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    To the women writers who have come before me, and those still to come...
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Historical Notes
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I have wanted for many years to write a novel set in Heian-era Japan (ca. 794-1185 CE), but doing so presents unique challenges. Even many modern scholars in Japan find this period to be difficult to understand, an almost alien culture, especially when compared with the later medieval eras dominated by the more familiar shōguns and samurai. So you can imagine the trepidation that a non-Japanese author would feel trying to delve into a world that is considered mysterious by people who are much closer to it than she is. In light of this, even more so than my previous novels, I will say that I have done my best to remain faithful to this time and the people who lived in it, but mistakes of fact or interpretation are almost inevitable, and I can only hope for my readers’ indulgence. With that said, because of how generally unfamiliar this world is to nonspecialists, I wanted to offer a few clarifications.

Unlike the militaristic centuries that followed it, the Heian period is best known for its elegant, artistic culture, perhaps best exemplified by the unusually high literary output of its noblewomen. Although Murasaki Shikibu’s novel, The Tale of Genji, is the most famous of these works, most of the surviving writings of these women were journals (nikki), which could be poems, lists, memoranda, or even quasi-fictional tracts. Murasaki and her court rival, Sei Shōnagon, author of The Pillow Book, belonged to the zenith of this culture in the tenth and eleventh centuries, but my story takes place in the long twilight of the Heian, where much of the era’s supposed glory had already faded into dim memory.

Although she was a descendant of several earlier, better-known nikki authors, my protagonist, Fujiwara no Nagako, was one of the last Heian nikki writers that we know of, and she, like the imperial court she served, lived in far less rarefied times. Her so-called diary, the Sanuki no suke nikki, which unlike the chatty books that came before it, is little more than a grief journal composed to commemorate the otherwise obscure Emperor Horikawa, in whose household she served as a lady-in-waiting. But it was this very human impulse, one that crosses cultures, as well as Nagako’s distinctively mercurial personality, that drew me to her story in the center of this slowly passing world. Although I have fictionalized them and added my own, many of the episodes in her story I have taken directly from the Sanuki no suke nikki, and I am indebted to Professor Jennifer Brewster’s 1977 English translation, The Emperor Horikawa Diary, for the text of this neglected nikki.

Heian society was organized as a polygamous one: with men, particularly of the upper aristocracy, often having multiple wives and concubines. A woman’s status as a wife or concubine, or her position in her husband’s marital hierarchy, were overwhelming dictated by her family connections and rank, rather than the order in which a man made his marriages. Unlike many more familiar polygamous arrangements throughout the world, though, Heian marriages were uxorilocal. This meant that a wife generally remained in her natal family’s house throughout her married life, rather than moving into the home of her husband or his family. A Heian man would divide his time visiting the various homes of his wives, as well as any children they might have, who also remained with their matriarchal relations. The most notable exception to this rule was the emperor, who, because he was more geographically confined by his ritual obligations, established the satellite households of his empresses and consorts within the imperial palace.

While certainly not without its own flaws as a marital system, the duolocal nature of Heian polygamy did grant the women living within it some liberties less common in other polygamous societies. The most noticeable of which was a comparatively lax attitude toward female sexual agency. While not encouraged per se, married women could take extramarital partners, as long as those relationships were conducted discreetly and with lovers of an appropriate social rank. Because Heian children were more directly supported by their mother’s family, there was, in theory at least, less need for the strict control of their paternity that tends to characterize other polygamous cultures. As with the special case of the emperor in regard to uxorilocality, this freedom did not apply to the empress, as the positive paternity of her offspring was a much more pressing matter for dynastic purposes.

Poetry was a vital part of aristocratic Heian life, and the fortunes of a courtier of any sex could rise and fall upon their skills at poetic composition. The dominant verse form of this period was the tanka, thirty-one syllables divided over five verse lines in a 5-7-5-7-7 pattern. Despite this seemingly repeatable formula, much of Heian poetry relies on puns, homonyms, and allusions that lose their meaning outside of Japanese, so translations usually aim to capture the sense of a tanka poem rather than its strict syllabic structure. For the poems I have composed within this book, I have (imperfectly) tried to adhere to the syllabic pattern in order to capture the structure of tanka, if not the compositional complexity, for a non-Japanese audience.

While they undoubtedly had names, Heian women have almost uniformly failed to have them recorded for posterity. The “names” we know of even famous women like Murasaki Shikibu or Sei Shōnagon are in fact titles, nicknames, or designations commonly called not-names, which are used for the purposes of basic identification. Women’s not-names were usually derived from the political positions of close male relatives, and names that did not derive from titles that we do know may have been indeterminate public names, rather than what these women privately answered to. This is why Nagako is known at court as Lady Sanuki, Sanuki being the name of the most prestigious province that her father had been governor of during his career. These naming conventions apply to most of the court ladies in this story, as names like Chūjō, Hitachi, Tajima, and others represent geographical locations or male court positions. Even having a known, ostensibly personal name like Nagako was unusual for a woman of this time, but, as stated earlier, we don’t know how truly personal it was. I have chosen to treat it, and other similar names, as personal ones in the interest of clarity at the potential expense of accuracy. When a character has a clan name, such as Fujiwara, I have followed the Japanese ordering of clan name followed by personal name.

The historical emperors of Japan had as many as three names: their princely birth name, their ruling name, and their posthumous name. Shirakawa, Horikawa, and Toba are the posthumous names of these emperors, and as such, they would not have been addressed by them in their lifetimes. But as these are the names they are best known by today, again, for clarity, I have used them instead of other appellations, and in the case of the latter two rulers, used their birth names as private, personal names. This is historically inaccurate but gives the reader a flavor for the demarcation between the personal and the public that permeates Japanese culture, past and present.

Throughout the novel, I have denoted the time period of each episode by both its Japanese imperial era and its western (anachronistic) Gregorian year. Imperial eras (nengō) usually encompassed several calendar years and could be declared as an anticipated cyclical event or as a marker of noteworthy political developments, both positive and negative. The ascension of a new emperor was typically denoted by a change in era name, but if a calamity occurred, changing the imperial nengō could be used to chase away inauspicious energy from the kingdom.

Just as the Heian period is sometimes viewed as a liminal space between an almost prehistoric Japan and more modern eras, its spirituality is a religious borderland. Although Buddhism was well established by the time of this story, older, indigenous Shinto beliefs were equally important, and most people ascribed to some personal combination of both traditions. Emperor Horikawa himself is a good example of this, as he was by all accounts a devout Buddhist, but an emperor’s primary duty during this period, rather than wielding political power, was to satisfactorily perform a virtually endless number of archaic Shinto rituals in order to maintain the harmonious balance of the kingdom. Neither set of beliefs required a practitioner to discard the other in the interest of an orthodoxy.

In addition to these larger religious traditions, Heian people held strong folk beliefs in a mirror world of innumerable spirits, demons, and magical creatures who could do both good and harm in our world. My use of several of these yōkai in my story is culturally appropriate, though most of the varied information we have about these beings dates from much later, so their specific presence in the Heian era may be inaccurate. Tamamo no Mae’s legends, although only extant from the fourteenth century, are in fact stories told about Toba’s court and his empresses, but the much-later-appearing Jigoku Dayū’s presence in the late Heian is entirely of my making. She is just too good to leave to the future.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Characters



[image: ]


The Monks at Iga Monastery

Jūrō (Tenth Brother, Nagao no Yūharu)

Shinobu

Takuma — Abbot
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The Court of the Retired Emperor

Fujiwara no Akitaka (the Night Regent) — Assistant Captain of the Outer Palace Guards; husband of Lady Ben

Gion no Nyōgo — Concubine of Shirakawa

Gyōson — Abbot and superior general of Mii-dera Temple

Shirakawa (His Cloistered Majesty, His Serene Majesty, Hō-ō) — The retired emperor; father of Horikawa; grandfather of Toba; half-brother of Sukehito
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The Household of the Governor of Izumi

Fujiwara no Michitsune — Governor of Izumi; brother of Nagako; husband of Kazue

Fujiwara no Nagako (Nagako, Lady Sanuki, Gagako, Chōshi, Suetsumuhana) — Former lady-in-waiting to emperors Horikawa and Toba; sister of Michitsune

Izumi — Handmaiden of Nagako

Jigoku Dayū (Renchi) — A kijo (female demon)

Kazue — Wife of Michitsune

Tamago — A hitotsume-kozō (one-eyed spirit)
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The Court of Emperor Toba

Abe no Yasuchika — Head imperial exorcist

Fujiwara no Tadamichi — Middle Captain of the Outer Palace Guards, later Minister of the Center; son of Tadazane

Fujiwara no Tadazane — Regent, later regent-chancellor; head of the Fujiwara clan; father of Tadamichi

Lady Ben — The emperor’s former wet nurse; wife of Akitaka

Lady Chūjō — Lady-in-waiting to the empress

Lady Nii — Head of the emperor’s household (naishi no kami); mother of Seneko and Shōshi

Lady Settsu — Lady-in-waiting to the emperor

Lady Tosa — Lady-in-waiting to the empress

Mikuzume (Tamamo no Mae) — Lady-in-waiting to the empress

Minamoto no Sukehito (the Third Prince) — Half-brother of Shirakawa

The Minister of the Left — Head of the Minamoto clan

Princess Reishi — Honorary empress; aunt of Toba; daughter of Shirakawa

Sadakuni — Captain in the emperor’s guards

Seneko (Lady Dainagon) — The emperor’s former wet nurse; daughter of Lady Nii; sister of Shōshi

Shōshi — Empress; daughter of Lady Nii; sister of Seneko

Suzume — Lady-in-waiting to the emperor

Toba (Munehito) — Emperor; son of Horikawa; grandson of Shirakawa; husband of Shōshi
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The Court of Emperor Horikawa

Horikawa (Taruhito) — Emperor; son of Shirakawa; father of Toba

Ieko — The emperor’s former wet nurse

Keneko — The emperor’s former wet nurse; sister of Nagako

Koreko — Lady-in-waiting to the emperor

Lady Hitachi — Lady-in-waiting to the emperor

Lady Ōidono — Lady-in-waiting to the emperor

Lady Tajima — Lady-in-waiting to the emperor

Miyuki — Consort to the emperor

Muneko — Consort to the emperor

Princess Jinshi — Consort to the emperor

Tokushi — Honorary empress; aunt of Horikawa; sister of Shirakawa

Umeko — Consort to the emperor




Did he appear

because I fell asleep

thinking of him?

If only I’d known I was dreaming.

I’d never have wakened.

Ono no Komachi
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On the crimson robe of the child,

the color of gold tears is painted.

Fujiwara no Akitsuna
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Chapter 1

The Monk
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Hōan, 1120
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“Wake up, little brother!”

Jūrō slowly opened his eyes in the bleary darkness and blinked the round face of Brother Shinobu into focus. At first, he couldn’t place him. He didn’t have an older brother, and even if he did, surely his older brother couldn’t be as old as the man crouched over his pallet. Finally, the world righted itself, and he sat up in alarm.

“Did I miss my chores?” the young monk asked, the sheen of sweat already gathering on his brow as he scrambled about for his geta. “Please don’t tell Brother Kōsuke!”

Brother Shinobu reached out to calm him. “No, no, little brother. It is still two hours to dawn, and Eighth Brother will take care of your chores this morning. The abbot asks for you.”

If anything, Jūrō’s panic increased with these reassurances. “The abbot wants to see me?” he repeated. “Why? What have I done?”

“Nothing, I’m sure,” the older monk said, but his wavering voice was evasive. “You must not keep the abbot waiting, though.”

Now that he was more firmly awake, Jūrō tried to center his scattered thoughts. He could be in trouble, true, but Brother Shinobu wouldn’t know one way or the other. The abbot never relied on the absent-minded Shinobu for any serious task, so perhaps it would be all right after all.

“Of course, Brother,” Jūrō said, slipping his feet into his geta and tightening the cord around his coarse, blue robe.

He was still apprehensive, but Jūrō had learned in his thirteen years of monastic life that it wasn’t worth delaying the inevitable. If Abbot Takuma had summoned him out of bed before dawn for a punishment, it was best to get it over with as quickly as possible. The abbot was hardly a disciplinarian, though, so he would have to figure out which of the other brothers had ratted on him for whatever he’d done. He frowned, thinking of Brother Yoshirō’s infuriating smirk, then quickly forced the frown off his face. Not because he was such a munificent Buddhist, but because getting drawn into petty fights with the other monks was as useless as trying to avoid punishment. It interfered with Jūrō’s attempts to get through his days as smoothly and quietly as possible.

When Brother Shinobu led him into the abbot’s quarters, they found Abbot Takuma speaking to another elderly monk in plain traveling robes. Despite the monk’s simple clothes, Jūrō’s stomach buzzed uncomfortably as he took in his abbot’s cringing, deferential posture to this guest, which suggested that the monk was important or well-connected. Whatever small joy he felt for having this discernment, though, was quickly swallowed by the sudden appearance of a tall layman, who had stepped out from the shadows cast by the few, weak lamps, and had nearly made Jūrō jump out of his skin. His discombobulation was not eased by the hard glitter of the worldly interloper’s eyes.

The layman’s movements drew the two monks’ attention from their conversation, and upon seeing Jūrō and Shinobu, Abbot Takuma’s posture straightened slightly.

“Ah, thank you for bringing Tenth Brother,” the abbot said to Shinobu, motioning Jūrō forward with a bite of impatience. “You may go now.”

The other monk limped away without complaint, which explained to Jūrō why Shinobu been selected for this assignment. Brother Kōsuke or Yoshirō would have tried to stay and eavesdrop. Faced with no choice but to obey the abbot’s summons, Jūrō shuffled over to him and his guest while trying to ignore the pointed stare of the layman.

Jūrō wasn’t really the tenth monk in their monastery; that was simply the name that had been available when his uncle brought him here after his parents’ deaths. The founding abbot had liked to give new monks numbered names until they reached a stage of enlightenment and supposedly earned a more descriptive title, and the tradition had stuck. There were about twenty-five men living at the monastery, if one included the handful of newly dedicated boys who hadn’t been tonsured yet, but in seniority, Jūrō was in no way close to the position that his number suggested. At nineteen years of age, only Eighth and Fifteenth Brothers, and Yoshirō, among the fully ordained monks, were younger than him (the eighteen-year-old Yoshirō had escaped a numbered name by being the adopted son of a major counsellor at court), and until this very moment, Jūrō hadn’t been entirely sure that the abbot knew any of his names.

Since his arrival among Abbot Takuma’s monks, Jūrō had done his best to not draw attention to himself. He did his chores quickly, but not so well as to earn praise, and he could recite some of the sutras without stumbling over the verses too badly, but not with great poise or conviction. Fortunately, their monastery was not lofty enough for anyone to care. A monk among them with a court-connected family like Yoshirō was rare, and Third Brother had whispered to Jūrō that the imperious Yoshirō had been banished to their unprivileged, dilapidated order house by his adopted father, the minister, as a punishment for consorting with a lady of an inappropriate family.

Jūrō’s path to the monastery had been nowhere near as interesting. He had been raised as the third child and only son of a modest lord in Echigo Province, far in the north. He could only vaguely recall his parents and older sisters, let alone the steep sea cliffs of Echigo that he saw in the old scrolls belonging to the abbot. When he was almost six, they had all caught the pockmark fever, and his parents and the younger of his two sisters had died. Jūrō himself had barely been ill, and as a result, his nurses had kept him away from his family. It was only when his father’s younger brother had arrived to settle the estate that he’d even learned his parents were dead.

His uncle had been serving another minor lord as a hired retainer, but he was quick to step in and take his late brother’s affairs in hand. As Jūrō’s new guardian, he decided that the best course for such a young heir was to dedicate the boy to Amida Buddha; that way, he could pray for his parents’ and sister’s souls which were no doubt suffering in one of the lesser hells, if their wretched deaths were any proof. His uncle would assume the burden of both his elder brother’s lands and Jūrō’s surviving sister, who, he announced loudly, should be grateful that he was amenable to taking her as even a secondary wife, given what the pockmark fever had done to her face. Jūrō never saw his eldest sister again.

Despite his assured manner as he made these arrangements, Jūrō’s uncle may have harbored some secret fear of his nephew escaping his religious vocation to challenge the theft of his inheritance. That was the only reason Jūrō could think of to explain why his uncle had given him to Abbot Takuma’s monastery in Iga Province, so many ri to the south. In relation to the capital, Iga was practically cosmopolitan when compared to wild Echigo, but its bad roads left it as isolated from the urban splendor of Heian-kyō as the northern provinces. Jūrō also suspected that the abbot’s price—that is, his requested free will offering—to take him into the order, had been cheap.

Despite all of this, Jūrō hadn’t seriously considered rebelling against a fate that others might have called unfair. Abbot Takuma was rather venial and easily swayed, but he seemed to be a far better choice when Jūrō compared the rather silly abbot with his vague memories of his rough-faced, bombastic uncle. Besides, Jūrō thought as he shuffled toward his superior and their guests, his uncle had now had thirteen years to reinforce his position in Echigo, and Abbot Takuma’s wheedling servility had kept him (mostly) warm and fed. What was the use of regretting a life he barely remembered?

When Jūrō reached the older monks, he prostrated himself to his superior and mumbled a rote request for blessing, which Abbot Takuma granted with a vague flutter of his hand.

“Tenth Brother, greet His Grace, Abbot Gyōson, Superior General of Mii-dera,” the abbot wheezed with a slinking bow to the other monk.

Jūrō wasn’t as attentive to his vocation as he probably should have been, but even he understood the import of the abbot’s introduction. Mii-dera Temple in the capital was second in rank only to the Enryaku-ji, and its abbot was indeed a very respected person.

He prostrated himself again, this time flat against the cold floor at the other abbot’s feet. “Bless me, Your Grace,” he intoned in a voice that failed to avoid sounding panicked. Why on earth would he have been summoned to the great abbot’s presence?

Abbot Gyōson gave him a benediction that somehow managed to sound even more perfunctory than Abbot Takuma’s. “Rise, my son,” he then said, motioning impatiently with his hand. “Let me get a look at you.”

Jūrō did as he was commanded, painfully aware of a lamp oil stain on his robe and the dirt under his fingernails. While he stood there, stiff and awkward, the abbot circled him, oddly silent as he moved about, his footsteps muffled by some kind of leather boot. Jūrō couldn’t imagine what he was looking for, and his mind frantically ran over the last year, searching for an infraction that was grave enough to have brought Abbot Gyōson from the comforts of Heian-kyō to their far-flung monastery.

After what felt like an hour to Jūrō, the abbot seemed to reach a decision and returned to Abbot Takuma’s side.

“Yes, I think he will do,” he said, still eyeing Jūrō in his periphery. “You are sure he has no family that will cause a fuss?” An ominous pause. “Not that anything should happen, but my master is understandably concerned about . . . complications.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Abbot Takuma wheezed. Jūrō fought the desire to faint. “Tenth Brother has but one uncle, an insignificant provincial. He won’t cause you or . . . or your master . . . any trouble.”

Jūrō’s uncle was certainly troublesome, but the thought of his uncle caring about his welfare was funny enough that Jūrō almost smiled in spite of his acute fear of what Abbot Gyōson and his layman, who kept looking at him like he was a leg of beef, planned to do to him.

Abbot Gyōson nodded and turned back to him. “You will be accompanying me to the capital,” he explained.

Jūrō’s panic finally broke through, and he flung himself at the abbot’s feet. “Please, Your Grace!” he cried. “Whatever I have done, it was a mistake. Please, don’t throw me in prison for an unthinking error!”

The tall layman let out a derisive guffaw, and Abbot Gyōson grabbed Jūrō’s arm with an impatient yank to put him on his shaking legs again. “Calm yourself, Brother,” the abbot snapped. “You are not being punished.”

“His Grace has selected you for a very special task, Tenth Brother,” Abbot Takuma added in his wheedling voice. “You should thank him.”

Jūrō watched Abbot Gyōson tamp down his annoyance with his brother abbot as much as with Jūrō’s histrionics. “Indeed,” he said crisply, brushing invisible dust from Jūrō’s robe as if he couldn’t see the oil splotch on his sleeve. “If you do as we require, this could be the making of you, young man.” He paused, thoughtful. “If not . . . Well, we’ll handle that when we come to it. But my escort here”—it was the first time anyone had acknowledged the looming layman—“is a very busy man, so we should not detain him longer than we already must. Are you ready to leave? Do you want to retrieve anything from the dormitories?”

Jūrō was so taken aback by both the abbot’s information and his questions that, for a moment, all he could do was make incoherent noises. “Erm . . . ah . . . I,” he stammered, desperately willing his tongue to start functioning again. “I—no, Your Grace,” he finally managed, grasping the abbot’s last question. “I don’t need anything from my rooms.” It was the truth; his uncle had plunked him down here with only the clothes on his back, and he hadn’t accumulated much of importance since.

“How refreshing to meet a young brother with so few attachments,” Abbot Gyōson remarked in a tone that Jūrō wasn’t entirely convinced was sincere. “My brother abbot has seemingly chosen among his subordinates as wisely as I begged him to.” His tone was definitely insincere now, but Abbot Takuma didn’t appear to register this slight.

“May Amida guide you, Tenth Brother,” he said to Jūrō, handing him a thin traveling cloak. “Follow the guidance of His Grace, and you will surely prosper in the light of the Buddha.”

“I will do my best,” Jūrō replied, bowing to the man who’d been the closest thing he’d had to a father since he was a child. Abbot Takuma hadn’t been a particularly good guardian, but he had meant well. “May Amida keep you, sir.”

Abbot Takuma beamed and waved at him absently as the layman nudged Jūrō out of the rooms and into the fragile dawn that was just beginning to quaver over the mountains and the scrubby treetops in the distance.
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Chapter 2

The Retired Emperor
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Because of the poor roads out of Iga, the journey to the capital was a long, uncomfortable one for Jūrō. The situation was compounded by his strange traveling companions. Once the two of them were settled into an ox cart far too ornate for a monk of any rank, Abbot Gyōson leaned back against the plush interior and proceeded to ignore Jūrō for nearly the entire three days they were on the road. Despite this and his relatively cozy surroundings, Jūrō couldn’t let his guard down, let alone sleep. Every time he tried to relieve his discomfort with the silent abbot by peeking out of the oxcart’s brocade curtains, the only thing he could see was the imposing layman staring back him from his horse, which trotted beside the vehicle. Jūrō soon gave up trying to catch any glimpses of the passing countryside and feigned sleep or meditation instead.

As twilight fell on the third night, the oxcart finally came to stop at the outskirts of what Jūrō could only assume was the capital, given that it was by far the largest town he’d ever seen. Mount Hiei loomed to the north, the city to the south, and the shining, sprawling compound they’d come to was so impressive in its magnificence that Jūrō gaped as he descended from the cart.

“Are we at the imperial palace?” he asked, still trying to take in his improbable surroundings.

The layman dismounted with a customary snort, and Abbot Gyōson shook his head. “No, this is the White River Mansion,” he said as he received obeisance from a cluster of monks and guards who rushed up to greet him. “But you should be even more gratified that it isn’t the Seiryōden. This is the real court.”

The cluster of attendants led them into the ornate main hall, where they could wash their hands and receive a purification invocation from one of the fussing monks. This done, Abbot Gyōson took the lead of their group, and Jūrō watched the layman, who had discarded his thick traveling cloak to reveal attractive hunting robes, reluctantly cede honor of place to the abbot and fall a few judicious steps behind him. Jūrō, unsure where he ranked among the throng of monks and soldiers, started to move toward the group’s rear—until several hands jostled him into the middle of the pack.

The abbot led them into a wide hall, where the lamplight bounced off several heavily gilded screens covered in depictions of the Buddha sitting in honor among the clouds of heaven as an army of bodhisattvas floated around him with offerings. Much like the supreme Buddha, in the middle of the hall, a venerable-looking man in crisp, white religious robes sat propped up with many silk cushions on a slightly raised dais while scores of solicitous people circled him. When the man directed his attention to them upon their entrance, though, his expression shifted into one of such deep calculation that Jūrō almost stumbled over his own feet. Just as he had never seen somewhere as grand as this gold-tinged hall, he had also never seen anyone who looked as fearsome as the white-clad Buddha before him; not even the ferocious layman.

“Ah, Your Grace,” the Buddha said in a gracious tone completely at odds with his shrewd countenance. “We welcome your return.”

Abbot Gyōson hurried up to the dais to ensure that he bowed first and lower to the Buddha. Jūrō sensed that if propriety had permitted it, the abbot would have physically restrained the Buddha from bowing to him at all.

“You must not defile yourself by bowing to a sinful old man like me, Your Majesty,” the abbot chided the Buddha in a tone so reminiscent of Abbot Takuma’s that Jūrō blinked in surprise. He couldn’t have imagined three days ago that the haughty abbot was capable of such scrounging.

“Ah, but I’m no majesty anymore,” the Buddha said with the air of one repeating an especially amusing joke. “I sit before the superior of the Mii-dera as a simple brother.”

The crowd of attendants, save the stone-faced layman, tittered appreciatively, and Abbot Gyōson grinned. “Indeed, dear brother,” he said, stressing the title in order to demonstrate that he understood the jest, “but I’ve returned from the hinterlands with your request.”

He gestured vaguely behind him, and the chorus of hands thrust Jūrō forward to the dais with such force that it was all he could do not to tumble head over rump. Faced with the shrewd Buddha staring down at him, Jūrō straightened his worn robe and attempted to make an appropriately reverent bow to a man whose rank he’d been frantically trying to gauge since his arrival.

The layman was unhappy with his assessment, judging by the vicious crack that he made across Jūrō’s shoulders with the flat of his sword.

“This is His Cloistered Majesty, Shirakawa-in, worm!” he snarled, grabbing Jūrō by the scruff of the neck and pushing him down to his knees. “Do not sully his presence with your disrespect.”

Jūrō didn’t need the layman’s physical encouragement to be properly terrified once he heard the Buddha’s name. Knowing that he was in the presence of the hō-ō, the tonsured, retired emperor, was enough to pitch him flat against the polished wood floor with his arms splayed out.

“Forgive me, Your Cloistered Majesty!” he gasped, his hiccupping breath fogging and unfogging the floor against his lips.

“You probably should, Your Majesty,” remarked Abbot Gyōson, reverting to a much more casual, assured tone now that some formalities had been observed. “I didn’t tell the boy where I was taking him.”

“Well, then, I suppose we may forgive him,” Shirakawa-in replied opaquely, but Jūrō heard the amusement in his voice. He was enjoying Jūrō’s fear, and Jūrō suspected that Abbot Gyōson had deliberately not clarified anything for him in order to provide the retired emperor with this diversion. “Come now, young man. Rise so I might see you properly.”

Jūrō, sensing that the hō-ō might be attempting to catch him again, like a cat toying with a mouse, carefully sat up and settled on his knees before the dais rather than returning to his feet as the retired emperor’s invitation seemed to imply. Carefully looking out of the corner of his eyes as he kept his head bowed, he saw that while Shirakawa-in was perhaps slightly disappointed to have been thus anticipated, he wasn’t entirely displeased.

“This young monk is a fast learner,” he said approvingly to Abbot Gyōson. “That is good.” Jūrō felt his attention revert to him. “You may raise your head, young man. What is your name?”

The abbot answered for him, telling the retired emperor Jūrō’s name, his real name, before adding his assigned monastic name. Jūrō stiffened, trying not to appear startled. It had been so long since he had heard his real name said aloud.

The retired emperor nodded to all this as if Jūrō’s obscure family was in any way interesting to him. “I’ve had Abbot Gyōson bring you here, young man, because I have a problem, and your own abbot has intimated that you can assist me with it.”

Jūrō prostrated himself against the floor again. “If I, as your humble subject, can help such an exalted personage, Your Cloistered Majesty, I live to do so.”

“Good, good.” He paused expansively for a moment. “My grandson, His Majesty the Emperor, has been served by, up until recently, a certain lady.”

This made Jūrō tentatively lift his head from the floor. “A lady, Your Majesty?”

“Yes. She also served my late son, Horikawa-in, for many years, and it must be admitted, she did so well and loyally.” He gestured to a small altar set against the right wall, above which hung a scroll with the portrait of a kind-faced young man in somber, black court robes, whom Jūrō assumed must be the dead emperor. “That is why I personally requested her to provide the same service to my grandson, His Majesty the Emperor, which she has done for quite an additional while.” The retired emperor paused again, and Jūrō watched him pensively touch his folded fan to his brow. The action was a mime of distress, but Jūrō couldn’t shake the nagging idea that he was witnessing a performance. “Alas, I blame myself, for it was I who summoned her.”

Jūrō shifted uncomfortably. “Blame your honored self for what, Your Cloistered Majesty?”

The retired emperor shook his head in an almost inviting way, though his eyes remained shrewd. “Fujiwara no Nagako, Lady Sanuki, comes from a very respectable family. Her father was one of my most trusted governors, and her older sister nursed my son herself.”

“Don’t forget how many fine poets are in her lineage, my lord,” Abbot Gyōson added.

“It is true,” the retired emperor agreed before returning his attention to Jūrō. “Lady Sanuki, however, has always been . . . odd.”

Jūrō frowned. “Odd how, Your Majesty?”

The ferocious layman spoke up. “She keeps to herself like a thief and is disgracefully blunt, even to her superiors,” he explained, though Jūrō thought it was rather rich for the layman to criticize someone else for a lack of manners. “And she is not beautiful enough to justify her capricious behavior.”

“Lord Akitaka speaks truthfully,” the retired emperor said, taking the reins of the conversation back in hand. “Nagako has been permitted her, let us say, singular, ways because there has been a terrible lack of ladies in this past generation who have had the required rank and knowledge to serve in the emperor’s personal household.” His gaze briefly went distant. “My son, the late emperor, was also fond of her and found her antics an amusing distraction from his many illnesses. Last year, though, she went too far, and I was forced to intervene for the honor of my grandson’s position.”

“What did she do?” Jūrō asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“She’s barking mad,” the layman, Lord Akitaka, remarked scornfully. “Raving about speaking to the dead emperor while claiming to utter prophecies about Emperor Toba.”

“It has become embarrassing for the imperial household,” the retired emperor added. He picked up a scroll from atop his pillows. “She has written—well, it doesn’t really matter. They are the scribblings of a woman who is not in her right mind. I was forced to summon her brother, the governor of Izumi, to remove her from court.”

Jūrō ran his tongue over his dry lips, anxious at the mere description of this unseemly episode. “That sounds extremely unpleasant for you and His Majesty the emperor,” he ventured. After another pause that was clearly left for him to speak into, he added, “But forgive my stupidity, Your Majesty. What does any of this have to do with me?”

“It is troublesome for Lord Michitsune to have a madwoman in his house, so I wish to send him a gojisō priest to perform an exorcism.” A precipitous sensation of falling engulfed Jūrō as the hō-ō continued, apparently oblivious to his horror. “Abbot Gyōson has been told by your abbot that you have an expertise in these matters.”

Jūrō could feel the sweat pouring from his underarms as he stumbled for the politest way to correct the retired emperor. “Forgive me, Your Cloistered Majesty, I fear that a mis—”

Abbot Gyōson cut in. “Abbot Takuma assured me that you have been practicing the necessary techniques we require for this sort of exorcism, Brother. You’re not suggesting that the abbot would deceive me and His Majesty, are you?”

Jūrō shut his flapping mouth, miserable. Had Abbot Takuma lied about his credentials to Abbot Gyōson for some reason? Or had he thought Jūrō was studying this and assumed his competency? Or, even worse, had the abbot instructed Jūrō to study these matters, and he had somehow missed that? He didn’t want to bring a punishment down on Abbot Takuma because he had possibly been too lazy or stupid to follow orders. All the possibilities were awful, and he was almost frozen with terror.

“No, never, Your Grace,” he finally managed to whisper. “Abbot Takuma would never deceive you or His Majesty.”

The retired emperor gazed down at Jūrō’s confused misery with the complacent indulgence of a Kannon statue. “You are a respectful young man, and you please me with your admirable humility in your skills. You might rightly wonder why we might select a young, unknown gojisō for this matter rather than a court exorcist.”

He leaned forward and crooked a finger to draw Jūrō closer to the dais. Jūrō reluctantly shuffled closer, and only then did the emperor continue. “The court diviners are members of the noble families, and all the noble families gossip,” he explained. “Lady Sanuki is not the only person I’ve had to reprimand for their . . . remarks . . . and I wish to spare my grandson more embarrassment for the chaotic state of his court.” The hō-ō rested a heavy finger on Jūrō’s shoulder. “We need a respectable, provincial man to protect the emperor.”

What could Jūrō do? The weight of the retired emperor’s forefinger on his shoulder felt like an iron cudgel. Clearly, refusal was not an option. Belatedly, he understood Abbot Gyōson’s probing questions to Abbot Takuma about Jūrō’s family. If his failure in this matter became public, they wanted to be sure he could be disposed of, one way or another, without anyone minding. Jūrō swallowed heavily. He had no idea how he would manage to exorcise a madwoman, but if he wanted to see tomorrow, he would at least have to get out of this sticky room. The rest he would worry about later.

He bowed his head as low as he could, unable to prostrate himself with the emperor’s finger still on his shoulder. “It would be my honor, and the honor of my ancestors, to be of use to the Son of Heaven,” he replied hoarsely.

The retired emperor smiled like a tiger and lifted his finger. “Excellent. Akitaka will take you to Izumi at once.”
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Chapter 3

The Madwoman
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Even though he was sure that he was wrung out enough to drop dead if he closed his eyes, Jūrō was still too unsettled about the extraordinary turn his life had taken to sleep during the journey to Izumi Province. Instead, he nervously ran his fingers over the new, higher-quality cloak and robes Abbot Gyōson’s servants had changed him into and tried not to think of the packet of fresh tofu they’d placed in a well-equipped traveling bag for him, the idea of which was currently making his stomach roil. The only thing less welcome than sleep was food.

The coast of Izumi was considered quite fine, but the provincial capital was located further inland, so Jūrō couldn’t judge if it compared to Abbot Takuma’s scrolls. When Lord Akitaka yanked open the carriage door to announce their arrival at the governor’s mansion, Jūrō was surprised at how relatively modest the compound was, something he could perceive even in the flickering torchlight.

“Izumi is an inferior province,” Lord Akitaka said, reading his thoughts as Jūrō stumbled out of the carriage into the almost starless night. “Michitsune’s father served in Tanba and Sanuki, but the son has not shown himself to be equal to the task of a superior post.”

Jūrō remained terrified of the imposing Akitaka, but he knew that he should take advantage of matters if the lord was in the mood to talk. “I thought that governors rarely administered their provinces in person,” he ventured.

Akitaka grunted in the affirmative. “Yes, usually they remain in the capital and send retainers to handle things abroad or rely on trusted local families, but the hō-ō asked Michitsune to take up residence here in order to keep his sister away from Heian-kyō.” He grinned malevolently. “You can imagine how being effectively banished along with her has affected his mood.”

If he hadn’t been able to, Jūrō wouldn’t have had to wonder long; the thump of approaching footsteps rang out from the main hall, and a small knot of soldiers and servants burst out of the front doors holding lanterns. At their head was a middle-aged man in robes that were of a careful quality, though they were dyed in colors that revealed him to be lower in rank than Lord Akitaka. As he came down the stairs and bowed at the appropriate depth to Akitaka, he failed to hide the flash of distaste that crossed his face before he lowered it.

“My lord captain,” he said. “Welcome to my humble home and to Izumi.”

Lord Akitaka returned his bow and seemed to take especial satisfaction in its shallower angle. “Lord Michitsune. I hope you and your province are well. I bring greetings from His Cloistered Majesty, Shirakawa-in.” He motioned lazily to Jūrō. “He has sent this exorcist to you for the relief of Lady Sanuki and your household.”

Michitsune turned to look at Jūrō for the first time, and though he hurried to bow respectfully, Jūrō couldn’t avoid the contemptuous glint in the governor’s eyes. It was clear that Lord Michitsune wasn’t impressed by the figure he cut, no matter how Abbot Gyōson had attempted to dress him up.

“He seems young,” the governor remarked. “I told the hō-ō that my whole house is turned upside down by my sister’s distraction. My wife hardly leaves her pavilion from the anxiety of it all.”

“His Majesty is well aware of your situation,” Lord Akitaka replied, bored. “I’m sure that Your Excellency isn’t implying that the retired emperor isn’t sensible to the plain language in which you explained it to him in your letters.”

Michitsune cringed and bowed again miserably. “I would never suggest such a thing about Shirakawa-in, the wisest Son of Heaven. Please excuse me; my sister has been difficult since we left the capital. We are of course grateful for His Cloistered Majesty’s care in sending us this gojisō.” He paused and bowed to Jūrō. “I am honored to receive you, Brother. Welcome to my household.”

Jūrō mumbled an assurance that no offense had been taken as he bowed back, but Lord Akitaka let Michitsune twist for a moment more before he made a dismissive gesture. “No apology is needed, Your Excellency. The hō-ō knows the inconveniences that have been placed upon you. Perhaps Brother Jūrō might see your sister?”

“Of course,” Lord Michitsune said, swallowing his obvious relief. “Please, both of you follow me.”

Lord Akitaka shook his head. “I have too much to do to waste time on Lady Sanuki. I leave the honored brother in your no doubt capable hands.” He dropped his stern gaze to Jūrō. “The retired emperor is relying on you, Brother. He will eagerly await Lord Michitsune’s assessments of your progress.”

Jūrō tried not to wince at this pronouncement; his only comfort was that the governor looked equally uneasy about writing such future reports. “Yes, Your Excellency,” he murmured.

Lord Akitaka acknowledged this and Michitsune’s hasty bow with a distracted jerk of his head, and he turned back to his horse and retainers without any other leave-taking. Jūrō, the governor, and his household stood mutely, watching them depart until the sound of the horses’ hooves were a distant drumbeat receding beyond the compound walls.

Michitsune let out a heavy sigh and turned to Jūrō. “Well, come with me. I’ll take you to my sister.”

The servants parted hastily to avoid their master’s impatient arm flails, which were meant to scatter them, and Jūrō rushed forward to fall in beside Michitsune as he strode into the main hall. As they traversed the meticulously maintained porticos and gardens lit by small, carefully watched lamp pagodas, the governor finally broke their awkward silence.

“My sister isn’t violent,” he said reluctantly, as if he was speaking of something vaguely obscene, “but she has always been shockingly outspoken. She won’t hold her tongue even here, where there is no one to listen to her, so she’s confined to the western pavilion. Please keep her there. I will see to it that a servant will be stationed in the outer gallery”—he gestured to the portico they were walking down—“to attend to anything that you might require.”

“What if your lady sister—”Jūrō ducked his head in embarrassment, unsure how to proceed. “I don’t have much experience with the things necessary to keep a lady comfortable.”

“I’ve allowed my sister to keep one maid for women’s matters. Izumi will handle those, so you needn’t trouble yourself about that.” Perhaps sensing the question forming in Jūrō’s mind, he added with a grimace, “Izumi was born in this province, so my father called her that when he bought her to serve my sister. It’s occasionally very annoying; I apologize for the inconvenience.”

They entered the western pavilion. Michitsune strode through its dark, barren receiving hall and unceremoniously flung open the first fusuma door they encountered with such violence that the frame rattled.

The room that was revealed was nearly as bare his own had been back at the monastery; it was certainly not what Jūrō imagined as the boudoir of a lady who had once served at court. The straw mats were plain and showed some evidence of wear, as if they had been walked over for a long time. The silk bedding looked equally ratty, and the low writing table’s lacquer was chipped.

Yet despite the meanness of the room and its furnishings, Jūrō only had eyes for the slight figure seated with her back to them, awake despite the lateness of the hour, looking out at the neglected courtyard beyond the veranda. Her robes were no finer than her surroundings, but everything in the room paled next to the luxurious, inky cascade of hair spilling over her shoulders and pooling on the floor all around her. Jūrō felt his breath catch in his chest. He’d almost forgotten how beautiful a woman’s hair could be.

Rather than the governor’s bombastic entrance, it was Jūrō’s smothered gasp that seemed to catch the lady’s attention. She turned her head to them, making no attempt to hide her face, and Jūrō nearly recoiled as she bared her naked, white teeth to smile at them.

“Greetings, brother,” she said to Michitsune.

Recovering from the shock of her unblackened teeth, Jūrō tried to slow the wild fluttering of his heart and take in the rest of the lady. She wore no paint at all, which left her skin a dull, sallow color, and her unplucked eyebrows grew in uneven clumps at their natural height, which made her look as though she was scowling. Although her eyes were graced with long lids shaped like swallowtails, her nose was large, and her face too narrow. Indeed, even with his limited experience among women, Jūrō could tell that Lady Sanuki was not beautiful, and he started to regain his equilibrium. Surely, he could handle such a small, plain lady, bewitched or not.

As if she had heard his thoughts, her lips pursed together in amusement, and she slowly rose to her feet, which set her shining hair quivering in hypnotic ripples that scattered every critical assessment he’d just made. Amida, he marveled. It has to be two arms’ lengths past the hem of her robes. Ono no Komachi herself would have dreamed of possessing such hair.

Meanwhile, the governor was reaching for his short sword as if her standing was a threat. “Don’t do anything stupid, Nagako,” he warned her.

She laughed. Like her voice, her laugh had ragged edges. “Calm down, Michitsune. You’ll frighten this poor boy.”

The governor seemed to abruptly remember that Jūrō was there. He coughed and let go of the tantō’s hilt. “The emperor has sent Brother Jūrō here to drive out the demons that are making you so difficult,” he said to her curtly.

Her brows knotted in a true scowl. “Which emperor?”

He ignored her question. “You should rejoice that anyone is willing to look past your madness and try to save you from yourself.”

She lifted her chin disdainfully. “That means it’s the retired emperor.”

The governor continued to turn a deaf ear to his sister as he addressed Jūrō. “Well, I will leave you to it. I’ll send Izumi along with some tea in a moment. Since you didn’t bring a medium with you, I’ll instruct her to serve as one if it is required. If my sister tries any tricks, just find one of the pages or my steward. Don’t come running through the main house, though. It upsets my wife.”

Before Jūrō could utter a word, the governor had already slammed the fusuma behind him. Realizing he could only gape at the shut door for so long, he turned his eyes reluctantly back to his patient, who was considering him with a languorous detachment that was either annoyance or amusement.

“You look too young to be an exorcist,” she remarked, her gaze assessing him from head to foot. “I wonder what His Cloistered Majesty has in mind for you to do.”

Maybe it was the fatigue of everything that had happened to him since Brother Shinobu had woken him that night a week ago, or maybe it was that, underneath her odd manner, he felt she might not be as prickly or as mad as she was made out to be. For whatever reason, he blurted out, “I don’t know!”

This made her smile again, but before she could respond, Jūrō saw a strange rustling underneath her faded robes. He had to struggle not to rub his eyes in disbelief, for then she’d think that he was the mad one. When he guiltily met her sharp eyes again, she was still wearing that mysterious smile.

“It’s all right,” she said, inclining her head toward her hems brushing along the floor. “Michitsune is gone, and this little priest doesn’t look like much of a gojisō.”

Jūrō, who had at first naturally assumed that she was speaking to him, was jolted off-balance again by her second remark, but before he could do anything to gather up the pieces of his confusion, his bewilderment bled into a flood of terror. A small creature creeped out from beneath the lady’s robes, and he felt his knocking knees give way as a silent scream filled his mouth.

Before his body completed its slide to the floor, though, he felt the lady’s arms under his own in an embrace, catching him. His mind was still rolling about in its attempt to process the apparition before him, but as the creature blinked its single, bulging eye at him, he also registered that the lady’s arms were small, yet strong. Their hold was gentle.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said, this time clearly to him as she stroked his phantom hairline. She lifted her head to the creature, which stood at a slight distance from them, and this forced Jūrō to look at it again.

It was the size of a child of maybe six or seven years old, and on second glance, it was of a mostly human shape. It, like Jūrō, was wearing blue monk’s robes and geta on its bare feet; its large head was also bald. Indeed, it looked like many young temple acolytes except for its clawed fingers and toes. And, of course, its one, large eye.

“Tamago is only a hitotsume-kozō, so he won’t hurt you,” the lady continued.

At its name, the little creature tilted its head, and its mouth split into a wide grin, revealing an alarming number of sharp, pointed teeth. Despite Tamago’s startling appearance, Jūrō could tell the lady’s remark was truthful and that the creature’s expression was intended to be friendly. Slowly, he sat up in a kneeling position beside the lady, his eyes still trained on her strange companion.

He had heard of hitotsume-kozōs, the goblins known as “one-eyed priest boys,” but had never seen one himself. Sixth Brother had claimed to have stumbled upon a similar monster once in the altar room, the two-eyed tofu-kozō, though at the time Jūrō had assumed the other monk was making fun of him.

Remembering the tofu-kozō reminded Jūrō that hitotsume-kozō were said to be fond of tofu as well, and he reached into his bag for the packet Abbot Gyōson’s servants had given him.

Even though he could see the little demon’s attention shift to the tofu packet with greedy interest, Jūrō turned to the lady first. “Would he like this?”

She smiled again at both his question and the hitotsume-kozō’s eager attempts to sniff the air despite having no visible nose. “Yes, thank you.” She glanced at the creature. “Go on, then. The little priest says you may have it.”

Jūrō held out the tofu packet, and the hitotsume-kozō scurried over to him, its small, wooden sandals clacking against the parts of the wood floor poking out of the worn mats. It reached out gingerly with its clawed hands, and once its prize was secure, it clambered back across the room to the lady’s bedding, where it proceeded to gobble the tofu square, making happy, smacking noises with its long, red tongue.

The lady watched these antics fondly, and Jūrō thought that she appeared truly happy for the first time since his arrival. “Is this the demon that Shirakawa-in wants me to take from you?” he asked her.

At the retired emperor’s name, the lady’s expression dropped into a scowl, but before she could answer, the sliding door clattered open again, revealing a young woman with a tea tray.

“Ugh!” the girl announced, her tiny nose wrinkling as she glared at the hitotsume-kozō licking its palms like a sated cat. “It stinks like beans in here!”

The goblin rolled its enormous, single eye and made a wet, gargling sound at the girl that Jūrō deduced was laughter, but it only succeeded in making the pinpricks where his hair should be tingle. The creature found a leftover glob of tofu still clinging to the rice paper packet and flicked it in the newcomer’s direction.

The young woman dodged the missile with a sinuous bend of her whole body. She somehow didn’t cause the tea tray to rattle even a little bit, though she muttered under her breath as she floated over to the lady and Jūrō. As she settled in front of them, Jūrō felt his skin flushing. The newcomer was so beautiful it made his bones ache. Although her simpler robes reflected her place as her lady’s inferior, with her greater beauty, youth, and water-skimming manner of moving, it was she who seemed to be a refined court personage, not the slightly wild woman beside him.

Perhaps sensing the thrust of these thoughts, the young woman lifted her head just enough to meet his eyes and gave him a demure, close-lipped smile. Though the smile was as beautiful as the rest of her, it caused a shiver to run down his spine. He couldn’t put his finger on the reason, but it made her look unnatural, as if her perfect features didn’t quite fit her perfect face.

“Ah, you see it.” 

It was the lady who said this, and though her voice was low, Jūrō still jumped. “What?” he stammered.

She inclined her head to the young woman, who was now smirking at them both in a much more obviously unnerving way. “That she doesn’t quite fit. You might be a better gojisō than I thought.”

Jūrō stared at her, now growing afraid to look back at the beautiful servant girl. “Doesn’t fit what?” he repeated stupidly.

“Her body.”

Jūrō bit his lips closed. Whatever happened, he could not embarrass himself by saying ‘what?’ again.

The lady appeared to register his chagrin and kindly proceeded as if he had said either this or something more elegant. “This is my servant, Izumi’s, body, but that’s not who you are seeing before you.” She paused and addressed the girl. “You can show him. It’s better if he knows; he’s already sniffed you out.”

The young woman’s expression slid into a calculated performance of a charming pout. “Now it will be dull,” she complained in a tittering, coquettish voice. “I was hoping to have some fun with this one first.”

“I said no,” the lady replied, her tone still low, though decidedly firmer. The two of them studied one another for a long moment, as if continuing their conversation wordlessly; finally, the girl rolled her shoulders.

“As you will,” she sulked, then glanced at Jūrō. “He won’t scream or anything, will he? Your brother has already been stomping around in a bad mood. He thinks that the hō-ō is mocking him with this baby priest.”

“He won’t scream,” said the lady with far more confidence than Jūrō felt on the matter. “Be careful with my poor Zu-chan. She’s been so loyal.”

The young woman tossed her eyes ceiling-ward at this and stood with the fluid delicacy of a crane unbending itself. Once she was on her feet again, she took a single one of her long, black hairs between her thumb and forefinger, and plucked it from her head.

When she did this, the body of the servant girl gently slumped to floor at her feet, for all appearances asleep. Jūrō peered at the sleeping girl, who was still very pretty, though in a much more ordinary way. She looked like a pretty cousin, or the younger sister of a friend who was always teasing you from behind her fan. Or, rather, what Jūrō imagined those girls would be like, based on the few secular stories that Ninth Brother had smuggled in and shared with the monks (for the price of doing his chores for a week per reader, per book).

The young woman who now stood over the girl’s body, on the other hand, was the beautiful, unsettling thing that had been drifting across the girl’s face. She was tall and pale and lovely but obviously not human in the way that the other girl was. Her long, black hair was too shiny; her eyes, too dark and glittery. Her long, white fingers, were just a little too slender; her small, perfect mouth, a little too red.

“Is she a kitsune?” Jūrō murmured to the lady without taking his eyes from the young woman, as if the creature might not hear him if he whispered.

The young woman’s smile widened. The hitotsume-kozō watched all of this with interest as it absently chewed on one of its toe claws.

The lady shook her head. “No, she’s not a fox spirit. She is a kijo.” She paused. “A rather ordinary demon at that.”

The kijo made an annoyed hiss and pulled her robes closer around her willowy frame as if to protect herself from the insult. The outermost of her many robes was far more elaborate than anything worn by the lady or the unconscious girl, and the collars and sleeve edges of the jackets underneath appeared to promise similar opulence. The outer robe was intricately embroidered with dozens of figures, but as he squinted to get a better look at them, Jūrō was horrified to recognize that they were extremely thorough depictions of the hell realms of the underworld, Jigoku. Indeed, this was the name that the lady addressed the kijo by.

“After I was dismissed from court, Michitsune only allowed me to keep one attendant, so it became necessary for me to hide her presence in Izumi’s so as not to lose her help entirely,” Lady Nagako explained. Her lips pressed together to hold back a smile at the demon’s show of offense. “Jigoku does aspire to change her nature, though, so perhaps she is not so very ordinary a demon after all.”

The kijo flounced her unusual robes again, as if to inform them that she did not require the lady’s equivocal pity. The hitotsume-kozō gurgled something at her, and she glared at it.

“I don’t care what a lowly little yōkai like you thinks,” she said to it, an unseen sense of powerful foreboding casting itself from her toward the goblin.

Jūrō shrank from the suggestion of this force as it swept past his sleeve, but the goblin child didn’t pay it any mind. It stood up on the bedding as if it had suddenly remembered an appointment and began to gather up the rice paper packet and the scattered tofu bits, ducking the swipe of the demon woman’s aura as it flew over his knobby, bent head. Once he had this waste in hand, he snapped his clawed fingers, and all of it vanished in a puff of smoke. This chore managed, he clopped over to a large, lacquered chest in the far corner of the room and began to rummage for something that proved, after a moment, to be an old paper lantern.

The lady nodded at this, glancing out at the dark sky and the thin suggestion of the moon visible from the room. “Yes, you are right, Tamago. It is almost the Hour of the Ox already.”

Seated with a goblin named Egg, a demoness named Hell, and the madwoman who treated them so dispassionately, Jūrō was afraid to find out what worse things the actual Spirit Hour could possibly bring him.

“But why do you need the help of a kijo?” he asked Lady Nagako. “Or a hitotsume-kozō, for that matter?”

She didn’t answer him, her attention instead fixed on the goblin’s preparations. Far off, somewhere in the governor’s compound, he heard a sentry call the hour. As he did, Tamago spat a small tongue of flame into the paper lantern, setting it alight. Despite the size of the flame, the lantern flooded the room with a warm, welcoming glow. The other three turned toward the empty corner behind him, but Jūrō looked to the lady.

“My lady?” he asked, forgetting himself and grabbing the edge of her cascading sleeves. The silk was worn, but he could tell it had been of excellent quality when it was new.

“Shh, little priest,” she said softly, her thin face now emphatically glowing with happiness, her bright eyes fixed over his shoulder. “Greet His Majesty first.”

At first, Jūrō couldn’t move. He had almost convinced himself that the stories of the lady’s madness were some kind of mistake, and here was exactly the delusion that Abbot Gyōson and Shirakawa-in had warned him about. He felt very silly. It didn’t explain the one-eyed priest-boy or the unnerving woman she claimed was a kijo, but there had to be a rational explanation for
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