm Lady Kuzunoha. With that one exception, do what you must.”


  At least my goal was clear enough. I didn’t for one moment think it was going to be easy.


  Another advantage of being of the noble class was that it entitled you to carry weapons openly, and Shinoda Forest was not a place you wanted to go empty-handed. The place had a deserved reputation for being the haunt of fox spirits and worse; most bandits even avoided the place, and any bandit who didn’t was not the sort you wanted to meet. Yet here I was, for the princely sum of five imported Chinese bronze coins and one kin of uncooked rice a day, plus reasonable expenses. You can be sure I counted that payment to the red lantern ghost as “reasonable.”


  There was a path. Not much of one, but I stuck to it. There was a danger in keeping to the only known path in a wood full of monsters, not to mention it might make finding Lady Kuzunoha even more difficult, but I kept to the path anyway. Getting lost in Shinoda Forest would have done neither me nor my patron much good.


  Even so, once you got past the fact that the woods were full of things that wanted to kill you, it was a very beautiful place. There was a hint of fall in the air; the maple leaves were beginning to shade into red, contrasting with the deep green of the rest of the wood. The scent was earthy but not unpleasant. It had been some time since I’d been out of the city and I was enjoying the scent and sounds of a true forest. Too much so, perhaps, otherwise I would never have been caught so easily.


  I hadn’t walked three paces past a large stone when the world went black. When I woke up, I almost wished I hadn’t: my head felt like two shou of plum wine crammed into a one shou cask. For a moment I honestly thought it would explode. After a little while, the pain eased enough for me to open my eyes. It was early evening, though of which day I had no idea. I was lying on my side, trussed like a deer on a carrying pole, and about ten feet from a campfire. Sitting beside that campfire were two of the biggest, most unpleasant-looking men it had ever been my misfortune to get ambushed by. They were both built like stone temple guardians, and their arms were as thick as my legs. Otherwise there wasn’t much to separate them, save one was missing an ear and the other’s nose had been split near the tip. One look at them and my aching brain only had room for one question:


  Why am I still alive?


  I must have moaned with the effort of keeping my eyes open, since one of the bandits glanced in my direction and grunted.


  “He’s awake. Good. I thought you’d killed him. You know an ogre likes ’em fresh.”


  There was my answer, though it went without saying that I didn’t care for it. Maybe I could get a better one. “You two gentlemen work for an ogre?”


  “Don’t be stupid,” said Missing Ear. “The ogre is just a bonus. Our employer wants you dead, and, since you’re dead either way, we sell you to the ogre that lives in this forest. That’s good business.”


  He clearly wasn’t the brightest blade in the rack, but I couldn’t fault his mercantile instincts. “So who are you working for?”


  “You’re dead. What do you care?”


  “If I’m going to die, I’d like to know why. Besides, if I’m good as dead it’s not like I’ll be telling anyone.”


  “Well, if you must know—oww!” Missing Ear began, but then Split Nose leaned over and rapped him sharply on the back of his skull.


  “You know what she said about talking too much,” he said. “What if she found out? Do you want her angry at you? I’d sooner take my chances with the ogre.”


  Her. At this point there didn’t seem to be much question as to whom they meant.


  Missing Ear rubbed his head. He had a sour look on his face, but what his companion had said to him apparently sank in. “No. That would be . . . bad.”


  “So far we’ve done everything like she said. The ogre will see our fire soon and come for this fool, and that’s that. We can get out of this demon-blighted place.”


  “You two are making a big mistake. I’m acting as proxy for Lord Abe. An insult to me is an insult to him.” It wasn’t much, but it was all I had. I was still surprised at the bandits’ reaction. They glanced at each other and burst out laughing.


  “We know why you’re here, baka,” said Split Nose when he regained his composure. “Now, be a well-behaved meal and wait for the ogre.”


  The bandits obviously knew more about this matter than I did. It was also obvious that they had searched me before they tied me up. I could see my pack near the campfire and my tachi leaning against a boulder only a few feet away. It was the only decent material object I owned, a gift from the grateful father of a particularly foolish young man whose good name I was able to salvage. It was a beautiful sword, with sharkskin-covered grip and scabbard both dyed black. The tsuba was of black iron and the blade, I had occasion to know, was sharp enough to shave with. If only I could reach it, I could demonstrate that virtue on my captors, but it was impossible. As close as the tachi was, it might as well have been in Mongolia for all the good of it. Try as I might, I could not get free of the ropes. I flashed back on something Lord Abe had said.


  “Love and happiness are both illusions.”


  To which I could add that life was fleeing and illusory itself. I might not have been much for the temple, but the priests had that much right. The best I could hope for now was that the ogre was more hungry than cruel; then at least he would be quick.


  There was a very faint rustling in the undergrowth. At first I thought it was the ogre coming for his supper, but then I couldn’t quite imagine something that large moving so quietly. A light flared and I assumed someone had lit a torch, but the flame turned blue and then floated over the campsite and disappeared. Then, almost on cue, thirteen additional blue fires kindled in the darkness just beyond the campfire.


  Yurrei . . . ? Oh, hell.


  Ghosts were just like youkai in one important respect—there were ghosts, and then there were ghosts. Some, like the red lantern ghost Seita, were reasonable folk once you got to know them. Some, however, tended to be angry at everything living. Judging from the onibi and balefire I was seeing now, all three of us were pretty much stew for the same pot. Split Nose and Missing Ear knew it too. The pair of them had turned whiter than a funeral kimono, and for a moment they actually hugged each other, though Split Nose managed to compose himself enough to rap Missing Ear’s skull again.


  “You idiot! You made camp in a graveyard!”


  “Wasn’t no graveyard here!” Missing Ear protested, but Split Nose was already pointing back toward me.


  “What’s that, then?”


  I was having some trouble moving my head, but I managed to see what they were seeing, not ten feet away on the far side of me. It was a stone grave marker, half-covered in weeds and vines, but still visible enough even in the firelight.


  When I looked back at the bandits the ghost was already there, hovering about two feet off the ground. It might have been female; it was wearing a funeral white kimono but the way its kimono was tied was about as feminine as the specter got. Its mouth was three feet wide and full of sharp teeth, its eyes were as big as soup bowls and just as bulging. One of its hands was tucked within the kimono, but the other, pointing directly at the cowering bandits, bore talons as long as knives.


  YOU HAVE DISTURBED ME. PREPARE TO DIE. The ghost’s voice boomed like thunder, and the blue fires showed traces of red.


  “Mercy!” cried Split Nose. “It was a mistake!”


  YES. NOW PREPARE TO ATONE!


  “Mercy!” they both cried again and bowed low.


  The revenant seemed to consider. BOW LOWER, DOGS.


  They did so. Then came two flashes of silver, and the bandits slumped over into a heap. In an instant the balefires went out, and the ghost floated down to earth, and then she wasn’t a ghost at all but a woman carrying a sword.


  My sword.


  I glanced at the boulder and saw that the tachi was missing, though its scabbard still leaned against the stone. The grave stone was gone, but by this time I expected that. Fox spirits were masters of illusion. The woman turned to face me.


  I had never seen a more beautiful woman in my life. A master painter could not have rendered a face more perfect, or hair so long and glossy black that it shone like dark fire. She seemed little more than a delicate young woman, but the ease with which she handled my sword and the twitching bodies of the two bandits said otherwise. She walked over to me without a second glance at the carnage behind her.


  “Lady Kuzunoha?” I made it sound like a question, but really it wasn’t.


  “Who are you?” she demanded.


  “My name is Yamada no Goji. Lord Abe sent me.”


  “I’ve heard of you, Yamada-san. Well, then. Let’s get this over with.”


  She raised the sword again, and I closed my eyes. I would have said a prayer if I could have thought of one. All I could manage was the obvious.


  This is my death . . . 


  I heard the angry whoosh of the blade as it cut through the air. It took me several long seconds to realize that it hadn’t cut through me. Not only was I still alive, but my hands were free. Another whoosh and my legs were free as well, though both arms and legs were too numb from the ropes to be of much use to me at first. While I struggled to get to my feet, Lady Kuzunoha calmly walked back to the bandits and took a wrapping-cloth from one of their pouches which she used to methodically clean the blade. I had just managed to sit up when she returned the long sword to its scabbard and tossed it at my feet.


  “I wouldn’t advise staying here too long, Yamada-san,” she said. “The ogre will be here soon.”


  “I’m afraid he’s going to be disappointed,” I said.


  She shook her head, and she smiled. “Oh, no. Those two are still alive. We foxes know much of the nature of the spine and where to break it. They’ll die soon enough, but probably not before they’re eaten. The fools would have been eaten in either case, of course. Ogres don’t make bargains with meat.”


  Her words were like cold water. If they couldn’t totally negate the effect her beauty was having on me, at least they reminded me that I wasn’t dealing with a human being. An important point that I had best remember. I got to my feet a little unsteadily.


  “My thanks for saving me, Kuzunoha-sama,” I said, “but I’m afraid that I have some business with you yet.”


  “So I assumed. The path is about fifteen paces ahead of you. Stay on it until you reach the river. You’ll be able to hear a waterfall,” she said. “I’ll be waiting for you there.”


  Lady Kuzunoha moved quickly away from me. In a moment her image shimmered, and I saw her true form, a silver fox bearing the second tail that betrayed her spirit nature. She ran swiftly and was soon out of sight. I gathered my belongings and hobbled along the way she had gone as best I could.


  I wasn’t clear on a lot of things, not the least of which was why Lady Kuzunoha had bothered to save my life. After all, if she knew who sent me, then she knew why I had come and, if she’d been willing to surrender the boy in the first place, she could have arranged that easily enough while Lord Abe’s men searched the wood. And if she wasn’t willing to give up the child, why not just kill me? It’s not as if I could have done anything to stop her, and if I had any doubts of either her ability or will in that regard, I had the wretched bandits’ example to prove otherwise.


  A lot of things didn’t make sense, and if I wanted any answers I’d have to go much deeper into Shinoda Forest to get them. Part of me wondered if I might be better off taking my chances with the ogre. Then I heard a large crashing noise in the forest back the way I’d come and decided not. I picked up the pace as much as the headache and my tingling limbs allowed.


  I’d been careless once and was lucky to be alive. This time as I moved down the path, I had my sword out and ready. I wasn’t sure how much good it would do me against what I’d likely face, but the grip felt comforting in my hand.


  I came to the place Lady Kuzunoha described and followed the sound of rushing water. A cold water stream rushing down the adjacent hill formed a twelve foot waterfall into the river’s rocky shallows. Lady Kuzunoha was in human form again. She stood directly underneath the rushing water, her slim fingers pressed together in an attitude of prayer, her long black hair flowing over her body like a cloak. Her hair was the only thing covering her. For a little while I forgot to breathe.


  I knew Lady Kuzunoha’s human form was an actual transformation and not simply illusion, else she would never have been able to bear a human child, but I also knew it was not her true form. Knowing this did not help me at all. The only thing that did was the sharp and clear memory of what she had done to those two hapless bandits; that was my cold waterfall. That left the question of why Lady Kuzunoha needed one.


  When I finally managed to look away, I noticed Lady Kuzunoha’s kimono neatly folded on top of a flat stone nearby. I’m still not sure why I turned away. Maybe it was my common sense, warning me of danger. Or maybe I had come to the reluctant—and relieved—conclusion that this little show was not being staged for my benefit. Lady Kuzunoha was preparing herself for something, but I didn’t have any idea as to what that might be.


  There was a small clearing nearby; I waited there. Lady Kuzunoha finally emerged, now fully dressed, her hair still wet but combed out and orderly. If anything she appeared more winsome than before. She looked sad but resolute as she approached the center of the clearing. In her sash she had tucked one of those slim daggers that high-born ladies tended to carry both as self-defense and a symbol of rank. She knelt beside me, looking away.


  “I’m ready,” she said. She drew the dagger and put the naked blade across her thighs.


  I frowned. Maybe Seita the ghost was right about me, since what came out of my mouth then wasn’t very intelligent. “I don’t understand. Ready for what, Lady Kuzunoha?”


  It was as if she hadn’t even heard me. “I would send my love a poem but words are useless now. You may take back whatever proofs your master requires. Now stand ready to assist me.”


  The light dawned. The waterfall was a purification rite, which would explain the prayer but not much else. “You think I’m here to kill you!”


  Lady Kuzunoha looked up at me. “Do not mock me, Yamada-san. I saved your life, and I think I’m due the courtesy of the truth. Did Lord Abe send you or not?”


  “I have his writ and seal if you doubt me. But I am no assassin, whatever you may have heard of me.”


  Now Lady Kuzunoha looked confused. “But . . . what else? I cannot return. He knows that.”


  If Lady Kuzunoha was confused, I was doubly so, but at least I had the presence of mind to reach down and take the knife away from her. “First of all, assuming I had been sent to harm you, will you please explain why you’re being so cooperative?”


  She frowned. “Did my husband not explain the circumstances of our first meeting?”


  “He didn’t have to—I saw your message. You said that he rescued you from hunters . . . before he knew that you and the silver fox were one and the same, I mean.”


  “There was even more to it that he didn’t know, Yamada-san. You see, I was already in love with Lord Abe, from the day his procession rode past Shinoda Forest three years ago. I came to the Inari Shrine in the first place because I knew he would be there. He already owned my heart, but from that day forward he owned my life as well. If now he requires that of me, who am I to deny my love what is his by right?”


  Now it was starting to make some sense. No one had ever claimed that self-sacrifice was a fox trait, but I knew love made people do silly things, and it was clear even to a lout like me that Lady Kuzunoha, fox spirit or no, was still deeply in love with her husband. I had suspected that Lord Abe was deluding himself on that point, but now I knew better.


  “If Lord Abe didn’t know you were a fox, why did you leave him?”


  “I didn’t want to,” Lady Kuzunoha said, sadly. “I tried so hard . . .  You know what I am, Yamada-san. The body I wear now is real, but it is a sort of mask. Sometimes the mask slips; that’s unavoidable. Yet it was happening to me more and more. In my foolishness I thought I would be spared this, but the burden of pretending to be something I am not became too much, even for his sake. It was only a matter of time before my true nature would be revealed and my husband and his family shamed. I could no longer take that risk. I am a fraud, but I was honest with my husband about why I had to leave. He did not come himself, so I assume he hates me now.”


  “He doesn’t hate you, Lady Kuzunoha. He understands your reasons and accepts them, though he is very sad as you might imagine.”


  Lady Kuzunoha rose to her feet with one smooth motion. “Then why did my lord not come himself? Why did he send his warriors? Why did he send you?”


  “My patron said he did not trust himself to let you go if he ever held you again. I can not fault him in this.”


  She actually blushed slightly at the compliment, but pressed on. “You didn’t answer my other question.”


  “He sent his retainers and me for the same reason: we were looking for Doshi.”


  “My son? But why?”


  “To bring him home, Lady. Lord Abe lost you. He didn’t want to lose his son too. Maybe that’s selfish of him, but I think you can understand how he feels.”


  “But I do not understand,” Lady Kuzunoha said, and now the gentle, sad expression she had worn since leaving the waterfall was nowhere to be seen. She looked into my eyes and my knees shook. “Yamada-san, are you telling me that my son is missing?”


  I fought the urge to back away. “But . . . you didn’t take him?”


  “I . . . ? Of course not! Doshi’s blood may be mostly fox, but in Shinoda Forest that’s not enough. He could never have made a home in my world! Doshi belongs with his father.”


  I took a deep breath. “If that’s the case, then yes, Lady Kuzunoha—I’m telling you that your son is missing.”


  I’m not sure what I expected, but Lady Kuzunoha merely held out her hand. “Please return my dagger, Yamada-san. I promise not to use it on myself . . . or you.”


  I gave the knife back, carefully. “Do you have someone else in mind?”


  Her smile was the stuff of nightmares. “That remains to be seen.”


  I had more questions, but Lady Kuzunoha was in no mood to answer them, and I knew better than to test my luck. She was kind enough to see me safely out of the forest before she disappeared, but it was clear she had other matters on her mind besides my well-being. I, on the other hand, could think of little else.


  The bandit was right to call you a fool. You had no idea of how big a mess you were in.


  The youkai that Seita had warned me about should have been my first clue. Still, if Lord Abe had sent me chasing wild foxfire, there still might be time to get on the right trail. I didn’t like where I thought it was going to lead, but I had given my word, and that was the only thing worth more to me than my sword. I just hoped it didn’t have to mean more than my life.


  When I got back into Kyoto, the first thing I did was track down Kenji. It wasn’t that hard. He was at one of his favorite drinking establishments near the Demon Gate. Technically it was the Northeast Gate, but since that was the direction from which demons and evil spirits were supposed to enter, the name stuck. Naturally someone like Kenji would keep close to such a place. He said it was good for business.


  Business looked a little slow. For one thing, Kenji was drinking very cheap saké. For another, he was in great need of a barber; his head looked like three days’ growth of beard. I found a cushion on the opposite side of his table and made myself comfortable. Kenji looked at me blearily. He had one of those in-between faces, neither old nor young, though I happened to know he was pushing fifty. He finally recognized me.


  “Yamada-san! How is my least favorite person?”


  “Terrible, you’ll be pleased to know. I need a favor.”


  He smiled like a little drunken buddha. “Enlightenment is free but in this world all favors have a price. What do you want?”


  “I need to seal the powers of a fox spirit, at least temporarily. Is this possible?”


  He whistled low. “When all is illusion all things are possible. Still, you’re wading in a dangerous current, Yamada-san.”


  “This I know. Can you help me or not?”


  Kenji seemed to pause in thought and then rummaged around inside his robe, which, like him, was in need of a bath. He pulled out a slip of paper that was surprisingly clean considering from where it had come. He glanced at it, then nodded. “This will do what you want, but the effect is temporary. Just how temporary depends on the spiritual powers of the animal. Plus you’ll have to place it on the fox directly.”


  “How many bowls?”


  “Rice? For this? Yamada-san, I’ll accept three good bronze, but only because it’s you.”


  Reluctantly I counted out the coins. “Done, but this better not be one of your worthless fakes for travelers and the gullible.”


  He sat up a little straighter. “Direct copy from the Diamond Sutra, Yamada-san. I was even sober when I did it.”


  “I hope so, since if this doesn’t work and somehow I survive, I’ll be back to discuss it. If it does work, I owe you a drink.”


  He just smiled a ragged smile. “Either way, you know where to find me.”


  I did. Whatever Kenji’s numerous faults as a priest and a man, at least he was consistent. I carefully stashed the paper seal and headed for Lord Abe’s estate. I wasn’t sure how much time I had left, but I didn’t think there was a lot.


  There was less than I knew.


  Before I even reached the gate at the Abe estate, I saw a lady traveling alone. She was veiled, of course. Her wide-brimmed boshi was ringed with pale white mesh that hung down like a curtain, obscuring her features. I couldn’t tell who it was but her bearing, her clothes, even the way she moved betrayed her as a noble. A woman of that class traveling unescorted was unusual in itself, but more unusual was the fact that no one seemed to notice. She passed a gang of rough-looking workmen who didn’t even give her a second glance.


  Once the density of the crowd forced her to brush against a serving girl who looked startled for a moment as she looked around, then continued her errand, frowning. The woman, for her part, kept up her pace.


  They can’t see her.


  At that point I realized it was too late to keep watch at the Abe estate. I kept to the shadows and alleyways as best I could, and I followed. I could move quietly at need and I was as careful as I could be without losing sight of her; if she spotted me, she’d know that fact long before I did. I kept with her as the buildings thinned out and she moved up the road leading out of the city.


  She’s going to the Inari Shrine.


  Mount Inari was clearly visible in the distance, and the woman kept up her pace without flagging until she had reached the grounds of the shrine. Its numerous red torii were like beacons, but she took little notice of the shrine buildings themselves and immediately passed on to the path leading up to the mountain.


  Hundreds of bright red gates donated by the faithful over the years arched over the pathway, giving it a rather tunnel-like appearance. I didn’t dare follow directly behind her now; one backward glance would have betrayed me. I moved off the path and kept to the edge of the wood that began immediately behind the shrine buildings. It was easy now to see why hunters might frequent the area; the woods went on for miles around the mountainside. There were fox statues as well, since foxes were the messengers of the God of Rice; they were depicted here in stone with message scrolls clamped in their powerful jaws. The wooden torii themselves resembled gates, and I knew that’s what they were, symbolic gates marking the transition from the world of men to the world of the spirits, and this was the true destination of my veiled Lady. I didn’t want to follow her further but I knew there was no real choice now; to turn back meant failure or worse. Going on might mean the same, if I was wrong about what was about to happen.


  The woman left the path where the woods parted briefly to create a small meadow. I hid behind a tree, but it was a useless gesture.


  “You’ve followed me for quite some time, Yamada-san. Please do me the courtesy of not skulking about any longer.”


  I recognized the voice. Not that there was any question in my mind by then, but there was no point in further concealment. I stepped into the clearing. “Greetings, Lady Akiko.”


  Lady Abe no Akiko untied her veil and removed her boshi. She was showing her age just a little more in the clear light of day, though she was still very handsome. “Following me was very rude, Yamada-san. My son will hear of it.”


  “Perhaps there is a way we can avoid that unpleasantness, Lady, if not all unpleasantness. You’re here about your grandson, aren’t you?”


  She covered her mouth with her fan to indicate that she was smiling. “Of course. Family matters have always been my special concern.”


  Someone else entered the clearing. Another woman, dressed and veiled in a manner very similar to Akiko. “You said you’d come alone,” the newcomer said. It sounded like an accusation.


  “It was not my doing that he is here,” Lady Akiko said. “And it will make no difference. Surely you can see that?”


  “Perhaps.” The newcomer removed her boshi, but her voice had already announced her. Lady Kuzunoha. She glared at me as she approached. Now she and Lady Akiko were barely a few paces apart.


  “Yamada-san, this no longer concerns you,” Lady Kuzunoha said.


  “I respectfully disagree. My responsibility ends only when Lord Abe’s son is found.”


  Lady Akiko glared at her former daughter-in-law. “And this . . . this vixen who betrayed my son knows where he is! Do you deny it?”


  “Of course not,” Lady Kuzunoha said haughtily. “I know exactly where my son is. As do you.”


  Lady Akiko practically spat out the words. “Yes! With the person who took him!”


  “Yes,” Lady Kuzunoha said grimly. She drew her dagger. “Let us settle this!”


  “Pitiful fool!”


  It turned out that Lady Akiko already had her dagger unsheathed, concealed in the sleeve of her kimono. She lashed out and Lady Kuzunoha gasped in pain. She clutched her hand as her dagger fell uselessly into the grass. In a moment Akiko had Kuzunoha’s arms pinned at her sides and her dagger at the young woman’s throat.


  “One doesn’t survive so long at court without learning a few tricks. Or, for that matter, giving your enemies a sporting chance. Now prove the truth of my words, worthless vixen! Tell me before this witness where Lord Abe’s son is, and do not try any of your fox tricks else I’ll kill you where you stand!”


  “You will not taste my blood that easily, Old Woman.”


  The fight was far from over. Lady Kuzunoha’s power was gathering around her like a storm; the air fairly crackled with it. Lady Akiko held her ground, but the hand holding the knife was shaking, and I knew it took her a great effort to keep the blade pointed at Lady Kuzunoha’s throat.


  “Tell Yamada-san where Doshi is if you want to live!” Lady Akiko said. “And no lies!”


  “Why would he believe anything I say,” Lady Kuzunoha said calmly, “if he does not believe what I have told him before now?”


  I knew that, in a few seconds, anything I did would be too late. I stepped forward quickly, pulling out Kenji’s seal as I did so. Both women watched me intently as I approached. “Lady Kuzunoha, do you know what this is?” She nodded, her face expressionless.


  Lady Akiko wasn’t expressionless at all. Her look was pure triumph. “Yamada-san, you are more resourceful than I thought. I will recommend to my son that he double your fee.”


  I gave her a slight bow. “I am in Lord Abe’s service.” I concentrated then on Lady Kuzunoha. “If you know what this is, then you know what it can do to you. Do you truly know where your son is?”


  She looked resigned. “I do.”


  “That’s all I need. Please prepare yourself.”


  Lady Kuzunoha went perfectly still in Lady Akiko’s grip but before either of them could move again, I darted forward and slapped the seal on Lady Akiko’s forehead.


  “Yamada sarrrrrr—!”


  My name ended in a snarl of rage, but Lady Akiko had time to do nothing else before the transformation was complete. In Lady Akiko’s place was an old red fox vixen with three tails. Lady Kuzunoha stood frozen, blinking in surprise.


  There was no more time to consider. My sword was in my hands just as the fox gathered itself to spring at Lady Kuzunoha’s throat. My shout startled it, and it sprang at me instead. My first slash caught it across the chest, and it yipped in pain. My second stroke severed the fox’s head from its body. The fox that had been Abe no Akiko fell in a bloody heap, twitching.


  I had seen Lady Kuzunoha butcher two men with barely a thought, but she looked away from the remains of her former mother-in-law with a delicacy that surprised me. “I-I still had some hope that it would not come to this. That was foolish of me.”


  “She didn’t leave me much choice.”


  Lady Kuzunoha shook her head. “No, your life was already worthless to her. Doubly so since you knew her secret. Speaking of that, how did you know?”


  I started to clean my sword. “Lady Kuzunoha, I have just been forced to take a rather drastic step in the course of my duties. I’ll answer your questions if you will answer mine. Agreed?”


  She forced herself to look at Lady Akiko’s body. “There is no reason to keep her secrets now.”


  “Very well. There were two things in particular. Someone put me on the trail of a youkai that was pretending to be you. Once I knew that you didn’t send either it or those bandits, that left the question of who did. More to the point, you told me that Doshi was mostly fox, remember?”


  She actually blushed. “Careless of me. I did not intend . . . ”


  I smiled grimly. “I know, and at first I thought you’d simply mis-spoken. But, assuming you had not, for Doshi to be more than merely half fox meant his father was at least part fox himself. How could this be? The simplest reasonable answer was Lady Akiko. Did Lord Abe know about his mother? Or himself?”


  “No to both. Fortunately his fox blood was never dominant. Lady Akiko and I knew about each other all along, of course. She opposed the marriage but couldn’t reveal me without revealing herself. We kept each other’s secret out of necessity until . . . ”


  “Until Doshi was born?”


  She nodded, looking unhappy. “I knew by then I couldn’t stay, but I thought my son’s position was secure. I was in error. There was too much fox in him, and Lady Akiko was afraid his fox nature would reveal itself, and disgrace the family. The position of the Abe family was always her chief concern.”


  “If the boy was such a danger, why didn’t she just smother him in his sleep?”


  Lady Kuzunoha looked genuinely shocked. “Murder her own grandson? Really, Yamada-san . . . Beside, it’s easy enough to dedicate an unwanted child to some distant temple with no questions about his origin. In preparation, Lady Akiko had him hidden within the shrine complex; the Abe family is their foremost patron, so it was easy to arrange. Once I knew my son was missing it took me a while to follow his trail and to arrange a meeting.”


  “Duel, you mean.”


  She looked away. “Just so. While I may have hoped otherwise, it was destined that either I or Lady Akiko would not leave this clearing alive. Her solution to the problem of Doshi was quite elegant, but you were an obstacle to that solution and, once you found me, so was I.”


  “Which explains why she went to so much trouble trying to prevent me from finding you in the first place. Was she correct then? Won’t Doshi be a danger to the family now?”


  “Yes,” said Lady Kuzunoha frankly. “Yet my husband already knows that. Perhaps not how great a risk, I concede, but I don’t think that would deter him. Do you?”


  I finished cleaning my sword and slid it back into its scabbard. “No, but as grateful as he’s going to be at the return of his son, Lord Abe is going to be considerably less so when I explain what happened to his mother, proxy or no.”


  Lady Kuzunoha covered her mouth as she smiled. “Yamada-san, perhaps there is an ‘elegant solution’ to this as well. For now, kindly produce my lord’s proxy seal and we’ll go fetch my son.”


  That proved easily done. The presence of both the seal and Lady Kuzunoha herself was more than enough to send one of the shrine priests scurrying ahead of us to a small outbuilding near a koi pond. There we found Doshi in the care of a rather frightened wet nurse. Lady Kuzunoha paid off the poor woman generously, thanked her for her solicitude, and sent her on her way. The baby looked up, lifting its little arms and gurgling happily, as Lady Kuzunoha smiled down at him.


  “Probably time you were weaned, my son.” She turned to me. “Please take him, Yamada-san. You’ll need to get him back to his father quickly; he’ll have to make his own arrangements for Doshi’s care. I will give you some writing to take to my husband before you leave.”


  I hesitated. “Don’t . . . don’t you wish to hold your son? This may well be your last chance.”


  She smiled a sad smile. “Thank you for that offer, but I can only echo the words of my lord in this, Yamada-san: if I held him again, what makes you think I could let him go?”


  I had no answer to that, but I did have one last question. “One thing still bothers me: you were unable to maintain the deception of being human, but Lady Akiko had been in the family much longer than you. How did she manage?”


  Lady Kuzunoha laughed softly. “Yamada-san, as I told you before: the mask will slip, and we cannot control when or how. For me, my right hand would turn into a paw without warning. For Lady Akiko, it was her scent.”


  I blinked. “Scent?”


  She nodded. “Her true scent, as a fox. But the human nose is a poor tool at best. Those close to her would either miss the scent entirely or at worst mistake it for . . . something else,” she finished, delicately. “Lady Akiko was simply luckier than I was.”


  That may have been so, but Lady Akiko’s luck had finally run out. I was afraid that mine was about to do the same.


  Lord Abe received me in his private chambers after I placed his infant son back in the care of his servants.


  “Yamada-san, I am in your debt,” he said. “I-I trust Lady Kuzunoha was not . . . difficult?”


  From my kneeling position, I touched my forehead to the floor. “That relates to a matter I need to speak of. Lady Kuzunoha was quite reluctant, as you can imagine, but I was impertinent enough to acquire the assistance of Lady Akiko in this. They spoke, mother to mother, and Lady Akiko persuaded her.”


  “I see.”


  I could tell that he didn’t see at all, but the die was already cast. I produced the scroll Lady Kuzunoha had supplied. “Lady Akiko told me of the . . . differences, between your wife and herself. That her intense desire to protect the family’s name had perhaps blinded her to Lady Kuzunoha’s virtues. To atone for this—and other burdens—she has decided to renounce the world and join a temple as a nun. She also sent a personal message to you.”


  Lord Abe was a Gentleman of the Court, whatever else he might be. He concealed his shock and surprise very well. He took the scroll I offered and unrolled it in silence. He remained intent on what was written there for several moments longer than would have been required to actually read the words. I tried not to hold my breath.


  “My mother’s script,” he said, almost to himself. “Perfect.” He looked down at me, his expression unreadable. “I don’t suppose my mother revealed to you which temple she had chosen to join?”


  I bowed again. “She did not so confide in me, my lord, though I had the impression it was quite far from here. She seemed to feel that was for the best. She hoped you would understand.”


  He grunted. “Perhaps she is right about both. Well, then, Yamada-san. I’ve lost both my wife and my mother, but I have not yet lost all. It seems I must be content with that.”


  I breathed a little easier once I’d been paid and was safely off the grounds. I wasn’t sure how much of my story Lord Abe really believed, but if he didn’t realize full well that Lady Kuzunoha had written that message, I’m no judge of men. Perhaps that was another choice he made. As for myself, I chose to be elsewhere for a good long time. Hokkaido sounded best; I’d heard that it’s very sparsely populated and only a little frozen at this time of the year. But first I went to meet Kenji by the Demon Gate, since I’d given my word and now I owed him a drink.


  I owed myself several more.


  MOON VIEWING AT SHIJO BRIDGE


  In the early evening a tiny moth-demon was trying to batter its way into my room through a tear in the paper screen, no doubt attracted by the scent of poverty. I was debating whether to frighten the silly thing away or simply crush it, when the Widow Tamahara’s delightful voice sent the poor creature fluttering away as fast as its little wings could carry it.


  “Yamada-san, you have a visitor!”


  Tamahara kneeled by the shoji screen that was the only door to my rooms. Besides the volume, there was an edge of excitement in the formidable old woman’s voice that worried me just a little. The fact that aristocracy impressed her had worked to my advantage more than once when the rent was late, but her deference meant that just about anyone could get closer to me than might be healthy. That is, if they were of the right station in life. Anyone else giving a hint of trouble in her establishment she would throw out on their ear, if they were lucky.


  “Who is it, Tamahara-san?”


  “A messenger and that is all I know. She’s waiting in the courtyard with her escort.”


  She?


  Well, that explained why Widow Tamahara had not simply brought the person to my rooms. That would not have been proper, and the Widow Tamahara always did the right thing, to the degree that she understood what ‘the right thing’ was.


  “Just a moment,” I said.


  After some thought I tucked a long dagger into my sleeve but left my tachi where it was. I wasn’t wearing my best clothes, but my best would have been equally unimpressive. At least everything was clean. I followed Tamahara out into the courtyard. The sun had set but there was light enough still.


  The woman kneeled near a small pine tree, flanked on either side by her escorts. No rough provincial warriors these; the two men were polite, impassive, well-dressed, and well-armed. The younger man wore the red and black clothing and bore the butterfly mon of the Taira Clan, the other wore plain black and bore no family crest or identification at all. I judged them as best I could. The escort wearing Taira livery I think I could have bested, if absolutely necessary and with a bit of luck. But the other . . . well, let’s just say I didn’t want any trouble. I also could not escape the feeling that we had met before.


  I bowed formally and then kneeled in front of the woman. I noted the rightmost warrior’s quick glance at my sleeve and how he inched almost imperceptibly closer, all the while not appearing to have noticed or moved at all. The man was even more formidable than I had suspected, but now my attention was on the woman.


  Her kimono was very simple, as befitted a servant. Two shades of blue at most, though impeccably appropriate for the time of year. She wore a boshi with a long veil that circled the brim and hid her features. Naturally, she did not remove it. She merely bowed again from her seated position and held out a scroll resting on the palms of her small hands.


  I took the offered scroll, all the while careful to make no sudden movements, and unrolled it to read:


  The Peony bows


  to no avail; the March wind


  is fierce, unceasing.


  Caught like a rabbit in a snare. And so damn easily. Just the first three lines of a tanka. The poem was not yet complete, of course; the rest was up to me.


  I looked at the shadow of the woman’s face, hidden behind the veil. “Are you instructed to await my reply?”


  Again she bowed without speaking. The escort on her right produced a pen case and ink. I considered for a few moments, then added the following two lines:


  The donkey kneels down to rest.


  In his shadow, flowers grow.


  My poetic skills—never more than adequate—were a little rusty and the result wasn’t better than passable. Yet the form was correct and the meaning, like that of the first segment, more than clear to the one who would read it. The woman took the message from me, bowed again, then rose as one with her escort and withdrew quickly without further ceremony. The Widow Tamahara watched all this from the discreet distance of the veranda encircling the courtyard.


  “Is this work?” she asked when I passed her on the way back to my room. “Will you be paid?”


  “ ‘Yes’ seems the likely answer to both,” I said, though that was mostly to placate the old woman. I was fairly certain that I would be the one paying, one way or the other.


  Later that evening I didn’t bother to prepare my bedding. I waited, fully clothed and in the darkness of my room, for my inevitable visitor. The summons was clear and urgent, but I couldn’t simply answer it. The matter was much more complicated than that.


  The full moon cast the man’s shadow across the thin screen that was my doorway. It wasn’t a mistake; he wanted me to know he was there. I pulled the screen aside, but I was pretty sure I knew who would be waiting.


  He kneeled on the veranda, the hilt of his sword clearly visible. “Lord Yamada? My name is Kanemore.”


  “Lord” was technically correct but a little jarring to hear applied to me again. Especially coming from a man who was the son of an emperor. I finally realized who he was. “Prince Kanemore. You were named after the poet, Taira no Kanemore, weren’t you?” I asked.


  He smiled then, or perhaps it was a trick of the moonlight. “My mother thought that having a famous poet for a namesake might gentle my nature. In that I fear she was mistaken. So, you remember me.”


  “I do. Even when you were not at Court, your sister, Princess Teiko, always spoke highly of you.”


  He smiled faintly. “And so back to the matter at hand: Lord Yamada, I am charged to bring you safely to the Imperial compound.”


  The light was poor, but I used what there was to study the man a little more closely than I’d had time to do at our meeting earlier in the day. He was somewhat younger than I, perhaps thirty or so, and quite handsome except for a fresh scar that began on his left cheek and reached his jawline. He studied me just as intently; I didn’t want to speculate on what his conclusions might be. Whether caused by my involvement or the situation itself—and I still didn’t have any idea what that was—Kanemore was not happy. His face betrayed nothing, but his entire being was as tense as a bow at full draw.


  “I am ready, Prince Kanemore.”


  “Just ‘Kanemore,’ please. With the Emperor’s permission, I will renounce my title and found a new clan, since it is neither my destiny nor wish to ascend the throne.”


  “I am Goji. Lead on then.”


  The streets were dark and poorly lit. I saw the flare of an onibi down an alleyway and knew the ghosts were about. At this time of evening demons were a possibility too, but one of the beauties of Kyoto was that the multitude of temples and shrines tended to make the atmosphere uncomfortable for most of the fiercer demons and monsters. The rest, like that moth-demon, were used to skulking about the niches and small spaces of the city, unnoticed and deliberately so—being vulnerable to both exorcism and common steel.


  We reached the Kamo River without incident and crossed at the Shijo Bridge. The full moon was high now, reflecting off the water. Farther downstream I saw an entire procession of ghost lights floating above the water. I’m not sure that Kanemore saw the onibi at all. His attention was focused on the moon’s reflection as he paused for a second or two to admire it. I found this oddly reassuring. A man who did not pause to view a full moon at opportunity had no soul. But the fact that his moon-viewing amounted to little more than a hesitation on Shijo Bridge showed his attention to duty. I already knew I did not want Kanemore as my enemy. Now I wondered if we could be friends.


  “Do you know what this is about?” I asked.


  “Explanations are best left to my sister,” he said. “My understanding is far from complete.”


  “At this point I would be glad of scraps. I only know that Princess Teiko is in difficulty—”


  He corrected me instantly. “It is her son Takahito that concerns my sister most. She always thinks of him first.”


  I didn’t like the direction this conversation was taking. “Is Takahito unwell?”


  “He is healthy,” Kanemore said. “And still his half-brother’s heir, at present.”


  That was far too ominous. “Kanemore-san, it was my understanding that the late Emperor only allowed the current Emperor to ascend on the condition that Takahito be named heir after him, and that Takahito in turn take his royal grandfather’s nickname, Sanjo, upon his eventual ascent. Is Emperor Reizei thinking of defying his father’s wishes?”


  Kanemore looked uncomfortable. “There have been complications. Plus, the Fujiwara favor another candidate, Prince Norihira. He is considered more agreeable. I will say no more at present.”


  More agreeable because, unlike Princess Teiko, Norihira’s mother was Fujiwara. I considered this. If the Fujiwara Clan supported another candidate, then this was bad news for Teiko’s son. As the Taira and Minamoto and other military families were the might of the Emperor, so were the Fujiwara his administration. Court ministers and minor officials alike were drawn primarily from their ranks. All power was the Emperor’s in theory, but in practice his role was mostly ceremonial. It was the Fujiwara who kept the government in motion.


  Still, the politics of the Imperial Court and the machinations of the Fujiwara were both subjects I had happily abandoned years ago. Now it appeared that I needed to renew my understanding, and quickly. Despite my desire to question him further, I knew that Kanemore had said all he was going to say on the matter for now. I changed the subject.


  “Did you see much fighting while you were in the north?”


  “A bit,” he admitted. “The Abe Clan is contained, but not yet defeated . . . ” He trailed off, then stopped and turned toward me. “Goji-san, are you a seer in addition to your other rumored talents? How did you know I had been in the north?”


  I tried to keep from smiling. “That scar on your jaw is from a blade and fairly new. Even if you were inclined to brawling—which I seriously doubt—I don’t believe the average drunken samuru could so much as touch you. That leaves the northern campaigns as the only reasonable conclusion. It was an educated guess. No more.”


  He rubbed his scar, thoughtfully. “Impressive, even so. But the hour grows late and I think we should be on our way.”


  We had taken no more than a few steps when two bushi staggered out of a nearby drinking establishment. One collided with me and muttered a slurred curse and reached for his sword. I didn’t give the fool time to draw it. I struck him with my open palm square on the chin and his head snapped back and collided with a very hard lintel post. Fortunately for him, since Kanemore’s tachi was already clear of its scabbard and poised for the blow swordsmen liked to call ‘the pear splitter,’ because that’s what the victim’s bisected head would resemble once the blow was completed. I have no doubt that Kanemore would have demonstrated this classic technique on that drunken lout had I not been in the path of his sword. The drunk’s equally inebriated companion had his own sword half-drawn, but took a long look at Kanemore and thought better of it. He sheathed his sword, bowed in a rather grudging apology, and helped his addled friend to his feet. Together they staggered off into the night.


  Kanemore watched them disappear before he put his sword away. “That, too, was impressive. But pointless. You should have let me kill him. One less provincial thug swaggering about the city. Who would miss him?”


  I sighed. “His lord, for a start. Who would demand an explanation, and the man’s companion would say one thing and we would say another and justice ministers would become involved and there would be time spent away from the matter at hand that I don’t think we can afford. Or am I mistaken?”


  Kanemore smiled. “I must again concede that you are not. I’m beginning to see why my honored sister has summoned you. May your lack of error continue, for all our sakes.”


  The South Gate to the Imperial compound was closest, but Kanemore led me to the East Gate, which was guarded by bushi in the red and black Taira colors, one of whom I recognized as the messenger’s other escort. They stood aside for Kanemore and no questions were asked.


  We weren’t going to the Palace proper. The Imperial Compound covered a large area in the city and there were many smaller buildings of various function spread out through the grounds, including houses for the Emperor’s wives and favorites. Considering our destination, it was clear we needed to attract as little attention as possible; Kanemore led me through some of the more obscure garden paths. At least, they had been obscure to other people. I remembered most of them from my time at Court. Losing access to the gardens was one of two regrets I had about leaving the Court.


  Princess Teiko was the other.


  Kanemore escorted me to a fine large house. A small palace, actually, and quite suitable for the widow of an Emperor. A group of very well-dressed and important-looking visitors was leaving as we arrived, and we stepped aside on the walkway to let them pass. There was only one I recognized in the lamplight before I kneeled as courtesy demanded: Fujiwara no Sentaro. It seemed only fitting—my one visit to the compound in close to fifteen years and I would encounter my least-favorite person at the Imperial Court. The coldness of Kanemore’s demeanor as they walked by wasn’t exactly lost on me either.


  If Sentaro recognized me, he gave no sign. Possibly he’d have forgotten me by now, but then a good politician did not forget an enemy while the enemy still drew breath.


  “I gather Lord Sentaro is not in your favor?” I asked after they had gone.


  “To call him a pig would be an insult to pigs,” Kanemore said bluntly. “But he is the Minister of Justice, a skilled administrator, and has our Emperor’s confidence. The gods may decree that he becomes Chancellor after Lord Yorimichi, as luck seems to favor the man. My sister, for some reason I cannot fathom, bears his company from time to time.”


  I started to say something about the realities of court life, but thought better of it. While the saints teach us that life is an illusion, Sentaro’s presence indicated that, sadly, some aspects of life did not change, illusion or not. We climbed the steps to the veranda.


  “Teiko-hime is expecting us,” Kanemore said to the bushi flanking the doorway, but clearly they already knew that and stepped back as we approached. A servant-girl pulled the screen aside, and we stepped into a large open room, impeccably furnished with bright silk cushions and flowers in artful arrangements and lit by several paper lanterns. There was a dais on the far wall, curtained-off, and doubtless a sliding screen behind it that would allow someone to enter the room without being seen. I had hoped to at least get a glimpse of Teiko, but of course that wasn’t proper. I knew the rules, even if I didn’t always follow them. Kanemore kneeled on a cushion near the dais, and I followed his example.


  “My sister has been informed—” he started to say, but didn’t get to finish.


  “Your older sister is here, Kanemore-kun.”


  Two more maids impeccably dressed in layered yellow and blue kimono entered the room and pulled back the curtain. A veil remained in front of the dais, translucent but not fully transparent. I could see the ghostly form of a woman kneeling there, her long black hair down loose and flowing over her shoulders. I didn’t need to see her clearly to know it was the same woman who had brought the message to me in the courtyard and whose face I had not seen then, either. No need—the way she moved, the elegance of a gesture, both betrayed her. Now I heard Teiko’s voice again, and that was more than enough.


  Kanemore and I both bowed low.


  There was silence, and then that beautiful voice again, chiding me. “A donkey, Lord Yamada? Honestly . . . ”


  I tried not to smile, but it was hard. “My poetry is somewhat . . . untrained, Teiko-hime.”


  “Teiko. Please. We are old friends.”


  At this Kanemore gave me a hard glance, but I ignored him. He was no longer the most dangerous person in my vicinity, and I needed all my attention for the one who was.


  “I think there is something you wish to discuss with me,” I said. “Is this possible?” It was the most polite way I knew to phrase the question, but Teiko waved it aside.


  “There is no one within hearing,” she said, “who has not already heard. You may speak plainly, Lord Yamada. I will do the same—I need your help.”


  “You have read my answer,” I said.


  “True, but you have not heard my trouble,” Teiko said, softly. “Listen, and then tell me what you will or will not do. Now then—do you remember a young Fujiwara named Kiyoshi?”


  That was a name I had not heard in a long time. Kiyoshi was about my age when I came to the Court as a very minor official of the household. Since he was handsome, bright, and a Fujiwara, his destiny seemed fixed. Like Kanemore he chose the bushi path instead and died fighting the northern barbarians. He was one of the few of that clan I could tolerate, and I sincerely mourned his death.


  “I do remember him,” I said.


  “There is a rumor going around the Court that Kiyoshi was my lover, and that my son Takahito is his issue, not my late husband’s.”


  For a moment I could not speak. This matter was beyond serious. Gossip was close to the rule of law at Court. If this particular gossip was not silenced, both Takahito’s and Teiko’s positions at court were in peril, and that was just for a start.


  “Do you know who is responsible for the slander?”


  “No. While it’s true that Kiyoshi was very dear to me, we grew up together at court and our affections to each other were as brother and sister, as was well understood at the time. You know this to be true.”


  I did. If I knew anything. “And you wish for me to discover the culprit? That will be . . . difficult.”


  She laughed softly then, decorously covering her face with her fan even through the veils prevented me from seeing her face clearly. “Lord Yamada, even if I knew who started the rumors it would do little good. People repeat the gossip without even knowing who they heard it from. What I require now is tangible and very public proof that the rumors are false.”


  I considered. “I think that will be difficult as well. The only one who could swear to your innocence died fifteen years ago. Or am I to pursue his ghost?”


  She laughed again. The sound was enchanting, but then everything about her was enchanting to me. There was a reason Princess Teiko was the most dangerous person in that room. I found myself feeling grateful that the screen was in place as I forced myself to concentrate on the business at hand.


  “Nothing so distasteful,” she said. “Besides, Kiyoshi died in loving service to my husband the late Emperor, and on the path he himself chose. If he left a ghost behind I would be quite surprised. No, Lord Yamada, Kiyoshi left something far more reliable—a letter. He sent it to me when he was in the north, just before . . . his final battle. It was intended for his favorite and was accompanied by a second letter for me.”


  I frowned. “Why didn’t he send this letter to the lady directly?”


  She sighed then. “Lord Yamada, are you a donkey after all? He couldn’t very well do so without compromising her. My friendship with Kiyoshi was well-known; no one would think twice if I received a letter from him, in those days. In his favorite’s case the situation was quite different. You know the penalty for a Lady of the Court who takes a lover openly.”


  I bowed again. I did know, and vividly. Banishment, or worse. Yet for someone born for the Court and knowing no other life, there probably was nothing worse. “Then clearly we need to acquire this letter. If it still exists, I imagine the lady in question will be reluctant to part with it.”


  “The letter was never delivered to her.” Teiko raised her hand to silence me before I even began. “Do not think so ill of me, Lord Yamada. News of Kiyoshi’s death reached us months before his letter did. By then my husband had given the wretched girl in marriage to the daimyo of a western province as reward for some service or other, so her romantic history is no longer at issue. Since Kiyoshi’s letter was not intended for me I never opened it. I should have destroyed it, I know, but I could not.”


  “Perhaps foolish, but potentially fortunate. Yet I presume there is a problem still or I would not be here.”


  “The letter is missing, Lord Yamada. Without it I have no hope of saving my reputation and my son’s future from the crush of gossip.”


  I let out a breath. “When did you notice the letter was stolen?”


  “Lord Sentaro says it disappeared three days ago.”


  Now I really didn’t understand and, judging from the grunt to my immediate right, neither did Kanemore. “What has Lord Sentaro to do with this?”


  “He is the Emperor’s Minister of Justice. In order to clear my reputation, I had to let him know of the letter’s existence and arrange a time for the letter to be read and witnessed. He asked that it be given to him for safekeeping. Since he is also Kiyoshi’s uncle I couldn’t very well refuse.”


  She said it so calmly, and yet she had just admitted cutting her own throat.


  “Teiko-hime, as much as this pains me to say, the letter has surely been destroyed.”


  There was nothing but silence on the other side of the veil for several seconds, then she simply asked, “Oh? What makes you think so?”


  I glanced at Kanemore, but there was no help from that direction. He looked as confused as I felt.


  “Your pardon, Highness, but it’s my understanding that the Fujiwara have their own candidate for the throne. As a member of that family, it is in Lord Sentaro’s interest that the letter never resurface.”


  “Lord Sentaro is perhaps overly ambitious,” Teiko said, and there was a more than hint of winter ice in her voice. “But he is also an honorable man. He was just here to acquaint me with the progress of the search. I believe him when he says the letter was stolen; I have less confidence in his ability to recover it. Lord Yamada, will you help me or not?”


  I bowed again and made the only answer I could. “If it lies within my power, I will find that letter for you.”


  “That,” said Kanemore later after we passed through the eastern gate, “was very strange.”


  The man, besides his martial prowess, had quite a gift for understatement. “You didn’t know about the letter?”


  “Teiko never mentioned it before, though it doesn’t surprise me. Yet . . . ”


  “The business with the Minister of Justice does surprise you, yes?”


  He looked at me. “Since my sister trusts you I will speak plainly—Lord Sentaro is Chancellor Yorimichi’s primary agent in the Fujiwara opposition to Takahito. If I had been in Lord Sentaro’s place I would have destroyed that letter the moment it fell into my hands and danced a tribute to the gods of luck while it burned.”


  I rubbed my chin. “Yet Teiko-hime is convinced that the letter was not destroyed.”


  Kanemore grunted again. “Over the years I’ve gone where my Emperor and his government have required. My sister, on the other hand, knows no world other than the Imperial Court. If Teiko were a koi, the Court would be her pond, if you take my meaning. So why would something that is immediately obvious to us both be so unclear to her?”


  “Perhaps we’re the ones who aren’t clear,” I said. “Let’s assume for the moment that your sister is right and that the letter was simply stolen. That would mean that Lord Sentaro had a good reason for not destroying it in the first place.”


  “That makes sense. Yet I’m having some difficulty imagining that reason,” Kanemore admitted.


  “As am I.”


  I looked around. Our path paralleled the river Kamo for a time, then turned south-west. Despite the lateness of the hour there were a few people on the road, apparently all in a hurry to reach their destinations. Demons were about at this time of night, and everyone’s hurry and wariness was understandable. Kanemore and I were the only ones walking at a normal pace by the light of the setting moon.


  “Your escort duties must be over by now and, as I’m sure you know, I’m used to moving about the city on my own,” I said.


  Kanemore looked a little uncomfortable. “It was Teiko’s request. I know you can take care of yourself under most circumstances,” Kanemore said, and it almost sounded like a compliment. “But if someone did steal the letter, they obviously would not want it found, and your audience with my sister will not be a secret. Sentaro himself saw you, for one.”


  “I didn’t think he recognized me.”


  “I would not depend on that,” Kanemore said drily. “The man forgets nothing. His enemies, doubly so.”


  “You flatter me. I was no threat to him, no matter how I might have wished otherwise.”


  “Why did you resign your position and leave the Court? If I may be so impolite as to ask. It could not have been easy to secure the appointment in the first place.”


  I had no doubt he’d already heard the story from Teiko, but I didn’t mind repeating events as I remembered them.


  “Your sister was kind to me, in those early days. Of course there would be those at Court who chose to misinterpret her interest. I had become a potential embarrassment to Princess Teiko, as Lord Sentaro delighted in making known to me.”


  “Meaning he would have made certain of it,” Kanemore said. “I wondered.”


  I shrugged. “I made my choice. Destiny is neither cruel nor kind. So. Kanemore-san, I’ve answered a personal question of yours. Now I must ask one of you: what are you afraid of?”


  “Death,” he said immediately/ “I’ve never let that fear prevent me from doing what I must, but the fear remains.”


  “That just means you’re not a fool, which I already knew. So, you fear death. Do you fear things that are already dead?”


  “No . . . well, not especially,” he said, though he didn’t sound completely convincing or convinced. “Why do you ask?”


  “Because I’m going to need help. If the letter is in the Imperial Compound, it’s beyond even your reach. Searching would be both dangerous and time-consuming.”


  “Certainly,” Kanemore agreed. “Yet what’s the alternative?”


  “The ‘help’ I spoke of. We’re going to need several measures of uncooked rice.”


  He frowned. “I know where such can be had. Are you hungry?”


  “No. But I can assure you that my informant is.”


  About an hour later we passed through Rashamon, the south-west gate. There was no one about at this hour. The south-west exit of the city, like the north-east, was not a fortunate direction, as the priests often said these were the directions from which both demons and trouble in general could enter the city. I sometimes wondered why anyone bothered to build gates at such places, since it seemed to be asking for trouble, yet I supposed the demands of roads and travelers outweighed the risks. Even so, the most hardened bushi would not accept a night watch at the Rasha Gate.


  The bridge I sought was part of a ruined family compound just outside the city proper, now marked by a broken-down wall and the remnants of a garden. In another place I would have thought this the aftermath of a war, but not here. Still, death often led to the abandonment of a home; no doubt this family had transferred their fortunes elsewhere and allowed this place to go to ruin. Wasteful, but not unusual.


  The compound was still in darkness, but there was a glow in the east; dawn was coming. I hurried through the ruins while Kanemore kept pace with me, his hand on his sword. There were vines growing on the stone bridge on the far side of the garden, but it was still intact and passable, giving an easy path over the wide stream beneath it. Not that crossing the stream was the issue. I pulled out one of the small bags of uncooked rice that Kanemore had supplied and opened it to let the scent drift freely on the night breezes.


  The red lantern appeared almost instantly. It floated over the curve of the bridge as if carried by someone invisible, but that wasn’t really the case—the lantern carried itself. Its one glowing eye opened, and then its mouth.


  I hadn’t spoken to the ghost in some time, and perhaps I was misremembering, but it seemed much bigger than it had been on our first meeting. Still, that wasn’t what caught my immediate attention: it was the long, pointed teeth.


  Seita did not have teeth—


  “Lord Yamada, drop!”


  I didn’t question or hesitate but threw myself flat on the ground just as the lantern surged forward and its mouth changed into a gaping maw. A shadow loomed over me and then there was a flash of silver in the poor light. The lantern shrieked and then dissolved in a flare of light as if burning to ashes from within. I looked up to see the neatly sliced-open corpse of a youkai lying a few feet away from me. The thing was ugly, even for a monster. A full eight feet tall and most of that consisting of mouth. The thing already stank like a cesspit, and in another moment it dissolved into black sludge and then vanished. I saw what looked like a scrap of paper fluttering on a weed before it blew away into the darkness.


  Where did the creature go?


  I didn’t have time to ponder; another lantern appeared on the bridge and Kanemore made ready, but I got to my feet quickly. “Stop. It’s all right.”


  And so it was. Seita came gliding over the bridge, with his one eye cautiously watching the pair of us. Now I recognized the tear in the paper near his base and his generally tatty appearance, things that had been missing from the imposter’s disguise.


  “Thank you for ridding me of that unpleasant fellow,” he said, “but don’t think for a moment that will warrant a discount.”


  Kanemore just stared at the ghost for a moment, then glanced at me, but I indicated silence. “Seita-san, you at least owe me an explanation for allowing your patron to walk into an ambush. How long has that thing been here?”


  I think Seita tried to shrug, but that’s hard to do when your usual manifestation is a red paper lantern with one eye and one mouth and no arms, legs, or shoulders. “A day or so. Damned impertinent of it to usurp my bridge, but it was strong and I couldn’t make it leave. I think it was waiting on someone. You, perhaps?”


  “Perhaps? Almost certainly, yet that doesn’t concern me now. I need your services.”


  “So I assumed,” said the lantern. “What do you want to know?”


  “A letter was stolen from the Imperial Compound three days ago. I need to know who took it and where that letter is now. It bears the scent of Fujiwara no Kiyoshi, among others.”


  Kanemore could remain silent no more. He leaned close and whispered, “Can this thing be trusted?”


  “That ‘thing’ remark raises the price,” Seita said. “Four bowls.”


  “I apologize on behalf of my companion. Two now,” I countered. “Two more when the information is delivered. Bring the answer by tomorrow night and I’ll add an extra bowl.”


  The lantern grinned very broadly. “Then you can produce five bowls of uncooked rice right now. I have your answer.”


  That surprised me. I’d expected at least a day’s delay. “Seita-san, I know you’re good or I wouldn’t have come to you first, but how could you possibly know about the letter already? Were the rei involved?”


  He looked a little insulted. “Lord Yamada, we ghosts have higher concerns than petty theft. This was the work of shikigami. The fact that they were about in the first place caught my attention, but I do not know who sent them. That is a separate question and won’t be answered so quickly or easily.”


  “Time is short. I’ll settle for the location of the letter.”


  Seita gave us directions to where the letter was hidden. We left the rice in small bags, with chopsticks thrust upright through the openings as proper for an offering to the dead. I offered a quick prayer for Seita’s soul, but we didn’t stay to watch; I’d seen the ghost consume an offering before and it was . . . unsettling.


  “Can that thing be trusted?” Kanemore repeated when we were out of earshot of the bridge. “And what is this shikigami it was referring to?”


  “As for trusting Seita, we shall soon know. That thing you killed at the bridge was a shikigami, and it’s very strange to encounter one here. Thank you, by the way. I owe you my life.”


  Kanemore grunted. “My duty served, though you are quite welcome. Still, you make deals with ghosts, and encountering a simple monster is strange?”


  “A shikigami is not a monster, simple or otherwise. A youkai is its own creature and has its own volition, nasty and evil though that may be. A shikigami is a created thing; it has no will of its own, only that of the one who created it.”


  He frowned. “Are you speaking of sorcery?”


  “Yes,” I said. “And of a high order. I should have realized when the thing disappeared. A monster or demon is a physical creature and, when slain, leaves a corpse like you or I would. A shikigami almost literally has no separate existence. When its purpose is served or its physical form too badly damaged, it simply disappears. At most it might leave a scrap of paper or some element of what was used to create it.”


  “So one of these artificial servants acquired the letter and hid it in the Rasha Gate. Fortunate, since that’s on our way back into the city.”


  “Very fortunate.”


  Kanemore glanced at me. “You seem troubled. Do you doubt the ghost’s information?”


  “Say rather I’m pondering something I don’t understand. There were rumors that Lord Sentaro dabbled in Chinese magic, even when I was at Court. Yet why would he choose shikigami to spirit the letter away? It was in his possession to begin with; removing it and making that removal seem like theft would be simple enough to arrange without resorting to such means.”


  Kanemore shrugged. “I’ve heard these rumors as well, but I gave them no credence. Even so, it is the letter that concerns me, not the workings of Lord Sentaro’s twisted mind.”


  Concentrating on the matter at hand seemed a very sensible suggestion, and I abandoned my musings as we approached the deserted Rasha Gate. At least, it had seemed deserted when we passed through it earlier that evening. I was not so certain of that now. I rather regretted having to leave my sword behind for my audience with Teiko-hime, but I still had my dagger, and I made certain it was loose in its sheath.


  The gate structure loomed above us. We checked around the base as far as we could but found no obvious hiding places. Now and then I heard a faint rustle, like someone winding and unwinding a scroll. Kanemore was testing the looseness of a stone on the west side of the gate. I motioned him to be still and listened more closely. After a few moments the sound came again.


  From above.


  This time Kanemore heard it, too. He put his sword aside in favor of his own long dagger, which he clenched in his teeth like a Chinese pirate as he climbed the wooden beams and cross-bars that supported the gate. I quickly followed his example, or as quickly as I could manage. Kanemore climbed like a monkey, whereas I was not quite so nimble. Still, I was only a few seconds behind him when he reached the gap between the gate frame and the elaborate roof.


  “Goji-san, they are here!”


  I didn’t have to ask who “they” were. The first of the shikigami plummeted past, missing me by inches before it dissolved. If the body survived long enough to strike the flagstones, I never heard it, but then I wasn’t listening. I hauled myself over the top beam and landed in a crouch.


  I needn’t have bothered; the gap under the roof was quite tall enough for me to stand. Kanemore had two other lumbering shikigami at bay, but a third moved to attack him from the rear. It was different from the other two. Snakelike, it slithered across the floor, fangs bared and its one yellow eye fixed on Kanemore’s naked heel.


  I was too far away.


  “Behind you!”


  I threw myself forward and buried my dagger in the creature near the tip of its tail, which was all I could reach. Even there the thing was as thick as my arm, but I felt the dagger pierce the tail completely and bury its tip in the wood beneath it. My attack barely slowed the creature; there was a sound like the tearing of paper as it ripped itself loose from my blade to get at Kanemore.


  Kanemore glanced behind him and to my surprise took one step backward. Just as the creature’s fangs reached for him he very swiftly lifted his left foot, pointed the heel, and thrust it down on the creature’s neck just behind the head. There was a snap, like the breaking of a green twig, and the serpent began to dissolve. In that instant the other two shikigami seized the chance and attacked, like their companion, in utter silence.


  “Look out!”


  I could have saved my breath. Kanemore’s dagger blade was already a blur of motion, criss-crossing the space in front of him like a swarm of wasps. Even if the other two creatures intended to scream they had no time before they, too, dissolved into the oblivion from whence they came. Kanemore was barely breathing hard.


  “Remind me to never fight on any side of a battle opposite yourself,” I said as I got back off the floor.


  “One doesn’t always get to choose one’s battles,” Kanemore said drily. “In any case it seems you’ve returned the favor for my earlier rescue, so we my call our accounts settled in that regard.”


  I picked up a ragged bit of mulberry-paper, apparently all that remained of our recent foes. There were a few carefully printed kanji, but they were faded and impossible to read. “Fine quality. These servitors were expensive.”


  “And futile, if we assume they were guarding something of value.”


  It didn’t take long to find what we were searching for; I located a small pottery jar hidden in a mortise on one of the beams and broke it open with my dagger hilt. A scroll lay within. It was tied with silk strings and the strings’ ends in turn were pressed together and sealed with beeswax impressed with the Fujiwara mon. I examined it closely as Kanemore looked on.


  “Your sister will have to confirm this,” I said at last, “but this does appear to be the missing letter.”


  The relief on the man’s face was almost painful to see. “And now I am in your debt again, Lord Yamada. It has been a long night and we are both weary, yet I do not think that this can wait. Let us return to the Palace now; it will be stirring by the time we arrive.”


  The lack of sleep plus the sudden stress of the fight, now relieved, had left me feeling as wrung out as a washerwoman’s towel. I knew Kanemore must have been nearly as bad off, even though from his stoic demeanor I’d have thought he could take on another half-dozen shikigami without breaking a sweat.


  “We’ll go directly,” I said, “but I’m going to need a breath or two before I try that climb again. You could do with some rest yourself.”


  He nodded and only then allowed himself to sit down in that now empty place. “I am too tired to argue, so you must be right.”


  We greeted the dawn like two roof-dragons from the top of the Rasha Gate and then made our way back into the city. The Imperial Compound was already alive with activity by then, but Kanemore didn’t bother with circuitous routes. We proceeded directly to Teiko-hime’s manor and at the fastest speed decorum allowed. We probably attracted more attention than we wanted to, but Kanemore was in no mood for more delays.


  Neither was I, truth to tell, but Teiko-hime had not yet risen, and I had to wait on the veranda while Kanemore acquainted his sister with the news. I waited. And I waited. I was starting to feel a little insulted by the time Kanemore finally reappeared. But he did not come from the house; he came hurrying through the garden path, and his face . . . well, I hope I never see that expression again on a human being.


  “I am truly sorry . . . to have kept you waiting, Lord Yamada. This . . . I was to give you this . . . ”


  “This” was a heavy pouch of quilted silk. Inside were half a dozen small cylinders of pure gold. I take pride in the fact that I only stared at them for a moment or two.


  “Kanemore-san, what has happened?”


  “I cannot . . . ”


  “I think you can. I think I will have to insist.”


  His eyes did recover a little of their old fire then, but it quickly died away. “My sister was adamant that we deal with the matter at once. I escorted her to the Ministry of Justice as she insisted. I guess the burden of waiting had been too much; she did not even give me time to fetch you . . .  oh, how could she be so reckless?”


  I felt my spirit grow cold, and my own voice sounded lifeless in my ears. “The letter was read at the Ministry? Without knowing its contents?”


  “Normally these matters take weeks, but considering what had happened to the letter under his care, Lord Sentaro couldn’t very well refuse Teiko’s demand for an audience. I must say in his favor that he tried to dissuade her, but she insisted he read it before the court. We all heard, we all saw . . . ”


  I put my hands on his shoulders, but I’m not even sure he noticed. “Kanemore?”


  He did look at me then, and he recited a poem:


  “The Wisteria pines


  alone in desolation,


  without the bright Peony.”


  I could hardly believe what I was hearing. Three lines of an incomplete tanka. Like the three that Teiko had used to draw me back to court, these three in turn had damned her. Wisteria was of course a reference to the Fujiwara family crest, and “Peony” had been Teiko’s nickname at Court since the age of seven. Clearly the poem had been hers to complete, and return to Kiyoshi. The imagery and tone were clear, too. There was no one who could hear those words and doubt that Kiyoshi and Teiko had been lovers. For any woman at court it would have been indiscreet; for an Imperial Wife it amounted to treason.


  “What is to be done?” I asked.


  “My sister is stripped of her titles and all Court honors. She will be confined and then banished . . . ” And here Kanemore’s strength failed him, and it was several heartbeats before he could finish. “Exiled. To the northern coast at Suma.”


  Say, rather, to the ends of the earth. It was little short of an execution.


  “Surely there is—”


  “Nothing, Goji-san. In our ignorance we have done more than enough. The writ is sealed.”


  He left me there to find my own way out of the compound. It was a long time before I bothered to try.


  It took longer to settle my affairs in Kyoto than I’d hoped, but the gold meant that the matter would be merely difficult, not impossible. The Widow Tamahara was, perhaps, one of the very few people genuinely sorry to see me leave. I sold what remained of my belongings and kept only what I could carry, along with my new traveling clothes, my sword, and the balance of the gold which was still quite substantial.


  On the appointed day, I was ready. Teiko’s party emerged from the eastern gate of the compound through the entrance still guarded by the Taira. Yet bushi of the Minamoto Clan formed the bulk of her escort. Kanemore was with them, as I knew he would be. His eyes were sad but he held his head high.


  Normally a lady of Teiko’s birth would have traveled in a covered ox-cart, hidden from curious eyes, but now she walked, wearing the plain traveling clothes that she’d used to bring that first message in disguise, completing her disgrace. Still, I’d recognized her then as I did now. When the somber procession had moved a discreet distance down the road, I fell in behind, just another traveler on the northern road.


  I was a little surprised when the party took the northeast road toward Lake Biwa, but I was able to learn from an attendant that Teiko wished to make a pilgrimage to the sacred lake before beginning her new life at Suma. Since it was only slightly out of the way, her escort had seen no reason to object. Neither did I, for that matter, since I was determined to follow regardless. The mountains surrounding the lake slowed the procession’s progress and it took three days to get there. When the party made camp on the evening of the third day, I did the same nearby.


  I wasn’t terribly surprised to find Kanemore looming over me and my small fire within a very short time.


  “I was just making tea, Kanemore-san. Would you care for some?”


  He didn’t meet my gaze. “My sister has instructed me to tell you to go home.”


  “I have no home.”


  “In which case I am instructed to tell you to go someplace else. I should warn you that, should you reply that where you are now is ‘someplace else,’ she has requested that I beat you senseless, but with affection.”


  I nodded. “Anticipated my response. That’s the Teiko I always knew. So. Are you also instructed to kill me if I refuse your sister’s order?”


  Now he did look me squarely in the eye. “If killing you would atone for my own foolishness,” Kanemore said, “I’d do it in a heartbeat. Yet I cannot blame you for what happened, try as I might. You only did as my sister bid—”


  “As did you,” I pointed out.


  He managed a weak smile. “Even so, we still share some of the responsibility for what happened. I could not prevent her disgrace, so I am determined to share it.”


  “That is my wish as well,” I said.


  “You have no—” he began but did not finish.


  “Exactly. My failure gives me that right, if nothing else does. Now consider: what about Prince Takahito? Your nephew? Where is he?”


  “At Court. Takahito of course asked to accompany his mother, but permission was refused.”


  “Indeed. And now he remains at Court surrounded by his enemies. Who will look after him?”


  “Do not lecture me on my duties! Who then, shall look after my sister? These men are to escort her to Suma. They will not remain and protect her afterward.”


  I waved that aside. “I well understand the burden of conflicting obligations. Your instinct for love and loyalty is to protect both your sister and her son. How will you accomplish this when they are practically on opposite ends of the earth? Which path would Teiko choose for you?”


  His face reddened slightly; I could tell that the subject had already come up. Repeatedly, if I knew Teiko.


  “We’ve spoken our minds plainly to each other in the past, Kanemore-san, and I will do the same now: your sister is going to a place where life is harsh and she will be forced to make her own way. Despite her great gifts, neither she nor her two charming and loyal attendants have the vaguest idea of how to survive outside the shelter of the Imperial Court. I do.”


  Kanemore didn’t say anything for several long moments. “My sister is the daughter of an Emperor. She was born to be the mother of an Emperor,” he said finally.


  “If that were the case, then it would still be so,” I said. “Life does not always meet our expectations, but that should not prevent us from seeking what happiness we can.”


  “You are unworthy of Princess Teiko,” Kanemore said, expressionless, “and I say that as someone who holds you in high regard. Yet you are also right. For what little it may be worth, I will speak to my sister.”


  “When I finish my tea,” I said, “and with your sister’s permission, so will I.”


  Teiko agreed to see me, perhaps because she saw no good way to prevent it. After fifteen years I did not care what her reasons might be. The fact that she did agree was enough.


  I found her sitting by herself in a small clearing. She gazed out at a lovely view of Lake Biwa beyond her. The sun had dipped just below the mountains ringing the lake and the water had turned a deep azure. Teiko’s escort was present but out of earshot, as were both of her attendants. She held an empty teacup; the rice cakes beside her looked hardly touched. She still wore her boshi, but the veil was pulled back now to reveal her face. It was a gift, I knew, and I was grateful.


  I can’t say that she hadn’t changed at all in fifteen years: there might have been one or two gray strands among the glossy black of her hair, perhaps a line or two on her face. I can say that the changes didn’t matter. She was and remained beautiful. She looked up and smiled at me a little wistfully as I kneeled not quite in front of her but a little to the side, so as not to spoil her view.


  “So. Have you come to lecture me on my recklessness as well? Please yourself, but be warned—my brother has worried the topic to exhaustion.”


  “Your brother thinks only of you. Yet what’s done cannot be undone.”


  “Life is uncertain in all regards,” Teiko said very seriously, then she managed a smile and waved a hand at the vast stretch of water nearby. “An appropriate setting, don’t you think? I must look like a fisherman’s wife now. What shall I do at Suma, Lord Yamada? Go bare-breasted like the abalone maidens and dive for shells? Learn to gather seaweed to make salt, like those two lovers of the exiled poet? Can you imagine me, hair loose and legs bared, gleaning the shore?”


  “I can easily so imagine,” I said.


  She sighed. “Then your imagination is better than mine. I am a worthless creature now.”


  “That is not possible.”


  She smiled at me. There were dimples in her cheeks. “You are kind, Goji-san. I’m glad that the years have not changed this about you.”


  She offered me a cup of tea from the small pot nearby, but I declined. She poured herself another while I pondered yet again the best way to frame one of the questions that had been troubling me. I finally decided that there simply was no good way, if I chose to ask.


  “No lectures, Teiko-hime, but I must ask about the letter.”


  Her expression was unreadable. “Just ‘Teiko,’ please. Especially now. So. You’re curious about Kiyoshi’s letter, of course. That poem was unexpected.”


  “You weren’t Kiyoshi’s lover,” I said.


  Teiko smiled a little wistfully. “You know I was not,” she said. “But at the moment there is no explanation I can offer you.”


  “I’m not asking for one. What’s done is done.”


  She sipped her tea. “Many things have been done, Goji-san. There is more to come, whatever our place in the order of events may be. Speaking of which, my brother in his own delicate way hints that there is another matter you wish to speak to me about.”


  “I am going to Suma,” I said.


  “That is noble, but pointless. Your life is in Kyoto.”


  “My life is as and where it is fated to be, but still I am going to Suma,” I repeated. “Do you require me to say why?”


  She actually blushed then, but it did not last. “You say that what’s done cannot be undone. Perhaps that is true, but you do not yet know all that has been done. As at our last meeting, I must ask you to listen to me, and then decide what you will or will not do. Please?”


  “I am listening.”


  “You left Court because people were starting to talk about us.”


  “Yes. When the Emperor bestowed his favor on you, Lord Sentaro—”


  “Did no more or less than what I asked him to do.”


  For a little while I forgot to breathe. I idly wondered, somewhere above the roar in my ears, whether I ever would again. “What you . . . ?”


  “It’s unforgivable, I know, but I was not much more than a child, and both foolish and afraid. Once I had been chosen by the former Emperor there could be nothing between us nor even the rumor of such. I knew that you would do what you did, to protect my reputation.”


  “I would have done anything,” I said, “if you had asked me.”


  “That is the true shame I have borne these past fifteen years,” Teiko said softly. “I let this person you detest be the one to break your heart because I lacked the courage to do it myself. I heard later that he took undue pleasure in this. I must bear the blame for that also.”


  Fifteen years. I could feel the weight of every single one of them on my shoulders. “Why are you telling me this now?”


  “Because I needed to tell you,” she said. “More importantly, you needed to hear it, and know just how unworthy I am of your regard before you choose to throw your life away after mine. Or do you still wish to speak to me of things that cannot be undone?”


  Perhaps it was a test. Perhaps it was a challenge. Perhaps it was the simple truth. I only knew what remained true for me. “My decision is not altered,” I said. “I would like to know yours.”


  There were tears in her dark eyes. “There are things we may not speak of, even now. If it is our fate to reach Suma together, speak to me then and I will answer you.”


  The demons were teasing me in my dreams. At least, so I believe. In a vision I saw myself and Teiko on the beach at Suma. The land was desolate but the sea was beautiful and it met most of our needs. We walked on its shore. Teiko was laughing. It was the most exquisite of sounds, at least until she started laughing at me, and it wasn’t Teiko at all but some ogress with Teiko’s smile.


  “What have you done with Teiko?” I demanded, but the demon just mocked me. I drew my sword but the blade was rusted and useless; it would not cut. I looked around frantically at the sea but there was nothing but gigantic waves, one after another racing toward the beach. Sailing against them was one small boat. I could see Teiko there, her back turned to me, sailing away. I ignored the demon and chased after her, but the sea drove me back again and again until her boat was swallowed by the attacking sea.


  “—amada!”


  Someone was calling me. The ogress? I did not care. Teiko was gone.


  “Lord Yamada!”


  I was shaken violently awake. Kanemore kneeled beside my blankets, looking frantic.


  “What-what’s happened?” I said, trying to shake off the nightmare.


  “My sister is missing! Help us search!”


  I was awake now. “But . . . how? Her guards worked in paired shifts!”


  Kanemore looked disgusted as I scrambled to my feet. “The fools swear they never took their eyes off of her, that Teiko and her maids were sleeping peacefully, and then suddenly Teiko wasn’t there! Nonsense. They must have been playing Go or some such rot. I’ll have their heads for this!”


  “We’ll need their heads to help us search. She could not have gotten far. Go ahead. I will catch up.”


  Kanemore ran through the camp with me not far behind, but when I came to the place where I knew Teiko and her ladies had been sleeping, I paused. The two maidservants were huddled together looking confused and frightened, but I ignored them. There was a small screen for some privacy, but no way that Teiko could have left the spot without one of the guards seeing her. I looked in and found her bedding undisturbed, but empty. I pulled her coverlet aside and found a crumpled piece of paper.


  “She’s up there!”


  I heard Kanemore call to me from the shore of the lake and I raced to join him. Just a little further down the shoreline was a place where the mountains dropped sheer to the water. On the very edge of that high promontory stood a small figure dressed in flowing white, as for a funeral.


  “Teiko, no!”


  I started to shout a warning to Kanemore, but he was already sprinting ahead looking for the quickest route up the slope and I followed hot on his heels, but it was far too late. In full sight of both of us, Teiko calmly stepped off the edge.


  With her broad sleeves fluttering like the wings of a butterfly, one could almost imagine her fall would be softened, but the sound of her body striking the water carried across the lake like the crack of ice breaking on the Kamo River in spring.


  One could also imagine, first hope having failed, that there would be nothing in the water to find except, perhaps, a few scraps of paper. One tried very hard to hold on to this hope and only relented when the fishermen from a nearby village helped us locate and remove the cold, broken body of former Princess Teiko from the deep dark waters of the sacred lake.


  The moon was high again and cast its reflection on the river. The modest funeral rites for Teiko were well under way, and once more I stood on the Shijo bridge, staring down at the moon and the dark water beneath it. Again I saw the onibi flare out on the water. I knew that, if I waited long enough, the ghost lights would be followed by the graceful spirits of women who had drowned themselves for love.


  I had seen them before; they would soon appear just above the water in solemn procession, drifting a bit as if with the currents below. The legend was that men unfortunate enough to stare at them too closely would drown themselves out of love as well. I wondered if I, too, before I drowned myself in turn, might see one small figure with the face of Princess Teiko.


  I didn’t know what Kanemore intended when he appeared beside me on the bridge. At that moment I did not care. I simply gazed at the moon’s reflection and waited for whatever might come.


  He placed a small scroll on the railing in front of me. “This is for you, Lord Yamada,” he said formally.


  I frowned. “What is it?”


  “A letter,” he said. “From my sister. I have already opened and read the one intended for me.”


  I didn’t move or touch the letter. “Meticulous. She had this planned before we even left the city. She never intended to go to Suma.”


  “The shame of her disgrace was too much to bear,” he said. He sounded about as convinced as I was.


  “I rather doubt,” I said, “that there was anything your sister could not bear, at need.”


  “Then why did she do it?” he asked softly.


  A simple question that covered so much, and yet at the moment I didn’t have a clear answer. I think I understood more of what had happened than Kanemore did, but the “why” of it all was as big a mystery to me as it was to him. I shared the one thing I thought I knew for certain.


  “I’ve only been able to think of one clear reason. I have been drinking for the past day or so to see if I could perhaps forget that reason.”


  “Have you succeeded?”


  “No.”


  He leaned against the rail with me. Out on the water, the mists were forming into the likenesses of young women. Kanemore glanced at them nervously. “Then share that reason with me. Preferably someplace else.”


  I smiled. “You must drink with me then.”


  “If needs must then let’s get to it.”


  I picked up Teiko’s letter and we left the ghostly women behind. From there we went to the Widow Tamahara’s establishment, as it was the closest. Usually it was filled with drinking samuru, but for the moment all was quiet. We found an unused table, and Kanemore ordered saké, which the smiling Widow Tamahara delivered personally. Kanemore poured out two generous measures, and we drank in companionable silence until Kanemore could stand it no longer. “So. What is the answer you drink to forget?” he asked, as he topped off his cup and my own. “Why did Teiko kill herself?”


  “The only obvious and immediate answer is that, upon her death, you would be free to return to the Capital and look after Takahito.”


  He frowned. “But you were going to be with her.”


  I sighed deeply. “Which did not alter her plans in the slightest, as apparently I was not an acceptable alternative.”


  “That is a very sad thing to bear,” he said after a while, “and also very odd. I know my sister was fond of you.”


  “Maybe. And yet . . . ”


  “Yet what?”


  I took a deep breath and then an even deeper drink. “And yet there is a voice deep in my brain that keeps shouting that I am a complete and utter ass, that I do not understand anything, and the reason Teiko killed herself had nothing to do with me. Try as I might, drink as I might, that troublesome fellow only shouts louder.”


  “You have suffered greatly because of my family,” Kanemore said. “And I know that I have no right to ask more of you. Yet it was my sister’s wish that you read her letter. Will you grant her last request?”


  I didn’t answer right away. “I once asked what you were afraid of, Kanemore-sama. I think it only fair to tell you what I am afraid of. I am very afraid of what Princess Teiko will say to me now.”


  Yet there was never really any question of refusing. I took out the letter. After hesitating as long as I dared I broke the seal. In doing so I discovered that, when I feared the very worst, I had shown entirely too little imagination.


  And, yes, I was in fact a complete and utter ass.


  The letter was very short, and this is most of what it said:


  “The crane flies above


  The lake’s clear shining surface.


  White feathers glisten,


  Made pure by sacred water,


  As the poet’s book was cleansed.”


  At the end of the poem she had simply written: “Forgive me—Teiko.”


  I thought, perhaps, if one day I was able to forgive myself, maybe then I would find the strength to forgive Teiko. Not this day, but that didn’t matter. I had other business. I put the letter away.


  “Kampai, Kanemore-sama. Let us finish this jar of fine saké.”


  I knew Kanemore was deeply curious about the letter but too polite to ask, for which I was grateful. He hefted the container and frowned. “It is almost empty. I’ll order another.”


  “No, my friend, for this is all we will drink tonight. From here we will visit the baths, and then go to sleep, for tomorrow our heads must be clear.”


  “Why? What happens tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow we restore your sister’s honor.”


  The Imperial Court was composed more of tradition and ritual than people. Everything in its time, everything done precisely so. Yet it was astonishing to me how quickly matters could unfold, given the right impetus.


  Kanemore kneeled beside me in the hall where justice, or at least Fujiwara no Sentaro’s version of it, was dispensed. The Minister had not yet taken his place on the dais, but my attention was on a curtained alcove on the far side of the dais. I knew I had seen that curtain move. I leaned over and whispered to Kanemore.


  “His Majesty Reizei is present, I hope?”


  “I believe so, accompanied by Chancellor Yorimichi I expect. He will not show himself, of course.”


  Of course. The acknowledged presence of the Emperor in these proceedings was against form, but that didn’t matter. He was here, and everyone knew it. I was almost certain he would be, once word reached him. Kanemore, through another relative in close attendance on His Majesty, made sure that word did so reach him. I think Lord Sentaro convened in such haste as a way to prevent that eventuality, but in this he was disappointed. He entered now, looking both grave and more than a little puzzled.


  Kanemore leaned close, “I’ve sent a servant for a bucket of water, as you requested. I hope you know what you’re doing.”


  Kanemore was obviously apprehensive. Under the circumstances I did not blame him. Yet I was perfectly calm. I claimed no measure of courage greater than Kanemore’s; I simply had the distinct advantage that I no longer cared what happened to me.


  “What is this matter you have brought before the Imperial Ministry?” Lord Sentaro demanded from the dais.


  “I am here to remove the unjust stain on the honor of the late Princess Teiko, daughter of the Emperor Sanjo, Imperial Consort to the late Emperor Suzaku II,” I said, clearly and with more than enough volume to carry my words throughout the room.


  There was an immediate murmur of voices from the clerks, minor judges, members of the Court, and attendants present. Lord Sentaro glared for silence until the voices subsided.


  “This unfortunate matter has already been settled. Lady Teiko was identified by my nephew, who died a hero’s death in Mutsu province. Consider your words carefully, Lord Yamada.”


  “I choose my words with utmost care, Your Excellency. Your nephew was indeed a hero and brought honor to the Fujiwara family. He did not, however, name Princess Teiko as his lover. This I will prove.”


  Lord Sentaro motioned me closer, and when he leaned down his words were for me alone. “Shall I have cause to embarrass you a second time, Lord Yamada?”


  Up until that point I almost felt sorry for the man, but no longer. Now my blade, so to speak, was drawn. “We shall soon see, Lord Minister of Justice. May I examine the letter?”


  He indicated assent and I returned to my place as Lord Sentaro’s stentorian voice boomed across the room. “Produce my nephew’s letter so that Lord Yamada may examine it and see what everyone knows is plainly written there.”


  A few snickers blossomed like weeds here and there in the courtroom despite the seriousness of the proceedings, but I ignored them. A waiting clerk hurried up, bowed low, and handed me the letter in question. I unrolled it and then signaled Kanemore who in turn signaled someone waiting at the back of the room. A young man in Taira livery came hurrying up with a bucket of clear water, placed it beside me, and then withdrew.


  Lord Sentaro frowned. “Lord Yamada, did you neglect to wash your face this morning?”


  More laughter. I was examining the poem closely and did not bother to look up. “The water is indeed to wash away a stain, Lord Sentaro. Not, however, one of mine.”


  The letter was not very long, and mostly spoke of the things Kiyoshi had seen and the hardships of the camp. The poem actually came after his personal seal. I unrolled the letter in its entirety, no more than the length of my forearm, and carefully dipped the paper into the water.


  There was consternation in the court. Two guards rushed forward, but one glare from Prince Kanemore made them hesitate, looking to Lord Sentaro for instruction.


  “Lady Teiko’s sin dishonors us all,” Lord Sentaro said, and his voice was pure sweet reason, “but the letter has been witnessed by hundreds. Destroying it will change nothing.”


  “I am not destroying the letter, Lord Sentaro. I am merely cleansing it. As the poet Ono no Komachi did in our great-grandsires’ time.”


  Too late the fool understood. A hundred years before, a Lady of the Court had been accused by an enemy of copying a poem from an old book and presenting the piece as her own work. She faced her accuser and washed the book in question in clear water, just as I was doing now, and with the same result. I held the letter up high for all to see. Kiyoshi’s letter was, of course, perfectly intact.


  Except for the poem. That was gone.


  More consternation. Lord Sentaro looked as if someone had struck him between the eyes with a very large hammer. I didn’t wait for him to recover.


  “It is a sad thing,” I said, again making certain my voice carried to every corner—and alcove—of the court, “that a mere hundred years after the honored poet Ono no Komachi exposed this simple trick we should be deceived again. The ink in Fujiwara no Kiyoshi’s letter is of course untouched, for it has been wedded to this paper for the past fifteen years. Clearly, the poem slandering Princess Teiko was added within the month.”


  “Are you accusing me—” Lord Sentaro stopped, but it was too late. He himself had made the association; I needed to do little else.


  “I accuse no one. I merely state two self-evident facts: that Teiko-hime was innocent, and that whoever wrote the poem accusing her had both access to the letter,” and here I paused for emphasis, “and access to a Fujiwara seal. These conclusions are beyond dispute, Excellency. At the present time the identity of the person responsible is of lesser concern.”


  The man was practically sputtering. “But . . . but she was here! Why did Princess Teiko not speak up? She said nothing!”


  I bowed low. “How should innocence answer a lie?”


  The murmuring of the witnesses was nearly deafening for a time. It had only just begun to subside when a servant appeared from behind the alcove, hurried up to the dais, and whispered briefly in Lord Sentaro’s ear. His face, before this slowly turning a bright pink, now turned ashen gray. Kanemore and I bowed to the court as the official part of the proceedings were hastily declared closed. The proceedings that mattered most, I knew, had just begun.


  That evening Kanemore found me once more on Shijo Bridge. The moon was beginning to wane, now past its full beauty, but I still watched its reflection in the water as I waited for the ghosts to appear. Kanemore approached and then leaned against the rail next to me.


  “Well?” I asked.


  “Teiko’s honors and titles are to be posthumously restored,” he said. “Lord Sentaro is, at his own expense and at Chancellor Yorimichi’s insistence, arranging prayers for her soul at every single temple in Kyoto.”


  “If you’ll pardon my saying so, Kanemore-sama, you don’t sound happy about it.”


  “For the memory of my sister, I am,” he said. “Yet one could also wish we had discovered this deception soon enough to save her. Still, I will have satisfaction against Lord Sentaro over this, Minister of Justice or no.”


  I laughed. “No need. Even assuming that the expense of the prayers doesn’t ruin him, Lord Sentaro will be digging clams at the beach at Suma or Akashi within a month, or I will be astonished,” I said. “It’s enough.”


  “Enough? It was his slander that killed my sister! Though I must ask, while we’re on the subject—how did you know?”


  I had hoped to spare us both this additional pain, but clearly Kanemore wasn’t going to be content with what he had. There was that much of his sister in him.


  “Lord Sentaro did not kill your sister, Kanemore-sama. We did.”


  One can never reliably predict a man’s reaction to the truth. I thought it quite possible that Kanemore would take my head then and there. I’m not sure what was stopping him, but while he was still staring at me in shock, I recited the poem from his sister’s letter. “I trust you get the allusion,” I said when I was done.


  From the stunned look on the poor man’s face it was obvious that he did. “Teiko knew the poem was a forgery? Why didn’t she—”


  At that moment Kanemore’s expression bore a striking resemblance to Lord Sentaro’s earlier in the day. I nodded.


  “You understand now. Teiko knew the poem was forged for the obvious reason that she did it herself. She used a carefully chosen ink that matched the original for color but was of poorer quality. I don’t know how she acquired the proper seal, but I have no doubt that she did so. It’s likely she started the original rumors as well, probably through her maids. We can confirm this, but I see no need.”


  Kanemore grasped for something, anything. “If Lord Sentaro thought the letter was genuine, that does explain why he didn’t destroy it, but it does not explain why he didn’t use it himself! Why didn’t he accuse Teiko openly?”


  “I have no doubt he meant to confront her in private if he’d had the chance, but in court? Why should he? If Takahito was Kiyoshi’s son, then the Emperor’s heir was a Fujiwara after all, and with Teiko the Dowager Empress under Sentaro’s thumb, thanks to that letter. Until that day came he could continue to champion Prince Norihira, but he won no matter who took the throne, or so the fool thought. Teiko was not mistaken when she said Sentaro was searching for the letter—he wanted it back as much as she did.”


  Kanemore, warrior that he was, continued to fight a lost battle. “Rubbish! Why would Teiko go to such lengths to deliberately dishonor herself?”


  I met his gaze. “To make her son Emperor.”


  Despite my sympathy for Kanemore, I had come too far alone. Now he was going to share my burden whether he liked it or not. I gave him the rest.


  “Consider this—so long as the Fujiwara preferred Prince Norihira, Takahito’s position remained uncertain. Would the Teiko you knew resign herself to that if there was an alternative? Any alternative?”


  Kanemore looked grim. “No. She would not.”


  I nodded. “Just so. Teiko gave Sentaro possession of the letter solely to show that he could have altered it. Then she likewise arranged for the letter to disappear and for us to find it again. In hindsight I realize that it had all been a little too easy, though not so easy as to arouse immediate suspicion. Those shikigami might very well have killed me if I’d been alone, but Teiko sent you to make certain that did not happen. Her attention to detail was really astounding.”


  Kanemore tried again. “But . . . if this was her plan, then it worked perfectly! Lord Sentaro was humiliated before the Emperor, the Chancellor, the entire Court! His power is diminished! She didn’t have to kill herself.”


  I almost laughed again. “Humiliated? Diminished? Why should Teiko risk so much and settle for so little? With the responsibility for her death laid solely at his feet, Lord Sentaro’s power at Court has been broken. The entire Fujiwara Clan has taken a blow that will be a long time healing. No one will oppose Prince Takahito’s claim to the Throne now, or dare speak ill of your sister in or out of the Imperial Presence. It was Teiko’s game, Kanemore-san. She chose the stakes.”


  Kanemore finally accepted defeat. “Even the shikigami . . . Goji-san, I swear I did not know.”


  “I believe you. Teiko understood full well what would have happened if she’d confided in either of us. Yet we can both take comfort in this much—we did not fail your sister. We both performed exactly as she hoped.”


  Kanemore was silent for a time. When he spoke again he looked at me intently. “I thought my sister’s payment was in gold. I was wrong. She paid in revenge.”


  I grunted. “Lord Sentaro? That was . . . satisfying, I admit, but I’d compose a poem praising the beauty of the man’s hindquarters and recite it in front of the entire Court tomorrow if that would bring your sister back.”


  He managed a brief smile then, but his expression quickly turned serious again. “Not Sentaro. I mean you could have simply ignored Teiko’s final poem, and her death would have been for nothing and my nephew’s ruin complete and final. She offered this to you.”


  I smiled. “She knew . . . Well, say in all fairness that she left the choice to me. Was that a choice at all, Kanemore-sama?”


  He didn’t answer, but then I didn’t think there was one. I stood gazing out at the moon’s reflection. The charming ghosts were in their procession. I think my neck was extended at the proper angle. The rest, so far as I knew or cared, was up to Kanemore.


  I felt his hand on my shoulder. I’m not sure if that was intended to reassure me or steady himself.


  “You must drink with me, Goji-san,” he said. It wasn’t a suggestion.


  “I must drink,” I said. “With or without you.”


  We returned to the Widow Tamahara’s establishment. I wondered if we would drink to the point of despair and allow ourselves to be swallowed up by the darkness. Or would we survive and go on, as if I had said nothing at all on Shijo Bridge? While we waited for our saké, I think I received an answer of sorts as Kanemore’s attention wandered elsewhere in the room. He watched the samuru laughing and drinking at the other low tables, and his distaste was obvious.


  “A sorry lot. Always drinking and whoring and gambling, when they’re not killing each other.” Kanemore sighed deeply and continued. “And yet they are the future.”


  I frowned. “These louts? What makes you think so?”


  Our saké arrived and Kanemore poured. “Think? No, Goji-san—I know. Year by year the power and wealth of the provincial daimyos increases, and their private armies are filled with these samurai,” he said, now using the more common corrupted word, “whose loyalties are to their lords and not the Emperor. They are the reason upstarts like the Abe Clan are able to create so much trouble in the first place.”


  “Dark days are ahead if you are correct.”


  Kanemore raised his cup. “Dark days are behind as well.”


  So. It seemed we had chosen to live, and in my heart I hoped that, at least for a while, things might get better. To that end I drank, and as the evening progressed I used the saké to convince myself that all the things I needed desperately to believe were really true.


  I told myself that Teiko was right to do as she did. That it wasn’t just family scheming or royal ambition. That Kanemore and I, though mostly unaware, had helped her to accomplish a good thing, a noble thing, and time would prove it so. First, in the continued decline of the power and influence of the Fujiwara. Second, in the glory to come under the reign of Crown Prince Takahito, soon to be known to history as His Imperial Majesty, Sanjo II.


  My son.


  A TOUCH OF HELL


  Any sensible person would have many critical things to say of Kenji the priest: he drank too much. He didn’t bathe often, ritually or otherwise. His understanding of and devotion to the Eightfold Way was dubious at best. Yet let it never be said he couldn’t recognize the obvious.


  “Yamada-san, you look terrible.”


  Kenji kneeled, grinning, in the doorway to my rooms, neither quite in nor quite out, much like his relative position on spiritual matters. The open door let in a shaft of light, illuminating an empty saké cask, the remnants of my last drinking cup—smashed when I finally realized that the cask was empty—and me, lying on top of some not very clean bedding. I groaned and tried to sit up, but the room was still spinning too much. I settled for groaning again.


  “Who let you in?”


  “And a cheery good morning to you as well. The Widow Tamahara of course. She saw no need to announce me as we’re old friends.”


  “I’ve known you a long time. It’s not the same thing.”


  Kenji had a more proper Buddhist name he’d been given when he’d become a priest, but he didn’t use it and neither did I. I didn’t even remember what that name was, though I’m sure I’d heard it at one time or another. His priest-name was something pure and pious, no doubt, which were attributes I could never quite associate with Kenji.


  He grinned. “Even so,” he said, and then the grin went away and he went on, “It doesn’t help, you know.”


  It took an effort, but this time I managed to sit up. My head felt like a blowfish looks, and I wasn’t exactly certain I’d be able to keep my breakfast down, if I’d planned to eat any. “What doesn’t help?”


  “The saké. You can’t drink Teiko’s memory away.”


  So. Kenji knew about myself and Teiko. I should have been surprised, but I wasn’t. “I can try. So. What do you want? I know you didn’t come here to lecture me on the evils of drinking, you of all people.”


  “You need employment, if nothing else to pay for these elegant quarters and more useless drink. I may have something for you.”


  These “elegant quarters” consisted of two shabby rooms in the compound adjoining the drinking establishment that the Widow Tamahara ran near the Gion Shrine. Nothing elegant about either my quarters or the Widow Tamahara, truth be told. Still, there was music in summer, saké was never too far away, and it certainly beat living in the streets of Kyoto. Which, truth again admitted, I was one more late rent payment away from.


  “I’m listening.”


  “An old friend of mine named Saigyo is now the abbot at Kokusho-ji, a temple near Mount Oe. I trust you’ve heard of it.”


  “There are temples beyond counting, but Mount Oe? Certainly.”


  Indeed, who had not? That area along the northwest road was famous for being infested with ogres from legendary times, though none had been reported in the area since the Emperor Ichijô ordered the hero Minamoto no Yorimitsu to clear the mountain of them some fifty years or so before. Still, rumors persisted.


  “Saigyo says an ogre now haunts a section of the Tambakaido near Kokusho Temple. It’s made travel through that area somewhat difficult. He’s aware of your reputation and contacted me to employ you.”


  I shielded my eyes against the fierce morning sun. “Me? Why doesn’t he petition the Imperial Government for aid? Keeping order along the roads is its concern.”


  “Such petitions take time, Yamada-san. Especially with the turmoil within the Court of late. The Minister of Justice has just been banished to Akashi and the Chancellor himself is in seclusion. I suspect you know a thing or two about this.” He paused then, perhaps hoping that I would admit or deny, but of course I did neither.


  “Assuming I was foolish enough to challenge an ogre, how would I be paid? In prayers for my soul? Granted, there’s a good chance I would need them.”


  Kenji just pulled a small black cloth bag out of his robe and dropped it on the wooden floor beside my bedding. Since my head was throbbing, the clinking sound the bag made was at once too loud and yet pleasant. I opened the bag to find thirty knife-shaped Chinese bronze coins and one sliver about half the length of my middle finger that looked like and probably was pure gold.


  “Your temple seems to be doing rather well for itself,” I said.


  “You must understand that Saigyo is from a well-to-do family. More, he is not acting in his role as abbot, but rather in aid of his former brother-in-law, Minamoto no Tetsuo. Tetsuo is the provincial governor; since the ogre’s presence has cut off traffic along the road and therefore the fees that Tetsuo is authorized to collect, he’s been especially hurt by the ogre’s presence.”


  “ ‘Former’ brother-in-law?”


  “Yes. He was married to Saigyo’s youngest sister, Hanako. Sadly, according to Saigyo’s letter, Hanako died about a month ago. I knew her, Yamada-san. She was . . . a lovely young woman.”


  There was doubtless a story hidden in the way he said her name, but that didn’t concern me. I picked up one of the coins; there was no mistaking the feel of a good bronze coin. I put it back. “It seems rather odd to me that your friend would go to such trouble to help a man with whom he has no more family connections.”


  Kenji sighed. “I don’t claim to have all the details. I have only my friend’s letter and this partial payment, of which, let it be said, I have already removed a small fee. You’ll receive as much again if you succeed, and I’ll want a token of that as well. As for the details, you can ask Saigyo and Tetsuo yourself after we arrive.”


  Perhaps it was the glare of light through the doorway, but I only then realized that Kenji was dressed in his traveling clothes, and at his side was the sort of straw hat that the monks favored.


  “We? I haven’t even said that I was going yet.”


  “It’s either face the ogre or stay here and starve or, worse, run out of saké. Or do you have a better offer?”


  “No,” I said, because it was so.


  Kenji nodded. “Then you’re going. Now stop wasting our time and get up. The sooner you make ready, the sooner we can be off.”


  I got up, because of course he was right.


  We were barely past the Nishi Gate before Kenji brought up Teiko again, at least indirectly. “I’m thinking it will do you good to get out of the city for a while.”


  “Oh, yes. Much better to get torn apart and devoured than mope about.”


  Kenji smiled. “Far better. You’ve made such a mess of this life that it might be best to just get it over with and try again in another incarnation.”


  “Your sympathy is quite touching.”


  “Sympathy is the last thing you need, Yamada-san. You have more than enough of your own. What would Teiko say?”


  I almost struck him then, and the penalties for assaulting a priest be damned to a multitude of hells. My anger didn’t stop me from thinking about his question. “She would laugh at me, and tell me I was being an ass.”


  Kenji nodded. “A wise and gifted woman, by all accounts. What would your future together have been, had she lived?”


  I thought about that, too. “A Princess of the Imperial Court and a landless noble? We had none. But it would have been better had she lived.”


  “But she did not.”


  “As always, your grasp of the obvious is astounding.”


  “As always, so is your lack of the same,” he said.


  I stopped then. There were other travelers passing by on the western road, but no one paid us much attention. Kenji was a traveling priest, one of hundreds, and he looked the part with his traveling garb and large straw hat perched on his head like an inverted bowl. My clothes, though a bit rumpled, were of good quality. We didn’t stand out. If we started shouting at each other, that was apt to change. I very gently led Kenji off the road and the trees closed in behind us before I stopped again.


  “Kenji-san, whatever you know or think you know about what passed between myself and Princess Teiko, from this point forward you will consider the subject closed. Those who bear the blame for her disgrace and untimely death have been exposed and punished. That’s the end of it.”


  “So why are you drinking yourself to death?”


  “This from a man who practically lives in the front of a wine shop?”


  Kenji didn’t even blink. “I’m not against having a goal. If one drinks seriously one should do it for a reason,” he said, “but the reasons vary. I know mine. Do you know yours? And please don’t say ‘Teiko.’ Grief and regret are only owed so much.”


  “Are you done?” I asked.


  “For now,” Kenji said. “But I make no promises for later. After all, I must protect my friend’s investment.”


  “I’ve accepted the abbot’s money and I never drink while on a mission. I’ll do my best for Saigyo, never fear.”


  “Who said anything about Saigyo?”


  Kenji walked past me back to the Tambakaido and, after a moment, I followed. Neither of us spoke again for some time, which I considered a very good thing. We were barely out of Kyoto and rapidly approaching a dangerous, haunted region. Besides the areas’s reputation for ogres, the mountains were also home to several ancient tombs and burial mounds, containing ghosts from a time no one could remember. While most of the area’s reputation dated from the period of the ogres, there were other dangers. Bandits were rare these days but not unknown, and even they were not necessarily the worst thing one might meet on the road.


  Even so, it was hard to think of that when one considered the pure beauty of the area. Mountains rose to either side of us; the region was known for its forested hillsides and deep, shaded valleys. The air was cool and clean, and frankly, a pleasant change from the smokes and odors of Kyoto. If it wasn’t for the little matter of an ogre waiting for me at the end of it, I might have enjoyed the journey.


  “Did you bring it?” I asked finally.


  “Bring what?” Kenji asked, all innocence.


  He wasn’t fooling me. Unlike a ghost, an ogre was a physical being and had to be destroyed by physical means which, considering how strong and fierce they were, was no easy task for seasoned warriors and a suicidal one for a man alone. Like the hero Yorimitsu himself, I was going to need some assistance.


  “Kenji, as far as I’m concerned that ‘token fee’ you took from Saigyo’s payment went to cover this. Either show me what you’ve brought or I turn back now.”


  “Oh, very well.” Kenji pulled out something that resembled, and likely was, no more than a long slip of paper with some writing on it, tied in a single knot as lovers sometimes did. He handed this to me.


  “This is an excerpt from a Holy Sutra, a passage of such pure, ethereal truth and virtue that something as coarse as an ogre cannot discern it. As long as you have this on your person and don’t fart or trip over a rock, you should be able to take the beast by surprise.”


  “I’ll be invisible?”


  “Invisible and inaudible,” Kenji said with a touch of pride. “It won’t even be able to hear your voice, though it can hear any other noise you make. The effect will only last until you strike, as violence will negate the purity of the sutra. Needless to say, make your first blow a good one.”


  The talisman wasn’t a guarantee, but it was an advantage and actually more than I expected. I very carefully put the paper away. The sun was approaching zenith and Kenji shaded his eyes.


  “If I recall right, there’s a stream and small waterfall not too far from here, though not that many people know of it. It would be a good place to rest and have a bite.”


  “You seem very familiar with the Tamba Road,” I said.


  Kenji just shrugged. “I received my initial training at Kokusho-ji after I was given to the temple; it was often necessary to travel between there and the Capital.”


  I was content to let Kenji lead the way. Walking wasn’t exactly my favorite thing to do at any time, but other than accept the bother and expense of a horse, there wasn’t any other good way to get where we were going. I certainly had no objection to a little rest.


  At this point the road led through a wooded valley and I followed Kenji off the road at a place that might have been a path but really looked more like a slight gap in the trees. Still, the way was clear and before long I heard the sounds of a waterfall. I also heard something else. A glance at Kenji showed that he had heard the same thing—the unmistakable music of female laughter.


  “It seems this place is not quite so unknown as you thought.”


  Kenji just grinned and plunged ahead at a trot. I sighed and followed at a more leisurely place. I arrived at the pool to be greeted with the following tableau: Kenji standing just at the edge of the water and beyond him two naked young women clinging to each other in the deepest part of the pool just beyond where the mountain stream feeding the pool splashed down from the hillside.


  From their clothes draped neatly over a pair of bushes on the opposite shore, it was obvious that they were two pretty and perhaps foolish peasant girls from some nearby village or farm. Still, their rustic origins seemed to have done them no harm: their hair was long and black, their skin the color of golden straw in autumn. Their lithe bodies were demurely veiled by the water, but only just, and they indeed made a lovely sight.


  They looked at us with the appropriate mixture of surprise and apprehension, but their dark eyes did not agree with what their faces were telling us.


  “Ladies, have no fear—” Kenji began, but I interrupted him.


  “Ladies,” I said. “You’re wasting your time. This alleged monk has no piety to tempt. And as for me, I barely have any soul left at all worth mentioning.”


  One of the women actually snarled at me. In another instant they disappeared under the water, nimble as a pair of minnows. There was a ripple and splash on the opposite shore as two red fox vixens emerged from the pool, shook off the water, and vanished into the trees. Their clothes, of course, had disappeared—they were never really there.


  Kenji stared at me. “They . . . foxes? How did you know?”


  I shrugged. “Let’s just say I’ve gotten better at spotting them over the years. So. Will you unpack the rice cakes or shall I?”


  Kenji went searching through his pack, muttering all the while. I skirted the edge of the pool to the waterfall, caught some of the splashing water in my hands and drank. It was clean and cold and, unlike the women, very real. Still, I found myself wishing there was enough magic clinging to the place to transform the water to saké. I put the thought away.


  By the time I returned, Kenji had the rice cakes arranged on a small cloth and had already eaten one. I took a couple for myself. While I ate I noticed Kenji staring wistfully at the water.


  “I suppose I should thank you,” he said.


  “You would if you were grateful,” I said, trying not to smile. “Oh, don’t go on about it. At best they would have given you an hour or two of exquisite pleasure, and then laughed at you, content in the knowledge that they had distracted a holy man from the True Path. I gather that the foxes consider such tricks all in good fun.”


  “I’d consider that good fun myself,” Kenji said drily. “What’s the worst that could have happened?”


  “Depends on what you think ‘the worst’ is. They might have kept you entranced at their loveliness for a few minutes from your perspective, only to discover that, back on the road, several hundred years had passed. Or . . . ”


  “Or?”


  “Or they might have been bathing together in human form for a lark, and been so very angry at being disturbed that they would have killed and eaten you and left your bones to molder at the bottom of this pool.”


  “Oh.” Kenji seemed to consider this. “I’m not so keen on those other two options. Still, maybe it would have been worth the risk to find out.”


  “Not for me,” I said. “I don’t trust anything that can change at a whim.”


  “Then you don’t trust human beings in general,” Kenji said.


  I had no argument with that. “Certainly not. Why would I trust any creature that can take a perfectly useful form of its own and let jealousy change it into, say, a snake?”


  Kenji frowned. “A human transformation? I thought that was just a legend.”


  “Why? It makes sense that emotions too powerful for a human to bear would seek a more appropriate form. Doesn’t your own tradition tell of a once-pious monk who was so overcome with lust for the daughter of an Emperor that he changed into a rat?”


  Kenji had just taken a big bite of one of the rice cakes and he chewed, looking thoughtful. “I assume you’re referring to the story of the priest Raigo of Mii Temple,” he said when his mouth was no longer quite so full. “That’s just a story they tell to frighten the young monks.”


  “Suit yourself. Go seduce those foxes, for all I care. Just don’t complain to me when one gets annoyed and bites your manhood off.”


  Kenji turned a little pale. “I think perhaps we should get back on the road.”


  “Only if we wish to reach Mount Oe sometime before next winter.”


  The trip was long and arduous but, despite one or two other distractions, we finally reached the temple on the misty slopes of Mount Oe. As was the custom, the temple compound commonly sheltered travelers and we were shown to rooms that, while spare, were far better than my own lodgings in Kyoto. We were, so far as I could see, the only guests. After we had been fed and otherwise attended, Kenji disappeared for a little while and I used the time to massage my aching feet before he returned.


  “Master Saigyo has requested that we join him on the temple grounds. There’s a lovely moon tonight, or so he says.”


  I nodded, a little relieved. I had feared that I might be forced to endure a more formal audience, but the choice of venue seemed to imply that the abbot was more concerned with business than ceremony. That, and we would be much less likely to be overheard. At least, so I hoped and so it proved.


  We found the abbot on the northern slope bordering the temple. Two stone lanterns marked a path leading further up the mountain and there Saigyo waited for us.


  There was, indeed, a lovely full moon rising and Master Saigyo, after introductions, invited us to join him in viewing it. While Master Saigyo studied the moon and Kenji pretended to, I studied Master Saigyo as much as courtesy allowed. He was around Kenji’s age, maybe not yet fifty, a heavy-set man who bore himself in a manner that suggested he was used to being obeyed. Other than that, his face was as impassive as that of the moon above.


  Kenji was the first to speak. “I only recently learned of the death of your youngest sister, Master Saigyo, or I would have written sooner. She was a sweet and gentle soul and I grieve with you.”


  There was, perhaps, the flicker of a smile on the abbot’s face. “Thank you, old friend. We know that death is inevitable in this world yet each loss still feels like a blow, and a blow hurts. Yet we should not bother our guest with such things. Yamada-san, I must thank you again for coming. Daisho speaks well of you.”


  It took me a few moments to remember that “Daisho” was Kenji’s proper name as a priest. I resolved to remember it only so long as necessary.


  “No doubt my friend praises me far past my worth,” I said, “but I will do what I can. If I may, I would like to ask a few questions.”


  “We had thought the time of the ogres had passed around Mount Oe,” Saigyo said, looking resigned. “And yet here we are again. I will, of course, answer any question I can.”


  “To begin, where was the ogre first seen and when did it first appear?”


  “By the large fallen stone that some refer to as ‘the Weeping Woman.’ Kenji, I’m sure you know the one I mean.”


  Kenji nodded. “It’s just out of sight of the border post further west. Well known in the area though I’m sure my friend has not heard of it.” He turned to me, and I acknowledged that I had not.


  The abbot continued. “I know the answer to the second question quite well. The first reported sighting was six weeks ago.”


  Kenji frowned. “But that was . . . ” He didn’t finish.


  Master Saigyo nodded somberly. “Yes, old friend—that was the day Hanako died. Forgive me for the vagueness of my letter, but it seems it was the ogre that slew her, and now wears her kimono as a trophy. Perhaps you can understand why I did not wish to wait for the Emperor’s Justice.”


  When our audience with Saigyo was concluded, rather than returning to our rooms, I asked Kenji to take me to the section of road where Hanako had been killed, and as Master Saigyo said, the ogre still lurked. Kenji agreed, although reluctantly.


  “Don’t worry; I do not intend to challenge the beast tonight. I just want to have a look around.”


  The moon was past its zenith but there was still a fair bit of light on the road, and I was counting on that. We stopped at the border crossing where a rather scruffy and sleepy-looking watchman made us state our business before waving us through. He muttered something about “sending the priests to pick up our pieces in the morning” that he didn’t think we heard, but otherwise made no objection. After that Kenji and I had the road to ourselves.


  Kenji was nervous. I would have enjoyed that more if I wasn’t feeling somewhat the same. I broke the silence. “Why do they call the rock ‘the Weeping Woman’?”


  “Legend has it that, in times past, a woman traveler was murdered by bandits at the foot of the rock, and that her despair and anger at her fate trapped her soul there in the stone, where she weeps and bemoans her fate to this day.”


  “Is it true?”


  “It’s a story,” Kenji said. “The rock does appear to weep but this section of the road is prone to mists and fog. It might just be water collecting on the stone.”


  “For a priest who specializes in talismans against spirits and demons you seem very reluctant to draw the obvious conclusion,” I said.


  “Because the obvious conclusion is so often the wrong one. Don’t mock me, Yamada-san. You know it’s true.”


  That I did. Just because a tradesman believed that a vengeful ghost was driving his customers away or an artist suspected that a demon inhabited the piece of wood he’d been hired to carve, that didn’t make it true. It did, however, make fertile ground for someone like Kenji with his charms and trinkets. But that did not mean that demons and ghosts did not exist, nor that Kenji was incapable of making true wards against them. I had risked my life more than once on the strength of Kenji’s skills and I had no doubt the talisman he’d given me would work as described. Otherwise I’d never have accepted this commission in the first place. Yet sometimes I felt that Kenji preferred the rational explanation to the true one, given a choice. I said so.


  Kenji seemed to consider this. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps I would prefer a world with no ghosts and demons and shape-shifters in it. Shouldn’t one wish for simplicity? Especially a priest?”


  “Should the number of complications in life really matter? The world is an illusion and thus merely a distraction from the True Path. Isn’t that what you priests say?”


  Kenji sighed. “One can acknowledge a great truth and still wish it were a little less true . . . Ah. Softly, now. We’re getting close.”


  At this point the road was practically carved out of the mountainside, with a sheer drop into darkness below on the left and a nearly-vertical cliff face above to the right. No wonder the ogre was causing so much trouble; with a little time and preparation a mere handful of men could hold the road here against an army. One could well imagine how impassable the presence of an ogre made it.


  “There it is,” said Kenji in a harsh whisper.


  At first I thought he meant the ogre, but I soon realized he was pointing at the rock. Apparently a section of granite had broken off the mountainside some time in the distant past and landed upright there at the edge of the roadway nearest the mountain. The “Weeping Woman” was about seven feet wide and twice as high, from my reckoning. I thought of Kenji’s story and realized that, indeed, it would make a very good spot for an ambush; two or three armed men could easily lurk behind it, unseen.


  Or one ogre.


  I started to move closer, but Kenji grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?” he whispered. “I thought you didn’t mean to confront the beast tonight?”


  “I want a better look so I can plan my attack. Besides, it can’t see me, remember?”


  “No, but it can see me easily enough if you make enough noise to rouse it!”


  “I’ll be careful.”


  I hadn’t gone more than ten steps when the ogre appeared and I stopped short. I assumed it had slipped out from behind the rock, but either it was extremely fast or the light wasn’t quite as good as I thought, since I did not see it do so. One moment it wasn’t there, and the next it was. Most definitely.


  The creature seemed small for an ogre, perhaps no more than seven feet tall, and definitely female, or at least a grotesque parody of one. Its hair was long and coarse, its mouth distorted by two-upward turning tusks like those of a boar. It wore a ragged blue kimono rather incongruously covered in a design of little pink peonies. The kimono did not fit and was torn in several places, revealing the creature’s withered dugs and most of her limbs. It was at once extremely fierce-looking and somehow pitiable as it looked down the road. A breeze along the road brought the faint smell of death.


  If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was looking for someone. Or, perhaps, waiting?


  For the next available traveler, no doubt. Using Kenji’s talisman as cover, I moved slowly forward, careful to be as silent as possible. I noted that the Weeping Woman was very rough and broken on the side nearest the road.


  The beast has to sleep sometime.


  I thought, perhaps, if I could come back during such a time I might be able to climb to the top of the stone and later take the beast unawares from above, but I needed a better look at the stone. I move forward but now off to the left side of the road to give the ogress a wider berth. I was no more than about thirty feet from the creature now, and it was only the certainty of Kenji’s talisman that let me dare approach so close.


  The ogress looked at me. Not at where I was, not in the direction of some inadvertent sound I had made, because I had moved as silently as a shadow. No. The creature looked directly at me. I didn’t even have time to react before the beast took four giant strides and stood in front of me, looking down. Only then I noticed its fingernails were talons fully six inches long. It reached for me.


  The talisman . . . ?


  Had failed completely, and I was going to die. There wasn’t a doubt of that in my mind. I didn’t waste time trying to run, or cursing Kenji’s apparently useless sutra that had doomed me. There was simply no point. I didn’t even try to draw my sword because there was no way that I would get it clear of the scabbard before the beast had me. I was going to die.


  “You have me, ogre,” I said, because it was so. “Do as you will.”


  One of her talons brushed my cheek, drawing blood. And then she shook her massive head. “You’re not the one. Go away!”


  She shoved me back. Not struck, not impaled, shoved. I practically flew several feet before landing, sprawling, not five feet from where I’d left Kenji moments before. It was a few more moments before I could force my tortured lungs to breathe again; the front of my body felt like one enormous bruise and, despite the need, it was even longer before I could even attempt to rise. When I did, Kenji was there to help me up.


  “Kenji, you worthless—” I started, but found I still did not have enough wind in me to curse him.


  “Yamada-san, I swear. It should have worked! Why didn’t it work?”


  He sounded as puzzled as I felt. While I was angry enough to kill him, I decided that could wait until later. I got my sword out as best I could, swearing that I would at least try to meet the ogre’s next attack on my feet.


  The attack did not come. The ogre was nowhere to be seen.


  I lowered my blade, feeling foolish. After a moment I put it back in its scabbard. “Kenji, please explain yourself.”


  I don’t think he was even listening. He stared at the rock called the Weeping Woman, and he was shaking. “You saw! It is as Saigyo said. . . . That kimono belonged to Hanako, as well I know—it was a gift from me for her wedding day, and Saigyo said she wore it often. She must have been wearing it when she . . . ” He didn’t finish. There were tears in his eyes, though of rage or grief or both, I could not tell.


  “I saw very clearly,” I said, “since I was no more than three feet from the infernal thing. Master Saigyo spoke of funeral rites too, but no one told me that Hanako’s body was not recovered. I just assumed that, apparently correctly, unless the ogre stripped her first and then discarded the body. Which an ogre would not do.”


  “Of course not! The ogre has certainly devoured her,” he said. “Though there must be something yet remaining of poor Hanako other than her clothes—the place smells of death.”


  “So I noticed. While we’re on the subject, why am I still alive? It’s certainly no thanks to your sutra of ‘pure, ethereal truth.’ ”


  Kenji’s rage seemed to abandon him. “Yamada-san . . . I don’t know what to tell you. I’m not above creating a fake talisman when there’s no harm in it, but not when a man’s life is at stake, and certainly not now! For Hanako’s sake, I want that creature destroyed even more than you do.”


  “What are you not telling me, Kenji?”


  He scowled for a moment or two, then answered me. “I was in love with Hanako,” he said.


  I wasn’t surprised. Something in the way he’d said her name before made me wonder. “Did Saigyo know? Or, for that matter, did Hanako?”


  “Hanako never had reason to know. Saigyo knew, I’m sure,” Kenji said. “Very little escapes him. Still, it was long ago. She was too young and her family would never have approved in any case, as I had nothing and was a priest besides. It was useless.”


  I knew a little of such things, unfortunately, and understood his pain, but just then what little strength was left to me faded out. I found a convenient stone and sat down. “Why am I still alive?” I repeated.


  “I’m glad you are, but as I said, I do not know why my talisman failed.”


  I shook my head, though it took an effort. “That’s a separate question—oh, believe me, I want the answer to that as well. I mean, why didn’t the ogre kill and devour me? It had me, but it apparently didn’t want me. Why?”


  Kenji scratched his chin. “I don’t know that either. The creature is certainly capable of doing so, witness the fate of poor Hanako. Perhaps it only eats women, though that doesn’t explain why it did not kill you.”


  I shifted, trying to decide if I was merely bruised or if the creature had cracked my ribs. “We’re not going anywhere for a little while, so perhaps a few more details of Hanako’s fate are in order.”


  Kenji glanced at the stone. “I’m not sure I can tell you anything that Saigyo has not. Other than the bare fact of her death, I’m learning all this just as you are.”


  “Perhaps, but no one has yet explained to me what Hanako was doing on the road unescorted in the first place! You know that’s highly improper—she was the wife of a provincial noble, after all.”


  Kenji smiled a little wistfully. “That may be, but she was first and most of all Hanako. She grew up along this section of the western road and had many friends along the route. She had gotten into the habit of calling upon them unescorted from the time of her childhood.”


  “But she was not a child. She was a respectable married woman of good family!”


  Kenji sighed. “I don’t dispute the point. But it was such a common sight that no one here would think anything of it.”


  “I wonder if her husband felt the same.”


  I tried to rise and, with only few grunts of pain, managed. Kenji moved to support me and I leaned on him as we turned back toward Kokusho Temple.


  “If you want to know the answer to that, I suggest you ask Tetsuo. Yet how could this possibly matter now?”


  “I don’t know. Apparently there is entirely too much I don’t know. If the mountain road is ever to be free of this ogress I’m going to have to learn what matters and what does not.”


  In the end it was not necessary to arrange an audience with Minamoto no Tetsuo. On the afternoon of the second day after the incident, when I was somewhat recovered from my injuries, he came to see me at Kokusho-ji. Master Saigyo himself made the introductions in my rooms and then discreetly withdrew.


  Tetsuo was a handsome young man, perhaps in his late twenties. His clothing was extremely fine, considering his position in what amounted to a provincial backwater, but I knew that a man’s current position in the Imperial hierarchy didn’t always reflect either his family’s true influence or his own future prospects. He seemed a bit stiff and nervous but no more than the circumstances would dictate.


  An acolyte had just brought tea and I offered him a cup. We sipped our tea in silence for a little while. There was a lot I wanted to ask him but, just then, what I wanted to know most of all was why he was there. That was for him to answer in his own good time.


  “I apologize for not seeing you at once, Lord Yamada, but the last of the funeral rites for my late wife required my attention. I’ve just come from the temple,” he said.


  “I had heard of your tragedy, of course,” I said. “It is most unfortunate.”


  “Circumstances now in motion may conspire to compound my misfortune,” he said. “Forgive my directness, Lord Yamada no Goji, but considering what I heard of your first encounter, I must ask if your resolve to slay the beast has weakened.”


  I almost smiled then. The only people who used my full title and name either didn’t know any better or wanted something from me. I judged Minamoto no Tetsuo in the latter category.


  “My resolve was never to slay the beast as such, Minamoto-san, but rather to eliminate the problem. If killing the beast is the only way to do so, then yes, of course that is still my intent.”


  His relief was obvious. “Then it must be so, as there is neither bribe nor reason that will persuade an ogre to be other than what it is. The beast must be destroyed!”


  “No doubt you are right. Still, I would like to ask you to clear up a few details. Your answers may help me deal with the beast.”


  “If I can help in any way. I confess that my own efforts to both seek revenge and do my duty as governor have come to naught. I cannot risk myself against the creature without the Emperor’s permission and the bushi under my command have been worthless, I’m afraid, though they proved brave enough.”


  I nodded. I’d assumed that whatever force was available had already been tried, though this was my first confirmation of it. “It does take a brave man to attack an ogre directly, even in a group. Were there losses?”


  He grunted. “Nothing but their pride, fortunately. Ten good men, and they bounced off the creature like hailstones, and doubtless inflicted less injury. Swords and arrows proved useless.”


  “Very curious. Ogres are known for their toughness, strength, and ferocity,” I said. “But not for their restraint. The ogre’s presence blocks traffic to the Tamba Road and travelers have been forced to seek alternate routes. Yet, except for your unfortunate wife, no one has been killed—not me, not even the men who attacked the ogre directly.”


  Tetsuo’s face was as unreadable as that of a stone Buddha. “There is no doubt of the beast’s capacity for murder. Perhaps it is mocking us. Or more likely we’ve simply been lucky so far, but such good fortune cannot last. Sooner or later more people will die.”


  “Of course you are right, but I must consider all possibilities. I gather it was your wife’s habit to wander the Tambakaido alone?”


  He sighed. “Please do not think ill of me, Lord Yamada. My late wife was devoted to me and was of a gentle and obedient nature in most respects, but the habits of her childhood were beyond either her or my power to break. I indulged her in this since the road has been considered safe since our grandsire’s time and I saw no harm in it. I was wrong.”


  “No one blames you that I am aware of, Minamoto-san. Yet you did speak of something ‘compounding your misfortune.’ May I ask what that is?”


  Tetsuo looked decidedly uncomfortable. “I’m expecting a very important visitor from the Capital within the week, Lord Yamada, possibly within the next three days. It’s imperative that the road be made safe before then.”


  I nodded. “From Kyoto? An Imperial Inspection?”


  “No, Lord Yamada. Fujiwara no Hitomi. A noble lady and my future wife.”


  After Tetsuo left I went looking for Kenji and found him sitting in “meditation” in the gardens. Once I was certain he was snoring I shook him gently awake.


  “I really don’t know why you bother to go through the motions,” I said. “You’re not fooling anyone, and least of all Master Saigyo.”


  Kenji yawned. “For some reason the mere fact that I bother ‘going through the motions’ seems to satisfy him. Curse you, Yamada-san—that was a pleasant dream you just interrupted. What do you want?”


  I passed on the news about Tetsuo’s engagement and Kenji’s face turned as hard and cold as a river stone. “We already knew why Saigyo didn’t wait for help; this simply explains why Tetsuo went along. He couldn’t wait for the government either.”


  “You don’t approve?” I asked.


  “The funeral rites are properly concluded. Tetsuo no longer has a primary wife, so there is surely no reason why he should not remarry. The timing of it is his business and no concern of mine.”


  “Say rather his family’s business. Political matches, as this surely is, are arranged by the families involved. It’s likely Tetsuo had no more say in the matter than you or I do.”


  “I know that,” Kenji said. “And I can see that it’s quite a coup, from the Minamoto standpoint, which perhaps explains the haste of it all. This marriage will create an alliance between Tetsuo’s branch of the Minamoto and the Fujiwara of the Imperial Court. You’re well aware of their influence, Yamada-san.”


  That was an understatement. “Indeed. I wager that Tetsuo won’t remain a glorified border guard for much longer. Does Saigyo know, do you think?”


  “Almost certainly, though he said nothing of it.”


  I considered. “Kenji, you lived here for some time. Is there any way to approach the stone called ‘Weeping Woman’ without using the road?”


  “No . . . oh, wait. Perhaps there is one. When I was an acolyte, there used to be a path along the mountainside that led to the cliffs above the stone. My friends and I would sometimes amuse ourselves by making wailing noises from above to frighten travelers as they went by. There is a way down to the road from there, but even we weren’t foolish enough to try it . . . most of the time. That path to the road is very treacherous.”


  “I don’t need to reach the stone. For that matter, with the ogre present I don’t want to. The mountainside above it may be close enough. Can you get me there?”


  “The abbot at the time discovered us and put a stop to our pranks long ago. I do not know if the path still exists.”


  “If you still wish to avenge Hanako’s death, then I suggest we find out.”


  Kenji needed no more encouragement. As for myself, I was still very stiff and sore and not in the best of condition for clambering around a mountainside. Still, by this time there were at best three hours of daylight remaining, and for what I had in mind I would need every bit of it.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  In the old days Kenji and his companions had scaled the west wall of the temple compound; we used the gate, which opened onto a thickly-wooded hillside. Kenji considered for a moment, then said, “This way.” I followed him as we skirted the outside wall. “There. That rock. The path turned here.”


  Kenji was apparently incorrect in his belief that the path was unused now; we hadn’t gone too far before I found the imprint of a sandal on a mossy stone, but Kenji shrugged it off.


  “Woodcutters and hunters come this way on occasion; I imagine it was one of them.”


  I knew the marks of a priest’s clogs when I saw them, but I said nothing. True enough, the path clearly hadn’t gotten a lot of use; on my own I would have lost the trail at any one of several points, but Kenji’s memory led him unfailingly back onto the right way whenever the going got tenuous.


  “Old pine tree . . . bramble thicket, two white stones, one dark . . . ” he muttered to himself as one by one he noted the landmarks, always leading us higher. I glanced back once to appreciate the lovely view of the temple complex of Kokusho-ji, nestled as it was at the foot of the mountain.


  “I can understand why you love this place so,” I said.


  He frowned. “Do not. Oh, it’s nice enough, but if not for Saigyo I wouldn’t come near the place. Too many bad memories. Old Daisho was a right bastard.”


  “Daisho? Isn’t that the same as your priest name?”


  He shuddered. “Please. That ancient cow-dropping did that to me on his deathbed out of pure spite. He called such little flourishes ‘a touch of hell.’ Like his beatings, or why ogres and demons are allowed to walk among us in the first place, as reminders of what is to come for the Unenlightened. He said I would never be a proper priest and, since he would soon no longer be a priest himself, there was no harm in giving his name to me.”


  “Was he wrong?” I asked, trying not to smile.


  “Well, perhaps not, but it was still unkind of him to say so . . . ah. Almost there.”


  Where we had been spiraling up along a steep slope, now Kenji led me on precarious route down to where the footing suddenly ended. It was hard to see, since several saplings and vines had overgrown the edge. The sun was still in evidence but sinking fast; it would be below the mountains before much longer.


  “The rock is just below,” Kenji whispered. “If we keep quiet perhaps the ogre won’t come up here after us.”


  “Has it left the road since it first appeared?” I asked softly.


  “I don’t know . . .  I don’t think so. I believe Saigyo would have mentioned if the creature had been spotted anywhere else.”


  “Then the meal it made on Hanako must be long since passed through its stomach. I’d think we’d be dealing with one very hungry ogre, wouldn’t you?”


  Kenji frowned but said nothing. I carefully poked through the undergrowth at the edge, trying to get a clear view while making as little noise as possible.


  “Kenji, this is your first chance to redeem yourself and show that my trust in you has not been misplaced.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “I have to lean over the edge here to get a good view. I need you to hold on to my arms.” I stretched both arms behind me as if being bound. Kenji took a firm grip on each of my wrists as I leaned out over the precipice and looked down. I thought that, perhaps, it wasn’t so great a distance as a mountain top, but still much farther than I would care to fall.


  Kenji’s left hand slipped just slightly and my heart hammered in my chest, but he adjusted his grip before I slipped any more. I took several deep breaths and made myself look straight down. I could see the top of the rock and the road on either side, but the ogre was nowhere in sight. I leaned out just a little farther and I could hear Kenji grunt.


  “Please hurry, Yamada-san,” he said in a harsh whisper, “you’re not exactly a feather, you know.”


  “Just a little more . . . ”


  Now the side of the rock nearest the cliff was visible, and I saw something huddled near the base. Not so large as an ogre and difficult to make out in the fading light. For a moment I ignored Kenji’s straining and leaned forward as far as I dared, and it was finally enough.


  “Pull me back, Kenji, if you please.”


  When we were both back on solid—if slanted—ground, Kenji collapsed back against the mountainside. “It’s a good thing you spoke when you did; I’m not sure I could have pulled you back if you’d tarried any longer. Did you see what you wanted to see?”


  “What I wanted to see? No, but it will do. Let’s go back before you get us lost on this mountain. Tomorrow I’m going to need another talisman from you.”


  “Another . . . ? Yamada-san, I cannot in good conscience give you any more wards against the ogre without knowing why the first failed. You’re lucky to be alive as it is!”


  “I said ‘talisman,’ Kenji-san. I didn’t say anything about an ogre.”


  Tetsuo agreed to meet us on the Tamba road the following morning. It was early; I’d expected Kenji to show up bleary eyed and yawning but he surprised me. He was awake, dressed in clean robes, his head freshly shaven. We set out from the temple onto the road, walking briskly in the direction of the stone called the Weeping Woman.


  “Are you sure you’re Kenji and not some wandering spirit impersonating him? If so, you’ve got the dress and demeanor all wrong.”


  He grunted. “Very funny, Yamada-san. Time enough for the old Kenji later, perhaps. Right now it is my whim to look the part I play. But if you’re correct, shouldn’t Master Saigyo be present?”


  “We’ll all know soon enough if I am right or wrong, including Master Saigyo. Just be ready if you’re needed.”


  “Depend on it.”


  The odd thing was, even though this was indeed the worthless monk Kenji, sometimes called Daisho, I knew in this that I could, indeed, depend on him. That was some comfort, and sorely needed. The next few minutes would tell the tale.


  We arrived where Minamoto no Tetsuo waited for us with two attendants, about a bowshot from the stone.


  “I am here as you requested, Lord Yamada, but what is this all about?” He looked puzzled, and just a bit suspicious. I didn’t blame him, and immediately moved to put him at ease.


  “Thank you for coming. I am happy to report that the Ogress of the Tamba road is no more.”


  His expression immediately changed to near elation. “It’s done? You’ve killed it?”


  “The ogre is most certainly dead. Shall I demonstrate?”


  I walked briskly toward the stone. Thirty yards. Ten yards. Five. One.


  Nothing.


  I reached out and placed my hand on the Weeping Woman. She was cold and wet to the touch. Weeping, as usual. Then I very deliberately turned my back on the stone and walked without even the vaguest hint of concern back to where Kenji and Tetsuo waited.


  “Lord Yamada, I cannot thank you enough.”


  “I have been rewarded amply already,” I said, “but I do have one small request.”


  “Name it,” he said.


  “Simply walk with me alone, for a bit. Ogres and all things spiritual and demonic are an interest of mine, and there are a couple of things about this one that still puzzle me, and I think perhaps you can make things clearer. If your men and you, Kenji, will pardon us for a moment?”


  “Certainly,” Kenji said, and there was a gleam in his eye I hope to never see again. Tetsuo instructed his escort to remain with Kenji and I put my hand on Tetsuo’s shoulder and steered him back down the road toward the standing stone. If he took any notice of my familiarity with his person he didn’t show it.


  “I really don’t know what I can tell you, Lord Yamada,” he said. “For you surely know more of these matters than I do.”


  “Perhaps. Still, you must admit the entire business is somewhat strange.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, for a start, ogres are physical beings and need to eat to live, just as we do. Aside from your poor wife, this creature had apparently eaten nothing in over a month.”


  “Perhaps they do not need to eat as often as we humans do.”


  I nodded. “That could be. Ogres are much rarer these days, and no one living is completely familiar with their habits. That doesn’t explain why the ogre chose this particular rock to haunt, or why it was, so far as anyone could tell, always present. Being a physical creature, why did the ogre never sleep? Or get bored and wander off?”


  “I don’t know, Lord Yamada. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can help you.”


  We were no more than thirty feet from the stone.


  “Oh, I must disagree. Since you’re not familiar with the habits of ogres, perhaps you can be of assistance in questions of another nature. For instance, exactly when did Hanako become an inconvenience to you?”


  His face went as blank as a mask. “I do not know what you are talking about.” Tetsuo made as if to shrug me off, but I held firm.


  “Oh, I doubt that. Now, those inclined to be charitable would say that your family learned of your loss and simply moved quickly to offer you the comfort of a new wife, but I have some sad experience of the Fujiwara and these negotiations are of a dynastic nature. They take time. There is simply no way that your marriage to Fujiwara no Hitomi could have been arranged in full since Hanako’s death. This alliance was already in process.”


  “Lord Yamada, you do not understand.”


  We stopped then, no more than a few feet from the Weeping Woman.


  “No? Then tell me you were not instructed to put Hanako aside in favor of Hitomi some time ago. It’s not an uncommon thing to break one alliance to create a better one. But of course your family did not take Master Saigyo into account, which you knew was a mistake on their part.”


  “Meddlesome priest . . . ” Tetsuo practically spat out the words.


  I smiled. “Quite so. His family, while not as prominent as the Fujiwara, does have connections at Court. Not to mention his position as the spiritual master of this entire area. He could have made a great deal of trouble for you, had he decided that his sister had been ill-used.”


  “You are an interesting fellow,” Tetsuo said. “And your reputation is, I see, well-earned. But I’d be careful not to let this idle conversation get out of hand, if you take my meaning.”


  “Do not worry. Why do you think I moved us out of earshot of anyone else? I’m well aware I have no proof of any of this, but I’m not seeking proof. Call it a flaw in my character if you will, but I simply want to know the truth. So. Everyone knew of Hanako’s habit of walking the Tamba Road unescorted. All you had to do was conceal yourself at the stone and wait for her to pass by. When Hanako’s corpse was discovered there is no one who would doubt that she’d met with a bandit. No divorce necessary, and thus no insult to Saigyo’s family. I must compliment you, Minamoto-san.”


  He smiled at me. “I would have scoured the countryside, left no cave or crevice unexplored,” Tetsuo said. “Doubtless I could have found some likely peasant to execute.”


  “I thank you for your honesty, Minamoto-san. I think we can call our business almost concluded.”


  He grinned. “Almost? I said you didn’t understand. You still do not. The ogre—”


  “Was Hanako herself? Yes, I know. Did you cover your face? I suspect you did, but she recognized you anyway. The shock and betrayal she felt was such that it turned your kind and gentle wife into that ravening beast. You didn’t anticipate that, and how could you? Such things are extremely rare. Yet you were now saddled with an even bigger problem, were you not? One that would grow far worse if anyone else guessed the ogre’s true origin.”


  Tetsuo was smiling now. “I was wrong, Lord Yamada—you do understand,” he said. “Not that this matters. You have slain the ogre and the final obstacle to my marriage is removed. Think what you will of me but consider this: if anyone’s guilty of Hanako’s death, you are. Please remember that fact if you ever think of telling tales.”


  “Oh, I will remember your words, I assure you. But I do have one correction to make—I didn’t slay the ogre, Minamoto-san.”


  He frowned. “You didn’t? But you said—”


  “That the ogre was dead, and so it is. Only I didn’t kill the ogre. You did.”


  “Hanako . . . ?”


  “Was dying even as the transformation took place.” I took my hand off Tetsuo’s shoulder. “I think your late wife has something to say to you.”


  With the contact broken, Kenji’s talisman that kept me hidden no longer shielded Tetsuo, and the Ogress of the Tambakaido appeared in front of Tetsuo in her full horrible glory. Tetsuo screamed and reached for his sword but it was far too late as the ogress embraced him, smiling a terrible smile.


  “Anata . . . beloved,” the ogre said, and then she ate him.


  There were shouts of consternation from Tetsuo’s men but before they could reach us it was a moot point. In the end they simply watched, just as I did. While it was no pleasant thing to see someone being eaten alive—even someone like Tetsuo—I found myself observing with a sort of curious detachment as she tore the screaming man limb from limb and stuffed each bloody gobbet down her maw. I already knew that her ability to manifest physically was quite strong, but up until this point I hadn’t known for certain exactly what she was going to do to him. Now I had my answer. Perhaps it wasn’t the betrayal as such that drove the transformation, but rather the fear of loss.


  She did love him. Despite it all.


  And now she loved each and every bite of him as Hanako possessed her husband fully and completely in the only way now possible for her, but the final outcome of the matter was not yet decided. When all that was left of Minamoto no Tetsuo was his sword and his sandals, I waited, and watched and, in my own way, I prayed.


  The ogress began to shrink in on itself, the form becoming less tangible, more ghostly. I did not know if such was possible; I had merely hoped. When all was done, I saw the image of a pretty young woman floating beside the rock, wavering and translucent as if her body was formed of mist. She looked confused.


  “Kenji, now!”


  “Exorcism is not needed, Yamada-san. Hanako will not linger; she’s done what she needed to do.”


  Kenji knew his business and proved correct. Hanako started to fade almost immediately, and in a few moments the ghost was gone. Kenji came and stood beside me, while Tetsuo’s erstwhile escort merely stared at the place where their master had died. I did not think it very strange that neither of them seemed overly upset, now that the event was over. Doubtless much of the character of their late master they had known before I did.


  “I will pray for her soul,” Kenji said.


  “There is a little more you can do for her, just now.” I led him behind the stone where the full skeletal remains of a woman in a bloodstained blue and pink kimono lay slumped against the rock.


  Kenji covered his face briefly with his sleeve. “Poor Hanako . . . This is what you saw from the mountainside,” he said to me.


  I nodded. “Before then there was too much that did not make sense. That the ogre was actually Hanako herself seemed almost too obvious, but then how to explain the smell of death if no one had died? And then there was the fact that your first talisman failed. The list of your sins may be as long as the ocean is deep, Kenji-san, but your talismans never fail. It wasn’t until I saw the body that I understood—Hanako had been murdered and it was her angry spirit that had transformed. That is why your original talisman did not work. It was proof against a living ogre, not a ghost.”


  “And Tetsuo?”


  “No great mystery there. Just because a suspicion is obvious doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”


  Kenji looked grim. “However much he just suffered, it was not enough.”


  I had no comment to make on that. “Kenji-san, if you would, please stay here and supervise the recovery of Hanako’s body. I’m sure Tetsuo’s former guard will be willing to assist you. Under the circumstances, Master Saigyo may wish to repeat the funeral rites.”


  “Of course, but where are you going?”


  “To make my final report to Master Saigyo, of course. He is, after all, the one who hired me. I would not want him to think he had not received full value.”


  I found Saigyo in the temple proper, seated in lone meditation before a statue of Thousand-Armed Kannon the Compassionate. An apprentice monk made to block the entrance but I brushed him aside and went to stand between the abbot and the goddess.


  “Forgive my coarse presence, but I am pleased to report the removal of the ogre. I must add, regretfully, that Minamoto no Tetsuo is dead.”


  “That is . . . unfortunate,” Saigyo said, “I will pray for him.”


  “What will you pray, Master Saigyo? That Tetsuo be sent to the lowest, most vile hell there is?”


  Saigyo smiled faintly. “I will pray for Tetsuo as I pray for all people—for the ultimate redemption of his soul. Sometimes an eon or two in hell is required if the sins weighing on a person are grave. That is for the King of Hell to judge and need not concern either of us.”


  “You knew that Tetsuo was responsible for your sister’s death,” I said.


  “Knew? Say rather that I strongly suspected. As, apparently, did you. How did you discern the truth?”


  “Starting in the same place you did—Kenji’s mountain path. You were among the companions who once accompanied him on his pranks, weren’t you?”


  “ ‘Among?’ I was his primary accomplice. When I heard what had happened to Hanako, I thought perhaps I would ignore my creaking old knees and dare the climb down to the road. I thought I might somehow elude the ogre and recover whatever remained of my unfortunate sister before the funeral rites were concluded.”


  “You got farther down the cliff than I did, I wager, and then you saw what I saw—Hanako’s skeletal body. The bloodstains on her clothing were obvious enough, but otherwise her body was uneaten, unbroken, and practically undisturbed. That was not possible if Hanako had been killed by an ogre. The sensible conclusion was that she had not. You realized then what the ogre was, and could have chosen to exorcise the spirit straight away. Instead you chose revenge and hired me as your instrument!”


  Master Saigyo’s voice was as soft as a cloud. “What should I have done, Yamada-san? Sent my unfortunate sister out of this world as a monster? This was not revenge—this was justice. And as to the ogre’s nature, Kenji is a skilled exorcist and could have done the same. Yet when you came to suspect Tetsuo’s guilt and the ogre’s true nature, you yourself chose another path, or am I mistaken?”


  “No,” I said, “you are not.”


  I’m not sure why I was so angry; I had no real quarrel with Saigyo. I had chosen to accept his coin and had in turn decided to avenge the death of Hanako, a woman I had never even met. Then I thought of the way Kenji spoke of Hanako and knew that meeting her wasn’t necessary to understand what was justice and what was not. I felt my anger leaving me.


  “As you said, there is justice in Hell. That doesn’t mean there should be none here,” I said. “I did make a choice, so perhaps I will have to answer for that.”


  “We all must answer for what we have done, Yamada-san, and,” he added pointedly, “for what we have not done.”


  “Given the option,” I said, “I’ll take the first.”


  He smiled a little ruefully then. “You and Kenji will be returning to the Capital soon, I expect. See me in the morning for the balance of your payment, and so our business will be concluded. And yet I must still ask a favor of you.”


  “What is it?”


  “If possible, please try to look after Kenji. At least a little.”


  I considered this. “Master Saigyo, forgive my bluntness, but you know as well as I that, aside from his specialist skills, Kenji is probably the worst excuse for a priest who ever lived. He drinks, he carouses, he studies scripture only to extract appropriate passages for use as talismans. Frankly I do not understand why, even within the bonds of friendship, you allow his continued association with this honored temple. And before you ask, no, I have not said anything to you now that I haven’t said to his face, and worse besides.”


  “At least he does study scripture,” Saigyo said without a trace of irony. He smiled then. “Yamada-san, I can’t fault Kenji for his failures as a priest because he’s not a priest. Not really. Poverty drove his parents to give him to the temple as a boy, whereas I chose to be here. I have been far luckier than Kenji in that I learned early on what I wanted and needed for my life’s path. Kenji is still sorting that out for himself and doing the best he can along the way. He will manage, because he’s better than you know, Yamada-san. Come to that, he’s better than he knows. Why do you think Master Daisho gave Kenji his own name?”


  “To plague him?”


  Saigyo smiled. “Well, that too. As our old Master was wont to say, ‘a touch of hell is not always a bad thing.’ ”


  “I’ll see what can be done, but please understand that, come tomorrow, our accounts are settled. It’s not because you asked me. It’s because he’s my friend.”


  Which was also true, much as I hated to admit the fact. The priests say that we seek what we require, even if we know it not. Perhaps Kenji did require “a touch of hell” and that was why he was my friend. Perhaps, in my own way, I required someone like Kenji. It occurred to me that a little hell was probably all I had to offer anyone.


  HOT WATER


  The first thing I did upon waking was reach for my saké cask. It wasn’t there. Kenji was.


  “Good morning, Lord Yamada.”


  The second thing I did was reach for my sword. It wasn’t there, either. Kenji the reprobate priest kept out of reach by the doorway as I struggled to make my eyes focus. Once my surroundings were more than a blur, I realized that I wasn’t in my rooms at the Widow Tamahara’s establishment. If anything, these quarters were even more spare though, I had to admit, cleaner.


  “Kenji-san, what is the meaning of this?”


  “You’ve been kidnapped on Prince Kanemore’s orders. For your own good, of course.”


  My friends sometimes had a strange way of showing their affection. I groaned and sat up. “Where am I?”


  “At a small temple west of the Capital, where you will remain for a minimum of one week. I have been so instructed by His Highness.”


  “Is this some sort of joke?”


  He grinned, rubbing the graying fringe around his head. His tonsure was badly in need of a shave. “Well, I find the situation extremely amusing. It might help the time pass for you to do the same. Prince Kanemore, I can assure you, is as serious as a winter storm.”


  “I haven’t been drinking that much.”


  “Of course not. That is why we were able to haul you bodily out of your bed, carry you for two days in a litter, then deposit your pitiful carcass in the guest quarters of this good temple, and not wake you even once. Tell this to someone who doesn’t know you. And by the way, for your next call of nature, please be so good as to deal with it yourself. I’m done.”


  I took a sniff of my clothes and bedding which were, much to my astonishment, clean. “This really isn’t necessary.”


  “Prince Kanemore disagrees. Currently, his opinion is the one that matters.”


  Kenji handed me a letter. I broke the seal and read:


  “My sister would be very angry with me if I let you die for her sake. Especially since we both have work yet to do. For now you will rest and recover. That is both a command and a request from a friend.


  —Kanemore”


  My failure to save Princess Teiko would haunt me to the end of my days, but drinking myself to death had never been my plan. I resolved to tell Prince Kanemore that as soon as I returned to the Capital. “I’m leaving. Please don’t try to stop me.”


  Kenji smiled. “Why should I do so?”


  I frowned. “You mean you weren’t sent to ensure my co-operation?”


  “No, I was sent to explain the situation to the abbot of this temple and present a gift to him from Prince Kanemore. The bushi that Prince Kanemore has stationed at all the exits to the temple compound, on the other hand, were sent to ensure your co-operation.”


  “Oh.”


  Kanemore was like his late sister at least in that regard—when it came to strategy, he was meticulous. “What am I to do here?”


  “Nothing but rest. No ghost finding, no demon quelling, and especially no drinking,” Kenji said. “Which actually is the part of this arrangement I find most disagreeable. If you cannot drink, neither can I. There is no saké at this temple, I can assure you. I’ve looked.”


  “No doubt you were looking for women as well.”


  “None of those, either,” he said sadly. “Not so much as an elderly nun. So. Are you hungry?” he asked.


  “Not in the least.”


  “Too bad, because breakfast has been prepared. Millet and pickles. For all meals. For the next week.”


  No rice and seven days of enforced sobriety in the company of Kenji? I groaned again. Forget this “for my own good” nonsense—I was being punished.


  Other than the matter of not being allowed to leave, I was pretty much abandoned to my own devices after Kenji and I paid our respects to the chief priest of the temple. Despite a pounding pain in my head, I managed to keep my breakfast down and then stirred myself enough to have a look around the confines of my prison.


  Like many mountain temples, it was a compound consisting of the main meditation hall and barracks for the monks, as well as a kiln, a forge, and storage buildings for the grain and other offerings that came into the temple as both gifts and payment for funerals and other spiritual services the temple provided for the people of the surrounding area. With these supplies plus the free labor of the monks and lay-brothers, such places tended to exist fairly comfortably.


  There was a walled and gated section on the northern slope of the compound that I could not immediately identify, beyond which I saw wisps of steam and heard rushing water. I had a suspicion, which Kenji later confirmed when he collected me later that afternoon. He was carrying two spare sets of robes.


  “Come with me, Lord Yamada.”


  “I’m not taking the tonsure, if that’s what you had in mind,” I said as I rubbed my aching temples. “Being sober is bad enough.”


  He laughed. “Clearly, you do not realize where you are. Come with me, and we might find a remedy for your pain.”


  Kenji led me to the very walled and gated section which I had noted before. He spoke a word to the young monk minding the gate, and we were ushered through. I immediately noted two rather large stone bathing troughs and, beyond those, steam rising from the slope of the mountain where what I now realized was a waterfall tumbled down into a large pool.


  “A hot spring?”


  “One of the finest in the district, Lord Yamada. Noted far and wide for its cleansing and curative powers.”


  “If that’s the case, why are we the only ones here?”


  “I would guess because it’s rather early in the season for the nobles to be traveling,” Kenji said, though, as I’d apparently planted the thought in his head, he did look a little puzzled. “Still, I’m more inclined to enjoy a good, hot soak than question my luck. Shall we?”


  It had been a long time since I’d visited a hot spring of any sort, so I needed little persuasion. We stripped down and rinsed ourselves in preparation. As we were doing so, the young monk who had been watching the gate approached us hesitantly. I guessed his age at no more than twenty. He had a good, strong face that didn’t seem go with his current nervousness.


  “Yes, Hoshi? What is it?” Kenji asked.


  “Masters, I felt it my duty to urge caution to you both. There have been some . . . problems, at the spring.”


  “What sort of problems?” I asked.


  “Sudden rises in the water temperature,” Hoshi said. “It’s only started happening recently, and so far no one’s been injured, but I still advise caution.”


  We thanked Hoshi for his concern, and he bowed and returned to his post. “Probably some fire spirit having a bit of fun,” I said.


  “Be serious,” Kenji said. “In the middle of this holy temple? Such a one would have been driven out ages ago. And even if such a creature appeared, I would exorcise the silly thing faster than it could call its mother.”


  I had to give Kenji credit—he was fiercely loyal to the Buddhist creed, even if he rarely followed it to the letter. In his worldview, such unenlightened creatures as gods and spirits were simply beneath notice. I know most people who followed the old Way of the Gods had long since reached accommodation with the more recent Buddhist teachings and often it was difficult to tell where one set of precepts ended and the other began. Yet not everyone had done so and certainly not Kenji. He remained a purist to the core of his lecherous, hard-drinking being. I draped the spare robe over my arm and bowed to the priest.


  “Lead on.”


  The main soaking-pool was nestled up against the mountain. It was a naturally formed stone basin at the foot of the waterfall; from there the heated water flowed out through a channel to run in steaming rivulets down the side of the mountain. Niches had been cut into the rock for the bathers, and we gingerly lowered ourselves into the water.


  The water was perfect—hot but not scalding. There was a faint hint of sulphur but not enough to affect the breath. The heat began to ease away aches I had not realized were present, though my headache, if anything, felt worse. I remarked on this to Kenji.


  “That’s just the poison being drawn from your body. You’ll feel better soon . . . maybe a day or so. You have a lot of impurities, Lord Yamada.”


  “Said the pot to the kettle.”


  I couldn’t work up much beyond mild annoyance at Kenji; the bath felt too good. I wasn’t exactly grateful to either him or Prince Kanemore, but the prospect of more hot soaks over the coming days made my confinement seem something less than an ordeal. I settled back against the stone, down into the water until it covered everything except my nose and eyes. I was about to close my eyes when movement caught my attention. I looked up.


  She was standing on a stone ledge at the top of the waterfall, about a bowshot up the mountainside. From that distance it was impossible to tell her age, though my impression was that of a young girl, perhaps twelve, wearing a plain brown kimono and hakama. Her hair was unconfined and flowed over her shoulders like a black waterfall. I sat up.


  “I thought you said there were no . . . Kenji, move!”


  I grabbed Kenji’s arm and yanked him upright, and we half-climbed, half-fell out of the pool and onto the hard stones around its edge. Not an instant too soon. In another moment we both heard the roar and felt the crash as a huge fall of boiling water slammed down the mountainside. We scrabbled to get away from the edge of the pool but even so felt the sting of the scalding spray. Kenji’s backside was covered with red blotches, and I had the feeling I had fared no better. In another moment the excess water had flowed over the side of the pool and down the mountain, and except for the still-steaming water soaking the stones surrounding the basin, it was impossible to tell that anything unusual had happened.


  Kenji threw one of the spare robes at me and wrapped himself in the other as Hoshi came sprinting through the gate. “Masters, what happened?”


  “I’m not sure. Kenji, I thought you said there were no women here.”


  “There aren’t,” he said, looking puzzled.


  “The nuns are all on pilgrimage to Enrakyu-ji,” Hoshi confirmed. “Along with a substantial number of my brother monks. We have no others guests at the moment, man or woman. Did you see something?”


  I noticed that his glance, as did mine, strayed up to the top of the waterfall, now empty except for the steady stream of hot water that had doubtless been falling no differently for hundreds of years. “I thought I did,” I said.


  “Nevertheless,” Kenji said, “if you hadn’t pulled us out of there when you did, we’d have been boiled alive.”


  That much was certain. Perhaps my eyes were deceiving me when I saw the girl; if she’d been standing where I thought when the mountain stream boiled over, she’d have been scalded even as she was pushed to her death, but there was no sign of her, either in the pool or the near slope. Even so, my eyes were telling the truth when I saw the waterfall erupt. I carefully pulled the robe around my stinging flesh.


  “I think I’ll forego the hot spring for the rest of my stay,” I said.


  Soon after our arrival we had paid our respects to the hojo of the temple, and that was the first and last time I’d expected to see the old man. No such luck. The next morning Kenji and I were summoned to an audience.


  Master Kagyo looked even sourer than what I had assumed to be his usual demeanor. When Kenji and I bowed our respects, he in turn bowed to us. “I’ve learned of your difficulties the previous evening, and must express my regret.”


  “I gather this is not the first time this has occurred?”


  He sighed. “I have spoken to Hoshi, who I gather did express some concern? Well, it’s true, though never before has there been an incident this serious. Prince Kanemore is a patron of this temple; if either of you had died, I could never have apologized adequately.”


  Meaning he might have lost a not inconsiderable income. While his concern wasn’t exactly touching, I did see his dilemma. “The hot springs of this temple are a source of both pride and offerings,” I said. “You cannot afford to lose either.”


  “Just so,” he said. “Lord Yamada, I must ask—what did you see before the water fell?”


  I told him. I had a strong feeling that he already knew. “I cannot be certain of any of this; it happened rather quickly.”


  He waved a hand. “Lord Yamada, you’re not the first to see the creature. At first I thought it mere coincidence, that some peasant girl had found her way across the mountain, lured by the spring. Now I am certain we are dealing with something more sinister.”


  “A demon?” Kenji asked.


  The old man grunted. “More than likely. Gentlemen, both your reputations precede you, and I must request your assistance. It is imperative that we rid ourselves of this creature. Otherwise this holy temple may not survive.”


  “I know a sutra that will confine it and render it powerless, but I can’t perform the ritual alone,” Kenji said. “I’ll need seven volunteers, and the training will take no fewer than four days.”


  “We will provide whatever you need,” Master Kagyo said.


  “Including a sword?” I asked. “A demon cannot be exorcised like a spirit. It can only be bound and slain.”


  “Swords are often given to the temple as offerings,” Master Kagyo said. “We have several, and all are blessed objects. With your aid, the creature’s destruction is assured.”


  I grunted, but otherwise kept silent. Nothing was assured. Not in this life.


  For the next three days Kenji was kept busy with a group of young and earnest monks who literally gathered at his feet as he instructed them in memorizing the holy sutra they would be using for the rite. To my considerable surprise, Kenji was quite a good teacher. He remained both firm and focused, refraining from telling even one bawdy joke though, in my opinion, the gang of them could have used a good joke. I left them to it.


  As for myself, I had long since finished inspecting the sword that Master Kagyo had supplied. It was a straight-bladed tachi of the old Chinese pattern, a type often used for just such offerings. Though the sword had never been intended for actual combat, it had been made by a master who took no shortcuts nor made any concessions to the blade’s intended purpose. All I needed to do was polish the blade a bit to bring back its razor edge, and that was the work of an afternoon. Afterward, I was at loose ends. A combination of boredom and curiosity drew me back to the hot spring.


  The gate to the spring was unbarred and unwatched. I wasn’t terribly surprised, since after the last incident it seemed unlikely that anyone would be foolish enough to use the baths. I pulled the gate open and went inside.


  Everything was more or less as I remembered. The steaming waterfall fell with the same muted rushing sound that it had no doubt made for the last several centuries. The stone pool made ripples back and forth from the ebb and flow of the water before it flowed over the sluice and down the mountainside as it cooled and turned into a gurgling mountain stream. It was easy to forget what had happened before, but I still remembered the face looking down at me from the head of the waterfall. Perhaps it was simple foolishness, but I wanted a closer look.


  I found the path up the mountain on the right side of the waterfall. It was steep and faintly marked but clear enough; I knew I was not the first to use it. I wondered who else had taken this way recently. It seemed a rather risky avenue to explore, if Master Kagyo was correct about the demon. As for myself, I had no excuse save curiosity.


  That, and the strong suspicion that whatever we were dealing with here was not a demon at all.


  That conviction was put to the test almost immediately. I was barely halfway to the head of the waterfall when the girl appeared again, looking down at me. I eyed the rushing hot water no more than the length of a body away and had no doubt that it could expand to engulf me in an instant, as it had nearly overwhelmed me and Kenji three days before. I considered again how foolish this enterprise was and how easily it could be the end of me.


  I looked at the girl. I couldn’t help thinking of her as such: the hair, the size of her. Her eyes, like two black stone pebbles. There was nothing about her save an aura of . . . well, strangeness, to make one think she was other than what she appeared—a pretty but slightly unkempt young girl.


  I had seen more than a few demons in my time, and some of them even looked as angry as this creature did now, but there was something in their faces that was missing here—malevolence. She was angry; that was unmistakable, but evil? I just did not see it in her. While I did not consider the fact that I had not so far been knocked off the mountain by a cascade of boiling water to smash on the rocks below as proof of anything, I did take it as a good sign. I kept climbing.


  After a moment the girl stepped away from the edge of the waterfall and disappeared. When I finally reached the stone ledge where the waterfall originated, she was nowhere to be seen. As for the waterfall’s origin, it was a flow of scalding water emerging from a fissure in the mountainside; only its normal flow into the air and down in the waterfall cooled it enough for the baths. The mountain itself continued for a considerable height beyond it. The path continued as well, but its direction was no longer up; it pointed down on a slant across the slope to the other side of the mountain. I saw a footprint there and paused to examine it.


  Curious.


  I followed the path. The way was steep, but not nearly so much as the first section that went nearly straight up the mountain slope. To my right I could see the valley beyond the mountain. When I looked back behind, I could just make out the road that Kenji and Kanemore’s bushi must have used to bring me to the temple in the first place. Before long the descending path entered a growth of maples and green pine, and everything was lost to sight except the path itself and the mountain above me. For a while I merely listened to the call of birds in the mountain forest and smelled the fragrance of the trees and earth.


  The path ended in a grove of very large old pines near the mountain’s base. It occurred to me that doubtless here was an exit to my gentle confinement, as it was unlikely anyone thought to guard this path; neither Kenji nor Kanemore’s men could have known about it. When I saw what was waiting in the grove, all thoughts of the outside road went by the wayside.


  The shrine had once been a large, proud thing but had become timeworn and neglected. Roof tiles had fallen off and not been replaced; one of the beams supporting the entranceway was canted at an odd angle, and the overhang sagged slightly. Likely in a dozen or so more years the entire structure would fall to ruin. In truth, there was only one new thing anywhere near the shrine. It was a folded piece of paper tied to an old maple that I recognized as a prayer-tree. The remnants of older prayers remained in the bits of rotting cord that had once tied them to the tree.


  It wasn’t exactly proper, but I unfolded the prayer and read it. Then I sighed and turned toward the shrine. “You can come out now, Hoshi-kun. The only way back is up the same path, and I know you didn’t pass me.”


  After a moment or two Hoshi appeared at the door to the shrine on his hands and knees, looking chagrined. “How did you know?”


  “I knew someone had made a fresh footprint on the path. I didn’t know who until I was so impertinent as to read the prayer you left at this shrine. A prayer to the kami of this mountain. A rather improper sort of prayer for a novice monk.”


  Hoshi threw himself on his face. “You’re not going to tell Master Kagyo, are you?”


  “Tell him what? That your loyalties are divided between the Way of the Gods and the Way of the Buddha?”


  He looked up at me. “They are not divided! I just . . . I was trying to help. I thought I might be able to calm her.”


  “Why should you care if the demon is killed?”


  “She’s not—” he stopped himself, but I was already smiling.


  “Indeed. It’s not a demon who turned the spring into a torrent—it’s the spirit of this mountain. A kami. Once I discovered the shrine I assumed as much myself, but you already knew all about it, didn’t you?”


  He nodded, looking unhappy.


  “Why is she angry?”


  “Because I abandoned her,” Hoshi said.


  I sighed. “You do realize that you’re going to have to explain that, don’t you? Either you tell the story to me or Master Kagyo. Despite the fact that I haven’t had any saké in nearly five days, I can assure you that I am in a far better mood than he is.”


  Hoshi kneeled on the portico to the shrine and glanced around him. “Lord Yamada, what you see here is the sad remnant of my family’s history. For generations, we were the caretakers of this shrine to the goddess of the mountain.”


  “What happened?”


  “The Emperor’s taxes,” Hoshi said bitterly. “Most of the smaller farmers in the area sold their land to the local daimyo rather than pay and then worked their old farms for him as tenants. When that happened, the offerings that were going to our shrine instead went to the temple across the mountain. That was the daimyo’s will.”


  Hoshi was not telling me anything I had not heard before; an ill-considered land reform edict in an earlier century had many consequences that had not been intended. The consolidation of land and thus power in the regional lords’ hands had been merely one of them. That this regional lord was primarily a follower of the Buddha and not the older Way of the Gods was simple misfortune for the shrine. “That must have been difficult.”


  Hoshi sighed. “Enough people remained loyal that my family managed to carry on for a time, but there came the day when only I and my grandmother remained to serve the kami. Then only I remained.”


  “I gather you could not carry on alone.”


  Hoshi let out a long, slow breath. “I intended to do so,” he said. “Somehow. But, even in my family, funerals are the business of a temple, not a shrine. When my grandmother died, I visited the temple across the mountain to make the necessary arrangements. I admit it—I was curious about these men who had no care for ritual impurity, who saw that my poor grandmother’s remains were treated properly. I found myself talking to them and listening. This spring, I abandoned the shrine forever to make my life here. That is why the kami is so angry. It’s my fault.”


  “It’s also why you made a point of warning us, that day at the bath, when no one else had seen fit to do so. You knew what might happen.”


  “I feared, Lord Yamada. I did not want to be right.”


  “So. What are you going to do?”


  He blinked. “I don’t understand.”


  “You do realize that matters cannot continue as they are? There’s no balance in this spiritual war, Hoshi. As things are, someone is going to lose.”


  “But . . . what can I do? I can’t go back to the shrine, not now. I’ve been offering prayers, but they are hollow and she knows this, so they have not helped. A god may be powerful and revered, but it is just a god, unenlightened as I or any other mortal, just as trapped on the wheel of death and rebirth. I have found the true path.”


  “You sound like someone I know,” I said, thinking of Kenji. “Yet even assuming that is true, and I am no priest or scholar to make such a judgment, it does not change the situation. Tomorrow my friend Kenji and his associates are going to use a demon-binding ritual to trap the spirit of the mountain.”


  “She’s not a demon! She’s a goddess!”


  “So far as Kenji is concerned, there’s precious little difference. If Kenji prevails, the spirit of the mountain will be bound long enough for me to strike with the blessed sword I have been provided.”


  “You wouldn’t . . . ”


  “I assure you that I would. Reluctantly, but with no hesitation. Yet if the goddess prevails, she may very well pull the mountain itself down on the temple, and there’s an end to both.” He looked at me in absolute horror, but I did not relent. “Whatever happens tomorrow, Hoshi-kun, you are responsible. You don’t need me to tell you that.”


  “But I . . . what else can I do? Even ‘nothing’ is not even an option,” Hoshi said. “I volunteered to participate in the rite of binding itself.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  “Since so many of my brother monks are on pilgrimage, Master Kenji had trouble getting enough men for the ritual. Master Kagyo knows my background; he is still suspicious of me,” Hoshi said bitterly. “I thought if I could go through with the rite, it would prove my commitment to this temple.”


  I thought of the simple prayer, tied to an old tree. “To whom? Master Kagyo or yourself?”


  “Both,” he said simply.


  “So now you’ve made your betrayal of the goddess a double one,” I said.


  Hoshi flushed in anger. “What else could I do?”


  “I state the facts, Hoshi-kun. I don’t presume to judge you. You are in a difficult position,” I said. “If I had an answer, I’d give it.”


  “There is no answer. I cannot both serve a goddess and follow the Eightfold Path!”


  “Maybe you should consider telling her that. Or do you think the spirit that your family revered for generations is unworthy of an explanation?”


  There was an open path down the mountain from the shrine, but at this point I didn’t even consider it. I followed the path back across the mountain and left Hoshi kneeling in the ruins of his family’s legacy.


  On the following morning, Kenji and his assistant monks faced the mountain like an army besieging a fortress. The first tremors began before the echo of the first droning chant had faded. From then on they only got worse.


  Master Kagyo and I stood a little to the side of the battle line. He sat in silence, his large wooden prayer beads held in one hand, palm open and hand upright in blessing. I kept my own hand on the hilt of the sacred sword. After a little while I glanced at Kenji.


  There was a fierceness about the priest that I had seen only seldom, when the fervor for his spiritual path was either being challenged or affirmed. He was in his element now, perhaps even more so than when engaged in one of his more common pursuits like securing a bottle of wine or the attentions of a pretty woman.


  Hoshi, on the other hand, was a mess. Oh, he bore his weight, so to speak, in the repetition of the chant. He and his seven brother monks and novices, with Kenji making the eighth member of the line, were in perfect unison; you could almost see their words battering away at the mountain like flung stones. Yet Hoshi trembled as he spoke, and when the first answer came from the mountain, a glowing hot rock that hissed as it struck the water of the bath, there were tears in his eyes.


  The goddess of the mountain was losing. That was clear much sooner than I expected; there was rumbling, yes, but now the earlier violent tremors were beginning to fade even as the drone of Kenji’s binding sutra rose and strengthened. If there had ever been a time for the goddess to pull the mountain down, it had long passed. I did not believe her capable now; the long years of neglect, perhaps even the presence of the temple, all had taken their toll. I had seen her as a girl that day on the mountain. I wondered if she had always appeared thus. I no longer wondered about the outcome; that was no longer in doubt.


  I considered what was to come. Perhaps I would be cursed. It was no minor thing to slay a goddess. Even, perhaps, if there was no alternative. I drew the sword and prepared myself. It was only because I was examining the blade again that I did not see what happened in the next instant.


  “Hoshi!”


  I do not know who shouted. Perhaps it was Master Kagyo, or Kenji, or even both at once. But the harmony of the chant was broken. I looked up to find Hoshi racing desperately up the path to the head of the waterfall. I headed for the base of the path as Kenji shouted approval. “Stop him, Lord Yamada! He’ll be killed!”


  “Perhaps,” I said and blocked the path up the mountain, sword in hand.


  The chant ceased utterly, and the goddess finally showed herself. She stood at the head of the waterfall where I had seen her that first day, but she was not the same. She stood in glory, surrounded by a golden glow. She was taller than I remembered, a woman now and not a girl. I wondered if I was seeing what Hoshi’s family had seen, what they had revered for centuries, and not the diminished creature she had become. Was it because of Hoshi?


  Master Kagyo stormed up, with Kenji barely a step behind. “Lord Yamada, what is the meaning of this? Why did you not go after him?”


  “Because the situation was his to resolve. If he thinks he’s found a way to do that it’s not my place to interfere.”


  “He’ll be boiled alive!” Kenji said. “The demon must be furious!”


  “She’s not a demon, and yes, I’m sure she is furious. He may yet be killed. Choices have consequences, whether we choose well or poorly. That does not mean we are free from choosing.”


  Both Master Kagyo and Kenji were glaring at me, Kagyo in anger and Kenji in disbelief, but it was far too late to stop Hoshi from reaching the waterfall, so we all watched as Hoshi approached slowly and then kneeled down at the feet of his former goddess.


  Master Kagyo scowled. “I knew it! The wretch is bowing to that creature!”


  “In respect,” I said, knowing it was so. “Which is no less than she deserves. Not in worship.”


  “I still say she’s going to boil him,” Kenji said. “Yamada-san, I hope you know what you’re doing.”


  “Hardly, since I’m not doing anything. Hoshi is.”


  The trembling ceased. There was still great activity above, with steam boiling out of the mountainside, sometimes so thick that we could see neither Hoshi nor the goddess, but only the glow. Moments passed, then several more.


  “What is that fool up to?” Master Kagyo demanded, but now Kenji was grinning broadly.


  “I think I know.” He turned to his assistants, who by now were simply milling about in confusion. “Out with your prayer beads, all of you. Your friend needs your help.”


  Their confusion didn’t go away, but the directive was simple and they obeyed. Soon the great chant had been replaced with the muted sound of simple prayers.


  “He’s teaching,” I said finally. “That’s what he’s doing, isn’t it?”


  Kenji looked up at the small figure kneeling in front of the goddess, and there was open admiration in his voice. “The young fool.”


  “Well, I did suggest that he explain himself to the goddess, but taking that explanation to this level was his idea. Doomed, probably, but you have to admire the attempt.”


  “You’re insane, the pair of you,” Master Kagyo said. “Kenji-san, please find a monk to replace that fool Hoshi and start again.”


  Kenji feigned shock. “Master Kagyo, all living beings are on the same path. Even the gods. Would you have me attack such a one while she was hearing the Word of the Buddha?”


  Master Kagyo scowled but clearly knew better than to press the matter. “What if this doesn’t work?”


  I sighed. “If she doesn’t boil him alive today, she’ll probably do it tomorrow. Or the next day, or the next. Until then, the spring is perfectly safe. It’s in your interest not to interfere.”


  “And after she kills him?”


  “Assuming she does so, her betrayal is avenged. I’m guessing that the goddess of the mountain will no longer be so angry. She’s fading, you know. In my opinion it was only her anger that made her as strong as she was. A little time will solve your problem if Hoshi does not. On the other hand, if he should succeed . . . ”


  “Impossible,” Master Kagyo said.


  “Perhaps. Yet how many temples can number a goddess among their devotees?”


  Master Kagyo’s anger faded as he apparently considered the possibilities. I was content to let him. We left Master Kagyo and his monks there. Kenji wanted to remain, but followed me when I asked. “We’re leaving tomorrow,” I said, once we were out of earshot. “The one week Prince Kanemore required of us will be concluded.”


  “Leave now? With those lovely hot springs available again? May I ask why?”


  “Why? I was brought here against my will, fed nothing but millet and pickles, and then I was almost boiled to death! Not to mention letting myself be put in the rather spiritually dubious position of agreeing to kill a goddess. You need to ask why?”


  “Yes I do. Why? And this time tell the truth.”


  “Because,” I said, “I need a drink.”


  Kenji sighed. “Very well.”


  I blinked. “No arguments? Now I have to ask why.”


  “Except for the ‘against my will’ part, my story is the same as yours,” Kenji said. “I could use a drink myself.”


  THE RIVER OF THREE CROSSINGS


  It is the custom in many families to give the recently deceased a new name, in the belief that the dead person’s spirit will be less likely to return to plague the living if not called back by the name it remembers in life.


  I’ve never known this to work, and least of all with the one who in life was known as the bandit “Tadeshi the Red.” When he chose to haunt the river crossing south of the Capital where his worst crimes were committed, he could often be heard bellowing his name for all to hear. Just as Kenji and I were hearing it now. Tadeshi did not seem in the least bit of doubt as to his proper name.


  “Lord Yamada, do you see him?” Kenji asked.


  “I see a blue flame moving rapidly through the bamboo grove on the other bank,” I said. “Unless I am greatly mistaken, that is Tadeshi.”


  “He’s mobile. That will make exorcism difficult,” said the priest. “I can try to summon him, but for that we’d need some personal item of his. I don’t know of any such.”


  An obvious but fair assessment. How could a thief own anything if all that he acquired really belonged to someone else? Nearly everything in Tadeshi’s possession when his hideout had been discovered by the district governor’s bushi had been either returned to the original owners or, if circumstances prevented, their families. What few items remained unaccounted for had been donated to a local temple, according to the headman of the village at the Uji River bridge.


  I thought of those items. “What about the loot that was given to the temple?”


  “A lady’s ivory comb and a bolt of blue fabric? I rather doubt either of them belonged to Tadeshi,” Kenji said.


  In truth, that did not seem likely. The comb aside, the fabric seemed destined for a lady’s kimono, not the rough garb of a bandit. I sighed. “No one promised us an easy time of this. Let’s go.” I made for the bridge and Kenji followed.


  The moon was full and high in the sky that night. I paused to admire it briefly and Kenji sighed. “We didn’t come to Uji to do our moon-viewing. We could have done that back in Kyoto.”


  “Yes, but we didn’t. So I’ll do it here, thank you. It’s not as if this will make much difference.”


  I knew that Kenji shared my bleak assessment of our chances, but at least he kept his attention on business. I tried to do the same and now followed as he took the lead across the bridge to the other side of the river.


  The sutras that Kenji had prepared for us would keep the ghost from detecting us as long as we moved quietly, but there was no way the ghost would not realize that an exorcism was being performed once Kenji had begun the rite. A chant done in a whisper is no chant at all. Either Tadeshi would have to co-operate with his own exorcism, or we would have to figure out some way to confine him until Kenji could complete the rite, and there are few things more difficult than confining a ghost who does not wish to be confined.


  Once in the bamboo grove, moving quietly was not really an option. The canes grew both tall and thick, and sometimes there was no way through except to force our way. All the time the blue flame that marked Tadeshi’s presence kept just ahead of us. I was beginning to think the ghost was simply toying with us when we finally reached a clearing near the water.


  “I smell scented smoke,” Kenji whispered.


  So did I. The blue flame had now resolved itself into the outline of a large, fierce man with red hair. The rumor was that Tadeshi had the blood of the northern barbarians in him; that much appeared to have been true. My attention just then was on another flame in the clearing. A smaller flame, with a small figure kneeling in front of it. In another moment the ghost of Tadeshi the Red disappeared.


  “Che . . . ”


  I heard Kenji’s frustration; it was an echo of my own. Apparently the person who had been burning incense to draw in the spirit of Tadeshi had heard it too. I slipped through the last of the bamboo canes and ran full speed after the girl, now that I could see her clearly enough to ascertain her sex. Fortunately for us, her kimono was not made for running. I caught her wrist before she had taken half a dozen steps.


  “Let me go!”


  “I think not. Certainly not before you’ve explained what you’re doing here.”


  I examined my squirming catch as Kenji caught up. She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten years of age. Her face was dirty, and her kimono was faded but of good quality. It was her hair that caught my attention most of all. It wasn’t entirely black. Even in the weak light, I could see highlights of deep red.


  “Master Kenji,” I said, “I do believe something that belonged to the late Tadeshi has just fallen into our hands.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Unless I miss my guess . . . ”


  “My name is Momiji,” the girl said. She was defiant, even as she stopped struggling. “I am the bandit Tadeshi’s daughter.”


  The messenger had come from Uji while Kenji and I were discussing an obscure point of Buddhist philosophy. That is, the old reprobate of a priest was explaining why his drinking and womanizing did not endanger his future Enlightenment, while my own drinking and comparative celibacy would surely be my downfall. I was about to show him how “downfall” was a relative term to one who was about to be tossed over a railing when I noticed the man kneeling out on the veranda of the Widow Tamahara’s establishment.


  “Lord Yamada? I have been sent by his Excellency the District Governor of Uji to seek your help.”


  I let go of Kenji’s robe, and we both listened while the messenger explained the situation. It was well known that the river crossing at Uji south of the Capital had long been a haunt for bandits waylaying travelers on the road to Nara. It was well suspected that the villagers, if not actually complicit, had turned a blind eye to the banditry for years. Yet the appointment of a new district governor from the Minamoto Clan with a large contingent of Minamoto bushi to back him up had altered traditional views among the villagers. Especially, I understood, after a few summary executions. After that the governor had been quite successful in suppressing the bandit activity. The capture and public execution of Tadeshi the Red had been of particular moment, and the governor had made certain to report his triumph to the Imperial Government.


  He had been less eager to report, it seemed, that the ghost of Tadeshi the Red now refused to leave.


  “What of the priests of the local temples?” Kenji asked.


  “Useless,” said the messenger. “All their chants and prayers have had no effect. His Excellency knows your reputation and requests both your aid . . . and your discretion.”


  “If he truly knows my reputation, he understands that such help comes at a price.”


  The man smiled. “My master is prepared to offer three full casks of uncooked rice, plus gold to the weight of ten Chinese coins.”


  I saw Kenji’s eyes widen slightly. I hope my own countenance was more reserved, but I could not be certain. “You may tell His Excellency that I accept.”


  After the messenger departed, I turned to Kenji. “Uji beckons. When can you be ready?”


  “I don’t recall being asked,” Kenji said primly.


  “Consider that done. We can discuss your share later,” I said. “But when dealing with ghosts, I’ve found that a priest totally without scruple is often a useful thing.”


  Which explained why we both stood, two days later in the chilly night air trying to summon a troublesome ghost using a ten year old girl as bait. This was not a situation I had considered beforehand. Kenji’s low drone of a chant was starting to fade into the background, like the sound of running water to one who lived by the river. Momiji kneeled in front of the rekindled fire, looking bored.


  “He’s not coming, you know,” Momiji said. “If you think you can compel him because of me, sir, you are mistaken.”


  “Oh? Then why did he appear when you burned incense to his spirit?”


  “Because I am his daughter and showed him respect. He had little of that in his life, I think. Fear, certainly. Not respect. He didn’t even have a proper funeral.”


  “Then maybe we can arrange one.”


  She looked away. “That would be good.”


  “But it wouldn’t send him away, would it? Why won’t he leave, Momiji? You know it’s not right that he remain in the mortal world,” I said.


  “My father was a thief and a murderer, they tell me. I understand little of what is right and wrong. I only understand that he loved my mother, and in his way, he loved me. That is what I know.”


  I glanced at Kenji, who finally stopped his chant. “No sign of him,” Kenji said.


  “Perhaps it is time we returned Momiji to her mother,” I said.


  “She died last year,” Momiji said. “So, unless you plan to kill me . . . ?”


  I frowned. “Certainly not.”


  “Do not concern yourselves about my father, gentlemen. He will cross the Sanzu in his own good time. He’s not ready.”


  “Why not? What are you not telling us, Momiji?”


  Momiji didn’t answer, and I sighed. “Child, we are not your enemies. Your father is dead. It is past time he joined the dead. That is what we want as well, and it is all we want.”


  “Not yet,” she said, and that is all she would say.


  I glanced at Kenji, who said, “We will escort the young lady to her home.”


  “I can find my own way,” she said.


  “No doubt,” I said, “but it’s no time of night for a child to be roaming alone. And I’m not ruling out the fact that we may still need your aid in this matter. I want to know where to find you.”


  The girl shrugged but made no other objection. We followed her back across the main bridge to the village. Her house was on the outskirts near the river. The house was little more than a hut; the best one could say for it was that it seemed in a decent state of repair.


  “How do you live, Momiji?” I asked.


  “My mother was a laundress, and I’ve taken over at least some of her work. I wash clothes in the river. Fish a bit, too—my father taught me that. I can take care of myself.”


  “No doubt,” I said. “Though it must have been hard to lose both of your parents.”


  “Everyone dies,” Momiji said. “There’s no help for it.”


  Kenji grunted. “Remember what I said, girl. We may wish to speak to you again.”


  She waved at the poor hut. “Then you know where to find me. Now, if you will excuse me?” Momiji went into her hovel and shut the door. We could plainly hear a wooden bar being slid into place.


  “She’s rather pretty,” Kenji said, “in a wild and unrefined sort of way.”


  I scowled. “Kenji . . . ”


  Kenji let out a gusting sigh. “Oh, honestly, Lord Yamada—even I have standards. But consider how complicated her life is liable to become in the next few years. Especially with no family and no one to protect her.”


  “That sounded almost like concern.”


  “As a priest, I am concerned with the physical and spiritual well-being of all people.”


  “You’re more concerned about collecting our fee, and at the moment this child seems to have us at an impasse. She said that Tadeshi would cross the Sanzu when he was ready. I think she knows why he is not.”


  “That’s easy—fear,” Kenji said.


  “Fear? What do you mean?”


  Kenji looked disgusted. “Lord Yamada, if you’d spent even a reasonable amount of time on the religious studies suitable to your station, you’d understand very well what that means. Do you even know what the Sanzu River is?”


  “It’s the river that separates the land of the living from the land of the dead,” I said, because I did know that much. “In order to be judged by the King of Hell and pass into the afterlife, a soul must cross it. That is what Momiji was referring to.”


  “Yes, but the river is called ‘san zu’ because it is the river of three crossings: a bridge, a shallow ford, and a deep, serpent-infested passage. Where you cross depends on the weight of your sins.”


  “So I’m guessing Tadeshi will have to wade through the snakes?”


  “Almost certainly. It’s no mystery that a man with as many crimes on his soul as Tadeshi would hesitate to make the crossing.”


  I thought of Tadeshi’s daughter and the look in her eyes when she spoke of him. “Somehow I doubt that. I think there’s another reason. I still believe Momiji knows what that reason is.”


  “Assuming you are correct, Lord Yamada, how do you propose to make her tell us?”


  “I have no idea,” I said. But if we were going to fulfill our charge to banish the ghost of Tadeshi the Red, I knew I’d better find an idea, and soon.


  Early the next morning Kenji and I were summoned to a private meeting with Minamoto no Hideki, the district governor. I knew better than to believe that this was purely a social invitation.


  Hideki received us warmly on the veranda of his house. He was perhaps thirty, intense and vigorous as befit his reputation. His walled compound was just outside the village of Uji. The sun had not yet risen over the treetops, and he invited us to join him in awaiting its arrival. Our timing was good, and we did not wait long.


  “A lovely sunrise, gentlemen, don’t you think?” he said.


  “Exquisite, Your Excellency,” I said, as Kenji made similar noises of appreciation and we both waited as patiently as we could for the real reason we were there. Not that it wasn’t a fine sunrise, but sunsets and moonrise had always appealed to me more. Mostly because they did not require one to arise at such an early hour. It was all I could do to keep from yawning, and I noted with some amusement that Kenji had to stifle more than one such yawn himself. If this wasn’t perfectly obvious to Minamoto-sama, I would have been amazed.


  “My sources tell me you had an encounter with the bandit’s ghost on your first night here,” he said. “Last evening?”


  I didn’t know who his sources were, but I couldn’t dispute their accuracy. “A very brief one, Excellency. Master Kenji and I were trying to assess the situation.”


  “And have you made your assessment?”


  “It will be difficult, Excellency. I don’t think this comes as a surprise to you.”


  He almost smiled then. “Hardly. I’ve had teams of priests falling over themselves in the darkness for the past month. All they have to show for it so far are muddy feet and a few cases of fleas.”


  Kenji spoke up. “If you don’t mind my asking, Excellency, why is the removal of this one ghost so important? Now that the bandits have been mostly driven out, one pitiful wraith does not seem like such a threat.”


  Hideki looked thoughtful. “At the moment he is no threat at all. I’m more concerned about what happens when my assignment ends.”


  “I don’t understand,” Kenji said.


  I thought I did, but better to hear it from Hideki himself, and after a pause he obliged.


  “Last winter a nephew of the Emperor himself was robbed and humiliated just south of the bridge as he journeyed to Nara on pilgrimage. The bandits on the southern road had been a nuisance for years, but now the situation had become intolerable.”


  I had not heard of that, but was not surprised that I had not. Such an insult would have been kept as quiet as possible. People might think the Emperor’s government was enfeebled if it could not control the roads this close to the Capital.


  “My charge was clear,” Hideki continued. “Achieving the co-operation of the townsfolk was not easy, but soon they came to see that doing so was in their best interests. I made examples as needed, and my strategy worked. We have identified and either killed or apprehended the worst offenders.”


  “Your success has been remarkable,” Kenji said. “Yet that does not explain the problem with the ghost.”


  “The problem with the ghost is the problem with Uji itself,” Hideki said. “Banditry was a way of life in this village, either actively pursued or tolerated, for centuries. While I am reasonably satisfied with my progress, I fear that the only way to settle the problem for good would be to execute every man, woman, and child in Uji and burn the place to the ground.”


  “You would not do that!” Kenji exclaimed, momentarily forgetting himself, but Hideki didn’t even blink.


  “Priest, I would do that if this village did not serve too useful a function as a traveler’s station. The next best thing I can do is make certain that the villagers behave themselves for a long time to come. So long as Tadeshi the Red’s spirit is not at rest, that is in doubt.”


  “But he . . . ” Kenji began, but now I stepped in.


  “Banditry was a way of life here, as his Excellency said. Kenji-san, how long do you think it would take for old habits to reassert themselves in this place with Tadeshi’s ghost as a constant, even poetic, reminder of defiance to the Emperor’s justice? Especially after Lord Minamoto has left?” I turned to the governor. “You are leaving, aren’t you? News of your success has no doubt brought an even grander appointment?”


  “I am to become Governor of Hisen Province,” Hideki confirmed. “Once my work here is complete. But for the sake of the Emperor’s justice and my own future stability, not until then. That is why I sought your help. Frankly, these people have no cause to love me, nor I them. I do not wish to remain here one day more than I must.”


  Frankly spoken and reassuring in its way. I knew that Hideki would keep his word if we were successful. I did not want to speculate on what he might do if we were not.


  A messenger wearing the Minamoto mon hurried out onto the veranda but kneeled at a discreet distance until Governor Hideki waved him forward with his fan. The messenger whispered in his ear and Hideki scowled. I didn’t hear what the Governor said in return, but it apparently was a command that the man wait. The messenger bowed low, then withdrew out of earshot again.


  “It seems Tadeshi’s influence is already being felt,” the governor said. “Though in a most peculiar fashion.”


  “How so?”


  “Tadeshi’s wild daughter was caught last night trying to steal from Byodoin Temple. The monks are keeping her confined until I take her into custody. The usual practice was to take from travelers, not townsfolk, and certainly not a holy temple.”


  “Do you know what she attempted to steal?”


  He scowled. “Does that matter? A handful of radishes would have been enough. While a young girl makes a far poorer example than a grown man, I may have little choice.”


  Before Kenji could step in again, I did. “Your Excellency, forgive me, but I think it would be to your advantage to forego the Emperor’s justice in Momiji’s case.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


  “You said yourself that her actions were strange, and I agree. Was Byodoin Temple not the place where the remains of Tadeshi’s spoils were donated?”


  He looked thoughtful. “It was. You think there is a connection?”


  “I am certain of it. If you will allow me to take custody of the girl, I think she may be able to help us with the problem of Tadeshi. Certainly that is worth omitting one execution?”


  “I’ll defer to your judgment in this, Lord Yamada, but I expect results. I think we understand each other?”


  I bowed low and Kenji followed. “Of course, Excellency.”


  The papers giving us custody of Momiji were prepared, and then Kenji and I were given permission to withdraw, and we did so as soon as politely possible. On the road back to Uji, Kenji looked a little unsettled.


  “That man frightens me,” he said. “I think you’ve just placed our necks under the sword in place of Momiji’s.”


  “I’m glad that you’re paying attention. Not that they were not already there. Even so, I had little choice—I doubt we can make any progress without Momiji’s help. Or did you think that such a reward as we were promised was to come without risk?”


  “You are a friend of Prince Kanemore, the Crown Prince’s own uncle!” Kenji said. “Surely . . . ?”


  “I would not count on that,” I said dryly. “The Emperor’s government understood that Hideki was a man who got things done, or he would not be here. I rather doubt the Emperor is any more concerned about the methods involved than Hideki himself is.”


  “Then we had better hope that Momiji is in a more co-operative mood today.”


  “I would not count on that, either,” I said.


  Byodoin Temple had been an elegant private residence only recently converted by a member of the Fujiwara family for use as a temple. The building was shinden-style with a gated wall surrounding a mansion, consisting of one main building, now the main sutra reading hall, and two lesser buildings to either side, which served as residences for the monks and abbot. Smaller structures served for storage and workshops and were located behind the main hall. I presented our orders to the monk watching the gate, and he summoned a junior monk to escort us to where Momiji was being kept.


  Naturally, Byodoin lacked any formal facility for prisoners. Momiji had been confined in one of the small outlying buildings. We heard her before we reached her. Kenji turned to the young monk. “Has she been like this since she was taken?”


  “Not consistently,” the boy said. “She stops to rest every now and then.”


  A board on the outside of the building suddenly thrummed as if struck with a hammer. “Let me out!” Momiji shrieked.


  “Good afternoon, Momiji-chan,” I said, not very loudly, but loud enough.


  The tumult from within the building ceased. “Why are you here?”


  “Possibly to save your life. Are you interested?”


  “Perhaps,” she said.


  Kenji scowled at the barred door. “Perhaps we’d be better off leaving you here.”


  “No doubt that is true,” Momiji said, and it was all I could do not to smile.


  “I’m not going to speak to you through a door,” I said. “I’m going to open this, but only if you promise to behave yourself. Do I have your word?”


  “I’m the daughter of a bandit. What good is my word?”


  “That’s for you to show,” I said.


  “Then I promise.”


  Kenji looked skeptical, but I unbarred the door and opened it wide.


  If anything, Momiji looked more disheveled than at our first meeting. She had bloodied one fist, apparently banging on the inside of the storeroom. A glance inside told me that the monks had been wise to empty her prison before confining her; it’s unlikely anything kept there would have survived the experience.


  “Did you honestly think all that banging was going to do any good?” Kenji asked.


  “It was all I could do,” Momiji said. “So I did it.”


  While I could fault her method, there wasn’t much to question in her reasoning. “Momiji, you were caught stealing the property of Byodoin Temple. You do realize how much trouble you’re in?”


  “Sir, I have been in nothing else since the day my father was killed. If you’re here to cut off my head, I can’t stop you. Or do we need to leave the temple grounds for that?”


  “We will, if such becomes necessary. That’s another thing that’s up to you.”


  She frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  I turned to the monk. “Young man, when this girl was caught, what was she carrying?”


  “Two offerings that had been presented to the temple earlier in the week,” he said. “An ivory comb and a bolt of fabric.”


  “Those belonged to me,” Momiji said. “They had no right to take them. And that fat old monk would never have caught me if he’d been meditating like he was supposed to be!”


  I spoke to the monk again. “I’m afraid our duties will require that we assume possession of these items as well,” I said. “Do I need to speak to the abbot?”


  The young man grinned. “I will ask his will, but if it means this kitsune will be removed from our midst, I do not think he will object.” The monk hurried away to confer with the abbot while Momiji frowned.


  “I’m not a fox,” she said.


  I sighed. “No, but you certainly have given these good monks reason to be annoyed with you. If getting called a fox is the worst that happens as a result, count yourself fortunate.”


  The young man soon returned, carrying the fabric and the comb. “With the Abbot’s compliments,” he said as he handed them to me. I didn’t miss the way Momiji looked at them—like one dying of thirst who has just seen water. “Most gracious. The abbot may be assured I will put these to good use.”


  Momiji scowled at me as the monk withdrew. “May I ask what you plan to do with those, and with me?”


  “Again, that is up to you. You say these items are your property, Momiji. I am prepared to return them both to you, but on one condition.”


  “What do I have to do?” she said, looking at the ground.


  “You have to tell me why you want them. And don’t spin any stories about your rightful property, because you know everything in your father’s possession was forfeit. I want the truth.”


  “You want to send my father to the afterlife,” Momiji said.


  “Yes, we do,” Kenji said gently. “And so should you, Momiji. Or do you wish your poor father’s spirit to wander this world forever?”


  She looked up. “With his barbarian blood, no one would offer him work. Banditry was all he had; the good citizens of Uji made him a bandit, and so he resolved to be one whose name alone would bring fear. He succeeded. And now if his spirit was truly strong enough to take its revenge on all who had wronged him, I would gladly wish that he remained among the living forever!” She glanced at Kenji and then me. “You did want the truth.”


  “He’s not that strong. Terrible to look at, certainly, and frightening, but not so dangerous as he appears,” I said, for I had long known this to be true. Otherwise we would have accounts of deaths, not just terrifying encounters.


  “Unfortunately, so of course I want to see him safely out of this wretched place,” Momiji said.


  “You can’t right all the wrongs of this world, Momiji,” I said, “but you can right this one. Help us send your father to where he needs to go.”


  “Why should I trust you?”


  “Because we want the same thing.”


  “You don’t know what I want,” Momiji said. “Not really. But perhaps we can help each other.” She looked at the bolt of cloth and the comb I now held. “The comb was for my mother. She had always wanted a fine ivory comb, but she couldn’t afford it. My father promised to get her one. While he was gone, she fell ill. No one would help us, either out of fear of my father or just spite. I don’t know. All I know is that she died before he returned.”


  “What unfortunate woman did he take it from? Or do you know?” Kenji said, and Momiji turned on him as if he’d slapped her.


  “He didn’t steal it! Mother begged him not to. So he went to Kyoto where no one knew him, and he bought it. Mother died before he could give it to her.”


  “He wants the comb now, isn’t that it? To find your mother in the afterlife and give it to her?”


  “To keep his promise,” Momiji said. “In his way, he was a man of his word. You can be certain that he will not leave without it.”


  “What about the cloth?”


  “That was my promise,” Momiji said. “To my father, that he would have a fine yukata for his funeral. Something more than the rough clothes he always wore. I’m sure the cloth was stolen from someone; I do not care who.”


  “Once he reaches the other side of the River of Three Crossings, his clothing will be taken from him. You know that,” Kenji said. “Including the comb.”


  She scowled. “His clothes will be taken and weighed to judge his sins by the presumptuous demons who await him there. I do know a little about what is to come beyond the Sanzu. Yet it is not important that he keeps the clothes, Sir Priest. Only that he has them to lose. As it was, that Minamoto baka provided an executioner but no clothing and no funeral. I need the cloth to make my father’s new clothes so I can keep my promise. As for the comb or anything else that belongs to my father, I pity the demon who tries to take that from him.”


  I frowned. “That’s all he awaits? The comb and the clothes?”


  “More than enough. Those are the two chains holding my father to this life, Sir. Unless you help me break them, neither of us will get what we want. Will you help me?”


  “Yes. How long do you need?”


  “Three days. She taught me a great deal, but I’m not the seamstress my mother was.”


  “Three days,” I said. “No more.”


  I gave the deadline not to be abrupt, or impatient. I just didn’t believe that Hideki would wait much longer than three days. We escorted Momiji from the confines of Byodoin Temple back to the village. We made sure she was fed but otherwise did nothing but take her back to her simple hut and leave her there. Kenji glanced backward as we returned to our own quarters.


  “Are you sure this is wise? Perhaps you should have held onto the comb while she works on the clothing or at least ask Hideki to put a guard on her.”


  I grunted. “Unless I am badly mistaken, the comb is useless to her without the clothes. Besides, I don’t want any steel under Hideki’s command anywhere near that girl. We’ll know soon enough if she’s telling the truth.”


  “And you really think she is?”


  “Yes,” I said. “I just don’t think she’s telling all of it.”


  We got some confirmation of this when, on the evening of the second day, Momiji slipped out of her hut through an opening in the back. She did not make for the bridge, for there was a watchman there, but headed toward a shallow part of the river where she waded across, her bundle held high over her head.


  “This is what comes of trusting such a one,” Kenji said.


  I kept my voice low. “Spare us both your wounded sensibilities. If we had trusted her, we wouldn’t have kept watch. Now let’s follow—quietly—though I think we can guess where she is going.”


  Right to the clearing where we had found her in the first place. She used flint to get a small fire going and then burned incense as before. Or rather she burned some fragrant dried flower buds, as proper incense was beyond her means. It did not take long for Takeshi to arrive. The blue flame resolved itself into the fiercely grimacing bandit.


  COMB, he said.


  “The yukata first, Father.”


  COMB! he demanded.


  “No! Keep your promise to me.”


  His promise to her? That was something she had not mentioned, and I didn’t like the way this was going. I stood up and now the ghost was glaring at me. So was Momiji, but she shook her head and held up her hand, and the meaning was clear: Wait!


  I waited, though every instinct I had told me to stop this now and find some other way. Only there was no other way.


  “They don’t matter, Father. You don’t know them. You deal with me.”


  The ghost looked back at his daughter. If it was possible for a person to kneel before another in complete defiance, I could say that I had seen such a thing as Momiji kneeled before the ghost of her father. She held out the folded yukata and belt with both hands. She trembled but she did not submit, and the ghost finally reached out and took them from her as if there was no difference between her corporeal state and his own. In an instant the ghost went from a roughly dressed bandit to a finely dressed bandit. In my opinion it was too much like dressing an ogre for court, but I had to admit that Momiji had done a very good job with what she had been given.


  COMB, repeated the ghost, more calmly this time.


  “Very well, but remember your promises. Both of them.”


  She held up the comb on her outstretched hands, palms facing upward, and he took the comb from her and appeared to tuck it away in his sash. The moments passed, and then some more, but nothing happened. We could see the anger and frustration building in the ghost. I had said that Tadeshi was no longer dangerous, but that was never entirely true of any spirit, and especially an angry one. But why was he angry? What was wrong?


  “He still cannot pass,” Kenji said.


  Momiji bowed low and then retreated to sprint over to where I and now Kenji stood in plain sight.


  “I gather you wished him to leave without witnesses?”


  She blushed, but did not look away. “I don’t know what’s wrong!”


  “I think I do,” Kenji said. “I’ll have to help him.”


  “If you try to exorcise him, he’ll just flee!” Momiji said, but Kenji had already begun his chant.


  Tadeshi did not move.


  It took me several long moments to understand why. “Kenji is not chanting a rite of exorcism,” I said. “He’s giving your father his funeral.”


  Momiji’s eyes widened, and she ran back to kneel in front of her father. By tradition, the dead could not pass over the River of Three Crossings before seven days from the time of death and were not considered truly and finally dead until then. Tadeshi’s seven days were long past. Behind him, the bamboo grove began to shimmer and ripple, like a reflection in water. When the image cleared there was no bamboo at all, only a vast emptiness crossed by a river of black water. Beyond that was a jagged mountain peak with no snow, no trees.


  Mount Fear.


  I knew I was looking at the Sanzu, the River of Three Crossings. Kenji’s chant had opened the portal between our world and the next. Tadeshi the Red turned his back to us and strode purposefully toward the river. What happened next occurred so fast that I didn’t fully realize what had happened for nearly two heartbeats: Momiji took two long steps and leaped, landing on her father’s back, threw her arms around his neck, and held on. Tadeshi didn’t even pause or look back. Neither did Momiji as they headed for a place where the river nearly boiled with serpents.


  Perhaps I could have moved faster. Perhaps, if I had not seen the look in Momiji’s eyes as she turned back toward me just before their plunge into the river. As it happened, I wasn’t even halfway across the clearing when the portal closed, and the river bank was a bamboo grove once again. Kenji’s droning chant faded away, but all I could do was stare at the place where Momiji and her father had disappeared.


  “She mentioned two promises,” Kenji said quietly. “Do you think that was the second one?”


  “I think he promised not to leave her alone,” I said. “That’s why she wouldn’t give him the comb first. He could have chosen to refuse the clothes, and so his promise to her would not have been binding. Perhaps that was love. A desire to spare her. Or a wish to avoid inconvenience. I really don’t know which.”


  “A man of his word,” Kenji said.


  So was Hideki, of course. He not only paid the agreed fee with no argument but loaned us an oxcart to carry it back to Kyoto. “Keeping your word is not the only virtue a man might possess,” Kenji said as we began the journey back to the Capital. “But it is a virtue.”


  “I suppose,” I said.


  “So. What will you do with your wealth?”


  “Pay off debts. Drink. A lot.”


  “I know what you are thinking, Lord Yamada, and to an extent I agree, but, seriously, what could you have done? Taken Momiji as a servant? You can’t even support yourself most of the time. That girl was beyond help, at least in this life.”


  “Momiji apparently agreed. But actually, I was thinking that Prince Kanemore owes me a favor. And Princess Ai is in need of a new attendant.”


  Kenji scowled. “Princess Ai? The most ill-tempered woman ever to marry an Emperor? That would have been no kindness to the poor girl.”


  I didn’t answer. Kenji looked thoughtful. “Do you think they made it?”


  “Across the river?” I barely had to recall the look in Momiji’s eyes before I replied, “I have no doubt of it.”


  “I’m not so certain. The veil between worlds was very thin there because of the ghost. That’s the first time I’ve seen the River of Three Crossings. Those serpents were terrible.”


  “Numerous, certainly,” I said, “but—as with Princess Ai—I think your concern is misplaced. The ones I’d worry about are the snakes.”


  THE BRIDE DOLL


  “You do realize that she’s a demon, don’t you?”


  Kenji, the often inebriated and always disreputable priest, whispered this comment into my ear as we followed behind the attractive young woman who was leading us through the icy mountain pass. At first our meeting with the woman, who claimed to be a wood-cutter’s daughter from Aoi Village, seemed an unusual turn of good luck. The mountains this far north were treacherous at best and deadly at worst. A sudden snow squall had caught us all but unprepared, and the promise of warm food and shelter for the night was extremely appealing.


  I sighed and tried to shake some feeling back into my fingers. “No. I thought it was mere happenstance that the air turned suddenly colder and the snow fell harder when she appeared. Are you prepared?”


  “Yes. Pity, though. She is quite winsome.”


  “I’ll thank you to think with your mind and not your loins where our lives are concerned.”


  The woman paused and turned back to look at us. Kenji was right—she was a beauty. Her hair was long and seemed even blacker than obsidian against the backdrop of snow. She had a sweet if rather sharp-featured face. Her eyes were the only real clue, if one could interpret them correctly. They were as black and cold as stone.


  “Forgive my impertinence, but may I ask what you gentlemen are discussing? We get so few visitors up here that sometimes I feel starved for human company.”


  Both the irony and the implication of that statement were not lost on either of us. “We were simply marveling at our good fortune and our rudeness in turn,” I said. “We forgot to ask your name.”


  The woman smiled at us, though she demurely concealed her teeth with her open right hand. “Yuki.”


  Snow. Of course. More a statement of identity than a name, if a little obvious: yuki-onna. Snow woman. I looked beyond her. The pass was sloping downward, which was a good sign, but daylight was fading quickly.


  “It’s a pretty name,” Kenji said.


  “Thank you,” she said. She started to turn, then hesitated. “The snow is getting worse. We might not be able to reach the village by nightfall, but there is a hut nearby that my father built for shelter in just these circumstances. We might be better off to stop there. The path is dangerous at night, even for one who knows the way.”


  “We will yield to your judgment,” I said. “Lead on.”


  My tachi was loose in its scabbard, but I wasn’t inclined to use it on mere suspicion, compelling as that suspicion was. I didn’t have the knack for reattaching a person’s head once I’d cut it off—such actions tended to be irrevocable. Besides, I knew Kenji had a better way.


  Yuki turned onto a side path that led up the mountainside. At first I thought she was leading us to some quiet cave to work her will, but we soon approached a very old but solid and serviceable-looking hut. It was partially sheltered by an ancient pine tree. The snow on the path to the dwelling was undisturbed, and there was no light showing from within. There was a low moan of the wind through the branches of the pine as the snow continued to fall heavily.


  “If you gentlemen will make yourselves as comfortable as possible, I will fetch some wood.”


  “Very kind of you.”


  I pushed the door open and peered cautiously into the gloom, but there was no place for anyone to be hiding. I went inside and Kenji followed, but before he closed the door behind him, I saw him take a small slip of paper tied in a lover’s knot out of his robe and wedge it firmly into the crevice between two planks in the door.


  Inside the hut it was not any warmer, but at least the freezing wind was somewhat dampened. There were no furnishings to speak of, but there was a sand firepit with a small cast-iron kettle suspended above it that could be used for cooking. I took my flint and steel and used the edge of my dagger to take some shavings from a scrap of wood that appeared to have been left there for the purpose. In a short time I had a very small fire going with what scraps I could find, but it would not last long without more wood.


  We heard the sound of approaching footsteps, and then the rattle of the door.


  “Gentlemen,” Yuki said, “why have you barred the door?”


  “We have not done so,” Kenji called out as he held his hands over the flickering little fire. “There is nothing here to bar the door with. Perhaps it is stuck. Let me try pushing it.” Kenji yawned and then called out again. “No, it seems to be stuck. Try pulling harder.”


  “I see that the door is barred, priest,” Yuki said. At least, it sounded a little like Yuki. It sounded more like the howl of the wind. Again the door rattled, but that could have been the wind as well.


  “Please, sirs,” Yuki said, and it sounded like her familiar voice again. “I am cold.”


  “You are,” Kenji agreed. “You are the cold of the mountain itself given a pleasing but misleading form. Go away, demon.”


  “Not until I have fed, priest. Open the door,” and now the voice was the moan of the freezing wind.


  “No,” I said. “I don’t think we will.”


  Now the wind did truly howl, and we heard the lashing of tree limbs as the wind pushed them together, heard the fall of snow as it crashed down on the hut’s roof. Yet whoever—at this point I was certain it was not Yuki’s father—had built the hut had known what he was about, and the roof held even though the fire sputtered out for lack of fuel.


  “I don’t suppose she actually brought any wood with her,” Kenji said.


  The door continued to rattle. “Is that ward secure?” I asked.


  “I blessed it as I set it in place. Let her bluster. Nothing that she can do will remove it.”


  “Even so, she’s going to make things very uncomfortable for us.”


  Kenji and I pulled out our blankets and all the spare clothing we had and wrapped ourselves as best we could. I trusted that the protective ward that Kenji had placed in the door would hold the creature at bay, but her power was going to be felt despite that.


  Kenji shivered. “Lord Yamada, please tell me why we’re in this hellish place. If I’m going to freeze to death tonight, I have a right to know why.”


  “I’m here at Prince Kanemore’s urgent request. You’re here because Prince Kanemore ordered you to accompany me. For some reason he thinks you have utility of some sort.”


  The priest grinned. “Ask the demon outside if I have utility, Lord Yamada. Even so, I have been excluded from any other information which, I trust, you have.”


  I’d been sworn to secrecy while we were in the Capital, but there seemed little point in keeping silent now. “The head of the Tsugaru Clan, Lord Yoshi, is trying to negotiate a treaty with the Emishi.”


  Kenji frowned. “The northern barbarians? Is this possible?”


  “That is uncertain, but since peace will reduce the strain on the Imperial revenues, Prince Kanemore wants these talks to succeed. Though how the barbarians have the energy to wage war in this place when they should be huddled by their fires at home is beyond me.”


  “You’re an investigator, ghost hunter, and demon queller. Not a diplomat,” Kenji said, then added, “Especially not a diplomat.”


  “I know that, and Prince Kanemore knows that. Apparently, negotiations have been complicated because someone kidnapped the Emishi chief’s daughter-in-law.”


  “And they want you to find her?”


  “Just so. Prince Kanemore hinted that there was more to the matter, but that Lord Yoshi would have to supply the details. Now you know as much as I do. We’ll find out the rest if that charming monster outside lets us live through the night.”


  The demon’s power would diminish in the light of day. All we had to do was survive the night, but as the cold settled in and the last embers of our fire turned to cold ash, I began to wonder if it might not be better to take my sword and my chances with the creature outside. If we weren’t killed immediately, at least then maybe we could find some firewood.


  Kenji was apparently doing his own musing. “Isn’t this always the way?” he said after we’d shivered in silence for a while. “We come across a lovely young woman alone in some remote place, and she always turns out to be an angry ghost or a fox or some sort of demon in disguise.”


  “Perhaps, as a priest, you should take a lesson from this,” I said.


  Kenji looked thoughtful. “Yes, and the lesson is that I should be more careful in the company I choose. Lord Yamada, I’m beginning to think that you attract monsters.”


  I should have been insulted, but for all I knew Kenji was right. Yet as he was a priest who specialized in exorcism and wards of protection and thus profited by such encounters, I didn’t think it fair of Kenji to complain.


  “Try to get some sleep,” I said. “I’ll keep watch for now.”


  Neither of us got much sleep with the wind howling and the hut rattling as if it would collapse on us at any moment. Even so, while the cold remained brutal, it got no worse and the howling finally subsided. When dawn came at last we opened the door cautiously to find deep scratches in the wood as if an animal had clawed at it and Kenji’s ward still in place. The snow had stopped, the sky was clear, and there was no sign of the creature that had called herself Yuki.


  “Clear daylight will hinder a snow demon but only just. Best to be away from here quickly,” I said.


  We rearranged our travel bundles and retraced our steps down the slope until we found the main path again and followed it down and to the east as it wrapped itself around the mountainside. We had gone barely the length of three bowshots when we reached the valley at the base of the mountains and Aoi Village came into view.


  “Yuki lied,” Kenji said. “Fancy that. If the settlement hadn’t been around a bend of the mountain, we’d have seen the fires last night.”


  Lord Yoshi’s winter encampment was on the outskirts of the village, though he himself was a guest of the mountain temple nearby. I showed Prince Kanemore’s letter of introduction to the Tsugaru retainer stationed at the base of the pass, and he immediately turned his watch over to another man and escorted us to the temple personally. Our guide was a handsome young man who, at least at first appearance, seemed close to exhaustion. He studied us with some curiosity even as he did his best to hide the fact.


  “I am Lord Yamada, and this is the priest Kenji,” I said finally. “What’s your name?”


  “Tsugaru no Michi, my lords.”


  “Do you know how the negotiations stand at present?”


  He bowed slightly. “Such matters are above one such as myself,” he said, “though I do not think there has been any negotiation for the past several days. No fighting, either. Yet.”


  “You say that as one expecting trouble,” Kenji said.


  Michi grunted. “One always expects trouble at the borders.”


  I frowned. “Has this village ever been attacked?”


  “Fortunately, no, though we would defend it vigorously. Its position as the gateway to the mountain pass makes it too important to do otherwise.”


  As we walked through the village on our way to the temple, I noticed what I thought might, perhaps, be another reason the settlement had not been attacked: I saw at least three villagers with red hair and more than one man with a thick, bushy beard. “There is trade with the Emishi, I take it?”


  Michi smiled slightly. “More than trade, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Which may be part of the reason the barbarians attack other border outposts but not here. Even so, a full-out conflict would spare no one.”


  “Which I’m sure both Lord Yoshi and Prince Kanemore wish to avoid.”


  “If you’ll pardon my saying so, my lords, they are not the ones who need to be convinced. Lord Yoshi knows more of this matter than I do, so please forgive my rambling.”


  “No, you’ve been very helpful. I will say as much to Lord Yoshi,” I said.


  Michi looked unhappy. “Thank you, but I am not in Lord Yoshi’s good graces at the moment, and hearing my name might not put him in the best of moods for your councils.”


  “As you wish.”


  The temple at Aoi was like most of the smaller mountain temples: it was unwalled and consisted mainly of a central hall with an open garden to the south of the building and outbuildings added at various times at need over the years. Lord Yoshi was quartered in a spare room of the main hall and Michi gave us over to a young priest at the doorway who led us through the main hall. The main room was the image hall where a large wooden statue of Kannon the Merciful dominated, but the room had been partially partitioned off to the left to create a separate large space, and in that space, displayed on various altar-like tiers, were dolls.


  Dolls?


  I glanced at Kenji, but if he had noticed the odd sight, he showed no sign. Lord Yoshi was expecting us, and an acolyte had saké already warming on a brazier. We made our introductions and I gave over Prince Kanemore’s letter. Kenji and I both gratefully accepted small bowls of the warm saké while he read it; the chill from the previous night had not entirely left my bones, but the drink went a long way toward restoring the balance.


  Lord Yoshi was a vigorous, blunt-featured man just a little older than myself, perhaps forty or so. He studied Prince Kanemore’s letter intently. He finally grunted. “The Prince’s instructions are clear enough.”


  “Would it be polite to ask what they are? I’m afraid he was rather evasive as to why he felt I could be of service to you.”


  “He said only that I should trust you, as he does. I’m afraid I have little choice. Have you spoken to any of my retinue before now?”


  Kenji and I glanced at each other, but I wasn’t going to start off my service to Lord Yoshi with a lie. “Yes. A young bushi named Michi. Though there was little he could tell me of the situation.”


  Lord Yoshi nodded. “Ah. That one.”


  “While I understand that this is none of my concern, he did seem to feel that he was not in favor.”


  “He’s one of my best soldiers, for one so young,” Lord Yoshi said. “But he’s allowed his heart to interfere with his duties. He’s not the first and won’t be the last. No matter. The reason I asked is because rumors have been flying thick as last night’s snowstorm. I wanted to know what you’ve heard.”


  “Only that the barbarian chief . . . Akitomo?” Lord Yoshi indicated that I was correct, and I went on. “His son’s wife has been kidnapped. I learned that from Prince Kanemore. All Michi said was that the situation was tense.”


  Lord Yoshi smiled. “And so it is. But at once simpler and far more complicated than Prince Kanemore indicated. Please come with me.” He rose, and after we put our bowls aside for the acolyte to collect, we followed his example. Lord Yoshi led us out into the main hall of the temple toward the alcove of dolls that I had noticed earlier. Upon closer inspection, it was easy to see that the dolls varied greatly in age, skill of construction, and condition. Some were practically crumbling where they stood; others could have been made within the month. All wore some variation of a common wedding kimono.


  “Chief Akitomo’s daughter-in-law was stolen from this very place,” said Lord Yoshi.


  I frowned. “She came here to pray?”


  “She resided here,” Lord Yoshi said. “In this spot.” He pointed to a dusty gap on the third tier of dolls.


  I must have looked as baffled as I felt, but Kenji suddenly gasped. “Bride dolls!”


  I just stared at him, but Lord Yoshi smiled. “That is correct, Master Kenji.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said, stating the obvious.


  “Lord Yamada, it’s a local custom in some northern provinces,” Kenji said. “When a boy dies before the age of maturity, his family will create a special doll in wedding attire and dedicate it to the local temple. The idea is that the doll, through the prayers of the family and blessings of the priests, will be infused with a benevolent spirit and essentially become the bride the boy never had in life, to provide companionship and comfort to his ghost.” Kenji turned to Lord Yoshi. “But . . . this means Akitomo’s son is dead.”


  “Yes. The boy was killed in a hunting accident this spring. A tragedy; he was only seven. Yet I think it was Akitomo’s grief over the loss of his son that led him to consider a more formal peace in the first place.”


  Kenji frowned. “May I ask why an Emishi like Akitomo would follow the custom of the bride doll? While I am no expert on their customs, I did not think this was in their tradition.”


  “Strictly speaking, it isn’t. Akitomo’s wife is the daughter of the headman of this very village,” Lord Yoshi said. “And under her influence Akitomo has adopted some of the local customs. Which is another point in favor of more understanding between us. Yet with his wife ‘kidnapped,’ I’m afraid that the dead boy’s spirit has become restless and angry and is often seen in the village, either crying or screaming without sound. Since the theft was from this very temple, Akitomo holds us responsible for this, and if we don’t return the doll to its rightful place soon, all Prince Kanemore’s and my own hard work may come to nothing.”


  “Forgive me, but do you have any reason to suspect that the culprit may be among your own people?” I asked.


  He sighed. “Lord Yamada, unfortunately I have every reason to think so. While you well know there are factions on both sides who do not see peace as being in their best interests, no one from outside other than yourselves has made the trip through that pass in months. And all contact with Akitomo’s people has been very formal and very limited. If anyone else had been within the village, I would know. Yet a thorough search of both my camp and the village has revealed nothing.”


  “Who watches the approach through the pass, other than Michi?”


  “Hikaru and Jun share the duty with him. Please understand this, Lord Yamada: while I have reason to be critical of Michi’s priorities just now, I do not question his loyalty.”


  I was finally beginning to understand why I had been sent all this way for what should have been a simple search. Apparently, not simple at all. “I was not suggesting anything. I merely wanted to be clear on the point. I promise we will do our best to find the young man’s bride.”


  Or at least as well as one could do, when that one had absolutely no idea of where to begin.


  After we took our leave of Lord Yoshi, Kenji and I were shown to our lodgings within the village, a roomy hut in the headman’s own compound. We were brought food and water, and the man’s own wife saw to the fire. After our hosts left us alone, I took advantage of our relative isolation to speak to Kenji privately. “Doesn’t any of this strike you as a little strange?”


  Kenji laughed. “Which part? Snow demons? Bride Dolls? Ghosts? In our professions, Lord Yamada, ‘strange’ is like rice and fish. Part of a normal day.”


  “I mean the circumstances, Kenji-san. Lord Yoshi is convinced that the doll was stolen to interfere with the peace treaty.”


  “A completely reasonable assumption, in my opinion,” Kenji said dryly.


  “I agree, but when a man carries only a mallet, everything starts to look like a peg. Lord Yoshi’s main concern is the negotiation, but stealing the doll was a rather chancy way to go about interfering, don’t you think? If preventing peace was my goal, I could think of more certain ways to do it.”


  “Such as?”


  “How about dressing in Tsugaru livery and making a clumsy attempt on the Emishi chief’s life? Or stealing one of those poison arrows the barbarians use and wounding Lord Yoshi with it? Either would be a far more direct and obvious show of bad faith.”


  Kenji frowned. “Go on.”


  “Stealing the bride doll has apparently been very effective at raising tensions between the two parties, I admit. And I also admit I’m not familiar with the custom, but it does seem to me that the effect of the theft on the spirit of Akitomo’s son simply could not be anticipated.”


  Kenji sighed. “What you’re saying only makes sense if the reason that the doll was stolen has nothing to do with the negotiations. How likely is that?”


  The same thought had been troubling me. “Not very.”


  “Honestly, Lord Yamada. Stop being so twisty in your reasoning. Sometimes things really are as they appear.”


  “Sometimes,” I said, “but not very often.”


  Kenji and I were simply too weary to begin anything meaningful that day. After a quick look around Aoi Village, we went to bed early, but dawn had yet to arrive before I found myself wide awake again. Kenji was still snoring, so I dressed as quietly as I could, took my sword, and slipped out of the hut.


  The sky was still clear; there was no moon visible, but the stars were clear and bright in the cold air. All I had to do was walk up the near slope, and soon the entire village and the approach to the pass were both clearly visible. I could see the fires of the watch station just north of the village where Kenji and I had found Michi the previous morning. The more I saw of the area the more I was convinced that Lord Yoshi was correct—whoever had taken the doll had to be in either the village or the encampment.


  The problem with this conclusion was if this was so, then the doll still had to be there as well, and Lord Yoshi’s search had not revealed it. I tried to ignore the possibility that the doll had been destroyed; otherwise there truly was nothing I could do. My best guess was that the doll was in the encampment; it just made sense that concealing the doll would be far simpler if you were one of those charged with searching for it.


  While I was puzzling over this, I saw what at first looked like a blue lantern coming down one of the narrow lanes of the village from the direction of the temple. After a moment I realized it was not a lantern but a bluish flame.


  Curious.


  I moved down the slope to intercept, but I already had a pretty good idea of what I was looking at. Sure enough, once I got closer, the blue flame resolved into the glowing outline of a young boy. His expression seemed by turns angry and despairing. He opened his mouth as if to wail, but no sound came out. I spoke to him, but it was as if he didn’t even hear me. I followed the pitiful specter for a little while in the hope that it might provide a clue as to where the doll had been hidden, but the ghost did not seem to have any more idea than I did. It simply wandered here and there, searching, calling out in silence for his bride. After a while the light faded and winked out.


  I resolved to ask Lord Yoshi for permission to conduct my own search later in the day. I yawned. By my reckoning it was still a while before dawn. I considered returning to my bed for another hour or two of rest when something moving to the north caught my attention.


  Someone was going up the mountain path, and it was not a ghost. There was no lantern, but I could see well enough by starlight to make out the figure of a man bundled against the cold, moving purposefully toward the higher mountain pass.


  Curious.


  I pulled my overjacket closer around me and slipped through the still-sleeping village. There was no sound except the crunch of snow under my feet and the lonely bark of a dog. I made my way to the sentry station on the outskirts of the village. There was a lone bushi on duty warming his hands over a charcoal brazier.


  “You’re . . . Jun-san, yes? I’m Lord Yamada. Who passed your station a short time ago?” The man hesitated and I pressed on. “If you doubt my right to ask this, we can awaken Lord Yoshi and verify my position.”


  The man bowed. “It’s not that, my lord, I just . . . ”


  “Are you saying you didn’t see anyone?”


  For a moment I thought he meant to do just that, but he finally sighed. “I don’t want to get him in any more trouble. He’s had more than his share.”


  I understood then. “Ah. It was Michi-san, yes?”


  The man indicated assent, though he didn’t appear too happy about it. “His watch was just completed. He should be getting some rest now, but he won’t give up.”


  “Give up what?”


  “My lord, I’ve already said more than I should. Michi-san’s private grief is not mine to share. I can assure you that his loyalty to Lord Yoshi is beyond question.”


  “No one is questioning his loyalty. You want to protect your friend. I understand this. I am not asking because I suspect Michi-san of any wrongdoing. Yet you must admit he is acting strangely, and under the circumstances I would be shirking my duty if I did not ascertain why. Would you prefer I hear the situation from you or from some perhaps less sympathetic person? I know how stories travel, in armies and villages alike.”


  Jun let out a gusting sigh that immediately turned to mist in the cold air. “Michi-san married a woman from another village about two years ago and had a daughter by her. One day both his wife and daughter disappeared. The rumor was that she had argued with her husband and taken herself and her daughter back to her home village and her own family, but Michi-san does not speak of it. Every chance he gets, he goes to search for her.”


  “How long ago did this happen?”


  “Nearly a month.”


  “You do realize that there are no villages for several days travel from here? How could he be searching for her?”


  “Of course I know this,” he said. “Michi-san cannot go very far. He always returns after several hours, so I can only assume that he’s looking for some sign of her. Perhaps to reassure himself that she and her daughter did not become lost in the snow or come to some grief.”


  “Such as being attacked by a snow-demon?”


  Jun’s face was unreadable. “Or wolves. Or bandits. The pass is dangerous for many reasons, my lord.”


  “Thank you, Jun-san. You’ve been very helpful. I will be sure not to mention this conversation to Michi-san.”


  He bowed and I returned the courtesy, though we both knew there were no bandits on that road. Not enough travelers to justify the effort, and those who did move on the road were more than likely armed men traveling here and there on Lord Yoshi’s orders. Wolves? Possibly, though Kenji and I had neither seen nor heard any.


  Snow-demons, on the other hand, were another matter entirely. Was Michi actively courting death, or did he simply disregard the danger? And was it coincidence that Michi’s wife and daughter disappeared around the same time that Akitomo’s son’s “bride” went missing as well? For a while I considered following him up the mountain but saw the first glow of dawn and thought better of it. I returned to our quarters, where Kenji was still peacefully asleep. I corrected this with a handful of snow brought in just for the purpose.


  Kenji woke up sputtering and cursing. “Baka . . . !” His eyes finally focused on something beyond his dreams, and he recognized me as he brushed the snow off his face. “Lord Yamada, what do you think you’re doing?”


  “Waking you. We have work to do.”


  Unfortunately, it wasn’t the work I had planned. Somehow in my nocturnal excursion, it had come to Lord Yoshi’s attention that I had seen the ghost of Akitomo’s son’s ghost myself. After questioning me thoroughly, Lord Yoshi’s insisted we spend a good bit of the morning seeking out villagers who had witnessed the event. We heard many interesting stories. Some about the ghost. Others about the snow-demon that haunted the pass above the village. By the time we returned to our quarters for the noon-day meal, I was in a less than cheerful mood. I managed to be civil to the headman’s wife until she had withdrawn, but only just.


  “Che . . . ”


  Kenji frowned. “Why are you so irritable? We’ve learned quite a bit this morning.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, that the ghost tends to appear just before dawn. That he follows a meandering path, silently crying and wailing, through the village. If I can rise early enough tomorrow, I can witness this for myself.”


  “Why should you wish to do this? Unless you plan to exorcise the boy’s spirit, that is.”


  Kenji put his hands on his hips. “Perhaps you missed something, Lord Yamada. Though while we’re on the subject, if the boy had been a villager, I’d suggest that course exactly. Yet he isn’t, and I can’t imagine the Emishi chief would take a favorable view of such an act.”


  “Favorable? He’d have your worthless hide for an umbrella just to start!”


  “Then, pray, why the bad humor? Other than the fact that probably neither one of us will ever feel warm again, that is?”


  I sighed. “We’ve wasted most of the morning, in my opinion. The fact that the boy’s spirit cannot rest is the entire problem, but unfortunately there’s nothing connected to his ghost as such that forms any part of the solution, in my opinion. For that we must look elsewhere.”


  “Where?”


  “My guess yesterday was the encampment itself. Now I think this unlikely, but despite this the encampment must be searched again. And there’s our afternoon.”


  Kenji grunted. “A true waste of time in my opinion. I already said that I think the doll’s been destroyed. That’s what I would do.”


  “So would I. It only makes sense.”


  “Then why look for it? Lord Yoshi needs to be told, and then we need to go home and tell Prince Kanemore to send gifts to mollify the Emishi. Lots of gifts.”


  “Even Prince Kanemore doesn’t have that kind of discretion. There are already influential voices within the Imperial Court arguing that the war should be pursued to completion. If we fail now, chances are that those are the voices that will be heard.”


  “But if the doll’s been destroyed, what can we do?” Kenji asked.


  “I don’t believe the doll has been destroyed.”


  “You said—”


  “That I would have destroyed the doll, true, but I’m not the one who took it. At this point I think the question of ‘why’ the doll was taken is every bit as important as ‘who.’ Perhaps some of those stories we heard in the village are not quite as pointless as I first believed.”


  “Are you telling me that you know who the thief is?”


  “No. I’m telling you that I think we’re looking in the wrong place. That doesn’t change the fact that the wrong place must be thoroughly searched.”


  We came into the encampment without warning and merely invoked Lord Yoshi’s name whenever someone questioned us. Yet for the most part we met no more resistance than simple reluctance. Even so, there were a lot of tents to search, and of necessity the ones searching were only Kenji and myself. I forced myself to be as complete and systematic as I knew how, but by late afternoon I was of the firm opinion that no one in either the camp or village had possession of the missing doll.


  Apparently Lord Yoshi had formed some firm opinions of his own, for we were summoned back to Aoi Temple as soon as we returned. Lord Yoshi was considerably less warm and welcoming this time.


  “I see that you’ve repeated the searches I’ve already conducted,” he said dryly.


  I bowed. “Some mountains are best viewed at a distance.”


  He grunted. “Which is why I gave you permission to do the search, Lord Yamada, but you must admit that, so far, you have achieved nothing.”


  “It would be foolish to dispute the obvious, my lord. Then again, if the problem had been a simple or obvious one, Prince Kanemore would not have insisted that we come.”


  “That may be so, but Akitomo is not the only one who knows how to plant spies,” Lord Yoshi said. “And I’ve received some very disturbing news today. Akitomo is gathering his people. I think he means to come to this village and find his son’s missing bride himself. Or burn the place to the ground looking. I cannot allow either.”


  “No, I would think not. How long do we have?”


  “Probably no more than two days. I’m pleased that you brought your sword, Lord Yamada. We may have need of it very soon.”


  I bowed. “I am at my lord’s service in that event. But until then, I do intend to pursue my original mission.”


  Lord Yoshi did not look very optimistic. “Then let us hope tomorrow is better than today.”


  “What now?” Kenji asked as we left the temple.


  “Time to grasp at straws,” I said. “Get your snowshoes.”


  The sentry at the watch station summoned a messenger when we were barely a bowshot up the mountain path. I waited long enough to see this happen, then continued up the mountain. The snow was deep, but only a little new snow had fallen. There were tracks ahead of us, but appeared to date from the day before.


  Kenji noted the messenger. “What do you think that was about? Is he apprising Lord Yoshi of our actions?”


  “Could be,” I said and kept walking.


  “I know that tone, Lord Yamada. You use it when you’re just making conversation. Where do you think he’s gone?”


  “If I’m right, we’ll know soon enough.”


  Kenji peered up the path. “I still think this is a bad idea. There’s not much daylight left, and you know what lurks up here.”


  “We’re not going very far. As for knowing what lurks, it’s not just us. Everyone in the village knows, from the stories we’ve been hearing. I imagine Lord Yoshi finds it quite vexing to have a snow-demon on his rear with a mortal enemy in front. Even the most untried of commanders knows that securing one’s flanks is a wise precaution, and Lord Yoshi is anything but untried.”


  “So why hasn’t he dealt with the creature before now? Snowdemons may be powerful, but they can be killed, and he has the men to do it.”


  “Yes, but Lord Yoshi had sent men into the pass on several occasions, according to the villagers. They always return empty-handed.”


  Kenji paused to pull himself out of a hole. He waved off my assistance. “Are you just making conversation again?”


  “No. I asked a question of the sentry while you were adjusting the ties on your snowshoes. It seems that Michi-san always volunteers to lead these particular hunting parties.”


  “Coincidence?”


  “Perhaps,” I said. “I don’t believe so. Any more than I believe that the messenger we just saw was being sent to Lord Yoshi.”


  We had just passed the first few trees as the path crested into what would become the mountain pass. Up ahead, the woods showed dark and gloomy; it was only the snow on the ground reflecting the fading sunset that kept the area from going completely dark. Below us, Aoi Village winked out of sight around the mountain as we climbed to the highest point in the pass.


  Kenji’s eyes opened wide. “Michi-san took the doll! He’s hiding it up here, and his friends are helping him conceal the fact! When we tell Lord Yoshi—”


  I sighed. “Michi-san did not take the doll. He comes to this place nearly every day. Every spare minute he can find, he’s up here. If he were hiding the doll near the pass, it would be stupid in the extreme to call attention to this area. The man is not stupid.”


  “But . . . then why?”


  “I don’t know. I suggest we ask him when he gets here.”


  “Gentlemen. We meet again.”


  It was Yuki. Standing no more than ten yards away. Smiling. I cursed myself for a careless fool and drew my sword while Kenji quickly pulled a ward from his robe. Her smile grew wider. She reached into the front of her robe and pulled out the necklace she wore so that we could see—it was a string of prayer beads.


  “That won’t work this time, sir priest,” she said. “If I’d realized what you had done that first night, I’d have realized the remedy was in my hands. Silly me.”


  “How do you wear that . . . ?” Kenji started to ask, but she cut him off.


  “I’m hungry. My little one must be fed. I do not think I will answer your questions.” I heard footsteps behind us but didn’t dare turn and look. Yuki started forward and I readied myself. I knew that when the cold struck fully, it would be very hard to move. If I missed the first blow . . . 


  “Yuki, no!”


  Kenji had already drawn his own prayer beads and was in the first phrase of a chant when suddenly Michi was between us and Yuki.


  Kenji looked frantic. “Michi-san, look out! She’s a demon!”


  I grunted. “Save your warning, Kenji. He knows what she is.”


  Yuki stopped, and her anger and frustration were obvious. “Anata, move aside.”


  Anata?


  I’d had my suspicions, but now everything was that much clearer.


  Michi held out his arms as if to shield us. “You must not harm these men!”


  “Why not?” she asked. “I am hungry.”


  I spoke up quickly. “Shall I tell her, Michi-san? It’s because, if you kill us, this time Lord Yoshi will send everyone he can spare, far more than you can kill or elude, and your husband will not be able to protect you,” I said. “Or do you want to risk the little one’s life as well?”


  That got her attention. Michi’s, too.


  “Yuki is the ‘woman from another village’ you were married to. When she left you, she took up residence in her old haunts. Am I right?”


  “She did not leave me,” Michi said. “She left the village. She tried—”


  “—to live as a human, for your sake,” I said. “Yes, Michi-san, I have seen that before. It never seems to work. Not for foxes and not for snow-demons.”


  Kenji scowled. “Michi-san and this . . . creature?”


  Yuki looked faintly amused at Kenji’s outburst, but Michi cut in. “I crossed the pass alone the first day I came here,” Michi said softly. “She could have killed me when we met. Perhaps it would have been better for us both if she had.”


  Yuki wasn’t amused now. There were tears in her eyes. They turned to ice crystals and fell softly, just two more flakes of snow. “I cannot help it. I am hungry,” she said. “Soon your daughter will be hungry.”


  “Come home,” Michi said.


  She looked away. “I cannot. You know I cannot.”


  “That is a problem, since she cannot stay here, either,” I said. “My guess is that, unless she’s living as a human, human food cannot sustain her. She can suckle the child for now, wherever she keeps it hidden, but she can’t feed herself without taking life. That’s why you’ve been coming up here, isn’t it? She’s taking life from you because there’s no one else, but since she doesn’t wish to slay you, it’s never enough, never all of your life. That’s why she’s still hungry while you can barely stand.”


  Michi didn’t say anything, but I knew it was true. If anything, the exhaustion I had seen in the young man when we first met was worse. He was functioning on will alone.


  “Sooner or later she’s going to kill you. Then what do you think will happen to her and the child?”


  “There’s another way. I’ll find it,” Michi said.


  “Believe what you will. For now, if she gives up the doll, perhaps we can at least buy you both and the village some time.”


  Michi frowned. “Doll?”


  I turned to Yuki. “When you left the village, you took a doll from Aoi Temple, didn’t you?”


  Michi scowled. “Why do you accuse her?”


  “Because, as far as I can determine, the doll disappeared at the same time she did,” I said, “and while I recognize that this is not proof and that coincidences exist, true coincidences are very rare. Or did it never occur to you to ask her?”


  Michi looked as if he’d been struck between the eyes with a mallet. He finally looked at the snow-demon. “Yuki?”


  She sighed. “Human children need such things, so I brought one for our child. It was the newest one, perhaps, but I don’t understand all the fuss; the temple had plenty of others.”


  Michi smiled a weak smile. “I will bring you food when I am stronger,” he said. “Please be patient. I will bring another doll for our child. A better doll. But I think we had best return that one to the temple.”


  She scowled. “Very well, and for your sake I will wait a little longer. But do not break faith with me or I will do what I must. I have your word?”


  “You have everything that I am,” Michi said.


  The snow-demon apparently considered this oath enough and turned and floated back into the forest like a swirl of snowflakes and disappeared. We rushed forward to support Michi, who was in imminent danger of falling face first into the snow.


  “You never saw where she keeps the child hidden, did you? Otherwise I assume you would have known she had the doll,” I said.


  Michi admitted that this was so. “She’s afraid I’ll try to take our daughter back to the village if I know where she is. I mentioned the doll was missing and that it was a problem, but Yuki never said anything. I shouldn’t be surprised; she doesn’t always think the way you or I do. I’ve learned that.”


  “No doubt. I gather those prayer beads were a gift from you?” Kenji asked.


  “They help remind her . . . of her human side. Yuki does have one, you know. I’ve seen it.”


  “That may be so, but sooner or later you’re going to have to bring your daughter back among true human beings. Or see her turn into her mother,” Kenji said. “You know this to be true.”


  Michi didn’t even blink. “I also know that, without the child, Yuki may forget everything of what being human meant, prayer beads or no. One day I will bring them both home.”


  “One day she’s going to kill you,” I said.


  “No,” he said serenely. “She won’t. I will not lose them. Either of them.”


  “You’re a fool,” Kenji said, “but sometimes fortune favors the fool. I will pray for you.”


  Michi sighed. “I’m not such a fool that I won’t take whatever help I can get.”


  We told Lord Yoshi that a trickster badger-dog had taken the doll and hidden it in the mountains, but with Michi’s help, we had managed to find it. I’m not sure he believed us, but the doll was back in its rightful place, and that was all he cared about. Lord Yoshi informed the headman of the village, who through his daughter sent word to Akitomo.


  While we waited to hear the outcome, Kenji and I made a doll. Naturally, it was the first doll I’d ever attempted, though I’d done a little carving from time to time. Kenji, with help and scraps of cloth from the headman’s wife, made the clothes. I wouldn’t call either of our contributions a work of art, but together they made a very passable doll.


  For his service Michi was granted a temporary absence from his duties, which, while we worked on the doll, he spent mostly eating and sleeping. He said he could wait two days but no longer before he had to return to the mountain.


  Just enough time to be certain we would be able to leave. If there had been any way back except through the pass, I’d have taken it, but having Michi escort us through was the next best thing.


  Word came. Akitomo and the boy’s mother were together praying for their son, and that was all. The Emishi were dispersing back to their farms and villages. The new doll was completed and we presented it to Michi, who, if not fully recovered, was at least rested.


  The time came to go. We took our leave of Lord Yoshi and the headman and his family. Michi went with us up to the pass. We saw Yuki among the trees, but she kept her distance until Michi left us on the far side of the pass. As we made our way down the mountain, the snow crunching under our feet, we saw them meet again under the trees.


  I turned back to the path ahead. “Idiot.”


  Kenji grinned. “Funny thing, Lord Yamada. The way you said that, it almost sounded like a compliment. So. I assume you learned that the snow-demon was Michi’s lover the same way I did?”


  “I already suspected, but yes. When she used the familiar form of ‘you’ to address him. Anata. Only someone on intimate terms with a man would do that.”


  “That’s the common usage, but don’t you think we were making a great deal out of a simple pronoun? I might do the same referring to you.”


  I smiled a grim smile. “Not the way she said it. She may as well have called him ‘beloved.’ Unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”


  Kenji ignored that. He looked thoughtful. “Do you really think she’ll kill him?”


  I thought about it, but not for long. “Yes. I really do. I’ll go so far as to say she might not mean to do so, but she will.”


  “Then don’t we have a duty to stay and try to reason with him?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Why not?”


  “Because I might be wrong.”


  “Lord Yamada—”


  I cut Kenji off. “Michi is a grown man. He’s made his choice and he understands the possible consequences. He’s going to try and be happy. Just because I failed doesn’t mean he will.”


  Kenji just sighed. “You’re a romantic, Lord Yamada.”


  I saved my breath for walking rather than argue the point. I had already resolved to stop and make offerings at the first temple or shrine that we passed, and to offer prayers on Michi’s behalf that he might succeed. That I might actually be wrong. It wouldn’t be much more trouble to add a prayer that, for my own sake, Kenji might be wrong, too.


  THE MANSION OF BONES


  The two ghosts appeared with the rising of the moon. At first they were nothing but mist, each hovering over the pile of stones on either side of the path that marked where the gate towers of the Fujiwara compound had once stood. Large sections of crumbling wall remained, but the gate itself had long since fallen.


  So much of the atmosphere of sadness and misery of this place filled the senses that one might easily make the fatal mistake of overlooking the ghosts entirely, if one—unlike me—wasn’t expecting them. Beyond the opening I could see the grassy mounds that contained the ghosts’ handiwork—piles of broken, moldering human bones. They were sobering reminders of how easily Kenji and I could join them.


  At such times I was all too keenly aware that I had not had a drink in over a week. I waited for the ghosts to finish their manifestation while Kenji, blissfully ignorant, waited on me, but I would not be rushed. Only now, with the two wretched spirits before me, did I finally understand the full extent of my mission here. Even so, I did not yet see what path I would need to take to complete that mission, and our lives were in the balance.


  “Don’t you feel it?” I asked. “The unrelenting sadness of this place? It sinks into my bones like the cold of winter.”


  “Lord Yamada, you’re a moody sort in the best of times, and I know you don’t like ghosts,” Kenji the scruffy priest said. “I’ll exorcise them if you wish, but you’ll have to hold the lantern.”


  I sighed. “First, no one asked you to do so. Second, you charge exorbitant rates for such services. Third . . . tell me again why you’ve insisted on accompanying me? I didn’t believe your story about wanting to see the countryside, you know.”


  Kenji smiled a rueful smile. “If you must know, matters are a bit unsettled for me in the Capital at this time. Therefore I felt it prudent to make this journey with you.”


  “You could contain the abundance of my surprise in the husk of one grain of rice, with room to spare. Who was she?”


  Kenji looked at the moon. “The wife of a minor palace official. You wouldn’t know her.”


  “Neither should you.” I thought of saying more on the subject, but dismissed the idea. It was pointless to scold Kenji. He was what he was, and even a reprobate monk with both the appetites and the piety of a stray cat had his uses. “I hope you brought your prayer beads. We may yet need them.”


  “So I surmised. What have you led me to?”


  I started to remind Kenji that I had led nowhere; he had simply followed. I did not, since that reminder was pointless too. We were three days from the Capital along the southern road toward Nara, safely through the bandit town of Uji, and now outside a ruined compound that, I was reliably informed, had once belonged to the former provincial governor, Fujiwara no En. “Former” as in nearly one hundred years previous to the rein of the current Emperor Reiza.


  “My client insists there is an object somewhere in this compound that once belonged to her family. I have been engaged to reclaim it. That is all you need know.”


  “So your client is a Fujiwara. And the ghosts?”


  “Rumor, but a very consistent one, which fortunately I believed. Now please be quiet for a little while.”


  There’s not much you can tell about a ghost if its preferred manifestation is little more than a vapor, but I was given to understand that these two normally presented themselves in a more substantial form. After a few more moments, it was plain to me—and especially Kenji—that this was the case.


  “They’re women!”


  I sighed. “Your morality may be suspect, but your eyes are still good.”


  The figures were still vapor from the knees down, but from the knees up, they had the appearance of two very pretty young women with long black hair and cold, dark eyes. There was menace and suspicion in those eyes, but also a sadness almost beyond bearing. Now I knew the source of the melancholy I had felt the moment I came near to this place. I had seen ghosts times beyond counting, but I found that I could not look into these pitiful faces for very long.


  They were clearly aware of our presence, but they said nothing, merely hovering over the twin sets of ruins, watching us.


  “The Chinese say that ‘to make love to a spirit is to know the ultimate pleasure,’ ” Kenji said a little wistfully.


  “They also say that to love a ghost is to die. Is that a price you’re willing to pay?”


  Kenji sighed again. “Such is the nature of the bargain that one wouldn’t know the correct answer to that question until it was too late. Still, they are lovely.”


  “Were, Kenji. They are dead and have been for most of the past hundred years. And unless you want to join them, stay where you are, keep quiet, and leave this next bit to me.”


  I rose just high enough to slip forward about ten paces from where the old gate had stood, and with my back to Kenji, I produced the token my client had entrusted to me. As one, the two ghosts bowed respectfully and faded to mist and then to nothing. “It’s safe to come forward now,” I said, rising. Kenji soon joined me.


  “What did you do?” he asked.


  “I showed them my client’s credentials, which I am not at liberty to reveal to you, so do not ask.”


  Kenji scowled. “Then I’ll ask this: what would have happened if we’d attempted to enter the compound without those ‘credentials’?”


  “We’d have been ripped limb from limb by those two charming rei, which I can assure you are far more dangerous than they appear. Look over there.”


  I pointed to the thick clumps of grass that I had already noted, now drawing them to Kenji’s attention. When Kenji peered closer he saw what I saw: the graying skull and leg bones of a man.


  “What happened to him?”


  “The same thing that happened to those two over there . . . and there,” I said, pointing out more unburied bodies. “Or do you still wish to pay court to those two charming guardians?”


  “I think not,” Kenji said, “but why did we not wait for daybreak? Both ghosts’ and demons’ strength is diminished by the sun.”


  “Not nearly enough, I think, but in this case rumor also has it that there is a demon guarding the item I was sent to retrieve. In which case, only that demon’s presence will reveal where the object may be found. If the demon hides from us, so does our objective.”


  Kenji just shook his head. “And a demon as well. I’m beginning to think I should have taken my chances with that lady’s husband.”


  We passed through the empty gate. I noticed Kenji keeping an eye on the ruins, but there was no sign of the two ghosts. Not that I believed for a moment that they had departed. If the stories I’d heard were true that wasn’t possible for them, but they did not show themselves or interfere, and for now, that was all I wanted. I had gotten a much closer look at them than Kenji had, and there’s only so much pain and sadness one can bear to see on the face of another person, living or dead.


  The compound was—or had been—a rather large one, befitting the status of its former master. The main building was once a massive structure, but now it was little more than a roof and pilings on a rotting platform; the left and right wings that had once run perpendicular from the main house and connected to it with covered walkways were little more than two long mounds of rotten wood and vegetation. One or two of the outbuildings stood as well, but little else. I knew where the garden had been, of course, as the placement of the garden was a fixed feature at such stately homes, but it was impossible now to differentiate it from all the other weeds and trees that had grown as they willed in the past century.


  “You’re not going into that, are you?” Kenji asked. “Forget the demon; the roof’s more likely to collapse and kill you, if you don’t break your leg falling through a hole in the floor first.”


  Kenji had a point, but I didn’t see much in the way of alternatives. I kept my hand near the hilt of my sword as I approached the house; Kenji followed close behind and held the lantern high, though the light did not reach very far into the gloom of the house. The moon shining through the gaps in the ceiling gave more, and I used it as I stepped on the great stone leading to the veranda that encircled the decaying mansion.


  I passed the threshold into the deeper gloom of the interior, and the air was thick with the scent of rotting wood. Even so, I quickly realized that there was one great advantage for us in the dilapidated condition of the house—there was, almost literally, no place to hide. Most of the sliding screens that had once been used to divide the interior space of the mansion had long since either collapsed or gone to tatters. Except for the shadows not covered by either our lantern or the shining moon, there was nothing hidden.


  We located and entered the nurigome, the family’s inner sanctum where treasures were likely to be kept, but found nothing. After a slow and careful round of the interior with Kenji holding the lantern, and even raising that lantern toward the rafters, we could see that there was nothing lurking in the house save for an ordinary rat or two and several moth-demons and other nightflyers too small to be a threat. The floor creaked ominously but otherwise held.


  Kenji looked unhappy. “I know I’m going to regret asking this, but what about beneath the house?”


  That had occurred to me as well, but the area beneath the floorboards was little more than a crawlspace, and it would simply be impossible to explore it properly without the risk of setting fire to the entire structure, a chance I was not yet prepared to take. “That’s something that very well might have to wait until morning, if no other signs present themselves.”


  “Are you sure that what you’re searching for is within the house?” Kenji asked.


  “I’m only sure it’s within the compound. It could be anywhere; the house simply seemed the sensible place to begin.”


  “There’s far more to this tale than you’re telling,” Kenji said.


  “Did I not say as much?”


  We stood together near the center of the old house. Due to its state and the bright moonlight, we could see the approaches to the mansion in all directions. On the far side of the mansion was an outbuilding I hadn’t been able to see clearly before, but in the gloom it was hard to tell much about it. The rats had fled, so there was nothing stirring anywhere and no sounds save our own voices, the creaking of old wood, and the chirp of crickets. Not even the ghosts were in sight.


  “You can’t tell me what we’re looking for or who your patron is. Fine. What about the story of this place and those two ghosts? That’s history, not a confidence.”


  I shrugged. “It was during the Fujiwara Regency, if you must know. A time of great unrest and uncertainty. As a member of that clan, Fujiwara no En, the governor of this province, was recalled to the Capital to support the Regent. He took his household and most of his bushi with him. The item I’m seeking was left behind.”


  “And the two ghosts?”


  “Also left behind. Two trusted female attendants of Lady Fujiwara remained with some of the older servants to maintain the house, as no one knew then that the family would not be returning. I think you can guess what happened next.”


  Kenji looked glum. “Uji.”


  For more than a hundred years the town of Uji had harbored bandits that preyed on travelers on the southern road to the old Capital at Nara. This was not to say that all members of that village were thieves, but a significant portion were and had remained so by family tradition from ancient times until the present.


  “Just so. As the local Governor, En could be depended on to make a show of force on his departure, but I’m afraid he had no more tactical sense than the average locust. His procession passed through Uji, so the entire town knew of his absence. A dozen or so of the worst lot decided to seize the chance and joined forces to attack the compound directly. They quickly overpowered whatever guards remained, if any, and ransacked the house. They found little save some rice, furnishings, and ordinary cloth and did not believe the two attendants when they told them there was no gold or any other valuables. In their anger and frustration, the bandits murdered the remaining servants, then brutalized the two unfortunate women before slaying them as well. Or so the story is told.”


  Kenji nodded. “So they died to defend their lord’s property.”


  “Actually, they died because their pitiful excuse for a master didn’t properly consider their safety, and because the bandits were foolish and greedy enough to believe that a Fujiwara would have left anything of real value behind, despite his haste.”


  “Your opinion of the Fujiwara Clan and this man in particular is duly noted. Nevertheless, he left the item you seek.”


  I smiled. “True. But remember—he did mean to return. Regardless, now this is a cursed place, and the attendants’ miserable, wretched spirits guard in death the compound they could not defend in life.”


  “There is some justice in this, that those bandits and thieves would pay the price for the past crimes of their village.”


  I almost laughed. “You think these poor fools were from Uji? Hardly. As the primary cause of the curse, they know better. Those bones we saw are the remains of outside treasure-seekers drawn by the stories of this place, and that is the common fate of all who enter here.”


  “Except for us. We survived,” Kenji pointed out.


  I smiled again. “So far.”


  I know it was wrong of me to savor the look of fear on Kenji’s face, but some temptations are not to be resisted. I didn’t have long to enjoy it, however. As I was glancing out toward the rear of the house, I saw a shadow that did not belong.


  The moon was still high, and I noted the shadow cast by the house and another by the outbuilding that still stood in the near courtyard about ten paces away from what was left of the far wall, but there was a third shadow, roughly man-sized, that had apparently been cast by nothing. It had been approaching the house, but I think my attention alone had stopped it. Now it stood, wavering, like the surface of a cold, dark stream.


  “A spell of protection, if you please,” I said. “There’s work to be done.”


  Kenji took his prayer beads from around his neck. “Spells? Do you think I am some sort of Chinese yin-yang magician? I am a monk, and I invoke the protection of holy writ. You also know I do not work for nothing, Lord Yamada.”


  “And you also know that if I die, you die,” I said. “How does that weigh against the needs of your purse?”


  Kenji sighed and scratched his shaven head. “Heavily, as you damn well know.” He began to chant. It might have been a passage from the Diamond Sutra; I was not pious enough to know one book of Buddhist scripture from another, but Kenji, despite his flaws, knew nearly all of them and could recite the appropriate passages at will. Which he was doing now. The shadow moved away from us toward the outbuilding as we stepped out onto the rear veranda, always keeping the structure to its back, or such I judged its back to be. It was hard to be certain with something so close to formless.


  I drew my tachi. “Follow me.”


  I stepped down into the wild meadow that had once been part of the rear gardens of the compound and advanced steadily toward the shadow, which continued to retreat, wavering and reforming, until it finally began to take a more solid shape. Kenji never paused in his chanting, but if the thing decided to attack, I was far from certain that either my sword or Kenji’s sutra would be enough to dissuade it. Even so, I believed I was close to discovering what I needed to discover to complete my mission, and I wasn’t about to stop now.


  We were finally close enough to the outbuilding to see what neither Kenji nor I had been able to see before. The structure was neither a storage building nor a separate studio of the type some noblemen occasionally built after the Chinese fashion. It was a shrine, strongly built of stone with glazed tiles for the roof, which explained why it was still standing. Our shadow stood in front of the shrine, but it wasn’t a shadow anymore. A child of about twelve years of age stood before us, normal in almost all respects except that, like the two female spirits, his legs ended at the knees and were replaced by what appeared to be a trailing mist. Kenji was startled out of his chanting.


  “Lord Yamada, who is that?”


  “If I am not mistaken, it is Yamada no Kasuke. My elder brother.”


  “Your . . . ?”


  “Come, Kenji-san. We are leaving.”


  I put my sword away and turned back toward the house. I set a quick pace. It took Kenji several moments to catch up with me. “Wait, I don’t understand! Where are we going?”


  “Away from here. I must think about this.”


  “Your brother—!”


  “My brother.”


  On my way into the house I had noticed a small bronze plaque with the wisteria design of the Fujiwara Clan spiked onto one of the posts bordering the veranda. The plaque was no wider than my hand. I paused to pull it off the post, and the nail broke off as I pulled it loose. I tucked the plaque into a fold in my overjacket and kept walking, Kenji on my heels, until we had left the ruined compound far behind.


  Kenji and I reached our temporary lodgings at the small temple south of Uji just before dawn. The monk on the night watch seemed very surprised to see us. His surprise did not surprise me.


  “Our master will wish to speak to you,” he said.


  “We will be pleased to meet with him at the noon meal,” I said, “if that is agreeable to him.”


  When we returned to our room, I first checked to make sure that our belongings were as we’d left them, especially a large strong lacquered box fitted with a carrying pole. All was as it should have been. Kenji noted my attention.


  “Did you suspect the good monks here would rob us?”


  “I suspect that they’re not used to seeing someone make a foray to the Fujiwara compound and return in one piece,” I said. “No doubt property suddenly lacking an owner could be considered a temple donation. I think this has happened before now.”


  “Well . . . ” Kenji looked like he wanted to argue, but there was something else on his mind. “Lord Yamada, I didn’t know you had a brother.”


  “An older brother. It’s not something I’d normally discuss. He died of a malady when I was seven. Such things happen.”


  “Well, I can understand your reluctance to confront your own brother.”


  “When the moment is right I will do what I must, Kenji-san. But matters must unfold as they should.”


  He scowled. “Meaning what? And why would your brother’s ghost be lurking at a Fujiwara mansion that was abandoned decades before his birth?”


  “Both are good questions,” I said. “Which must remain without answer for the moment.” Kenji started to speak again, but I cut him off. “Remember, Kenji-san, your coming was your own choice, not mine.”


  Kenji just sighed. “What now?”


  “Rest. Tomorrow evening will come earlier than either you or I might wish.”


  We took our mid-day meal of fish, rice, and pickles in a place of honor with the abbot at the communal hall. He was a hale and quite jovial fellow, only slightly plump and no more than about forty. His priest-name, he said, was Rencho. There were, by my count, only seven other monks present, most younger than the abbot but cut from the same cloth, which made sense as the temple was a small one with no great reputation, and they were doubtless all native to that area. All were out of earshot. I did not think this a coincidence.


  “I am pleased to see you both safely returned,” he said toward the end of the meal. All the talk before then had been news from the Capital and pleasantries. I had wondered when he would get to the matter at hand.


  “Buddha is merciful,” said Kenji.


  “Not always,” the abbot replied. “You might recall that our brothers warned you about that place. We call it ‘the Mansion of Bones.’ Many travelers have come to grief there.”


  “Yet we have returned, as you see.” I paused to finish a bit of pickled radish.


  “That place is cursed,” Rencho said. “Everyone knows that. I have no reason to doubt you. . . . ”


  “Other than the fact that no one who enters that cursed place ever returns,” I said, trying not to smile. “Perhaps this will be more convincing than a traveler’s tale.” I reached into the fold of my overjacket where I’d stored the bronze plaque and produced it for the abbot’s inspection. “While I cannot prove that this old token is indeed from the Fujiwara governor’s compound, I think you’ll recognize the probability that it is.”


  “Indeed,” said Rencho as his eyes opened wide. “I think it must be.”


  I put the plaque away. “Our business at the compound is not yet concluded, but my friend and I must travel in a different direction after tonight, so we will take our leave. Our thanks for your hospitality.”


  “May the blessed Buddha guide your steps,” said the abbot.


  Kenji looked thoughtful but, for once, said nothing at all.


  As night fell, we once more approached the haunted compound. I carried the large lacquered box in a bundle on my back.


  The ghosts were out of sight, but they were there. If I had been blind, still I would have felt their misery. I did not know how the evening would unfold, but I found myself breathing a silent prayer for success, for their sake as much as my own.


  “We’re being followed,” Kenji said, keeping his voice a whisper. “The monks?”


  I nodded. “Led by His Holiness Rencho the Abbot. I did wonder when you’d notice. Or the fact that they were also eating fish today, as we were. Monks cannot do so without breaking the dietary strictures of their order, as you of all people should know.”


  Kenji dismissed that. “And you should know by now that some monks grow tired of rice and pickled vegetables,” he said. “I know I do. What made you suspect them?”


  “I didn’t, to the extent that I knew they would follow us tonight. I thought they were in league with the bandits, rather than being bandits themselves. It seems I was in error.”


  I couldn’t attempt to judge how the monks were armed without letting them know they had been detected. Kenji had his staff and I had my sword, but chances were we’d be overcome by sheer numbers if it came to an open fight.


  Kenji sighed. “Threadbare indeed are these times, when monks turn to lawlessness.”


  I grinned. “Rencho is no more a monk than I’m a Lady of the Court. I wager the real monks were either killed or driven off long ago. What better disguise for bandits than monks in a temple? As long as they are discreet in their activities, they have a secure base of operations. This ‘Rencho’ must be quite a leader, to keep that lot acting civil and at least mimicking the forms of piety.”


  Kenji was off on another stream of thought entirely, despite our situation. “Wait a moment. They know what little we have. Why are they following us at all?”


  “I showed Master Rencho the Fujiwara mon, remember? He expects us to fetch out the treasure tonight. Surely we would not leave without it?”


  “Are you’re telling me that there is a treasure here?”


  I sighed. “Whether there is an item of intrinsic value or not is irrelevant. The point is: those men following us do believe there is, and all the ones who died trying to find it before us did believe it.”


  Kenji’s knuckles were white on his staff. “What do we do now?”


  “We fetch the treasure, of course. Master Rencho expects to ambush us and take it when we try to leave. I would hate to disappoint him.”


  “As simple as that? Assuming there is a treasure, you don’t even know where it is!”


  “Of course I do. My brother told me.”


  Kenji just stared at me. “If this is how insane you get when you’re sober, the first thing I’m going to do if we get out of this mess is to buy you the biggest saké cask I can afford.”


  I grunted. “No more than enough to toast the Emperor’s health, I wager. And my mind is as clear as an autumn sky. Allow me to demonstrate.”


  Kenji followed me through the echoing old mansion, though now we entered the ruin only because it was the shortest path to our true goal. We walked carefully on the rotting floor and out onto the rear veranda. My brother was waiting for us, standing between us and the small stone shrine. I took the bundle from my shoulder and set it carefully on the grass, then drew my sword and advanced on the image of my brother’s ghost.


  “If you want to live,” I said, “leave now.”


  Kasuke stared at me and didn’t move.


  Kenji walked up beside me, his priest’s staff in front of him. “And you call yourself sane? How dare you threaten your brother? And how do you plan to kill him if he’s already dead? That’s a trick beyond even you.”


  I sighed. “Kenji, you asked last night why my brother’s ghost could be in this place. After some reflection, the answer is obvious—there is no reason he would be. He had no attachment to it, or even knowledge of it. Therefore, this is not my brother.”


  I addressed Kasuke’s image. “You are skilled. You’ve stolen my memory of Kasuke and fooled my eyes into seeing my brother so that I would not attack you. It was sound strategy. It has failed.”


  I took another step and the image retreated. “Leave,” I said. “I will not warn you a third time.”


  My brother’s image was gone in an instant. There was a nearly overpowering stench, and then in its place stood an eight-foot ogre with red skin, black hair, and an iron cudgel. The monster roared and raised his club to strike. To his credit, Kenji did not flee. He did, however, take one step back and started chanting a sutra. I assumed it was one of protection, but I didn’t even blink.


  “So be it.”


  My blade was in motion before the cudgel even began its descent; I took two steps forward, made my best judgment of my foe, and chose my target. Fortunately, I chose well. One stroke and the fight was over. I did not congratulate myself on either my bravery or skill, as I knew I owed the victory to neither. All that had been required was to keep a clear head, and so I succeeded because I had not been drinking. The idea depressed me. I wanted very much to be drinking.


  The ogre in its turn was gone. What lay on the ground dead from my sword cut was a little wizened creature not much larger than a monkey, with a human-looking face but the teeth and horns of a devil. A very small, weak devil. I started to clean my sword before Kenji stopped chanting. Apparently his eyes had been closed the entire time.


  “Lord Yamada, what . . . ?”


  “A youkai. Just some little shape-shifting monster with more skill than sense. I suspected as much as soon as I saw what appeared to be my brother’s ghost. As I said, my brother has no business either here or with me. Yet what I saw wanted me to believe it was my brother. So I took some time yesterday to ask myself why that was.”


  Kenji stared at the pitiful little creature. “I retract my remark about your sanity . . . for the moment. What was your answer?”


  “The answer was that I would never attack my own brother, alive or dead. What do you think you might have seen if you had been closer to this creature when we first encountered the thing yesterday?”


  “I don’t know,” Kenji said, though of course he was lying.


  I smiled. “I do. It would have been the image of something you couldn’t—or wouldn’t—fight. Quite clever, really. A skill that could potentially drive off even the most powerful attacker, if it was fooled. I wasn’t. The image of the ogre was simply a last resort.”


  “But why the ogre at all? Why did it not flee, knowing its ruse had failed?”


  I walked up to the small shrine building. “I think the poor creature had become attached to this, rather like a miser with its hoard. As those pitiful ghosts guard the compound, this creature guarded this shrine. That’s how I knew what I sought was here.”


  I opened the door to the shrine. The moonlight caught the glimmer of gold. “Please fetch my box, Kenji.” He did as I directed, and I reached within the shrine and removed what lay within, placing it in the lacquer box. Kenji watched with more than usual interest.


  “Kannon? A golden statue of the Goddess of Mercy?”


  “That was what I was sent to find.”


  Kenji let out a low whistle. “No wonder people have been getting themselves killed to search for this.”


  I laughed. “Rubbish. No one had any idea what was here. They just knew that something was, and the guardian ghosts by their presence appeared to confirm this. Let’s be on our way.”


  Kenji scowled. “Lord Yamada, aren’t you forgetting something? ‘Master Rencho’ and his murderous monks are out there waiting for us.”


  “I have not forgotten. Let us greet them, shall we?”


  Kenji sighed. “I retract my retracting. You are definitely insane.”


  I didn’t feel inclined to argue the point. Yet, despite his misgivings, Kenji went with me when I approached the open gate where the door of the compound had once stood. I judged the distance as best I could and stopped about twenty paces from the dark opening. In the weak lamplight I saw a faint glow from the top of each ruined gatepost.


  Loyal servants of the Fujiwara, I ask of you one last duty. For what I am about to force you to do, forgive me. It wasn’t a prayer, exactly, but just then it was the best I could do.


  “Master Rencho. So good of you to come to meet us, but as I said, we will not be returning to the temple tonight.”


  There was silence for a moment, but after a while a familiar figure appeared out of the gloom and stood just outside the gate opening. “Clever man, but you will not be returning anywhere unless you hand over what you’ve found. My men have the compound surrounded!”


  I smiled. “Master Rencho, you and I both know that you have less than a dozen men. This compound is too large for you to cover all the gaps in sufficient force. My companion and I could slip out at any one of a score of places, and you couldn’t stop us.”


  He laughed. I heard cruelty and murder reflected there. “No, but we would see where you emerged. We know this area. We would track you down before you got very far and make you regret our exertions.”


  That part was doubtless true enough, if he had in fact dispersed his men. I was gambling our lives that he had not yet done so.


  “No need for threats, Master Rencho. Kenji, your lantern please.”


  I set the box on the ground on its side with the lid facing Rencho, and placed the lantern in front of that just off to one side so that the glow illuminated the box without blocking their view of it. “Behold your prize.”


  I opened the lid, and the lantern threw back the shine of gold. “Kenji, run!”


  I was already away, and Kenji followed me, nearly blind in the dark. “Lord Yamada, what are you—”


  He didn’t get to finish. A roar had gone up from the front of the compound as several men rushed through the gap between the gateposts. So much for my insanity. Real monks would never have fallen for my trick. Bandits, on the other hand, were as predictable as the change of seasons. The gleam of gold drew them through the empty gateway, forgetting the curse, forgetting everything save their greed.


  Also forgetting, as I knew they would, the two wretched but very deadly ghosts.


  We heard the first scream before we could even turn around. I instantly regretted the backward glance I took then. The two formerly winsome ghosts were in the full power of their wrath. Their black hair struck blue sparks against the night; their white limbs had grown long and ended, not with delicate hands, but enlarged talons. Their teeth were as long and pointed as icicles, and they were, quite literally, tearing the bandits apart. They took down those few who had the sense to try to flee first, and then they turned on the rest.


  “Kenji, hurry!”


  Before we could get back, it was almost over. As one, the two vengeful ghosts turned on the only survivor, who happened to be Master Rencho, lying whimpering on the ground not five paces from the golden statue. Kenji started muttering a sutra as best he could, but he was winded from running, and I knew it would be too late. I had no choice. I reached into my robe again and drew out, not the plaque, but my original safe passage.


  “In the name of the Emperor!”


  Loyalty had kept us safe so far. I prayed it would again. There was a moment when I feared that it wouldn’t be enough, that all was lost, but the two ghosts stopped a mere pace or two from their victim.


  I approached them, holding the symbol in front of me. “You know my authority. This man is my prisoner,” I said as I advanced. “Do not harm him.”


  The ghosts resumed their usual appearances, along with the sadness that had come with it—the sadness I had felt at our first meeting with them. It was more overwhelming than even their fury, and I was not certain how long I could bear it. If I was right about what I was about to do, then none of us would have to bear it, ever again.


  “It’s over,” I said to them. “The last item your master left behind has been recovered and will be returned to its rightful place. This I promise as a faithful servant of the Emperor. Your duty is discharged.” I kept my own doubts out of my mind and spoke with the certainty of command, of right, and then I held my breath.


  “Onegai . . . Please . . . ”


  It was the first time either of them had spoken. Both women reached out toward me, not in threat but in entreaty. At first I didn’t understand what they were asking, but then I realized what they wanted and I remembered to breathe again. I took the Fujiwara mon from my robe and held it out. “Go in peace and take this token with you, as proof of your devotion.”


  They both put their hands on the bronze, and it floated away from me. In another moment they and the plaque had vanished.


  “I guess we won’t need your services after all, Kenji-san.” I walked over to Master Rencho and kicked him, hard. “Stop your gibbering, man.”


  The pain seemed to bring the man’s mind back into focus. Now his mind appeared to be focused on the tip of my tachi, which I was currently pressing into the hollow of his neck. “If I spare your life, will you promise to return to your temple and become the monk you’ve pretended to be? The temple will need new residents.”


  He licked his lips. “I swear.”


  “Then go.”


  Master Rencho didn’t need a second invitation. He scrambled past the bloody rags that were all that remained of his followers and disappeared into the night.


  “Now you’re trading insanity for foolishness,” Kenji said. “Do you honestly believe that creature will mend his ways? Most likely he’s running back to Uji to find more men!”


  “Likely? I’m counting on it. He will return in force, but not nearly soon enough to catch us. We will travel east through the woods until we reach the Iga Barrier, then north. We can pick up the east-west road in a day or two without difficulty.”


  Now Kenji blinked like some night creature that had been thrust too suddenly into the light. “Counting . . . ?”


  “Master Rencho knows we’ve found the ‘treasure’ because he saw it with his own eyes. Unless I misjudge the man, within hours the entire village of Uji will know. Within days, the entire province and beyond will know.”


  “And?”


  “And they will return to this place looking for us. We won’t be here, of course. Neither will the ghosts.”


  Kenji looked around, frowning. “Are you sure they’re gone?”


  I was. There was no trace of their heavy melancholy about the place now. What sadness remained, as always, was my own.


  “Quite sure. So the good people of Uji will be free to tear the remnants of this place apart, for all anyone cares. They won’t find anything. And no one else will come here to die. Or for any other reason.” I closed the lid of the box and picked it up.


  “The Emperor sent you, alone, to destroy those bandits—?”


  I smiled. “Hardly. I was sent to retrieve this item just as I told you. Nor did the Emperor send me here. I was, however, acting in his name. Not the same thing. You weren’t supposed to know that, by the way. If you tell anyone, I will kill you. I mean that.”


  Kenji looked serious. “I know you do, so if it’s my death to speak, then I will know the full story of what I am not speaking about,” Kenji said. “Who sent you?”


  “Princess Fujiwara no Ai.”


  For a moment Kenji just stared at me. “The Empress—!”


  I shrugged. “Yes, but more to the point: a direct descendent of Governor Fujiwara no En.”


  “Lord Yamada, everyone knows that Princess Ai is proud, vain, and of most disagreeable temper. Are you telling me that she sent you out of the charity of her soul to lift the curse on this place?”


  “Of course not. She knew of the statue’s existence, doubtless from a family tradition, and she engaged me to try and fetch it. I fear it was my idea that the statue’s removal could be the means to break the curse. Princess Ai could not have cared less. For my part, the plight of those two wretched spirits perhaps clouded my better judgment.”


  “Then what you showed the two ghosts . . . ?”


  “ . . . was the Imperial mon, the symbol of the Emperor. Against such authority, even their original master would bow. As attendants still in faithful service, they did the same.”


  I removed the golden image from the box and casually tossed it to Kenji, who let go of his staff as he struggled to catch it.


  “Lord Yamada, are you really insane—” He stopped. He held up the statue, feeling its weight, or rather lack of, in disbelief. “This isn’t gold!”


  I smiled. “No, it’s gilded wood. A fine carving well-protected by the stone shrine, but a simple devotional image and no more.”


  “And the rumors of treasure?”


  “Rumors only, probably fed by the presence of the ghosts, who were obviously guarding something. No one knew of the statue, save a few members of the Fujiwara family, the two unfortunate ghosts, and that pitiful youkai. But, thanks to Master Rencho, soon everyone will know of it. They will tell stories of the marvelous golden statue plucked from the ruins of this place. They’ll know it’s no longer here and thus not seek it. And even if rumors of treasure persist those who come here will find nothing, suffer nothing save wasted time. I have completed my mission. And the curse on the Mansion of Bones is lifted. In all respects.”


  “And the bandits?”


  ”At first I felt guilty for tricking the ghosts into dealing with them for us, but that was foolish of me. I was forgetting that the bandits of Uji were the physical and spiritual descendants of the people responsible for the ghosts’ suffering in the first place. What I did was no trick.”


  Kenji scowled at the carnage around us. “No? What would you call this then?”


  “A reward for devotion beyond the grave?” I smiled a grim smile. “No, Kenji-san. I call it justice.”


  SANJI’S DEMON


  Kenji the reprobate priest was in a strange mood, even by Kenji’s standards. “I’ve traveled a great deal, Yamada-san, but I think Echizen may be one of the most charming places I’ve ever seen.”


  It was the middle of the afternoon. Kenji and I traveled on foot along the Hokuriku Road on our way to find a demon-queller near the village of Takefu. I happily conceded that Echizen had its charm. It was early fall and the leaves were starting to turn; the breeze was pleasantly warm still but with a hint of chill. Even so, Echizen’s leaves and mountains and wooded hillsides were not much different than those to the west or north and, like them, after sunset would be stirring with creatures both unpleasant and dangerous. I shrugged. “It’s nice enough.”


  Kenji sighed. “Nice? Lady Shikibu herself lived here for a year. The poets Nakatomi no Yakamori and Otomo no Yakamochi were exiled here. They were two of the greatest poets of our grandfathers’ time! I can see how this place could inspire them.”


  I scratched my chin. “Kenji, a great many courtiers get exiled at one time or another, and every single one of them is a poet, by necessity. It stands to reason that some of them would be good at it. As for inspiration, Nakatomi’s love was still in Kyoto while he was trapped here, so of course he wrote brilliant poetry full of regret and longing. Honestly, what’s gotten into you?”


  Kenji just sighed. “I could ask the same of you, Yamada-san. You’re in an exceptionally sour mood, and for you that is saying a great deal.”


  I started to answer harshly, but that impulse just proved to me that Kenji was right. At first I thought it was simply because I’d given up saké for the duration of my assignment, and that sacrifice always darkened my outlook, but there had to be more to the matter. My hand kept creeping to my sword hilt as if I wanted to strike someone, and I didn’t particularly care who that someone might be. The idea of losing control, even for an instant, and what I might do in that instant, both terrified and infuriated me.


  “You know me, Kenji-san. I’m not the easiest person to be near, but I’m neither impulsive nor arbitrary,” I said finally. “There must be a reason. Why am I so angry?”


  Kenji rubbed the graying stubble on top of what should have been a properly shaven head, except that, in his case, it almost never was. “How can I know, if you do not? Have I done something to offend you?”


  “No more than usual,” I said, because it was so. “Though I will say that you’re a bit more insufferably cheerful than usual . . . ” A new thought stopped me. “Kenji-san, you’re carrying demon-wards and sutras with you, are you not?”


  He patted his travel bundle, which he wore looped around his neck. “Of course. You were a little vague as to the nature of your client’s need, so I brought everything I could think of.”


  “Say rather that my client was discreet. Do me a favor—put your bundle down.”


  Kenji frowned but did as I asked. He took one step away from his priestly supplies and his frown deepened. “Oh. I feel it now.”


  My hand went back to the hilt of my tachi, but not out of anger this time. “Demon aura?”


  “I think so. With my wards and the holy writs so close, I was oblivious. You’ve been sensing it for a while, no doubt. Which perhaps explains your mood.”


  “Perhaps. How close?”


  Kenji closed his eyes for a few moments, then scowled and went riffling through his bundle. “Very close.”


  My sword was clear of its scabbard before we both heard something crashing through the undergrowth uphill of the road, something very large and in a hurry. Kenji scrabbled to find a ward, but it was too late. The oni broke through the undergrowth beside the road and charged straight at us. It was just taller than a man, with pointed talons and long yellow teeth, but I barely had time to note its appearance before it was upon us and my blade was in motion.


  I took one quick step to the side and brought my sword across and up as the thing, unable to check its momentum, hurtled past me. I got one clear look at its face before its head separated from its shoulders and went rolling off down the ravine on the other side of the road. It was a foolish thought, but for that moment, I wished I had stayed my hand. In an instant it was all over. The creature’s body took two steps without its head and then slammed onto the road, skidding to a stop at the verge, its hot, dark blood pooling in the dust.


  “Well done, sir.”


  A burly young man stood just above us on the hillside. He wore the plain brown clothing of a yamabushi, but unlike a mountain monk, he wore his black hair long and confined it with a red headband. He carried a short sword and leaned on a gnarled club bound with iron. He was breathing heavily as if after a run, but he was not completely winded. He bowed. “Forgive me for putting you in harm’s way. The creature was faster than I judged. I am Sago no Daiki.”


  Kenji and I bowed in turn. “I was fairly certain of your identity before you spoke, Master Daiki. I am Yamada no Goji. This gentleman is the priest, Kenji. Kenji, Sago no Daiki is our client.”


  The young man smiled. “Ah! I was expecting you. I’m also happy to see that your reputation is well deserved, Lord Goji. Again, I must say ‘well done.’ ”


  I pulled a tegami from my pouch and began to wipe the demon’s blood from my sword. “My thanks, but I think the credit for this particular demon-slaying incident belongs more to you than to me, Daiki-san.”


  Kenji eyed the creature’s body. “With all due respect to Master Daiki, why do you say so? This was a very powerful devil, and I don’t think even my strongest ward could have blocked its attack completely, off-guard as I was. Yet you took it down with one blow!”


  I put my sword away. “The creature wasn’t attacking, Kenji-san. I doubt it even realized we were here until it was too late.”


  Kenji almost sputtered. “Not attacking? Then, pray, what was the beast doing?”


  I nodded toward Master Daiki. “Fleeing in terror.”


   


  The letter I had received the previous week from Master Daiki had, frankly, astonished me. The Sago Clan had been demon-quellers of great renown for four hundred years, starting with the clan’s founder, Sanji the Demon Slayer. The clan’s fame had reached far beyond Echizen, their ancestral province. Yet here was the heir of that noble tradition, Sago no Daiki, asking me for help with, of all things, a demon. The promised reward had been only part of my inducement for agreeing to see him; the remainder was simple fascination. While I was confident enough in my skills, I had no idea what I could possibly do that Master Daiki could not, and I was curious to find out.


  Daiki paused in the road only long enough to retrieve the devil’s head, then escorted us to his clan’s compound north of Takefu. He made no more than polite conversation on the way. I took my cue from him and reluctantly asked none of the questions I was impatient to ask.


  While the Sago Clan compound was certainly nothing like the grand mansions and gardens one could find in the Imperial Compound, it compared favorably with many other dwellings in the Capital. The gate and green tile-roofed wall were in good repair, and the main living and servants’ quarters were spacious and connected by fine covered walkways in proper shinden-style. Master Daiki was clearly studying me as I in turn studied my surroundings.


  “What you see here is not a home, but the gratitude of generations of people who were protected by my family,” he said, sounding almost embarrassed. “I am but the caretaker until the next heirs of the Sago Clan are ready to take on my burden. Speaking of which . . . ”


  “Chi-chi-san!”


  Daiki laid his club and his trophy aside just in time. The words jumbled together almost like the children themselves. Two little boys and a girl, none more than five years old, came scampering down the steps and into their father’s—or so I surmised—arms. They were followed closely by a distressed young woman dressed as a servant.


  She bowed low. “Forgive me, Master Daiki, but when they heard you were home, it was impossible to contain them.”


  Daiki looked stern, or perhaps as stern as one could look with an armful of laughing progeny. I felt a pang of envy just then, which was not an emotion I experienced often, but I did not bother denying it to myself. A proper home of my own, a wife and family . . . these were things I once thought that I, too, would one day possess. Knowing that such a thing could not be so, and knowing the reasons, did not quite remove the desire.


  “You’re not at fault, Aniko. No one can contain a son or daughter of the Sago Clan if they do not wish to be contained. Still . . . ” He set the children down again and lined them up in proper order. “It was wrong of you to run away from Aniko and wrong also to ignore our guests. Where are your manners?”


  The children managed to restrain their giggles long enough to bow formally in my and Kenji’s general direction. Now that they were standing somewhat still, it was easier to sort one from another. The two boys were the oldest, perhaps five and four, with the girl no more than three or so. If this had been the Capital, Daiki’s wife and any children would either have resided in a separate household or remained in the care of the wife’s family, but here in the provinces such arrangements were less common. Daiki kept his family close to him and obviously preferred it that way.


  “Lady Takara is away on a pilgrimage, fortunately,” he said. “So she does not yet know of our misfortune.”


  It was the first time Master Daiki had touched on the matter that had brought us here, however obliquely. He sent the children off under Aniko’s care, after first instructing her to see that refreshment was prepared and our lodgings made ready. When we were alone again, he merely said, “Gentlemen, if you would follow me?”


  Daiki led us through the front garden and around to the rear of the main house. There the compound continued for about a bowshot until the walls ended at the base of a stone outcrop, where sat what appeared to be a large shrine. Kenji was not the most proper of monks, to put it mildly, but to his credit he sensed the demon spoor before I did.


  “The place fairly reeks, Yamada-san,” he whispered.


  Another few moments and I had it, too—an acrid, musty scent which I can only describe as equal parts animal, decay, sweat, and fear. Though what I thought of as a scent was probably the product of a higher sense, rendered, perhaps, in terms more easily amenable to human interpretation. The “scent” was as much sensation as smell, much like I had felt in a different way the demon’s rage and fear earlier that day on the road.


  “Yuichi should be here,” Master Daiki said, looking around. He sounded puzzled.


  “Who is Yuichi?” I asked.


  “He’s been in the service of the Sago Clan since before I was born. He oversees our gardens and the grounds and especially the family shrine. He was away visiting relatives, but I was told he had returned.”


  “And he’s usually found near the shrine?”


  Daiki smiled. “As well one could say that the shore is found near the ocean. The man is scrupulously attentive to his duties.”


  Still, there was no sign of anyone near the shrine. The grounds were deserted except for two guards, bowmen wearing the Sago mon, who could be seen patrolling along the outer walls.


  “The compound is under guard at all times?” I asked.


  “Yes, Lord Yamada. One doesn’t answer my clan’s calling without making enemies, demonic and otherwise. Besides, there are always one or two bandit clans active in the area, despite Governor Ishikawa’s and my own best efforts. It’s wise to be cautious.”


  “Indeed.”


  We proceeded to the shrine building and went inside, and we immediately understood where the demon-aura was coming from. One look and I revised my perception of the building from “shrine” to “trophy hall.” The building was long and relatively narrow, ending against the rock face at the north end of the compound. The walls were lined with the skulls of demons: some very old by the look of them, others gleaming white as if they had just returned from the rendering vat. There were greater and lesser demons, monsters, and a few creatures I could not identify and frankly had no wish to.


  Master Daiki paused. “Yuichi?”


  An old man with thinning white hair and stooped shoulders was adjusting a skull that hung crooked on the wall. When he heard Daiki’s voice, he immediately turned and bowed low.


  “Greetings, Master Daiki,” he said. “I am pleased to see that you have returned safely.”


  “And I am astonished, Yuichi-san, to see that you have entered the shrine. I know how you feel about this place.”


  The old man bowed lower. “With so little life left to me, I did not wish to spend what remained as a coward. Besides, my assistant is ill and there was work to do.”


  Daiki practically beamed. “Well said. These are my guests, Lord Yamada no Goji and the priest Kenji.”


  “I am honored.”


  I frowned. “Yuichi-san, am I to understand that you don’t normally enter the shrine itself?”


  “Demons frighten me,” the old man said, and he bowed again. “Even dead ones. I have always been ashamed of this failing.”


  “More like common sense,” Master Daiki said. “Come with us. Lord Yamada may have more questions for you.”


  We continued down the length of the building, Yuichi following a few paces behind, while Master Daiki spoke.


  “You have heard something of my ancestor, Sago no Sanji?” he asked.


  Kenji grunted. “There are few who deal with spirits and monsters who have not. The founder of your clan, he was a minor provincial official who slew a particularly troublesome monster and was awarded the title ‘Demon Queller’ by the Emperor Temmu himself. Since that time his descendants have carried on this proud tradition.”


  Daiki bowed slightly. “I have done my best, as did my father and those who came before him. But it all started with Sago no Sanji, who kept the preserved body of the demon he slew as a trophy. It was to house this precious heirloom that this shrine was constructed. As you see, our clan has added to the collection over the centuries.”


  “It is not a pleasant place,” I said frankly, “but I imagine the very knowledge of its existence gives pause to all but the most vicious and determined monsters.”


  “That is my hope as well,” Master Daiki said, “though the presence of the first demon, as I said, was the reason the shrine was established. Which brings us to the crux of my problem.”


  There was little light near the north end of the shrine, and the poor illumination didn’t add to the cheeriness of the place. We were fairly close before we saw what was there. Or rather, what wasn’t there.


  A square hollow had been carved into the face of the rock, twice as tall as a man and about half that in width. In that alcove sat a sort of raised dais, and on that was what appeared to be a stool with a low back. It was empty.


  Now I understood. Master Daiki’s problem wasn’t a demon, but rather the lack of one.


  “The demon’s corpse . . . ?” Kenji began, and Master Daiki finished.


  “ . . . has been stolen.”


  Despite the day’s events, sleep did not come easily nor did it last especially long. Dawn was barely evident before I used Kenji’s snoring as my excuse to stop lying where I was and rise. From our guest quarters I could hear very faint voices as if the servants were already up and about preparing the morning meal and getting the household ready for the day. I visited the privy and then took the opportunity to walk around the compound.


  There were guards about as before, though a different shift from the previous night. I could not fault their attention; it was quite evident that they took their duties seriously. Yet somehow a thief—or more likely several—had managed to slip into the compound unseen and make off with the corpse of a seven-foot tall demon. Granted, the dessicated trophy could not have weighed as much as the demon did in life, but it would have still been too large and clumsy for even a strong man to handle alone, never mind the problem of getting it over the wall or through one of the gates without being detected. And who would wish to steal a dead demon in the first place?


  Again I went over everything I knew of the matter: Yuichi had been visiting family, so he had been away when the theft apparently occurred. His assistant was ill and under the priests’ care at Mt. Hino Shrine, so as best I could tell no one had been in the trophy building for a few days. It was quite possible the demon corpse was missing for some time before anyone noticed. I idly wondered if the Lady Takara had seen anything unusual, since the theft may have happened at about the time she was preparing to leave for her pilgrimage to Hino Temple. I made a mental note to speak to her as soon as she had returned from her pilgrimage and then went in search of breakfast.


  After some rice and fish, I was feeling a little more restored. Master Daiki had just sent the children off with their nurse Aniko when one of the bushi on watch entered the room and presented Master Daiki with a letter. He had not read more than a moment or two when he went pale, then bolted upright. “Tell Tarou and Ichigo to meet me at the front gate, armed and ready to travel.”


  “My lord, they are asleep—”


  “Then wake them! Now!”


  The guard was gone in an instant. Master Daiki turned to us. “This letter is from the Chief Priest at Mt. Hino Shrine. My lady’s party was attacked by bandits before she reached the temple. Her escort was slain . . . every one.”


  “Buddha be merciful,” Kenji said, rising only a heartbeat slower than I did. “Is there word of your lady?”


  “She’s alive, but her condition . . . I don’t know.”


  “We will go with you, of course,” I said. “The matter of the theft can wait.”


  “Thank you. I normally travel on foot, but we’re in a hurry. I must go to the stables first.”


  Kenji and I paused only long enough to gather up my sword and Kenji’s supplies before we joined Master Daiki at the main gate. The two bushi arrived only a few moments after us. They were looking a bit disheveled, but they were armed, one with a spear and the other a sword and bow, and both men were clearly ready to go. Servants brought out five horses from the clan stables and Master Daiki vaulted into the saddle of the lead mount.


  “If you fall behind, find me there,” was all he said, and he was gone. All the way to Mt. Hino we saw little of the man save the rear of his horse.


  The shrine to the gods of Mt. Hino was one of the oldest in the province. The mountain itself was impressive, but we had no time to appreciate it properly. Attendants saw to our horses, and a young priest led the two guards and myself to where Lady Takara was being tended. Kenji stayed behind.


  “Forgive me, Lord Yamada, but I’m not always welcome in such places. Perhaps I had best wait here.”


  As a Buddhist, Kenji might be seen as competition by the servants of the gods. While many shrine priests would not object to his presence, as many more just might. Since we had no leisure to test his reception at the shrine, I agreed.


  A junior priest led us to one of the outbuildings of the shrine set aside for travelers. The two guards took up positions outside, and I went in to find Lady Takara propped up by cushions, attended by an old priest and a relieved-looking Daiki. Custom demanded that the lady be veiled, and so a translucent curtain had been arranged in front of her bedding, but it was a mere formality and barely obstructed our view. It was my first look at Master Daiki’s wife. She had a sweet face and long, black hair, but her eyes were red and puffy. She had clearly been weeping uncontrollably for some time and every now and then would break out sobbing anew.


  The old priest whispered something in Master Daiki’s ear, and he frowned, nodded, and then turned to me. “May I ask you to wait outside for a moment, Lord Yamada? My lady wishes to speak to me in private.”


  “Of course.”


  I bowed and withdrew, and the old priest followed me out as well. “Lord Yamada? My name is Jurou. I’m the senior priest at Mt. Hino Shrine.”


  I bowed. “I value the meeting, if not the circumstances. You were here when Lady Takara was found?”


  He nodded. “One of our junior priests came to the scene after the bandits were gone. Her guards and attendants were all slain, I’m afraid, and Lady Takara was hysterical. She told the boy that Yamaguchi no Mikio’s bandit clan had attacked them in great force, but she didn’t say much else. She was close to collapse, as one might imagine. She is better today but still in a very delicate state, as you saw.”


  “Indeed. Do you think that your priest’s sudden presence might have startled her assailants into fleeing? If so, she is extremely fortunate.”


  The old man looked uneasy. “It’s possible, I suppose.”


  “But you don’t think so?”


  “My chief concern now is Lady Takara’s well-being.”


  “I share that. Even so, you must admit that these circumstances are a bit strange. Men who would slaughter both a lady’s guards and her female servants would not hesitate to kill their mistress as well.”


  “I don’t know how to answer you, Lord Yamada. She told me that a bandit was coming for her, waving his sword, when Mikio himself called the man back. I admit that is strange and I don’t pretend to understand it. I know only that the bandits took everything except for Lady Takara’s life, for which we must be grateful, even as we grieve for those who did not survive.”


  “Forgive me. I also count Lady Takara fortunate; it is just my nature to try to understand why. Do you know where the bodies have been taken?”


  “To Hino Temple, which is further east along the mountain road.”


  That made sense. A dead body was a serious ritual impurity for a shrine, but the Buddhist temples often specialized in funerals.


  “I know that Master Daiki appreciates all that you have done.”


  “The gods are merciful,” the old priest said, and then he bowed and withdrew. I went outside to the shrine’s torii gate to find Kenji.


  “Are you familiar with Hino Temple?” I asked.


  “Only that it exists. I’ve never been there,” Kenji said.


  “Then this will be your first visit. If you gentlemen care to accompany me, we’ll be going there now.” So quiet was Master Daiki’s approach that even I had not heard him. He had a strange look in his eye. I had questions, but one look at the man’s face and I knew they had best wait.


  We recovered our horses and mounted, save for the bushi named Ichigo, who was left behind to keep watch over Lady Takara. We set off down the road again, though at a more reasonable pace this time, which was fortunate, as I did not think Master Daiki’s horse was fit for another gallop.


  The other guard fell behind slightly to protect our flank. As we rode, I kept a close eye on Master Daiki. After a mile or so, the quiet fury I had read in him before gave way to a deep sadness. It was only then that I dared to speak again.


  “Was your lady able to describe the persons who attacked her party?”


  “Vividly. Their leader is someone known to me, and with my lady’s description of him, there can be no doubt. I did not think him fool enough to commit such an outrage upon my family, but no matter. The shrine has sent messengers on my behalf to Governor Ishikawa, and we will deal with him in due course. For now I have more pressing business at Hino Temple.”


  “It was to Hino Temple that your lady intended to go on pilgrimage, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes.” Master Daiki fairly spit out the word.


  “There is more to this matter of the ambush. You know there is.”


  His expression went as cold as ice but did not last. He finally sighed. “Lord Yamada, I am ashamed to tell you.”


  “You have suffered grievous losses, but your lady has survived. Some men might not count that so heavily in the balance, but you are different. Tell me what your lady said to you, if you can. I would not ask if I did not think it important.”


  “I do not know what you suspect, Lord Yamada. It’s certainly nothing that would have occurred to me . . . ” His voice trailed off. “Lady Takara herself is the one who took Sanji’s demon.”


  We could hear the chants from the funeral rites as we approached the building in the temple compound set aside for the purpose. Master Daiki and Kenji accompanied me. I was reluctant to let Master Daiki out of my sight since, unless I completely misread the man, he wanted nothing more than to burn the entire temple to the ground. Considering the story his lady wife had related it to him, I couldn’t say that I blamed him.


  According to her account, Lady Takara had received a visitor, a monk from Hino Temple on his way home from the Capital. He had warned her of the imminent return of the spirit of the demon slain long ago by Sago no Sanji, that the signs and portents pointed to the destruction of her family unless she headed the spirit off by bringing the demon’s corpse to Hino Temple, where—for a suitable donation—the priests could properly ward it against the vengeful spirit’s return.


  Master Daiki had been away hunting the demon that brought him to Kenji and myself on the Hokuriku road, so the next morning she had taken it upon herself to have the two guards on duty bundle the corpse and place it in an oxcart along with several bolts of fine cloth as an offering to the temple. No one knew save herself, her personal attendants, and the two guards. All were dead now except the lady herself.


  “Do you really think the temple was in league with the bandits?” Kenji asked.


  “I do,” Master Daiki said.


  I had to admit that this wouldn’t be the first time such a thing had occurred, but there was a flaw in the reasoning. “They must share the blame in any case, if they are the reason Lady Takara was on the road. Yet, even assuming the monk was from Hino-ji, why attack the procession? The offering was theirs to begin with.”


  Daiki looked grim. “Sanji’s demon was what they really wanted. And this way no one could prove that they were involved . . . until I get my hands on that worthless Mikio. I’ll wring it out of him!”


  “Why would the temple want the corpse in the first place?” I asked.


  “To shame my family and weaken our position. It’s no secret that relations between the Sago Clan and Hino Temple have not always been the best. They see our activities as an incursion into matters best handled by the Temple. Meaning that the rewards and prestige should come to them, not us. If it were not for my family’s honor, I would let them have the risk of it as well. See how well the abbot sings that song after a demon pulls his head off!”


  Kenji might have been a disreputable Buddhist at best, but he was a loyal one. “Your pardon, my lord,” he said dryly, “but some followers of the Eightfold Way do know a thing or two about demons.”


  I held up a hand. “That may be true, but it’s not relevant to the matter at hand. And Master Daiki, I’d consider it a personal favor if you’d let me speak to the abbot before you ‘accidentally’ drop a club on him.”


  “As you wish.” The man practically growled the words.


  We received word that the abbot was detained but would greet us shortly. I wanted to use that time to attend to an unpleasant but necessary duty. We entered the hall where the monks were chanting sutras. The bodies had been laid out on four biers in the center of the hall. They had already been washed as was the custom. Kenji spoke a word to the monks on duty, and they ceased their chants and withdrew, though not without a few scowls in my direction.


  “Master Daiki, you knew these people. What follows may be a bit indelicate. You may not wish to see it.”


  “There is little I have not seen, Lord Yamada,” he said, but the anguish on his face was plain. I resolved to do what I needed to do as quickly as possible.


  One by one I went to each bier and pulled aside the white funeral robes covering the body, and one by one the story they told was the same. Both the men and women had been killed in the same fashion—several powerful sword blows. One poor girl, probably no more than fifteen, had been cut nearly in half. Brute force was evident but no art. Any competent swordsman would have done the job with one stroke each and no wasted effort. What had happened to Lady Takara’s attendants was sheer butchery by comparison. I covered the last body.


  “Curious,” I said. “Even if taken by surprise, the two bushi should have given a better account of themselves. It’s clear that whoever attacked them did not really understand swordsmanship.”


  “Bandits are noted for viciousness, not for skill,” Master Daiki pointed out. “It’s possible the guards were simply overwhelmed.”


  “Judging from the number of sword-cuts and the lack of consistency in angle of attack, I’d say you were right.”


  “Something’s bothering you, though,” Kenji said.


  “Many things are bothering me at the moment,” I said. I did not mention that the least of them was the sheer enthusiasm of the attack. Bandits were often deemed vicious by the simple necessities of their chosen profession, and there was no denying that some even took pleasure in that viciousness. Yet I couldn’t get past the feeling that whoever had done this had enjoyed it to a degree beyond anything I had ever seen before or ever hoped to see again.


  We had just emerged from the funeral hall when the abbot approached. He was an old man, frail, discreetly supported by two young monks on either side.


  “Forgive my tardiness, Master Daiki. At my age one cannot move very quickly.”


  Daiki gave a perfunctory bow. “Abbot Hideo, this is Lord Yamada and his associate Kenji-san. They are acting on my behalf.”


  Hideo raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? We only just learned of your wife’s unfortunate encounter.”


  Master Daiki’s smile was all teeth. “Indeed?”


  I thought it prudent to interrupt. “Sir, before Lady Takara undertook her pilgrimage, she was reported to have received a visitor from your temple. With your permission, we would like to speak to this person.”


  “I am afraid that is not possible,” he said.


  Daiki would not keep silent. “Abbot Hideo, I will discover the people who attacked my lady and killed several treasured members of our household. I will do it with or without your co-operation.”


  The old man looked grim. “I have no intention of interfering. I, too, would like this matter resolved. Members of my temple travel the Hokuriku Road often, as well as pilgrims to and from here. It is in both our interests to ensure their safety.”


  “Then why may we not speak to your priest?” I asked.


  “You misunderstand me,” the abbot said. “I didn’t mean that I wouldn’t allow it. I meant that it was impossible that Lady Takara received a visitor from this temple. Hino-ji was in a period of ritual seclusion that only ended yesterday. No one has been allowed to enter or leave this temple for the past two weeks.”


  Daiki was obviously skeptical, so the abbot grudgingly allowed us to fully search the temple and grounds. There were many offerings in their storehouse, as one would expect, but no sign of the cloth that Lady Takara had taken from the Sago Clan storeroom nor, of course, Sanji’s Demon. Daiki equally as grudgingly admitted that he didn’t have enough proof to raze the temple. I wouldn’t have called it a reconciliation, but at least matters between the Sago Clan and Hino Temple were no worse than they had been.


  Master Daiki scowled. “I was so certain we’d find proof of Hino Temple’s guilt in this. Yet I still find it hard to believe that the bandits acted alone. Why court their own destruction?”


  “Court? Ask rather why they guaranteed their destruction by leaving a witness. I am pleased beyond measure that Lady Takara lived, yet also puzzled.”


  Master Daiki’s scowl deepened. “Lord Yamada, surely you’re not suggesting that Lady Takara is complicit in this? Other than removing the trophy from our shrine, I mean.”


  “Hardly. But as I said, I am puzzled.”


  Just then a young man arrived, a mounted messenger bearing the mon of the provincial governor. The messenger presented Master Daiki with a letter and then rode with us to await any reply.


  “Ah! A detachment of bushi from the governor’s own forces will join us tomorrow. Fifty in number, and that’s more than enough. Perhaps tomorrow all our questions will be answered.”


  “Perhaps,” I said, though my thoughts were elsewhere. “Supposedly the person, whoever it was who spoke to Lady Takara, came by in the afternoon? Who would have been on guard then?”


  He frowned. “That would have been . . . Tarou and Ichigo.”


  “The same Tarou riding with us now?”


  “Yes. Why?”


  “Probably nothing. But there is some small matter he might be able to assist me with. Excuse me.”


  I dropped back until I was riding beside Tarou. He was perhaps thirty years old and of a blunt but cheerful disposition. “My lord?”


  “You and Ichigo were on duty the afternoon that Lady Takara received her visitor, yes?”


  “So I am told,” he said.


  I frowned. “ ‘So you were told’? Can you explain that, please? Any visitors would have to pass by the gate, yes? One of you would have seen him.”


  Tarou looked extremely uncomfortable. “If Lady Takara said she had a visitor, then of course she did.”


  I smiled a grim smile. “You’re avoiding the question, Tarou-san, and I have to say you’re not very good at that. No one is blaming you for what happened, but I do need to know about that visitor.”


  Tarou admitted defeat. “I am at a loss, Lord Yamada. I spoke to Aniko that very evening, and she told me that Lady Takara received a visitor, a young monk. I don’t understand how that can be. No one came to the compound that day. I remember clearly—the gate was never opened.”


  “You’re certain?”


  He looked miserable. “I am. Which means that someone must have slipped over the wall unseen. We failed our duties and placed Lady Takara in danger. This is our fault.”


  “That may or may not be the case, but I would not repeat that story to anyone else. Let it be our secret for now.’


  I rode back to the front of the column. “Master Daiki, will you have need of this messenger today?”


  “Today? No. I won’t report to his Excellency until after we’ve cleaned out that bandit viper’s nest.”


  “Then, with your indulgence, I will borrow him.”


  I was doubtful that Daiki would be able to find the bandit’s hideout in any reasonable time, but I had underestimated the esteem in which the Sago Clan was held. He merely had to let it be known that Yamaguchi no Mikio’s bandits were the ones who attacked Lady Takara, and information from the countryside suddenly became available in abundance. There were a few false leads, as one would expect, but the others all pointed to an isolated farming compound west of Takefu. Now Kenji and I watched with Daiki opposite the dilapidated south gate as his men took up positions around that compound. Once they were in place, Daiki would give the word to attack.


  He never got the chance.


  Almost immediately there were shouts and the sound of steel meeting steel from the hillside on the north side of the compound. Daiki swore and picked up his club.


  “They’ve been warned!”


  He set out across the meadow in a dead run with Kenji, myself, and five or six of the governor’s bushi not far behind. He barely hesitated at the gate, taking his massive demon-queller’s club in both hands and smashing it into the gate as soon as he reached it. Whatever strength the timbers had once contained had clearly fled years ago. The gate shattered into splinters hardly big enough for kindling, and Daiki was through.


  I wasn’t sure what we’d find in the compound, but the answer proved to be hardly anything at all. Two women in peasant clothes hugged each other in terror as they tried to hide behind a well, but there was no sign of anyone else.


  “Take everyone alive!” Daiki shouted to the warriors behind us. “I want prisoners, not bodies!”


  The only sounds of fighting were from the hillside beyond the north gate. Two bushi remained behind to search for anyone else hiding and to guard the women, but the rest of us sped out the north gate. By the time we reached the fighting, it was over.


  The captain of the hillside detachment bowed to Daiki. “I’m sorry, my lord, but they didn’t give us much choice. They were determined to escape.”


  Daiki ignored that. “Where is he—!”


  I didn’t have to ask whom he meant, but it seemed that Daiki, in this one regard, was not going to get his wish. The bushi produced two flea-bitten, scruffy men. Both were bruised and bloody but alive. Two more were not. One of them was Yamaguchi no Mikio. Daiki kicked the body so that it rolled face up and studied the dead man’s features.


  “Che . . . It would seem the bandit has escaped me after all.”


  Whatever Daiki had thought to do with Mikio, killing him would perhaps had been the least of it. But that was a moot point now. By the time the prisoners were bound and the rest of the soldiers recalled, the bushi left behind had completed their search of the compound.


  “We found this in the storeroom and more besides,” the man said, showing us several bolts of cloth. “Do you recognize any of them?”


  Daiki barely glanced at them. “Lady Takara wove that cloth herself. I’d know it anywhere. What about Sanji’s demon?”


  The bushi was a hard-bitten man who looked as if he also had faced down a demon or two in his time, but he was almost pale now. “My lord, it’s not here.”


  “It has to be here! I’ll find it if we have to take every building apart plank by plank!”


  In the end, that was exactly what Daiki and his men did. But when the dilapidated compound was reduced to piles of rotting wood, Sanji’s demon was still nowhere to be found.


  We didn’t get much from the prisoners. Yes, they were thieves. No, they had not attacked Lady Takara. Yes, there were the spoils of thievery in their storeroom; no sense denying the obvious. No, they had no idea how the cloth from Lady Takara’s temple offering had come into their hands. Daiki finally grew frustrated and ordered them all bound on a line. As we rode back to the Sago Compound with the prisoners led on a rope and surrounded by guards, I pondered what little we had learned. It seemed to me that it might be far more than a first glance might reveal.


  “Why lie about the temple offering and the demon and then tell the truth about all else?” I mused. “The penalty for banditry is death, as is the penalty for murder. They can’t be beheaded twice.”


  “Because they knew that I would not be so merciful as the governor,” Daiki growled. “I know they’ve hidden Sanji’s trophy somewhere, and they will tell me where. I will find the truth.”


  “That is my intention as well. I just do not believe that the truth you’re looking for is to be had from these wretches.”


  “Why not?” Daiki asked.


  “Because, my lord, I think they’ve already told us the truth.”


  Now even Kenji was staring at me. “Yamada-san, what do you mean?”


  “Simple: Yamaguchi no Mikio and his followers did not attack Lady Takara. They couldn’t have.”


  “Lord Yamada, are you saying the Lady Takara, my wife, lied to me?”


  Now Daiki was glaring, and I knew his anger was more than ready to erupt in any direction, including my own. I proceeded carefully.


  “On the contrary—it is the truth of her words that speaks on behalf of Yamaguchi and his followers. She stated that Mikio himself prevented his man from killing her during the raid. Why would he do that? What bandit is foolish enough to slaughter so many and let a witness to that slaughter live? More, make a special effort to let that witness live? Does that make any sense to you?”


  “No,” he said reluctantly. “It does not. Unless . . . ”


  I finished. “Unless the entire point was to leave a witness. Whoever attacked your wife wanted it known that Yamaguchi no Mikio was to blame.”


  “Whoever?” Kenji asked.


  “Which brings me back to my first point,” I said. “You saw that ‘bandit stronghold,’ Master Daiki, just as I did. Yamaguchi had four men, at most, and they were a sorry lot. Nor was there bedding or supplies at the compound to indicate any more. Lady Takara’s party was attacked by at least a dozen, probably more. I saw the results of their work and would swear to that on my life. It is simply impossible that Yamaguchi is the culprit.”


  I could see the doubt creeping into Daiki’s face, but he shook it away. “Nonsense! How else could they have obtained that cloth?”


  “That question is more than fair, and at the moment I cannot answer it. But, with your indulgence, I may yet do so.”


  “Very well,” Daiki said, “but I will warn you ahead of time that I am short on temper at the moment and not terribly fond of riddles in the best circumstances.”


  Kenji leaned over. “I think Master Daiki is just about ready to turn his club on you. I hope you know what you’re doing.”


  I smiled. “So do I. But I will need your help as well. I require a talisman of truth. Surely there is something of the sort in that bag of yours.”


  Kenji frowned. “As in to compel the truth? I have something that will serve the purpose.”


  “Later. Before the truth can be compelled, first it must be revealed.”


  As I hoped, the governor’s messenger was waiting for me when we reached the Sago Clan compound, and I took him aside to hear his report. Afterwards I nodded and turned to Daiki. “I need to speak to Yuichi again. Will you and Kenji accompany me?”


  He frowned. “If you wish.”


  I turned to the messenger. “Your name?”


  “Nobu, my lord.”


  “Nobu-san, follow us, please.”


  I had two weapons, a sword and a short dagger. I chose the dagger and kept its hilt close to hand. We went behind the compound and approached the Sago family shrine. “Yuichi-san? I need a word with you.”


  The old man poked his head around the door to shrine. “Ah! Master Daiki. I am so pleased to see you returned safely. What news?”


  “The bandits have been caught, though their leader was slain. I’m afraid we did not recover our heirloom.”


  “A pity,” he said as he emerged from the shrine, wiping the dust from his hands with a small cloth and awaiting our approach. “No doubt you will find it yet.”


  “No doubt,” I said. I took one long step and trapped the old man’s arms with my left arm while I pressed the dagger blade against his throat. His body was as taut as a bowstring in my grip.


  Daiki raised his club. “Lord Yamada, what is the meaning of this outrage?”


  “If I am wrong,” I said through clenched teeth, “I will apologize with all sincerity. Nobu-san, will you tell Master Daiki what you just told me?”


  Daiki scowled at the man. “Well?”


  “L-Lord Yamada charged me to inquire of Ishiyama no Yuichi’s family when they had last seen him.”


  “And their answer?”


  “He has not returned home in over a month, my lord. They are becoming concerned.”


  Daiki’s gaze narrowed. “Yuichi, what does this mean?”


  The old man just glared, and continued to struggle. I nodded at the priest. “Now, Kenji-san.”


  Kenji produced a slip of mulberry paper with exquisite calligraphy flowing down its length. He raised a single hand in a blessing gesture and slapped the paper onto Yuichi’s forehead. “Diamond Sutra. Let illusion be dispelled.”


  The old man’s form shimmered in my grasp, like a mountain peak glimpsed through summer haze. Another instant and I did not hold an old man at all, but rather an oni. He was perhaps a head taller than myself, with red skin, gleaming tusks and horns, and black hair as coarse and thick as a horse’s mane. He continued to struggle, and it was all I could do to hold him.


  “When we think of shape-shifters, we think of foxes and tanuki, but demons have the knack as well, when they care to use it,” I said.


  Master Daiki’s hands gripped his club so tightly that I could hear the wood creaking. “In my own home! Lord Yamada, how did you know?”


  “I wasn’t certain until Nobu returned, but it was the only answer that made any sense. We know that Lady Takara received a visitor, both she and Aniko confirmed that. Yet Tarou told me that no one entered your compound that day. If the visitor had come from Hino-ji as you believed, he would have come in the front gate. Since no one did, the only reasonable conclusion was that the visitor was already here.”


  Kenji frowned. “But how did you know it was Yuichi, rather than one of the guards? Tarou, for instance?”


  I shifted my grip, slightly. The demon felt as heavy as stone.


  “The same way I knew that our shape-shifter wasn’t Lady Takara or Aniko. Demon-aura, Kenji. They can disguise their form, but their aura is one thing they cannot disguise.”


  Kenji smiled. “Ah! Any one of us would have noticed that, including Master Daiki. And Lady Takara—”


  “—was being tended in Mt. Hino Shrine. The priests there are neither fools nor incompetents. If Lady Takara had been a demon in disguise they would have spotted the deception immediately. Yuichi, on the other hand . . . Master Daiki, did you not find it strange that Yuichi-san’s lifelong fear of demons should suddenly disappear to the point that he not only no longer avoided your family shrine but hardly ever seemed to leave it?”


  “The demon scent,” Daiki said grimly.


  “Precisely. There, he was one among many, and so none of us noticed a thing. Clever, really.” I glanced at my glaring prisoner. “I think it is time you told us where the heirloom you stole is hidden. Kenji-san?”


  The priest stepped forward again, this time with a different talisman. “Lotus Sutra. Truth.” He slapped the second talisman beside the first, though now he almost had to stand on tiptoe to reach the demon’s forehead.


  “Why did you cozen Lady Takara?”


  “So the silly woman would remove the trophy from the compound for us, of course. The wards on this place are such that I could not do it alone.” The demon’s voice was like rocks grating together in an avalanche.


  “I knew you weren’t working by yourself. Where is the real Yuichi?”


  “In the privy. I must have shat the rest of him by now,” said the demon, grinning.


  Master Daiki growled and raised his club, but Kenji put a hand on his arm. “Not yet, my lord.”


  “Your confederates assumed the forms of Mikio’s band for the attack, and one of you placed the cloth in Mikio’s storeroom to assure their guilt. It was easily done, wasn’t it?”


  “Very easily done,” said the demon. “Much like this.”


  He broke free. I would have sworn that I had him under control, but he produced a surge of strength I hadn’t realized he possessed, and the force of it threw me back against the shrine wall, knocking the wind out of me. Everything went black for a moment, and when my vision cleared, there was much confusion and shouting. Kenji kneeled beside me.


  “Lord Yamada, the demon has scaled the wall and escaped. Perhaps a binding talisman would have been more in order?”


  I groaned and rubbed the back of my head. A knot was already rising. “You might have let me know that you had such a thing . . . Where is Master Daiki?”


  “Right here.” The man stood before me, leaning on his massive club.


  I struggled to rise and made it on the second try. “My lord, there’s no time to waste! If you are ever to recover your family’s heirloom . . . ”


  He grinned. “Lord Yamada, I am grateful for your assistance in clearing up this matter, but you forget: if there’s anything I do know, it’s how to track a demon.”


  Once Daiki was on the trail, it was impossible to keep up with him. We had been forced to leave our horses behind on the thickly wooded hillsides the demon had fled through. I took command of the remaining bushi, and we followed Sago no Daiki as quickly as we could, kept on course by following the crashing sound he made as he hurtled through the undergrowth. I was beginning to understand what had so terrified that first demon that day on the Hokuriku Road.


  I glanced up the hillside and knew we had found what we were searching for. No less than a small fortress had been carved into a flat niche on the hillside. It was made of stone and mossy logs, difficult to see unless one looked, as I had, directly at it. I paused long enough to let the straggling bushi catch up and then arranged them in a rough skirmish line. I had no sooner placed them in some semblance of order when I heard the crash of wood on wood from the hillside and realized it was Sago no Daiki breaking in the gate.


  Kenji was still catching his breath. “Why . . . why didn’t he wait for us? Does he mean to take on the whole demon band on his own?”


  “That’s exactly what he intends to do. Let’s go!”


  The defenders had been alerted by Daiki’s noisy entrance. There were demon archers on the wall in a grotesque parody of bushi bowmen. Two of our number were struck and went down. I grimaced as another barbed shaft grazed my shoulder before our own archers cleared the top of the wall with their own volley. In a heartbeat we were through the gate, our swords drawn.


  Dead and dying oni were lying in the courtyard. I spotted Daiki in the middle of a circle of demons. He had been struck twice by arrows, once in the left thigh and again in the shoulder, but the wounds seemed little more than an inconvenience. He howled like a wolf as he swung his great club here and there, batting down any demons who tried to close the circle. Before they could rush him properly, he charged and took out two of the smaller demons with one blow as he crashed through their line.


  “To Master Daiki!” I shouted, and a dozen warriors rushed to his side. The rest of our force scattered through the inner courtyard, battling the demons in groups of two or three.


  It was impossible to judge the demons’ numbers accurately, but I counted at least two dozen, not including the ones already on the ground. They were all armed like men: some with bows, others with spears and rusty, nicked swords. For demons, it amounted to a level of organization and discipline that I hadn’t believed the creatures capable of achieving. I didn’t have time to consider my admiration before an oni charged me and I killed it with a slash across the throat. Another struck at Kenji, and we killed it together with sword and staff.


  “Lord Yamada! Find that demon! We’ll deal with this.”


  I heard Daiki’s shout from across the battlefield and knew which demon he meant. One or two of the outbuildings within the fortress were already burning, which explained his urgency. The largest building not yet engulfed in flames had the mark of a storehouse. I ran toward it, Kenji following close. When I got nearer, I knew I’d judged correctly. The door was massively thick but slightly ajar, as if someone had just gone in or out.


  “Keep watch here. If you need help, shout,” I said.


  “Depend on it,” Kenji said cheerfully.


  A lit lantern hung on a peg just inside the doorway. I took it and held it up. At first I saw only what one might expect to see in any storeroom: casks of rice and saké, even bolts of rough fabric and racks of weapons. I knew beyond questioning that we had met the chieftain of the demons, disguised as the unfortunate Yuichi, and that this demon was much more intelligent than the usual sort. What I had seen within the demon’s fortress and now in this storeroom bore that out. Whatever he intended, this demon obviously had plans for his followers other than mere survival. So involved was I in examining the more mundane contents that I almost missed the silhouette at the end of the building, the very distinctive silhouette of a demon.


  I raised my sword, but it did not move. I took one slow step forward and then another. I noticed that I was not seeing the red glow of its eyes in the lamplight, as I would rightly expect. I took another step and I realized that its eyesockets were hollow.


  This is it.


  Sanji’s demon sat on a rough seat of hewn timber, much like it would have sat in its place of honor in the Sago family shrine. Even with the demon seated I could tell that it had been about seven feet tall in life, with dull yellow tusks and black coarse hair, though much of that hair had fallen out of its dried scalp over the years. It had obviously been an object of veneration for some time. Rather than the crude loin-cloth or rough clothing that demons normally wore, this one had been dressed in fine robes, though clearly the robes were very old. The cloth was ripped in several places now, practically in tatters, apparently due to its rough handling during the theft.


  Sanji’s demon resembled others I had seen before, but there were some differences. Rather than tusks in both top and bottom jaws there were tusks in its upper jaw only, and they appeared more like a tiger’s fangs than tusks. I took a closer look, and the lamplight reflected on something like a design on its skin, now visible in a tear in its old robes.


  A tattoo?


  I leaned closer. Not a tattoo. Stitches. Very skillfully done. I examined the corpse and found others. I examined the teeth again, closer this time. I hadn’t gotten far when I heard Kenji’s shout.


  “Lord Yamada, if you would be so kind . . . ?”


  I dropped the lantern. I raised my sword and rushed to the doorway.


  Two of the larger demons were approaching Kenji. “Take the left, Kenji-san,” I said, and took up position on his right side.


  The rightmost demon roared, but in pain, not rage. It dropped its sword and reached around as if trying to swat a bee. Then it fell to its knees, an arrow protruding from its back, before toppling face-first into the dirt. While its companion was distracted, Kenji crushed its skull with one sharp blow from his priest’s staff.


  “With all the talismans and whatnot worked into that staff, you hardly needed—” I didn’t finish. The blow from above caught me completely by surprise, and I slammed to the ground as something large and reeking of demon-aura fell on me. Only then did I curse myself for not checking the roof of the storehouse.


  I had dropped my sword. I tried to grasp my dagger but a taloned foot pinned my arm. I recognized the demon chieftain from the compound.


  “You,” he growled. “You ruined everything!”


  He stabbed down at me with a long dagger, and it was only Kenji’s staff, thrust between me and the demon, that blocked him. In its rage the creature swatted the priest’s staff aside as if it were a twig. I struggled, but I was trapped, and the demon’s second blow had already begun.


  Then there was a loud swoosh, as if someone had thrown a tree trunk at us, and then a very loud and wet thud. The demon flew off me as if it had sprouted wings. I heard it slam into the storehouse door and then silence.


  Sago no Daiki leaned on his club, panting. Young and strong though he was, he was clearly near his limit. Both his arrow wounds were bleeding now, and his clothes were torn and mired in blood, both demon’s blood and his own.


  “That’s twice I’ve been overpowered,” I said, as Kenji helped me to stand. “I think I’m getting too old for such things.”


  Kenji just shook his head. “And yet you live still. Luck favors you, Lord Yamada,” he said.


  “If this is favor, then the Gods of Fortune have a twisted sense of humor,” I muttered.


  Daiki tried to catch his breath and didn’t completely succeed. “Is . . . is it here? Did you find it?”


  “It’s here, Master Daiki.” I looked behind me. The flames were already emerging from the eaves of the storeroom. “In there.”


  He cursed and stumbled to the door, which the demon’s body was still blocking. He yanked its arm, and the demon’s corpse fell several feet away from the building in a crumpled, bloody heap. Daiki grabbed the iron ring bolted to the door, but the impact of the demon chieftain’s body had wedged the door against the frame and it would not budge. He tried to raise his club again to smash his way through, but he was so weakened that the club fell out of his hands.


  “Lord Yamada, Kenji-san . . . help me!”


  We did try, all of us together, but in the end we could do nothing but watch the storehouse burn.


  Later as we took stock, it was clear that most of the demons had been killed; a few had escaped but not very many. Our losses were heavy enough as well: five dead and as many again hurt, including Daiki. Kenji got busy binding up wounds and offering prayers to the dead. I cleaned my sword but otherwise tried not to move any more than I could help. There was little that I claimed as mine that was not battered, bruised, or aching.


  Daiki sat down on an empty cask by the demon chieftain’s body. He was still a little shaky, but thanks to Kenji’s expert care the arrows had been removed and the wounds were no longer bleeding. We would likely both live, though we might not be proud of that fact for a few days.


  “I feel I’ve let my ancestor down,” he said. “It was our family’s greatest treasure. It’s gone.”


  “Your family’s greatest treasure is your reputation and honor. Both of which you have defended here today. The loss of Sanji’s Demon is unfortunate, but that is all.”


  He sighed. “Yet there is this empty place in our shrine now. I will always be reminded of my failure.”


  “Then perhaps it is time for a new heirloom.” I nodded at the stiffening body of the demon chieftain. “You can start with that troublesome fellow. I think it would be in your descendants’ best interests to remember him and what he almost accomplished. In case they ever feel the urge to underestimate their enemies.”


  Daiki smiled then, faintly. “Perhaps you are right . . . who’s that there?”


  A rather odd procession was making its way up the trail and through the shattered gates of the demon fortress. Abbot Hideo, in a palanquin borne by two young monks and flanked by two others, was being escorted in by the bushi we’d assigned to guard the path.


  I didn’t let Daiki see me smile. At last, the final lines of this poem are written.


  The abbot surveyed the carnage in obvious bewilderment. Daiki bowed. “My Lord Abbot. You’re a bit off the pilgrim trail, are you not?”


  “Well, I . . . what’s happened here?”


  “This was a demon stronghold,” I said. “With the aid of the governor, Master Daiki has dealt with it in appropriate fashion. May we ask what brings you to this place?”


  The abbot then told at least part of the truth. I’m not sure if he meant to or if it was just impossible to think of a plausible lie with such little warning. “Well . . . I received a messenger who said that he had information embarrassing to the Sago Clan. Naturally, I played along to discover who the miscreant was.”


  “Naturally,” I said. “Then it was doubly fortunate for you that Master Daiki got here first, else you would have walked right into this demon’s nest. In addition to saving my own life today, he saved yours as well.”


  “Well then,” the abbot said, looking uncomfortable. “Umm . . . thank you?”


  “You’re welcome,” Daiki said, then he turned to me. “You think the demon messenger meant the fact that my heirloom was stolen out from under my very nose? Did the chieftain need someone to gloat to, and chose Abbot Hideo?”


  I smiled. “Yes, my lord. I’m sure that’s what the demon meant.”


  Kenji managed to hold his tongue for the several days it took us to recover and begin our journey back to the Capital along the Hokuriku Road.


  “Such a pity,” he said, “that the demons burned the storehouse before we could recover Master Daiki’s property.”


  “Such a pity,” I agreed.


  He went on. “Though I am curious as to how it was managed. You were in there for several moments. The others didn’t see, but I did. The fire,” he said pointedly, “began on the inside.”


  I nodded. “The demons didn’t set the fire, Kenji-san. I did.”


  Kenji’s mouth opened, then slowly closed again. For a moment or two he just stared at me as we walked. “You know,” he said finally, “I didn’t really expect you to admit it.”


  “I am not responsible for your expectations, Kenji-san,” I said.


  “But why? Why did you destroy Sanji’s Demon?”


  “There was no demon. It was a fake.”


  Kenji just blinked. “You are joking.”


  “I am quite serious. A first-class fake, I grant you. Very skillfully done by a master artisan. Only a close examination would reveal the deception, but Sanji’s Demon was no more than a clever arrangement of boar’s tusks, leather, and dyed horsehair.”


  “No wonder he wanted it back so badly,” Kenji said thoughtfully.


  “To the contrary—Master Daiki wanted it back because it was his family’s sacred treasure,” I said.


  Kenji frowned. “You mean he doesn’t know?”


  “Of course he doesn’t know. It’s only when the heirloom’s clothing is removed that the stitching becomes visible, and no one had touched those robes for centuries. I doubt the demon chieftain himself knew until after the theft. Before that, it was just a clever ruse to embarrass the Sago family. After he discovered the deception, well, Sanji’s Demon potentially became so much more. That’s why the demon chieftain didn’t abandon his deception once the theft was accomplished. He had to wait for the Sago family’s utter destruction, and witness his triumph firsthand. As demons go, this one had pride.”


  Kenji understood then. “If this information had become known—”


  “It would have been the end of the Sago clan as demon-quellers. That’s why Abbot Hideo had been summoned to the mountain fortress. I have no doubt the oni chieftain intended to turn the fake over to the abbot and let the monks of Hino Temple do his dirty work for him.”


  “You still haven’t answered my question. Why did you destroy the fake demon?”


  I shrugged. “To protect my patron, of course. What other reason could there be?”


  “Anyone else might believe that, Yamada-san,” Kenji said. “I know you too well.”


  “You met Master Daiki,” I said. “You saw what he was and what his family has accomplished. Perhaps his ancestor was not the demon-slayer that he was reputed to be. Perhaps the real demon fell to a god of disease or simply left for a new place to terrorize. Perhaps Sanji, like his demon, was a fake and a fraud. But the clan he founded most definitely is not. That is what I chose to protect.”


  “A lie,” Kenji said.


  “No, the truth,” I demurred.


  “That’s a contradiction, Lord Yamada.”


  I shook my head. “Facts are whatever facts may be,” I said. “But truth? That is something we humans create, Kenji-san, and it belongs to us.”


  Kenji just sighed. “Buddha be merciful.”


  I nodded in agreement. “Someone needs to be.”


  LADY OF THE GHOST WILLOW


  The remnants of my saké cask, like my sleep, had not lasted the night. Having no further resources to drown my nightmares, I rose, dressed, and went out into the streets of the Capital. The night was at its darkest, lost like me in the time evenly split between dusk and dawn, when ghosts and demons came out of hiding and walked freely about the city. I had no care for that possibility, save that I could have used the distraction.


  So when the shining figure with the appearance of a lady approached me, I was more curious than worried.


  I stood at the highest point on Shijo Bridge. It was a good spot to view the moon, if there had been a moon to view at that hour. It was a decent tactical location in case of trouble, with only two directions to defend. She came out of the darkness and stood on the eastern end of the bridge in the direction of the place where cremations were done, beyond the city walls and the clustered temples specializing in funerals.


  She was not a ghost, though someone less experienced in these matters could easily mistake her for one. The glow around her was very faint but easy to see, and there was a slight flutter in her step that gave her away. Not a ghost. A shikigami, a magical creature with little more reality than the scraps of paper used to create her and no independent will save that of her master, whoever that might be. Still, the person who created her had done a superb job.


  I had seen shikigami that seemed little more than poorly manipulated puppets, but this one could easily pass for human. From the number of layers of her kimono down to the precise cut of her hair, she appeared exactly as one would expect of a well-born attendant to a noble family. Not that such a one would ever be abroad this time of night, and certainly not on foot and alone.


  I turned my gaze back over the water, though I kept her image in the corner of my eye. “What do you want?”


  She bowed to me then. “I am sent with a message for Yamada no Goji. I serve Fujiwara no Kinmei.”


  The name was familiar. A high-ranking deputy to the Minister of the Right, if I recalled correctly. I had heard Prince Kanemore speak of him, and never disparagingly. Which was remarkable, considering His Highness’s general opinion of the Fujiwara. My curiosity was piqued.


  “I am Yamada. How did you or your master know I would be here?”


  She bowed again. “We did not. I was on my way to your lodgings when I found you here instead.”


  That was plausible, since a Fujiwara compound was located in one of the southeastern wards not far from Gion.

  “I will hear you.”


  “May I approach? I do not wish to share my Master’s business with others.”


  “Very well, but not too close.”


  The last was simple caution. While this particular shikigami might resemble a delicate young woman, I had dealt with such before and knew better. She could very well have been an assassin, and such a charming one would have very little trouble reaching her intended victim under normal circumstances, but my instincts told me that this was not the case. I trusted my instincts . . . up to a point.


  She approached to within ten feet and bowed again. I looked over her shoulder. “You have a companion.”


  The shikigami frowned. “I came alone.”


  “I don’t think this person bothered to ask permission.”


  She followed my gaze. A rough-looking samuru was approaching behind her, his hand on the hilt of his sword. I sighed. It was ever thus when more than one or two of the provincial lords and their retinues were in the Capital on business. Many of them kept well-disciplined attendants, but not all. And many of those were not above a bit of nocturnal enrichment or forced pleasure, at opportunity. The shikigami and I must have appeared to represent both potentials. My long dagger was well concealed but within easy reach. I only hoped the ruffian was no more skilled than he appeared.


  He spoke to the messenger, though his eyes were on me. “Woman, behave yourself and nothing too unpleasant will happen to you. I must deal with your friend first.”


  The shikigami smiled at me as the man pushed past her. “Please, my lord. Allow me.”


  I grunted assent and the samuru’s eyes grew wide as he felt himself gripped from behind. In another moment he cleared the bridge railing like a drunken crane who’d forgotten how to fly. I counted to three before I heard the splash. The shikigami held the samuru’s sword in her hands.


  “What shall I do with this?”


  “A poor quality blade,” I said as I eyed it critically. “He may keep it.”


  Soon there was another, smaller splash. The messenger then turned back to me and spoke as if nothing unusual had happened at all.


  “My master wishes your assistance in a rather delicate matter. He believes a friend of his has been cursed. His own arts have proved ineffective, and even the priests have been confounded. My master does not know where else to turn. Will you speak to him?” she asked.


  “Yes,” I said, “I believe I will.”


  My surmise about the location of Fujiwara no Kinmei proved accurate. According to the shikigami, he currently held sole possession of the mansion in the southeastern ward, as his uncle Fujiwara no Shintaro was away on a diplomatic assignment to the north. She brought me to the north gate where I stated my business to the old man who kept watch there. I heard a faint rustle beside me and the messenger was gone. All I saw was a piece of folded paper that quickly blew away down the street on a freshening breeze.


  The servant escorted me into the compound. He barely spoke at all and made no comment on the disappearance of my companion. I imagined that such sights were not unknown to him.


  Lord Kinmei was waiting for me in the main wing of the house. At that hour there was no one else stirring, no doubt part of his intention in sending such a late summons. We had never met before, so we took a moment to study each other. I could only imagine how I must have appeared to him, in my threadbare robes and ungroomed state. For his part he was elegantly but simply dressed. I judged him perhaps thirty years old, handsome, but little else seemed there to read. He offered me saké, which I refused, though it pained me to do so. Considering my reputation, I expected him to be surprised, but if so he didn’t show it. He beckoned me to an empty cushion and sat down himself.


  “Forgive my late summons, but under the circumstances it seemed best. I trust my servant told you my purpose?”


  “In general terms, my lord, but not many specifics. You have a friend who is cursed?”


  The man sighed. “I call it that for want of a better word. I would say ‘haunted,’ but that is impossible.”


  “How so?”


  “As you may know, I am a man of some influence. My friend in turn is a man of good family and some wealth. He has had priests and monks alike place spirit wards at all points of access to his home, and I myself have brought in exorcists of great skill to watch over him. Yet despite both our efforts, a spirit has been seen walking his compound at night, apparently with impunity.”


  “What sort of spirit?”


  “A female, as best anyone can tell. At first glance she appears totally unremarkable, yet the witnesses who have encountered her up close swear that she has no face. They see only a blank white mask where the face should be.”


  “And there are no exorcists on duty when this happens?”


  He smiled then. “You must not think me so negligent of my friend’s health, Lord Yamada. Twice the spirit has been trapped and banished to whence it came, yet it always returns again on another night as if nothing had happened. After each visit my friend’s condition worsens. I have sutras being read at half the temples in the Capital. Nothing seems to help.”


  That was indeed puzzling. My friend Kenji, though lacking in most other attributes of a priest, was one of the finest exorcists I knew, and I had never known a spirit that he had exorcised fail to remain exorcised. I had no doubt those engaged by Lord Kinmei were of equal or greater skill. Besides, any competent priest could create a barrier that would be proof against spirits of the dead or even minor demons. Still, I found myself wishing that Kenji was not currently on a pilgrimage to Mount Hiea. His bursts of actual piety were infrequent but seldom convenient for all that.


  “Lord Kinmei, before we go any further, I must ask you a question: why did you send a shikigami to fetch me? Have you no other servants?”


  He smiled again. “Many. But none I would send into the streets of the Capital at this demon-infested hour.”


  “Also, this way, clearly yet without saying a word, you demonstrated that you are not without skill in supernatural matters. So I would understand that your need must indeed be great to seek me out.”


  Lord Kinmei bowed slightly. “It’s true that I am not without my resources, Lord Yamada. Chinese magic is a slightly disreputable pursuit for one such as I, of course, but useful. Yet you can also see that my . . . intervention, in this matter, must remain at a discreet level. You have quite a reputation, Lord Yamada.”


  “For saké?”


  A bit blunt on my part, but I preferred honesty in these sort of dealings, to the degree that was possible. It prevented many a misunderstanding later.


  “That as well,” Kinmei admitted, “but also for discretion. The saké I do not care about, save that it not interfere with your services.”


  “It will not. Now, then, is it my aid or my advice you seek?”


  “Both. For which I am quite willing to pay two casks of rice from the first harvest of my western farms, plus five bolts of blue silk and one bar of gold to the weight of twenty Chinese coins.”


  I kept my face blank with an effort. Such would pay off all my current debts plus support me comfortably for an entire year. More, if I were sensible, though of course I would not be.


  “Your terms are acceptable. I will require a written introduction to your friend, along with his co-operation. You can start by telling me his name.”


  “You’ll understand that I could not say until we had agreed, but he is Minamoto no Akio. He is a member of the Emperor’s guard, though at present he is on leave for his health. All is easily arranged. He will listen to my wishes in this. Do you have any thoughts on the problem at this point?”


  The victim was unknown to me, but I felt sure I could find out more from Prince Kanemore if need compelled. That would not be necessary, if Kinmei was being as honest with me as he seemed to be. “A couple. But first I must ask you an indelicate question: to your knowledge, is your friend prone to intemperate love affairs?”


  Kinmei smiled again, though I felt that he almost laughed. “Akio has never been prone to intemperance of any kind, Lord Yamada. He is quite likely the most serious, dutiful man I have ever met. He has only one . . . attachment, that I am aware of.”


  “Do you know her name? Where the lady might be found?”


  Kinmei sighed. “I’m sorry, but such is Lord Akio’s discretion that I barely know of her existence. Why do you ask?”


  “Because of the nature of the attacks. Now, one possibility is that the ghost enters his compound by avoiding the barriers.”


  “Certainly, but how? The priests are quite diligent, I assure you.”


  “By the simple expedient of already being within his compound. If the grave is located on the premises, even an exorcist would not send her far.”


  From the expression on Kinmei’s face it was obvious that the possibility had never occurred to him. “Far-fetched,” he said at last, “but certainly possible. That must be considered.”


  “The other possibility is that we’re not dealing with a ghost in the normal sense at all, which is why I asked about his love affairs, meaning no disrespect. Our creature could be an ikiryo.”


  He frowned. “Ikiryo? You mean the vengeful spirit of a living person?”


  I was not surprised that he had heard of such things, but again it was clear the possibility had not occurred to him before now. No wonder. Such instances were extremely rare, and the most famous one of all never actually happened, unless the lady known as Murasaki Shikibu’s account of a feckless prince’s life was more true than was commonly believed.


  “Even so,” he said, “I consider that even less likely than finding a grave on the grounds.”


  “Jealousy and anger are powerful emotions and can arise even in the best of people. Like the Lady of the Sixth Ward herself, whoever is doing this might not even be aware of it.” I made the reference to the Genji Monogatari in the full confidence that he would understand it, nor was I disappointed.


  “The Lady of the Sixth Ward wrought great harm to the Shining Prince’s loved ones all unawares. So. We must consider all possibilities, not only for Akio’s sake but the future happiness of our two families. Suzume especially.”


  I frowned. “Your pardon, Lord Kinmei, but I don’t know who you mean.”


  “Fujiwara no Suzume. My younger sister, Lord Yamada. Once Akio has recovered his health, he and Suzume are to be married.”


  It occurred to me that, if Lady Suzume had been the “attachment” to which Lord Kinmei referred, he would know more of the matter than he was telling. Again, my instincts spoke against that. Which left the matter of Lord Akio’s lover a question that would need answering.


  It took a little while for the introductions and arrangements to be made, so by the time I arrived at Akio’s family compound on the sixth avenue south of Gion, his condition had worsened and he was unable to receive visitors. Akio had been placed in the east wing of the mansion, and I could plainly hear the drones of the priests reciting sutras. No expense had been spared, though so far to no good affect.


  As evening fell again, I toured the grounds in the company of an aged senior priest named Nobu. I told him of my suspicions, and he considered them in silence for several moments.


  “A burial in a place meant for the living would be most unusual,” he said. “One that would occur only in circumstances that were themselves . . . unusual.”


  I smiled then. I was beginning to like the old priest. “We must speak frankly to one another,” I said. “You mean either a burial from ancient times . . . or a murder.”


  “Lord Akio’s family have long been patrons of my temple. I would not accuse this great and noble house of such a thing,” Nobu said.


  “Now would I. It’s possible the grave exists without their knowledge. So it would be in their interest that we find it and remove it, if that grave does in fact exist.”


  In some ways Nobu reminded me of Kenji, at least in the sense that I always got when watching a master at work. In a very short span of time I saw that Lord Kinmei’s confidence had not been misplaced. Nobu worked the area of the compound with his tools, and I with mine. He counted the beads on his prayer necklace while keeping up a steady chant as he paced off the length and breadth of the grounds like a water-diviner. For my part I kept a close watch for rising miasmas and the blink of corpse lights. When we met back near the front gate, we had both come to the same conclusion.


  Nobu sighed. “Nothing, Lord Yamada. I can find no grave here.”


  “I agree. Which is a shame, really. A grave would have been easier to deal with.”


  “A proper cremation. A proper funeral ritual and reburial with respect. Even someone torn from this world by violence could be appeased on that score,” he said. “Pity.”


  “So that leaves us with the second possibility that I mentioned.”


  “My wager,” the old priest said, “would have been on the grave. Lord Yamada, I’ve known young Akio all his life. It simply makes no sense to me that anyone would harbor this level of ill-feeling towards him, consciously or not. He’s as decent a man as I’ve ever known.”


  “Someone clearly does . . . and that someone is here!”


  I spotted the faintly glowing figure only a moment before Nobu did. I sprinted toward the veranda of the east wing, with the priest, for all his years, barely three paces behind me.


  The creature was exactly as had been described. It was dressed in flowing white robes, as for a funeral, though it was hard to make out any specific details of the garb. The ghost’s long, unconfined black hair twisted and flowed in the freshening breeze as if it were a separate thing with its own will, framing a face of no features. No eyes, nose, mouth, just a white emptiness that was more chilling than the most ferocious devil-mask.


  I put myself between the thing and the house with no clear idea of what I was going to do. I had amulets for protection against ordinary spirits, but I wasn’t sure they would serve here. I never got the chance to find out, for in another moment Nobu was beside me. I expected him to begin the rite of exorcism, but instead he produced a strip of paper and slapped it directly onto the creature’s empty face. In another moment it had vanished, and only then did Nobu sink slowly to the ground, his chest heaving.


  “Are you all right?” I asked. I started to help him up, but he waved me off.


  “I think I will live, Lord Yamada, but one of my age should not run so much. Give me a moment.”


  I waited until Nobu’s breathing—and my own—had returned to something closer to normal, then I helped him to stand again. “What did you use on that thing?”


  “A seal more appropriate for a powerful kami rather than a simple ghost. Which, if you are correct, this thing is not. After seeing the result, I’m inclined to agree. Do you think I destroyed it?”


  So my suspicions were confirmed. A powerful spirit but a ghost of the living, not the dead. Ikiryo. I shook my head. “A friend of mine once helped me contain a shapeshifter’s power with something similar, but more likely you banished it temporarily, much like the previous exorcisms. I believe it will return.”


  “I can replace the wards on Akio’s room with these,” he said, “I have just enough left. But he can’t stay in that room forever. I’ll send to Enryaku Temple tonight for more seals, but I’m not sure how long these will last. The wards are strongest when first used. Their power fades over time.”


  “If I can find the source of the ikiryo that will be a moot point,” I said. “And to do that, I have to learn more about who Lord Akio’s unseen enemy might be. I may need to search his private quarters.”


  Nobu hesitated. “Lord Kinmei trusts you and thus so must I, but I would be remiss in my duties to the family if I allowed you to riffle through Akio’s belongings without supervision.”


  I had no argument with that condition. I waited while the priest changed the defenses of Lord Akio’s sick room. When he returned he looked relieved.


  “Lord Akio is sleeping peacefully. Whatever the creature meant to do, I believe it was thwarted tonight.”


  “Then let us hope I find something that will help keep it away permanently.”


  I allowed Nobu to escort me to the young master’s private rooms and remain with me as I searched. I opened and closed several chests, but most contained extra clothes and such and were of little interest. In truth, very little that was obvious to me on first inspection was of interest. I stopped, considering what I might have missed.


  “It might help if you told me what sort of thing you’re looking for,” Nobu said.


  I sighed. “The only way I could tell you would be if I’d already found it.”


  I took another long look around the room. Like a tiny insect crawling on my arm, a thing scarcely noticed saved for the itch, something was bothering me. Something was . . . missing.


  “Your master is of the royal court and yet not literate?”


  Nobu scowled. “Illiterate? Nonsense! Even the Emperor has remarked on Akio’s skill as a poet.”


  “Then where is his writing table?”


  Nobu’s scowl deepened, then suddenly cleared away. “Oh! It was brought to his sick room. I think its presence was meant to comfort him.”


  “I need to see it, but I do not wish to disturb the young man’s sleep.”


  “We should be able to bring it out for you. Come with me.”


  Akio’s quarters were in the west wing of the mansion. We made our way through the corridor, into the main house, then out into the east wing. There were few servants about, mostly women, and they moved silently on their own errands with barely a glance at us. As we grew closer to the sick room, the chanting of the monks grew louder, though the sound remained somewhat muted in order to not awaken Akio.


  Nobu left me where three priests sat in prayer, and a female attendant slid the screen aside for him to enter the room. In a few moments he returned, bearing the writing table.


  It was of fine make, lacquered and painted with scenes of mountains and rivers and set at the perfect height for a kneeling man to use. There was a small chest attached for his inkstones and brushes, and a separate drawer for paper. All was in good condition and in order, though it was also clear that the table and its implements had seen heavy use.


  There were also several cubbyholes containing scrolls. Nobu looked unhappy but said nothing as I pulled each out in turn and examined it. Drafts of poems, mostly completed. I read a few and silently agreed with Nobu’s opinion—Lord Akio clearly was a talented poet and could no doubt hold his own or better at court, where nearly all written communication of importance was in poetic form. I soon found a common reference in several completed poems and a few drafts. I showed them to Nobu.


  “Lord Akio uses the expression ‘Lady of the Ghost Willow’ more than once. There’s also a few references to a ‘Lady of the Morning Iris.’ Do you know who he meant?” I asked, but Nobu just shrugged.


  “I’m afraid the references have no meaning to me,” he said.


  “The poems I showed you are Lord Akio’s work, are they not?”


  “Of course. Why do you ask?”


  I held a piece of paper which, as the wrinkles and creases clearly showed, had been folded into a thin strip and tied into a knot. “To be certain.” I showed him the bit of writing on that paper. “Is this your master’s calligraphy?”


  Nobu was looking decidedly uncomfortable. “No. I don’t recognize the hand, though I think I’ve seen it before. What is it?”


  “A letter . . . or rather, a poem.”


  “Lord Yamada, this is all really improper. These poems are private correspondence.”


  “I agree. Yet I’m afraid that this is my main virtue, for the missions I’ve undertaken: I’m willing to be improper as the need arises. And in this case, the need is that I read these private communications on the chance that they will tell me something that can help Lord Akio.”


  Nobu’s scowl deepened, but he did not object further. I flattened out the paper as much as possible and read what was written there:


  The humbled swordsman


  Once proud, a blade cut his sleeve


  Now wet with the dew.


  The tanka was written in a delicate, refined script and was incomplete. Normally the one who received such a poem would write two lines to complete the form and return it to the sender. I had no way of knowing if the poem had been intended for Akio or whether he had replied.


  I had little talent for poetry, but my instruction in the classic metaphors was probably no less extensive than Akio’s. The poem was both an entreaty and a question; that much was clear. But what was the answer? One who might be able to tell me was beyond speech now and might be for some time, if not forever. I wondered if there was anyone aside from Akio who might know.


  “Lord Akio is safe for the moment. I must leave now and get a little sleep before I return to Lord Kinmei’s house tomorrow. Please return this table to its rightful place.”


  Nobu looked at me. “Tomorrow? But it’s my understanding that Lord Kinmei left for Enrakyu Temple to pray for Lord Akio’s health this very morning. He won’t be back until the day after. And even then he plans to stay here, rather than at his own home. He wishes to be present if . . . when, his friend awakens.”


  “Perfect, since it is Fujiwara no Suzume I need to speak with.”


  “His sister? May I ask why?”


  “Because it’s possible that she knows more about this matter than her brother does.”


  It was mid-morning before Fujiwara no Suzume was ready to receive me. I was ushered into the main reception hall. There was a low dais on which a translucent curtain of silk had been hung. Lady Suzume kneeled on a cushion behind that curtain, with two female attendants flanking her at a discreet distance. I could see the outlines of her small form but few details. It would have taken a far more intimate connection than the one I had to be allowed to see her face.


  “My brother left instructions to the household that we refuse no reasonable request from you,” she said without preamble. “What do you wish of me, Lord Yamada?”


  Straight to the point. I know she was trying to be rude, but at the moment such directness served my needs admirably.


  “Please forgive my intrusion, but there are some questions I need to ask you, for Lord Akio’s sake.”


  “Akio? What can I tell you that would be of help?”


  Was that actual concern in her voice? I had to admit that it at least sounded that way. “I understand that you were promised to Lord Akio.”


  “I am still promised to Lord Akio,” she replied, with some of the coldness I had originally felt returning to her voice. “And if it be the will of Heaven that promise will be honored. Akio’s father and my uncle have both approved the match.”


  “Is that your will as well?”


  There was a long silence. Thanks to the curtain I couldn’t tell if she was shocked or merely trying not to laugh.


  “What has that to do with the matter, Lord Yamada? You know the law as well as I.”


  “Of course, my lady. But that was not my question.”


  There was an even longer silence, then she turned to her two attendants. “You are both to withdraw to just beyond the doorway. Keep us in sight, as is proper, but no more.”


  They both bowed and obeyed, though without a great deal of enthusiasm. When they were clearly out of earshot, Lady Suzume beckoned me closer. She then pulled the two halves of the curtain apart, only a little, but it was enough that I could finally see the woman kneeling behind the curtain, and the sight was very familiar. Easily explained: her resemblance to her brother was quite striking. She was, in her own way, as beautiful as he was handsome. She also seemed to be his model for the shikigami who had served as his messenger earlier.


  “I had to see your face, Lord Yamada. Forgive me, but some matters cannot be judged by words alone through a veil.”


  I had of course seen the veil as a hindrance to myself, but now I understood that hindrance worked both ways. “I am honored.”


  “Not by my own inclination. Your reputation is unsavory at best, but I want you to understand that I will do anything I can to be of service to Lord Akio. Anything, and that includes answering your rather impertinent question, Lord Yamada—yes, it is my will. Akio and my brother grew up together and were inseparable, and so Lord Akio in turn was like an older brother to me. My affection for him has only increased over the years. He is the kindest, gentlest man I have ever known.”


  “So you are . . . content, to be Lord Akio’s wife?”


  She did laugh then, demurely covering her mouth with her fan. “ ‘Content’? Lord Yamada, I have lived in terror of some of the marriages my family contemplated for me. Yet when my uncle gave me the news that I was for Akio instead, I counted myself thrice blessed! He is a good man, a friend, and will treat me well. I cannot believe the gods would be so cruel as to offer me such happiness and then snatch it from me before I have even touched it.”


  I, on the other hand, had no trouble at all believing that they would do such, and worse besides. I had seen it, and not from nearly as far a distance as I would have liked. Which was another reason I did not want to follow my current path but did not see much in the way of alternatives. I did note that Lady Suzume never said that she loved him, but perhaps in her view that was entirely beside the point.


  “Forgive me, Lady Suzume, but you do know that he has other attachments?”


  For the space of a dozen heartbeats, there was almost absolute silence. “What of it?” she asked, finally, and I could not imagine the snows of Hokkaido containing any more chill than the one in her voice.


  “So you did know.”


  “Of course I knew! It was my business to know. What I do not know is why you’re asking me this.”


  “Again I must beg your indulgence, but I did ask for a reason.”


  She closed the curtain again. “I am not curious about that reason. If there is more to the matter, I suggest you consult the so-called ‘Lady of the Ghost Willow’ for yourself.”


  So she even knew her rival’s poetic euphemism. I should have been surprised, but I was not. “No one seems to know who she is.”


  I thought she was going to laugh, call me an idiot, or both. “I assume you’ve seen Lord Akio’s poems, or you wouldn’t be asking me about this woman. I believe he also refers to her as ‘Morning Iris.’ Put it together, Lord Yamada.”


  I frowned. Morning Iris? Ghost willow? For a moment I just stared at her. Then I almost called myself an idiot. “The tree called the ghost willow is ‘yanagi,’ and it’s also a family name. Iris is ‘ayame,’ a flower and also a woman’s name. ‘Lady of the Ghost Willow.’ I’m looking for a woman named Yanagi no Ayame.”


  I couldn’t see her smile, but I knew it was there. “So you’re not a complete fool. That’s good to know, since you seem to be our only hope for Lord Akio’s deliverance. You will find a way to save him, Lord Yamada. I hope there is no misunderstanding between us on this.”


  At that point I did not think there was. “Everything I do now is in the service of Lord Akio’s deliverance, Lady Suzume.”


  “Then I humbly suggest you stop wasting my lord’s time. The woman you seek lives in the Fifth Ward. If you need answers, she’s more likely to possess them than I.”


  The Yanagi family compound had seen better days. The walls had been patched in several places; the gate swung uneasily on rusty hinges. Yet the patching was of fine workmanship, and if the hinges were rusted the gate itself had been recently repaired. An old woman, whom I soon learned was the only retainer remaining, closed the gate behind us and led me through the dilapidated garden. A very old willow, the sort with long, trailing limbs and known commonly known as a “ghost willow,” had pride of place there, such that it was, doubtless due to its family association. Such trees were often the haunts of yokai and ghosts, and considered unlucky. When I saw the state of the Lady of the Morning Iris’s home, I was inclined to agree.


  Whatever lowly condition the family had come to, etiquette itself had not been abandoned. I was led to an audience with Yanagi no Ayame that, at least so far as the procedures and forms were concerned, was little different than the one earlier with Lady Suzume. Only this time, the curtains were not opened. Yet their threadbare state did give me a glimpses of the woman on the opposite side of the veil from time to time.


  She was about Suzume’s age or perhaps a bit younger. Her kimono and green Chinese overjacket were of fine quality, and if the kimono was a little worn, the overjacket was obviously new. Ayame herself was a lovely, delicate woman, though with little of the serenity of Lady Suzume.


  “Thank you for receiving me. I am Lord Yamada.”


  Yanagi no Ayame was worried, and she didn’t bother to conceal it. “I apologize for our current surroundings, Lord Yamada, but as you see, maintenance has been impossible until recently.”


  “That is of no consequence. Thank you for receiving me under these circumstances.”


  “Your messenger barely preceded you within the hour, so I must ask you: is there any further news of Lord Akio?”


  “He yet lives, but his health is grave. Surely you knew of this before my messenger arrived?”


  “I only knew . . . ” Her voice trailed off. “That is . . . ”


  I didn’t want to embarrass her, but I didn’t have the time to dance around the matter all evening. Nor, I was certain, did Lord Akio. “You only knew that he had not visited or written to you in the last several days, yes?”


  “Yes,” she said, so softly I barely heard her. “In my loneliness I was afraid he had forgotten me.”


  Attachments among the nobility tended to follow set protocols: In the case of a formal alliance, the man would visit his love openly, and any children produced would be immediately acknowledged. If there was no formal understanding, the visits would of course be more discreet, whatever the outcome, including children. I was fairly certain that Lord Akio’s relationship with the “Lady of the Ghost Willow” fell into the informal second category, whatever their feelings toward each other might be.


  “I realize it is both painful and indelicate to speak of such things, so I must ask your forgiveness in advance. I have Lord Akio’s welfare at heart.”


  “As do I, Lord Yamada. He has been very kind to me in my troubles, and if I can be of service to him now, I will. But I don’t know what I can tell you that may be of help.”


  “Perhaps we may discover something together. Now, then: you say you did not know of Lord Akio’s condition. Did you also not know that he is engaged to Lady Fujiwara no Suzume?”


  She sighed. “That I did know. He told me himself some weeks ago.”


  That got my attention. “If I may ask, what was his purpose in telling you?”


  She frowned slightly. “It may surprise you, Lord Yamada, considering the differences in circumstances between me and my lord, but we had . . . have few secrets between us. He told me of his father’s decision because he thought I had the right to know.”


  I was beginning to wonder how the ikiryo was managing to harm Lord Akio in the first place. The more I heard of the man, the more I expected him to be surrounded by the divine protective glow of saintly purity. I dismissed the thought as unworthy, and wondered if I was beginning to feel jealous of the man.


  “I could understand one being angry at such news,” was all I said.


  Through one of the rips in the curtain, I clearly saw Ayame frown. “Why should I be angry? It is a good match; I know he has always been fond of Lady Suzume and her brother. He often spoke of them. They’ve been friends since they were children.”


  “And you had no ambitions of one day occupying the place that Lady Suzume will soon take by his side?”


  Ayame was silent for several heartbeats. “That was always impossible,” she finally said, her voice barely audible.


  “I can see how your current circumstances would be a hindrance, but are you certain? Did Akio never speak to his family on your behalf?”


  Silence again. Then, “Lord Yamada, you misunderstand. When I refer to ‘my circumstances,’ it is not my obvious poverty that is the obstacle. It is the fact that my father and brother were both carried off by a demon of disease when I was fifteen. I have no other brothers or male cousins.”


  As with Lady Suzume, again I felt like a complete fool. Under both law and custom, Ayame was unable to speak for herself in these matters. Only her father or any surviving male relative of age could grant her permission to marry. And there was none.


  “You are the last of your family, aren’t you?”


  “Do not think me despairing, Lord Yamada. I may yet have children, so in some fashion the Yanagi Clan may survive. But I can never formally marry. When the time came, I couldn’t even offer myself to Lord Akio freely. I had to beg him to force me, so that I would not offend my father’s spirit by usurping his prerogative.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, though the word seemed like nothing.


  “I do not need your pity, Lord Yamada. I need for you to understand me. If Lord Akio did not marry Suzume, he would marry another. If the gods will that this be the end of our love, then it will be so. But I do not think that will be the case. Perhaps that hope is an illusion, but I will cling to it. Now. Is there anything else?”


  “No, Lady Ayame.”


  “Then this audience is at an end.”


  On the evening of the third day I found Nobu pacing the perimeter of the mansion, his prayer beads out. “I’m glad you’ve returned,” he said. “I think we’ll need all the aid we can find.”


  “Did the creature return last night?”


  “Yes, but the seals held. It didn’t get in. But I warned you that the seals were losing potency, and my messengers have not yet returned from Enryaku Temple. If they don’t come after tonight we’ll be back to bare exorcism.”


  “You have no seals at all?”


  He grunted. “Only two that I still trust, but that’s not enough to secure the chamber where Lord Akio is being tended.”


  I breathed a silent prayer of thanks to whoever might be listening. “Two may be just enough. Has Lord Kinmei returned?”


  “Yes, though he was weary from his journey. I believe he is asleep in Lord Akio’s chambers. Shall I awaken him?”


  “No, but I would like to check on him. First give me one of the wards, just in case I meet the creature before you do. You take the other and keep watch. I’ll be back shortly.”


  There was an attendant at the door. I ordered him to go join the guard around the room where Lord Akio was being kept, and then I slipped inside the room where Lord Kinmei was sleeping. I tarried there for a few moments but was careful not to awaken him, and then I left as quietly as I could and returned to where the others kept watch. On my way back I saw the ghostly figure floating across the ground in the courtyard.


  “The ikiryo is coming,” I said.


  In an instant Nobu had the spirit ward in his hand. “You saw it? Where?”


  “Close by. Be prepared.”


  The ikiryo manifested just beyond the veranda, in manner and appearance exactly the same as I had seen it two nights before. It floated toward Lord Akio’s sick room as if it didn’t even notice us. I wondered if perhaps that was indeed the case. I leaned close to Nobu.


  “Once the seal is placed, be prepared to move quickly.”


  He started to ask me something, doubtless to inquire what I was talking about, but there was no time. He stepped into the spirit’s path and placed his last remaining ward.


  “Hsssss . . . ”


  I have no idea how the creature hissed like a cat with no visible mouth, but then I halfway expected the thing to be stronger than before. Nonetheless, Nobu’s spirit seal performed its duties admirably, and the creature began to fade. I turned to the other priests and attendants nearby as I took a torch out of the hands of one startled servant. “Stay here. Make sure no one approaches Lord Akio until we return. Master Nobu, follow me!”


  I saw the confusion on the old man’s face but he didn’t hesitate. I sprinted down the corridor, across the main wing and back into the west wing of the mansion with Nobu close behind.


  “Is Lord Kinmei . . . in danger as well?” he managed to gasp.


  “Extremely so!”


  There was a bewildered attendant at the door to Lord Akio’s quarters where Lord Kinmei was sleeping. I sent him off to join the guard around Lord Akio.


  “Why did you send him away?” Nobu asked as I slid the door aside.


  “So he wouldn’t see this,” I said.


  Lord Kinmei lay on his bedding right where I’d left him, still fast asleep, only now the ikiryo hovered above him, its no-face mere inches from his face. Nobu grabbed his prayer beads and immediately began a rite of exorcism, but I stopped him.


  “If you value Lord Kinmei’s life, wait,” I said.


  Nobu stared at me, uncomprehending, but there wasn’t time for questions. I darted forward and slapped Lord Kinmei awake.


  “What—?”


  He started to scramble to his feet but I held him down. “Look, Lord Kinmei. Look at it.”


  Despite his obvious fear, he did as I commanded, and comprehension finally came. “Is this . . . ?”


  “Yes, my lord. It is.”


  “I-I swear I didn’t know. I didn’t mean . . . ”


  “I know.”


  I reached forward and plucked Nobu’s last remaining spirit seal, the one he’d given me earlier, from Lord Kinmei’s chest where I’d left it after I saw the ikiryo emerge from Lord Kinmei only a few minutes before. With the barrier dissolved, the ikiryo returned to its rightful place as Lord Kinmei began to weep.


  I joined the guard surrounding Lord Akio until Nobu returned to fetch me later in the evening. “He’s ready to receive you now.”


  “How is he?”


  “Devastated, as one might expect. He wants to become a monk.”


  “Do you think that’s a wise decision?”


  He smiled. “As a rule? Yes. But he’s in no condition to be making that choice now. Besides, his father requires heirs to the clan line and would never allow it. He’s in negotiations for an arranged marriage even as we speak.”


  “That would be what’s expected.”


  “Lord Yamada, I have been a spiritual counselor to both families for a long time. Do you think I didn’t know of Lord Kinmei’s inclinations? This does not change the fact that he is a loyal son and will do what is expected of him. But the ikiryo? That I did not know, or even suspect, but at least I understand now why you halted my exorcism.”


  I sighed. “I’ve often asked you to trust me during this time, but now it seems that I must trust you, Master Nobu. You are quite correct. With the ‘grave’ of the spirit blocked, an exorcism might have worked too well, and Lord Kinmei would have lost that part of himself forever. I’ve seen that happen once before, and I’d call the result an improvement. But in this case? I think we would have done irreparable harm.”


  “Perhaps we already have. Is this really necessary?”


  “ ‘A poisoned wound never heals.’ Lord Akio will recover. Now we must make sure Lord Kinmei does the same.”


  Lord Kinmei was waiting for us in Akio’s quarters. Upon first glance, I’d say “devastated” was an understatement. At that moment Lord Kinmei had to be the most miserable human being I’d ever seen, and that included my own reflection. There were cushions there on the floor by the bedding and he motioned for Nobu and me to sit.


  “I will never forgive myself, Lord Yamada,” he said without preamble. “When I think of what I almost did . . . but I didn’t know. How did you?”


  “In order to answer that, I must ask you a question or two yet. Are you prepared?”


  He took a long breath and then indicated assent. I recited the unfinished poem I’d found in Lord Akio’s writing table. “That was yours, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes, Lord Yamada.”


  “The allusion to the cut sleeve was obvious, a reference to shared love between men that has been used in poetry since ancient times. But Lord Akio did not return your affections, did he?”


  There were tears in Lord Kinmei’s eyes. “Lord Akio has great regard for me, as one might a brother. My feelings for him were . . . are, deeper. No, Lord Yamada, he did not share those feelings.”


  “There is much I don’t understand,” Nobu said, “but I realize now that the attacks began only after Akio’s engagement to Suzume was formalized. Why was she not attacked instead?”


  I smiled then. “Obviously, because Lord Akio’s upcoming marriage was an accident of timing, not the cause. Would you agree, Lord Kinmei?”


  He looked at the floor. “I had no reason to resent my sister. If Akio had truly returned my affections, the technicality of a wife would not prevent our relationship, just as it does not for other men and women whose affections are elsewhere, whatever their inclinations.”


  I nodded. “In truth, even after the poem, I tended to suspect that Suzume might be the real culprit. The appearance of the spirit was . . . ambiguous, and the death of the groom is one sure way to prevent an undesired marriage.”


  Kinmei sighed. “May I ask how Suzume convinced you of her innocence?”


  “At the end of our audience she told me to find a way to save Lord Akio,” I said.


  Now Nobu scowled. “You believed her? Just because of a plea?”


  I almost laughed. “Plea? No, Master Nobu—it was a command. With, I might add, implied consequences for failure.”


  Kinmei managed a weak smile. “Even as a child, Suzume was never easily nor lightly thwarted.”


  I bowed. “Thus your sister thoroughly squelched any suspicion that the match was undesirable in her eyes. With that fact established, the nature of the ghost itself argued against her involvement. If the ikiryo had awakened within Lady Suzume, it would certainly have gone after the Lady of the Ghost Willow, not Lord Akio.”


  “You found her?” Nobu asked. “Then how did you know that she was not the culprit?”


  “Suzume’s innocence argued for that of Lord Akio’s lover as well. An ikiryo is a very special sort of assassin, conjured in a moment of great emotional upheaval, which by then I was certain that Suzume only experienced after the first attacks, not before. The Lady of the Ghost Willow knew about the marriage arrangement long before Lord Akio was attacked, which likewise removed the heat of passion as an issue. I’m afraid, Lord Kinmei, that left only you.”


  “I want to die,” he said.


  Nobu glared at me, but I just smiled again. “Why? For saving Lord Akio’s life?”


  Lord Kinmei stared at me as if I’d slapped him. “For . . . ? I almost killed him!”


  I shook my head. “No, my lord. Your resentments, your jealousy, those powerful emotions that sometimes get out of our control almost killed him. But you? That part that is and always remains Fujiwara no Kinmei felt nothing but love and concern for your friend. You almost certainly prevented his death as if you’d shielded him with your own body.”


  Tears were streaming down his face now. “How? How did I do this?”


  “You summoned me. With all due respect to Master Nobu and his associates, if you had not done so, Lord Akio would likely be dead now.”


  “That is no more than simple truth,” Nobu said ruefully.


  Lord Kinmei would not meet my gaze. “You are kind,” he said.


  I shook my head. “No, my lord, I am not. As Master Nobu just pointed out, I have told you the truth, no more and no less. If there is any kindness here, you must find it for yourself.”


  “But what must I do now? Akio remains in danger so long as I live!”


  Nobu bowed. “With respect, I rather doubt that.”


  I nodded. “Again, Master Nobu speaks truly. An ikiryo feeds on repressed resentments, unacknowledged emotions. That was why I sealed you off, so it could not return to you without your full awareness. Now, you know, and that changes everything. I do not believe the creature will return. If you can make peace with yourself now, I guarantee it will not.”


  “I will speak to your father,” Nobu said. “I’m sure he will approve a time of retreat at Enryaku Temple. You will not be taking the tonsure, mind, but you can rest and recover and, most of all, satisfy yourself that there is no danger. If anything were to happen, we would be prepared.”


  “What do you think, Lord Yamada?” Kinmei asked.


  I grunted. “I think you should listen to a man who understands spiritual matters better than I do, and that man is sitting beside me.”


  I took my leave of Nobu and Lord Kinmei then. My duties were at an end, but for someone like Master Nobu, theirs had just begun. I rather thought he had a more difficult mission than mine, but then perhaps his rewards were, eventually, greater.


  It wasn’t very late. I looked up into the clear evening sky, and then smiled and headed toward Shijo Bridge while there was still time. Lord Kinmei was a man of his word, and I had no doubt that my payment would arrive soon, and then there would be saké.


  Right now, there was a lovely moon.


  THE GHOST OF SHINODA FOREST


  I didn’t know how Kenji found me. I didn’t know what possessed him to look. Yet there he was, coming up the mountain trail to what was left of Enfusa Temple. I sat on the broad stone steps that now led to nothing, looking out over the valley below and admiring the view, when I heard his approach.


  “What are you doing here, Kenji-san?” I asked.


  “That would be my question as well, Lord Yamada. Or does it simply stand to reason that the only temple you feel any attraction to is a failed one?” Kenji leaned his mendicant’s staff against a pine tree and sat down beside me on the steps. “Charming view,” he said, looking down the mountain.


  “Yes.”


  After a moment of more or less comfortable silence, he frowned and looked behind him. There wasn’t much to see. The temple building had burned down years ago; there wasn’t much left save the stone steps, blackened, shattered roof tiles, and a couple of moldering guardian statues, their features almost weathered away.


  “There are ghosts here,” he said. “I can sense them.”


  “Most likely. There’s something about thwarted plans and lost opportunities that tends to attract them.”


  Kenji sighed. “I know you’re under no obligation to tell me, but I have to ask again: what are you doing here?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Kenji frowned. “Lord Yamada, you’re frightening me.”


  “I haven’t touched saké in three weeks.”


  “Oh. In that case, I brought some with me . . . strictly for charitable reasons, you understand.”


  I sighed. “It’s not that I can’t afford saké, Kenji-san. I haven’t wanted it.”


  Kenji stared for a moment. “I was wrong. Now you’re frightening me.”


  I looked out at the view from the mountain. “The ancient Chinese poet Li Po once said that when he drank, he forgot Heaven and Hell. And when he really drank, he also forgot himself and thus found his greatest joy. I’ve been ‘really’ drinking for a long time now, Kenji-san. Would you concur?”


  “If there were such a thing as drinking at heroic levels, you would be an immortal,” Kenji said cheerfully.


  “And in all that time I never, not once, forgot myself or found any joy.”


  Kenji frowned. “So the lesson is ‘never trust a drunken Chinese poet’?”


  I almost laughed. “That’s one. There may be another lesson, and perhaps that’s why I’m at Enfusa, but I have no idea what it may be.”


  “It simply could be that you never drink while you’re on a mission.”


  “I’m not on a mission.”


  “Yes, you are, though you don’t know it yet. Lord Yamada, I came to tell you that Princess Teiko’s ghost has been seen in Shinoda Forest.”


  Whether I was drunk or sober, Teiko haunted my dreams. I had always assumed, if I drank enough, that one day this would no longer be true, but there had been fifteen years of drinking after we parted, plus two more after her death, and now my optimism was quite exhausted. There was nothing left in me to fight her with, so I did the only sensible thing—I surrendered.


  I was back at Lake Biwa, two years ago. I knew it was two years ago because I was searching desperately along the shore of the lake. Teiko had eluded her guards, and her brother Prince Kanemore and I were searching, though now I knew where she was. I emerged into an open area near the cliffs, Kanemore at my side. I tried to look at him but he has no face. The only face I could see was Teiko’s, almost lost in the distance as she stood on the edge of a precipice, too far away to reach in time.


  I’ve heard that a dreamer can wake himself once he knows he is dreaming, but I always knew, and I never awoke. Maybe I didn’t want to; at least this way I could see Teiko again. Even if it was only to watch her die.


  She stepped off the edge, as I remembered. But this time she did not strike the water. Her fall slowed from a hard plummet to a gentle drift, as if she were no heavier than a snowflake or the ash of a funeral pyre. She stood on the surface of the lake for a moment, and then she began to walk towards shore.


  Towards me.


  Kanemore, silent, bowed down. I merely waited, though I wanted to run. She moved across the surface of the water with barely a ripple. I finally sank to my knees and bowed, because I could not think what else to do.


  “Teiko-hime.”


  “It had to be,” she said. “You know this. There was no other way.”


  I knew. Teiko took her own life on her way to exile, convicted under a false accusation of treason, the accusation then disproven with my help. With her death laid squarely at the feet of the Fujiwara minister of justice, no one could openly oppose her son’s claim to the throne. All had gone according to her own plan, and I, unknowing, had played my part.


  “My son,” she said.


  “He is safe,” I said.


  “No,” she said. She sounded sad. “He is not safe. Neither are you.”


  “What must I do?” I asked.


  “Forgive me,” she said.


  I had tried. I was still trying.


  “Forgive me.”


  “I—”


  The words stuck in my throat, and when I looked up, she was gone.


  Morning, as it usually does, came too early, and after a night sleeping on hard ground I was not in the best of moods to greet it. Besides, if there was a more foolish act for a human male than seeking out a fox spirit deliberately, I couldn’t think what it might be. Yet this was the second time in my life I’d found myself doing exactly that. It occurred to me that I wasn’t always my own best friend, and I said as much to Kenji the reprobate priest. Kenji paused on the road long enough to wipe the sweat from his bald head.


  “Lord Yamada, this is perhaps a revelation to you, but I can assure you that it’s no surprise to anyone else. But what prompted this sudden understanding?”


  “I would have thought that obvious. Who else would travel from Enfusa Temple to the Capital and on to Shinoda Forest in search of foxes playing tricks? It’s not as if anyone’s asked me to do it. Frankly I still don’t understand why you came along.”


  “My reasons are my own,” Kenji said, “but yours are plain enough, which is part of the reason I did come. Lord Yamada, are you so certain that we’re chasing a fox?”


  I took a deep breath. “To the best of my knowledge, Princess Teiko never traveled through, never even set foot in Shinoda Forest in her lifetime. Even assuming that her ghost walks the earth still—a possibility I consider extremely remote—there is no reason, none at all, for her to manifest within Shinoda Forest. Therefore, it is someone or something counterfeiting her appearance, and a shapeshifter such as a fox would be the obvious choice. Forgive my arrogance, but one reason to do so would be to lure me there.”


  “Which would be a good argument for staying away,” Kenji pointed out.


  “Risky, perhaps, but the one sure way to reveal a trap is to fall into it.”


  Kenji didn’t say anything for a while. We walked in a heavy silence that the world around us did not share. It was barely mid-morning, but already the heat was becoming oppressive. Birds sang anyway, as well as cicadas, from almost every tree along the road. We finally stopped to rest by a cold spring, and after we had drunk our fill and eaten a rice ball, we sat on opposite sides of the spring and wrapped our silence around us like cloaks. Two years had passed since Princess Teiko’s death, most of which I had spent in the dregs of a saké cup, until Kenji found me at Enfusa.


  “Say what you’re thinking, Kenji-san,” I said finally. “I know you’re dying to do so.”


  “Lord Yamada, do I really need to point out that this may actually be Princess Teiko’s ghost? Can you honestly tell me that you have not thought of this?”


  “Of course he has.”


  Prince Kanemore stood just downstream from the spring. It was obvious to me now that he had used the sound of the water to help mask his approach, not that he would have needed much cover. For the son of an Emperor, Kanemore was very much at home in the countryside, and there were hunters and assassins alike who envied his stealth. He looked a little older than I remembered him. He carried a bow and wore a tachi, along with a companion dagger thrust edge up into his sash. Save for the lack of armor, I would have thought him dressed for war.


  I put aside my surprise long enough to touch my forehead to the ground, a move Kenji quickly copied. “To what do we owe this honor, Prince Kanemore?” I asked.


  “Oh, get up. It’s just us now,” Kanemore said, and he sat down on a nearby rock without further ceremony. “And I’m here for the same reason you are. I do not believe my sister’s ghost haunts Shinoda Forest. And yet, part of me hopes that she does.”


  I sat back down. “Prince, your sister had no regrets and no unfinished business in this world. I fear that is all on our side.”


  “Perhaps . . . but as your astute friend was likely to point out,” he nodded at Kenji, “what if we’re wrong? Unless I am mistaken, you would like to be such a regret.”


  “I would be ashamed to be such a selfish person,” I said.


  “Yet you persist in wondering,” Kanemore said. “As do I, and so here we are. Shall we hunt our ghosts together?”


  “You are right, Highness, as usual.”


  We were approaching the borders of Shinoda Forest. So far I had seen two of the monsters called youkai and at least one actual ghost. Kenji held a ward in each hand and had been muttering sutras for the past half hour. I didn’t blame him. From here on, the monster and demon population was only going to increase.


  Kanemore frowned. “About what particularly?”


  “About both my feelings and what lies at the end of this search. We’re not hunting ghosts, except perhaps among our own regrets. No, I have no doubt that a fox has lured us to Shinoda Forest. I even think I know which one. The only question I have at this point is why.”


  “How about to deceive and beguile us and eat our livers?” Kenji asked.


  “I rather doubt that any of our livers would be much of a delicacy,” Kanemore said. “Or does this particular fox have a reason to want your liver?”


  That last was directed at me. “Quite the opposite. I once did her a tremendous favor, so I confess myself baffled.”


  “At least I have lived to see that, Lord Yamada.”


  Even Prince Kanemore was caught completely by surprise. Princess Teiko stood before us on a large flat shelf of gray-white stone lying beside the path. One instant she wasn’t there, and the next she was, looking every bit as heart-wrenchingly beautiful as I remembered. Kenji just stared. Prince Kanemore obviously couldn’t decide between drawing his tachi or throwing himself face down before the image of his late sister. I just smiled and bowed low.


  “Greetings, Lady Kuzunoha.”


  The image of Princess Teiko shimmered, and then an unnaturally large white fox vixen with two bushy tails stood on the boulder. I’d have thought it was smiling, if a fox could smile. Then the image shimmered again, and the fox I knew as Lady Kuzunoha, once wife and consort to the leader of the Abe Clan, stood in front of us. Her human form was lovely, but it was not that of Princess Teiko. She kneeled gracefully and bowed low to us.


  “Forgive me, but I knew you would come.”


  Now Prince Kanemore did reach for his tachi, but I stopped him. “No, Highness.”


  Kanemore glared at me. “This is a fox demon!”


  “True. It is also the noble Lady Kuzunoha,” I said, “and I would like to hear what she has to say.”


  Now both Kenji and Kanemore were staring at me, but Lady Kuzunoha smiled. “It is not often one hears ‘noble’ applied to a fox,” she said.


  “I choose my words carefully,” I said. “For your sake, I hope you do the same. I doubt Prince Kanemore sees the humor in your little joke.”


  “This is not a joke, Lord Yamada. I apologize for using this method to get your attention, but it was impossible for me to come to you. I needed you to come to me.”


  “But why?” Kenji asked.


  She looked at the priest. “Because I owe Lord Yamada a debt, which I hope now to repay.” She turned back to the other two men and bowed low. “This concerns Prince Kanemore as well, so I do pray Your Highness will listen to me before you think of your sword again.”


  “I never stopped thinking of my sword,” Prince Kanemore said gruffly. “But I am listening. What do you wish of us?”


  “Only to warn you. This concerns Teiko’s son, the heir to the throne. He is in great danger.”


  Kanemore scowled, and it was such a powerful scowl that I half expected the skies above to scowl as well.


  “Prince Takahito? He has been in danger since he was named heir. The only reason I remain at court is to protect him.”


  She sighed. “I know your reputation, Prince Kanemore, and I know that it is well-deserved. But I do not think you alone will be enough. His enemies are plotting to send an assassin after him.”


  While I did want specifics, I didn’t need to ask whom she meant as a group. While none of them dared to move against the Crown Prince directly, any one of a number of the Fujiwara Clan, not excluding the Chancellor, would shed no tears if Takahito was removed from the succession. Just so long as the crime could not be traced back to them, of course. Had my dream been prophetic or merely my own suspicious nature proven correct?


  “Who is the assassin?” I asked. “Do you know?”


  “Lord Yamada, it was supposed to be me.”


  Kenji had set his wards around camp. They wouldn’t stop a human, but Kenji knew his business, and no youkai or demon or ghost in the forest would get past them. Despite that, Prince Kanemore sat on a fallen log with his back to the fire, his eyes slowly scanning the darkness between the trees. Kenji was out gathering firewood on the opposite side of the camp. Now and then we could hear him cursing as he tripped over a root or snagged in a bramble in the darkness.


  “Do you believe her?” Prince Kanemore asked.


  A rather loaded question. I didn’t pretend to understand the fullness of Lady Kuzunoha’s reasoning—she was, after all, a fox—but I was reasonably certain of at least part of the answer.


  “That she was approached by agents of the Fujiwara? Yes. That she refused them? Also yes. That those agents sought contact with other denizens of this place? Again, yes.”


  “It’s very troubling,” Kanemore said. “I have seen Lady Kuzunoha’s human form. It would be relatively easy for such a . . . charming assassin to gain access to the inner Court. She says she refused and you believe her. Is that your inclination, or do you have reasons?”


  I almost smiled. Aside from his martial prowess, Prince Kanemore was a very fine tactician, too good not to consider all possibilities in a situation. One of those possibilities being that I was completely wrong about Lady Kuzunoha. However, there was one more possibility that I don’t think even he had considered.


  “Prince, by masquerading as Princess Teiko she drew attention to herself, something a fox does not do without reason. Further, we would be far from the only interested parties to hear of it. It’s likely that our presence in Shinoda Forest is known.”


  He frowned. “Your point?”


  “The Fujiwara will know that Lady Kuzunoha met with us. It will not take much thought to know why. By alerting us to the plot, she’s done us a service and at the same time placed herself in a great deal of danger. That is one reason I’m inclined to believe her. However . . . ”


  Kenji chose this moment to return to the camp. He held a small bundle of broken limbs, but he kept glancing behind him.


  “I hear voices,” he said. “I think they’re coming this way.”


  I had hoped I was wrong. Sadly, no. The fire had been a bad idea, in hindsight. That and the wards would keep the denizens of Shinoda Forest at bay, but not these. For the ones coming, it was a beacon.


  “What of it? Don’t you trust your wards?” Kanemore asked.


  I reached for my own tachi. “These are not youkai, Highness. These are worse.”


  Kanemore had already drawn his own sword. “Demons?”


  “Humans.”


  They looked like lighter shadows moving against darker shadows, but I knew that was their clothing. Every now and then I caught the glint of steel through the trees. “Get your staff, Kenji.”


  “There are many, but we are not encircled,” Kenji pointed out. “We could run.”


  Prince Kanemore sighed. “Have you forgotten where we are? Shinoda Forest is full of monsters and demons and night creatures. Not a viable alternative.” He peered into the darkness. “Who are they?”


  “Agents of the Fujiwara,” I said. “I wager that they realized from the start that Lady Kuzunoha would refuse them. In my arrogance I thought the trap was for me, but I believe their real intent was to lure you here, Highness. Away from the Court and any witnesses, your death could easily be blamed on the youkai of Shinoda Forest, with only the word of a fox demon to counter it.”


  “Which no one would believe, obviously,” Kanemore said.


  I bowed. “Just so. And with Your Highness out of the way, Takahito’s ‘accidental’ demise would be simpler to arrange.”


  Kanemore swore softly. “You must admire the elegant simplicity of the plot,” he said, “even if it is utterly without honor.”


  The fire was burning low, but we still moved to put the dying embers between us and our attackers; silhouetting ourselves in front of it would invite arrows. Kenji frowned and clutched his staff tightly. “Why haven’t they attacked? If they want us, they have us. We’re far outnumbered.”


  It was hard to see in the darkness, but it seemed that the assassins were moving in an odd pattern, darting tree to tree, ignoring bushes or other trees that were better cover. Then I realized they weren’t attempting stealth.


  “They’re removing your wards, Kenji-san.”


  “Why? Unless . . . ”


  We all heard the low-pitched roar coming out the darkness.


  “Unless,” I said, “they’re taking no chances. It seems they’ve made a bargain with at least one resident of this forest.”


  There were oni, terrible ogres, in Shinoda Forest. One for certain and possibly more, and in my previous visits I had barely managed to avoid them. Apparently we would not be so fortunate this time. It came crashing through the trees like the implacable brute it was. Red skin, black hair, curling tusks. The creature was twice the height of a human, thicker than two saké barrels, and it carried a massive club bound in black iron. The human shadows held back. I didn’t blame them. They had managed to set the devil loose on us, but that didn’t mean the creature was to be trusted.


  Kenji quickly began to chant a sutra, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to do much more than slow the oni down. As I looked at the creature, my tachi felt no more substantial in my hand than a lady’s hairpin, but it was better than nothing. Prince Kanemore stood a half-step in front of us, his tachi held low. I couldn’t see his face, but his entire posture was not that of a man in danger of his life. For an instant I wondered if he’d entered some state of resignation to his fate, since he didn’t move in the slightest as the oni approached us, its club raised high.


  “Highness, look out!”


  It felt a foolish thing to say, even as I was shouting it, but the creature scattered the remnants of our fire as he charged through and seemed about to smash the prince’s head in where he stood, but Kanemore took one quick step back, and the club thudded harmlessly into the earth. As for what happened next, well, I saw it and I’m still not sure I believe it. Kanemore sprang forward even faster than he had stepped back. Just as the oni began to raise his club for another strike, Prince Kanemore’s forward leap landed him directly on the creature’s club, on which he balanced as if it were no more unsteady than a log bridge over a stream. One more step and he was level with the creature’s thick neck. It had time only to bellow in rage and surprise before Prince Kanemore, with one swift, precise motion, cut its head off.


  Kanemore was standing back in his place between us before the creature had time to fall.


  I had always known that Prince Kanemore was formidable. I don’t think I realized until that moment exactly how formidable he was. Then the ogre’s headless body crashed to the earth and the human assassins, with barely a moment’s hesitation, pressed forward.


  There were three of us, and both Kenji and I knew how to handle ourselves in a fight, but Prince Kanemore was the one who counted. Even so, he was still no more than human, and no one, not even the prince, could fend off a more than a score of attackers at once.


  “It’s rude to keep us waiting,” Prince Kanemore said. “Or are you hoping another oni passes by?”


  A young man finally emerged into the weak light, dressed in a monk’s robes and carrying a ringed staff much like Kenji’s. “We’ve brought force enough,” he said. “Killing that brute won’t save you.”


  Kenji scowled. “I know you. You’re a sohei from Enryaku Temple. What is the meaning of this?”


  “Meaning? Only that the right person ascend the throne. We’re here to see to it.”


  It appeared that the sohei, or warrior monks, that the temples sometimes used in religious disputes among themselves, had been brought to bear against a matter concerning the Imperial Court. If Enryaku Temple was meddling in politics again, that was good to know, assuming we lived long enough to make use of the information. If monks made up the rest of his forces, on the other hand, our chances of survival had lessened considerably. A substantial portion of the monks at Enryaku had always been trained fighting men, and their reputation as skilled warriors was well known.


  “And who would this ‘right person’ be, monk?” Kanemore asked. There was an edge in his voice I had heard before, and I was grateful that I was not that young monk just then, no matter what fate awaited the rest of us.


  “Such knowledge does not matter to one about to pass from this world of pain,” the monk said, and raised one hand in blessing.


  It was the signal to attack.


  The first ten through the trees were dressed as sohei; their armor had been darkened for stealth and they carried swords, not staffs as their leader did. But there were only ten, by my count. Those who came after were more of a ragtag bunch, armed with crude weapons. No matter; there were more than enough of them, even assuming we could hold off the sohei.


  Standing our ground meant being surrounded and cut down. Kanemore nodded at me and I understood his intent. He charged right and I charged left, and as the sohei pressed on toward Kenji, we turned the two flanks to deal with us. I saw one of the monks fall immediately, but I was too busy staying alive to follow Kanemore’s progress. I managed to cut one of them in the leg and he was down, and then I was merely faced with two, more cautious than the monk now on the ground trying to keep from bleeding to death. I wasn’t getting any openings, and all my attention was on defending against both at once. I knew more attackers were coming and also knew I was about to die and soon Kanemore as well, and then, in due course, Prince Takahito.


  It seems I’ve failed you after all, Teiko-hime.


  Something hit one of the men attacking me. I didn’t see what it was. It looked like a white blur, but suddenly there was only one man in front of me, a man startled and distracted and off-guard, so I killed him. Then I was able to see what had knocked down the other man.


  It was Lady Kuzunoha.


  She was in full fox-demon form, at least four times larger than a normal fox, with two tails and pure white fur now spattered with red. She had torn the first man’s throat out. She tilted back her bloody muzzle and she screamed, and for a moment almost everyone froze in place. Prince Kanemore, two dead bodies at his feet, seized the opportunity to take down a third sohei. Kenji was bloodied but still standing. The men behind the monks looked behind them as a chorus of answering shrieks rose from the forest from where they had come.


  I was careful to raise my voice enough so that the surviving attackers could hear. “Perhaps it wasn’t wise to remove the seals.”


  A wave rolled out of the forest. Not just foxes, but water-goblins, several wild-haired ghosts, and youkai of all sorts. The fight turned in that instant, and now the attackers were in full disarray. All of the men except the sohei tried to run, but there was nowhere to go. The criminals and other rabble were pulled down first. The remaining sohei abandoned their attack for mutual defense, but now the odds were overwhelmingly not in their favor and one by one they died, until there was only one left, spared only because Lady Kuzunoha adopted her human form again and stood over him.


  “Not this one,” she said clearly, and the youkai drew back. At another word from her, the rest of the denizens of Shinoda Forest withdrew silently into the woods, while Lady Kuzunoha daintily wiped the blood from her lips with a small cloth.


  Prince Kanemore was winded but unharmed. Kenji’s wounds were dramatic but not serious, and for a few moments I was busy binding them up.


  “It seems we owe you our lives, Lady Kuzunoha,” Prince Kanemore said after he had caught his breath. He bowed to her.


  “We would have come sooner,” she said, nodding toward Kenji. “But it took us some time to find a way past your friend’s handiwork. Fortunately, your attackers cleared a path for us.” She then noticed the dead oni. “Oh, that one. He always was an idiot.” She looked down at the cowering young priest and nudged him with her foot. “Get up.”


  “How did you know?” I asked.


  “I was already suspicious, as I imagine you were. When I learned that there were men in our forest aside from yourselves, it was not hard to ascertain their intentions. And yet I cannot even count this service against my debt to you, Lord Yamada.”


  “How so?”


  “It was strictly self-interest. If Prince Kanemore had been slain in Shinoda Forest, it would have been necessary for the Imperial Court to take action. I fancy that those most responsible for the crime would have insisted the most stridently, and I did not want our home burned down around us.”


  Kanemore bowed again. “For what it may be worth, Shinoda Forest will not be touched so long as I have any say in the matter.”


  I could see that Prince Kanemore’s opinion of Lady Kuzunoha had elevated considerably since their first meeting, but I wasn’t surprised. She had that effect.


  “I have unfinished business with this one,” she said, kicking the priest again, who would likely have cowered lower, if that were possible.


  “I think we do as well,” I said. “May we go first?”


  Lady Kuzunoha demurely withdrew a few paces while I reached down and hauled the monk to his feet. He wasn’t entirely steady. He still held his staff, and he used it to lean on. I should have taken it away from him, but part of me hoped he would do something foolish.


  “Who set you against Prince Kanemore?” I asked.


  “No one,” he muttered. “I thought there were those who would reward me within the Court if Prince Kanemore was removed.”


  It almost sounded plausible, if one assumed the fellow was a complete simpleton. I did not so assume. “So you took it upon yourself to involve the sohei of Enryaku Temple in a plot to murder a Royal Prince on the off chance that someone would approve? Sir Monk, you will have to do better than that.”


  “Much better,” Kenji growled.


  “The abbot ordered it,” the monk said then, pushing my patience just a little closer to its limit.


  “If the abbot had been involved, he would not have trusted this mission to so few. More, I know the abbot. As does Prince Kanemore. We do not believe you. Now, then . . . I will not ask this again.”


  “Nor will I.”


  Prince Kanemore took one step forward, and his blade flashed in the weak light. The monk fell, and for a moment I thought Prince Kanemore had lost patience and killed the man. Then I realized he had only sliced through the monk’s staff, sending him tumbling back to the ground.


  “Search him,” Kanemore growled, and I held the man down while Kenji did the honors.


  The man was carrying almost nothing, save a wrinkled slip of paper with some writing. Kenji handed it to me. “It’s a love poem, and I do not think it was written by our young man here.”


  Kanemore scowled. “Let me see.”


  I handed the paper over, but he did little more than glance at it. “The reference to the wisteria is no surprise. It’s the Fujiwara emblem. What interests me is that the poem also makes reference to the willow tree. Would you care to explain, monk?”


  He just glared at us, and Prince Kanemore sighed. He looked at the rest of us. “I know who our enemy is, and I will deal with it . . . with the assistance of the good monk here. To that end, Lady Kuzunoha, I must ask that you refrain from ripping him to shreds, at least until I am done with him.”


  “I will never betray her!” the monk shouted, and at last I understood. It was not politics nor profit—at least on the young fool monk’s part—but love. And yes, monks and priests were supposed to be above and removed from such things. In theory. In practice, well, there were as many of casual piety like my friend Kenji as not. I almost sympathized with the man.


  “You already have,” Kanemore said. “And you will continue to do so for a while yet. Otherwise . . . ”


  “You can kill me if you wish.”


  Prince Kanemore smiled. “That’s true. Your life does belong to me. And I am fully within my rights to bestow that life upon Lady Kuzunoha if I so choose.”


  Lady Kuzunoha, who had been following the conversation with amused interest, knew a hint when she heard one. Immediately she was in full fox-demon form. Her teeth were very long and sharp.


  “Give him to me,” she said. “I want to play.”


  For a moment the monk apparently forgot to breathe. He turned back to Prince Kanemore like a drowning man grasping a twig. “What . . . what do you want me to do?”


  Prince Kanemore was circumspect as always, but later I heard that Lady Akiko, known at the Court as Willow, sister to the Emperor’s Third Wife and aunt of one of the rival claimants to the Throne, had suddenly decided to leave the Court to take Holy Orders. I also heard that Prince Kanemore and his private guard personally escorted her to a very distant western temple to assure her safety. As for the young monk, I never did discover what happened to him. Nor did I ask. I had other things on my mind.


  It was six months before I entered Shinoda Forest once more. It was perhaps foolish to enter the forest again, especially alone, but unfinished business was unfinished business, and I had no idea how else to settle this particular bit.


  I followed the path to the shelf of stone where I had seen Lady Kuzunoha in the image of Princess Teiko. I kneeled before the stone and closed my eyes, bringing the memory of Princess Teiko back to me.


  “I have failed,” I said. “I thought I could hang onto my anger and use it to push me to forget you. But as long as the anger was there, so were you.”


  “You were right to be angry,” she said.


  I opened my eyes. Princess Teiko kneeled on the rock, not in an elaborate Court dress but as I had seen her last, dressed in traveling clothes at the camp near Lake Biwa. She was sipping tea. I closed my eyes, blinked, but she was still there. I thought I knew why.


  “I tried to drink free of you and of myself. That did not work either.”


  “Obviously,” she said, but that was all.


  “I knew what I had to do. I chose drink instead. It was easier . . . no, not easier. At the time it was possible. I was weak, perhaps, but I did what I could do, and now that’s done. I will be ready to help your brother Kanemore when and if he needs me. I will see your son on the throne. There is just one more thing I must do first.”


  “Then do it,” she said. “For both our sakes.”


  “For using me . . . for taking advantage of my affections for your own ends. For everything. I understand why you did. I always understood, but only now I can forgive you for all of it. And I do.”


  She smiled then, and the image of Princess Teiko bowed low. “Thank you.”


  I returned the bow. When I looked up again, she was gone.


  “Lord Yamada? This is an unexpected pleasure.”


  Lady Kuzunoha stood beside the stone, looking at me. I think she was amused, but I wasn’t certain. As with Princess Teiko, it was—had been, rather—hard to tell sometimes.


  “I think our debts are properly settled, Lady Kuzunoha,” I said.


  She smiled at me then. “Lord Yamada, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Lady Kuzunoha looked a little puzzled. Or perhaps it was my imagination. I didn’t know for sure, but that was all right. There were times when it simply wasn’t wise to be certain.


  GLOSSARY OF TERMS


  Anata – Personal pronoun, 2nd person. Usually omitted in normal conversation unless the subjects are on intimate terms.


  Baka – A general insult. Usually translated as “idiot,” but with connotations of being uncouth and wild, like an animal.


  Boshi – A hat.


  Bushi – A warrior. Later this would refer to samurai specifically.


  Che – An expletive.


  Daimyo – Literally “great man.” A provincial or regional ruler.


  Emishi – An indigenous people usually identified with the modern Ainu.


  Genji Monogatari – “The Tale of Genji.” Written by a court lady in the 10th century. Widely considered to be the first novel.


  Hakama – Loose-fitting trousers.


  -Hime – Honorific for a high-ranking female, usually a princess.


  Hitatare – A two-piece outfit consisting of a large-sleeved tunic and divided trousers.


  Hojo – The abbot or chief priest of a Buddhist temple.


  Ikiryo – A “living ghost,” essentially an aspect of an individual that detaches itself from that person to attack a romantic rival or enemy. Mentioned in “The Tale of Genji” by Murasaki Shikibu.


  Kami – A divine spirit, roughly equivalent to a god.


  Kanji – Pictorial writing, originated in China.


  Kimono – Literally “wear thing.” Clothes.


  Kin – Unit of measure, about 600 grams, or 1.3 lbs.


  Kitsune – A fox. In Japanese tradition, foxes are shape-shifters.


  Koi – A type of carp prized for their beautiful coloring.


  Mon – A family crest or symbol.


  Nurigome – An inner sanctum. Usually at the center of the house where valuables might be kept.


  Onegai – Formal word for “please.”


  Oni – A specific type of dangerous monster, equivalent to the Western ogre.


  Onibi – Ghost lights. Small “will-o-wisp”-type flames that signify the presence of ghosts.


  Rei – Ghost/spirit.


  -Sama – Honorific, usually reserved for someone of high social status.


  Samurai – The warrior class of Japan. It became dominant after the Heian period.


  Samuru – A servant. Thought to be the word from which the later samurai is derived.


  -San – Honorific, showing respect to the person addressed.


  Shikigami – Artificial creatures created by magic to do the magician’s will.


  Shinden – A building style favored for mansions in the Heian era. No period examples are known to survive.


  Shoji – A screen made of wooden lattice covered with rice paper.


  Shou – A volume measure, equivalent to 1.8 liters.


  Sohei – A warrior attached to a Buddhist temple. Possibly a monk, but more likely a lay-brother, or even a mercenary.


  Sutra – A Buddhist holy text.


  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.


  Tanto – A dagger (literally, “small sword.”)


  Tegami – A letter, as in written correspondence.


  Torii – A “spirit gate,” usually marking the entrance to a shrine or holy place.


  Tsuba – The metal guard on a Japanese sword.


  Yamabushi – “One who sleeps in the mountains.” A word for a mountain-dwelling ascetic.


  Yin-Yang – A philosophy rooted in both the balance between and interconnectedness of all things: light/dark, male/female, life/death, etc.


  Youkai – Generic term for a monster, or pretty much any supernatural creature.


  Yukata – A lightweight summer kimono.


  Yuki-onna – Literally, “snow woman.” A beautiful female demon who embodies ice and snow. Known to freeze unwary travelers.


  Yurrei – Another word for ghost.
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