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To all those who asked me to  

dedicate a book to them—here it is.

But mostly, to my family and the Author.
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Chapter 1




Tsurugu no Kiyomori bowed low over the polished floor. “I am at your service, tono.” 

“I am glad to hear it,” answered Naka no Yoritomo. “We can be only relieved by the presence of an accomplished onmyōji. Your service in protecting our household and our new wife will be greatly appreciated and greatly rewarded.”

“The thanks of the shugo is recompense enough,” replied Tsurugu. “I am grateful that you have honored one such as myself with this trust.”

“You have been entrusted with more than this,” Naka no Yoritomo said significantly. “You will find in your room an additional token of our faith.”

Tsurugu bowed a final time and then followed a silent servant to his new room, observing the carefully kept grounds with a casual eye. Naka no Yoritomo was a wealthy man and inclined to display it, in everything from his immaculate gardens to his hiring of an onmyōji mystic to protect his bride. Tsurugu’s stay would be pleasant, provided he pleased the shugo.

Naka no Yoritomo believed that a local kitsune meant to work mischief upon him or his new wife, Fujitani no Kaede. There had been strange incidents in the countryside of late, with objects of value disappearing and irrational stories offered by confused laborers for missing goods and missing hours. There had even been a recent case of kitsune-tsuki in the farmers’ village below, a poor young girl possessed by a fox spirit and driven to madness. The villagers had beaten and burned her in an attempt to drive out the fox, but she had broken free and run screaming into the woods.

Privately, Tsurugu suspected the girl was simply mad, for bad blood or other causes, and not a victim of a fox at all. But it would be little use to argue with the shugo.

The servant paused to slide aside a shōji door. Before Tsurugu could enter, two figures came about the corner, moving side by side on the exterior walkway. He paused to regard them—two young men, perhaps sixteen, if the ages of servants mattered. They did not quite bow their heads deferentially, so he could clearly see their faces. They were handsome young men, and absolutely alike. Even had they averted their gaze fully, one would have guessed they were twins.

He entered his room. “Who are they?” he asked the servant who waited by his door.

“Futagokyōdai,” he answered, “in the household of Kaede-dono.” His tone betrayed his disapproval; a woman, even a widow, had no business bringing male servants, and certainly not such as those.

Tsurugu suppressed a smile. The women would be chattering about the twins, certainly, and a few of the men, no doubt. They were well-formed enough to forgive their lapse in etiquette; they would of course be kept matched together in service.

The servant left, and Tsurugu began to explore his new room. It was comfortably furnished, with thick tatami suitable for the shugo himself, but he found no lacquered box or inked message from the lord as promised. Perhaps it would come later, he mused, and he occupied himself by opening his writing set and grinding ink as he looked out upon the groomed courtyard, darkening with evening. He selected a sheet and began to paint, concentrating on the more delicate brushstrokes he had never mastered. A tree branch came slowly into being on his page, mostly bare but with narrow buds promising spring beauty. He should compose a poem on his arrival here, something honoring Naka no Yoritomo and—

“Konbanwa,” came a voice behind him. Good evening.

Tsurugu spun, spattering ink across his fresh paper. A man crouched comfortably in a corner of his room, dressed all in soft grey.

Tsurugu took a breath and composed himself. “You are sent from the shugo.”

“I am.”

“You are one of his shadows.”

A half-smile crooked the stranger’s face. “A good way of saying it. I am the unseen eye, the unseen hand.”

“You were certainly unseen.” Tsurugu gestured. “Come and sit with me.” He bowed slightly. “Tsurugu no Kiyomori de gozaimasu,” he introduced himself.

“Kagemura no Shishio Hitoshi de gozaimasu,” replied the man in grey, bowing in return. He hesitated. “I have been commanded to serve my lord in alliance with you, and in confidence. You have won his trust, or you would not have my name and face so readily.”

Tsurugu took a small, unspoiled sheet of orange paper from his writing set and began to toy with it. “I am honored to meet you, О̄kami-kun.”

Shishio raised an eyebrow. “О̄kami?” Wolf?

“Forgive me; I have an irrepressible habit of giving names to my fellows. In your case, however, it seems appropriate, as you would not be comfortable with my casual use of your own name. You are all in grey, a shadow among shadows—and whom should a fox fear more than a wolf?”

Shishio grinned. “Whom, indeed?” He settled comfortably across from Tsurugu. “Then I thank you for the gift of my new name.”

“It is my pleasure.” Tsurugu bowed his head and continued to fold the paper.

“What is your opinion of this matter, onmyōji-san? Why would a kitsune target my lord?” asked Shishio. “Is it a male, envious of his new wife’s beauty? Or is it a young female, jealous of my lady’s happiness?”

Tsurugu smiled. “Perhaps she is in love with the shugo and wishes to marry him herself.”

“My lord, in thrall to a fox woman?” Shishio recoiled in distaste. “It cannot be. We cannot allow it.” He looked piercingly at Tsurugu. “I hope we will not allow it. You will forgive me, I hope, onmyōji-san, if I ask your part in this. How will you serve my lord? Because if I find you are a common trickster who has for money claimed—”

“Please, О̄kami-kun,” interrupted Tsurugu mildly. He opened his hands to reveal an orange animal, a dog or wolf or fox. “A trickster I may be, but never common.” He set the origami figure on the mat beside his knee and watched as it bounded toward Shishio.

Shishio twitched backward, his hands falling naturally to his weapon, and then caught himself as the paper figure cavorted harmlessly. “What is this?”

Tsurugu lowered his hand so that the little canid could jump into it. “Surely you have seen an onmyōji’s servants,” he answered easily, “if you have seen a true onmyōji.” He shifted his eyes from paper to Shishio.

“A shikigami?” Shishio blinked and then bowed. “I apologize for my insulting words,” he offered. “I have seen only tricksters and diviners who took coin for word games. But it is clear my lord chose wisely when he asked you to help us.”

Tsurugu smiled and whispered a word of release, letting the shikigami dispel and the orange paper lie still. “I hope we shall be good friends, О̄kami-kun.”

Shishio gave him a pleased look. “I hope so as well.”
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