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“Elegant and entertaining . . . Parker has created a wonderful protagonist in Akitada. . . . She puts us at ease in a Japan of one thousand years ago.”  The Boston Globe

“You couldn’t ask for a more gracious introduction to the exotic world of Imperial Japan than the stately historical novels of I. J. Parker.”  The New York Times

“Akitada is as rich a character as Robert Van Gulik’s intriguing detective, Judge Dee.”  The Dallas Morning News

“Readers will be enchanted by Akitada.” Publishers Weekly Starred Review

“Terrifically imaginative”  The Wall Street Journal

“A brisk and well-plotted mystery with a cast of regulars who become more fully developed with every episode.”  Kirkus

“More than just a mystery novel, (THE CONVICT’S SWORD)  is a superb piece of literature set against the backdrop of 11th-century Kyoto.”  The Japan Times

“Parker’s research is extensive and she makes great use of the complex manners and relationships of feudal Japan.”  Globe and Mail“

“The fast-moving, surprising plot and colorful writing will enthrall even those unfamiliar with the exotic setting.”  Publishers Weekly,  Starred Review

“. . .the author possesses both intimate knowledge of the time period and a fertile imagination as well. Combine that with an intriguing mystery and a fast-moving plot, and you’ve got a historical crime novel that anyone can love.”  Chicago Sun-Times

“Parker’s series deserves a wide readership.”  Historical Novel Society 

“The historical research is impressive, the prose crisp, and Parker’s ability to universalize the human condition makes for a satisfying tale.”  Booklist

“Parker masterfully blends action and detection while making the attitudes and customs of the period accessible.”  Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Readers looking for historical mystery with a twist will find what they’re after in Parker’s latest Sugawara Akitada mystery . . . An intriguing glimpse into an ancient culture.”  Booklist
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Pronunciation of Japanese Words
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Unlike English, Japanese is pronounced phonetically.  Therefore vowel sounds are approximately as follows:

“a”  as in “father”

“e” as in “let”

“i” as in “kin”

“o” as in “more”

“u” as in “would.”

Double consonants (“ai” or “ei”) are pronounced separately, and ō or ū are doubled or lengthened.

As for the consonants:  

“g” as in “game”

“j” as in “join”

“ch” as in “chat”.
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The Antechamber
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The small room was crowded and buzzing with subdued conversation.  Akitada knew few of the senior officials and splendidly uniformed military men who waited with him. He stood leaning against a pillar in his best dark blue robe and his court hat, trying to ignore puzzled or disdainful stares.

He had been there for more than an hour. Others had come, but not one of those waiting had been called into the prime minister’s office. A few men, tired of waiting, had left. He did not have that option and was in pain. His wounded right arm, normally in a supporting sling, was unsupported and throbbed. He tried to find some relief by tucking his hands into the full sleeves of his gown, but a bald man across from him frowned every time he did this.

He was in his fifties, obese and unattractive. There was something strangely familiar about his face, but Akitada searched his memory in vain. The bald head looked like that of a Buddhist priest, but he wore court robes and his presence here meant he was not ordinary at all. Akitada avoided looking at him.

The other men waiting to claim some favor stood in small groups, moving occasionally to speak to someone else, but nobody had spoken to Akitada and he knew none of them well enough to strike up a conversation or exchange a greeting. 

Clearly the monk resented not being acknowledged, because suddenly he said harshly, “You’re Sugawara, aren’t you?”

Akitada gave a start and bowed, “Yes, but I’m afraid I don’t recall . . .” He let his voice trail off. The other man surely belonged to one of the powerful families or he would not be here with men well above Akitada’s rank and position.

The fat man flushed with irritation. “I’m not surprised you don’t remember me. You’re usually absent even when you’re in town and on duty.”

Akitada controlled his anger. It was true he rarely attended the frequent official functions marked on the court calendar. Ranking officials were expected to demonstrate their interest by attending regularly in the Eight Ministries Palace and listening to addresses by others who hoped to impress their superiors. He did not like empty gestures and preferred to remain in his office and do his work. But the man across from him clearly knew him and took exception to his presence in the prime minister’s ante chamber. 

It was as well to know one’s enemies and Akitada said stiffly, “I beg your pardon. You appear to know me, but I’m afraid I don’t recall our having met.”

The scowl on the fat face deepened and the jowls quivered in outrage. He muttered something and turned away abruptly to walk across the room. There he conferred with several others, who glanced across and laughed.

The prime minister was Fujiwara Yorimichi, and Akitada was here by invitation. The honor, if it had been meant as one, was surprisingly painful, and not just because he was dealing with a wounded arm. It reminded him that he had enemies at court who would still do their best to ruin him. The fat man and his friends were examples, and there were others. He shifted his position, hoping to avoid other encounters of this sort.

He was very tired and a headache had joined the pain in his arm. He still got bouts of pain in his head from the beating he had received from a killer shortly before he was recalled from his governor’s post in Bizen Province. At the time he had feared that he would be punished for some neglected duty, but the imperial examiner, who arrived to clear his accounts for his successor, had assured him that his performance was satisfactory and that the prime minister had an important assignment for him. That was why he was here this morning.

The “important assignment” had raised speculation in his family. Perhaps it was a promotion to minister, they thought. He had served many years as senior secretary of the ministry of justice. Or he would be sent to Kyushu, where the governor general had been in trouble. Or he might even become an imperial counselor. Akitada himself did not expect anything remotely so grand, but he hoped for a challenge, perhaps to resolve a quarrel between two provinces or a position that would allow him to deal with crime in the capital. Evidently the criminals had become bold enough to enter the imperial palace and make off with some of His Majesty’s robes. Something must be done.

The journey from Bizen Province had worn him out, and while he had been happy to see his home and his people again, and had held his little granddaughter in his arms and embraced his daughter and his son again, it had all been too much. Now he was dreadfully tired and sick with pain when he should have a clear head for what lay ahead.

He had gathered from snippets of conversations and surmises by others who were waiting that the great man was not in his office, apparently because he had been detained elsewhere.

Akitada took no interest in this except to wish that they would all be sent away so he could go home.

He was to be disappointed. The very moment he made a move toward the exit, the double doors were flung open from the outside and Yorimichi strode into the room. He looked irritated and preoccupied as he passed Akitada and others, all of whom were bowing, and headed for his office. A few officials stepped forward and tried to address him, but he waved them away. A servant opened the office door and Yorimichi disappeared behind it. A stunned silence fell over the waiting group.

Belatedly a tall, thin man in a black court robe hurried into the room, paused when he saw the waiting crowd, and said, “His Excellency is dealing with an emergency. He asks that you return another day.”

The prime minister’s secretary had come to the rescue and relief flooded through Akitada. He could go home with a clear conscience, to be fussed over and made comfortable. He could rest and perhaps later walk through his garden. He might be visited by his sister or a friend or two, and perhaps Yasuko would come again, bringing his granddaughter.

There were others eager to leave and even though he was close to the doors, he found that his escape was delayed. 

“Sugawara? Is Sugawara here?” 

The shout stopped Akitada just when he saw his way clear. He turned and saw the tall figure of the secretary in the doorway to the prime minister’s office.

“Is Sugawara Akitada here?” the secretary repeated, scanning the departing officials.

“Yes.” Akitada started back, dimly aware of surprised looks. “I’m here.”

The secretary nodded. “Come in, sir. His Excellency wishes to speak to you.” 
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A Drowning
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The office of the most powerful man in the realm was large but rather plain. Yorimichi sat in its center where a small, ornate lacquer desk and several silk cushions were arranged on thick tatami mats with brocade trim. His Excellency was fifty years old and trim for a Fujiwara. He had a mustache and small chin beard, and he wore a dark green brocade robe over white silk trousers.

When Akitada entered, he was frowning and tapping his fingers on the top of the desk.

Akitada prepared to apologize for any delay, but Yorimichi’s face brightened into a smile. “There you are, Akitada,” he said in the friendliest manner. “I was afraid you might have left.”

“Never, your Excellency,” Akitada said fervently, making a deep bow.

“Come, come. Sit down.” Yorimichi waved to one of the cushions. “I have little time. This infernal Kamo affair! But now you’re here.”

Akitada sat. It was the fifth month. Time for the Kamo festival. This included the procession and installation of the Kamo Virgin, an imperial princess, and associated rituals and celebrations, including a horse race. The prime minister was always involved in the organization of this important event. Akitada wondered what had gone wrong and how he was to be helpful.

But his Excellency changed the subject.  He told his secretary, “Hiromi, please bring me the Yoshitada documents.” The tall secretary departed and Yorimichi said, “The governor of Yamato Province drowned in the Yoshino River. It happened last year, but now his widow wants his death investigated. As it is a sensitive matter and since you’ve done well with such things in the past, I want you to look into it.” 

Akitada was dumfounded. The sensitive matter in the past had been the massacre at Shirakawa and an assassin who had targeted a member of the prime minister’s family. This was a case of drowning. Who was the governor of Yamato Province? Yamato was a major province that included Nara and was close to the capital, so surely he was someone important and perhaps also related to the prime minister or the imperial family. Such an investigation could easily lead to offending someone who would not hesitate to see him punished. And why investigate a drowning? Disappointment settled on him like a pall. The secretary returned and passed some papers to the prime minister.

A rather long silence fell while Yorimichi turned pages and Akitada tried to remember who the governor in Yamato had been. The prime minister looked at him, apparently expecting some response. Somewhat desperately, Akitada asked, “When did this happen?”

“In the eleventh month, but you could have found that out for yourself.”

“Yes. I’m sorry, Your Excellency. But surely at that time of year . . . sorry, but what was the governor doing on the Yoshino River?”

“I don’t know. He had gone to visit the shrines, I’m told. Look, I’m very busy with this other matter. Perhaps you’d better go and ask your questions of people who have more information.”

Akitada apologized again and started to rise but something else puzzled him. “Why does his lady doubt the tragic event? Does she suspect it wasn’t an accident?”

“Let’s just say she suspects something. You will have to speak to her. Now off you go and report when you know what happened.” Yorimichi passed a sheet of paper to Akitada and made a notation on the rest of the documents.

Still dazed, Akitada stood, put the paper in his sleeve, bowed, and left the room.

In the outer room a few men still waited. They stopped Akitada, asking why the prime minister was sending them away.

“I don’t know,” Akitada said, “except that he said he was very busy.”

One of the officials demanded, “What did he want you for?”

Akitada ignored the rude question. “Forgive me, but I must hurry.” He made for the double doors and escaped.   

He was expected to look into the death of this official and had been given next to no information beyond his name and the place and time of his demise. And, he corrected himself, the place was not certain either. The Yoshino River was quite long and passed through several provinces. On top of that, he was tired and in pain and could not really concentrate on the matter properly.

Outside the building, he paused for a few deep breaths. He still yearned for home and rest, but clearly that was impossible now. He must find out what he could about this assignment. He walked quickly to the Ministry of Ceremonial and Nakatoshi’s office.

Nakatoshi, senior secretary of the ministry, was a great source of information. He was also his friend and greeted him with open arms. The embrace was painful, but Akitada bore it with a smile. He had missed Nakatoshi while he had been posted to Bizen Province, though they had exchanged a few letters.

“I heard you’re back,” Nakatoshi said and looked at him closely. “You look terrible. What happened?”  

“It’s a long story. Do you have some wine?”

“Certainly. Come, have a seat.” Akitada sank down gratefully on one of the cushions. Nakatoshi’s office was small and lacked the luxuries of the prime minister’s furnishings or space, but it was comfortable enough. The wine was always good here. They toasted each other and drank. The smooth liquid soothed Akitada’s dry throat and warmed his belly. He slowly relaxed a little and told the story of his recent activities.

Nakatoshi was a good listener and he refilled their cups several times. Akitada’s headache eased and so did the pain in his arm, which was now supported by his thigh as he sat. 

When he reached that morning’s visit to the prime minister’s office, Nakatoshi smiled. “You have risen in esteem, my friend! I’ve rarely set foot in those hallowed quarters.”

Akitada grimaced. “I had a long, uncomfortable wait and was mocked by an unpleasant individual. The prime minister was detained by some problem with the Kamo festival.”

Nakatoshi nodded. “There’s a scandal brewing, I think.”

“What scandal?”

“I don’t know, but it may involve some notorious young nobles. They’ve been placing bets on the riders and their horses and the competition has become personal. Threats have been made.”

Akitada shook his head. “I know nothing about things that occupy the fashionable youth these days. I’m to investigate a drowning. Did you know a Fujiwara Yoshitada?”

“The poet?”

“Poet? No. Must be a different man. This one was governor of Yamato Province.”

“Same man. Yes, he drowned last year, I think. What’s to investigate?”

“His widow isn’t satisfied.”

“Oh.” Nakatoshi paused, filling their cups again. “You don’t say.”

Apparently Nakatoshi knew a great deal about a Kamo scandal but very little about this Yoshitada. It was disappointing. Akitada refused more wine. He was beginning to feel sleepy. He said, “I hoped you might be able to explain.” 

“No. He drowned. It happened last year, late in the fall. I thought he might’ve committed suicide, but it seems to have been an unfortunate accident.”

Akitada’s torpid mind woke a little. “Why suicide?”

“I don’t know, except that there was some gossip that he had suddenly withdrawn from all court appearances. He was a counselor and had access to the palace.”

That made him a very high-ranking official indeed. “Is he related to the prime minister?”

“Probably. He belonged to the ruling Fujiwara house in any case, but I think his rank was due to the fact that he married an imperial princess. He was still quite young when he withdrew from court.” Nakatoshi got up and took a hefty tome from a book shelf. He brought it back to his desk and turned the pages. “Here he is. He was a mere thirty-seven years old when he died. Married to Princess Naishi, granddaughter of emperor Go-Ichijo. Fourth rank, and rising. You’d think a man like that wouldn’t suddenly disappear from court.”

Akitada thought glumly that he had guessed correctly. The dead man had been someone related to the most powerful families in the land. They were people he had no access to and who would send him away as quickly as Yorimichi had.

Nakatoshi, however, had become quite excited. The puzzle of what had happened to Yoshitada had seized his imagination.

“What do you mean, he disappeared?” Akitada asked.

“Well, not literally. At least, I don’t think so. That last year he was absent from his duties here. I think the prime minister sent for him once because he had neglected his office. And I recollect that all that happened was that they appointed an assistant governor to cover for him. And then he drowned.”

Akitada shook his head. “I thought it was very strange that he should drown in the Yoshino River at that time of the year. Yorimichi didn’t tell me where it happened, but he said Yoshitada had gone to worship at a shrine, and that must have been in the mountains. Surely you wouldn’t go boating or swimming when it must’ve been almost winter.”

“No. Well, you’ll find out and let me know. It sounds like a fine mystery.”

Akitada gave his friend a baleful look. “It’s easy for you to enjoy the eccentricities of the great families. That reminds me. There was an unpleasant fat man outside the prime minister’s office. He knew me and seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He was in his fifties or sixties and his head was shaved.”

Nakatoshi thought. “Shaved like a monk’s? That might’ve been Oe Masahira. We used to call him “toad” as students. He forsook his family late last year when he fell ill.”

Akitada now dimly recalled the man. He had taught at the university and been unlikable and unattractive even then. They had met when Akitada had investigated several murders at the university. “Oh!” he said and grimaced.

Nakatoshi laughed. “Yes, I’m sorry you ran into him. But my dear Akitada, you will soon heal from your recent dealings with the murderous kugutsu and regain your enthusiasm. At least Yoshitada’s family isn’t likely to attack you with knives.”

They had other weapons, Akitada thought bleakly, but the wine had made him far too sleepy to consider the matter and he thanked his friend and went home.
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Domestic Matters
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Another ordeal awaited him at home. His family, including on this occasion also his sister and her husband, and the members of his household were waiting for news of his visit to the prime minister.

Genba greeted him first, just inside the gate, his face anxious. Tora waited at the foot of the stairs to the house and asked, “Well, what did he say?”

Akitada shook his head. “Inside,” he said and took the steps wearily. Genba hurried after them.

Tora stayed with him. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“Later.”

The door of the house opened and Sadako appeared. “Akitada,” she cried. “You’re finally back. We’ve been so worried.” Akitada gained the veranda and paused to catch his breath. Her eyes widened. “What’s wrong? Are you in pain? Come in!” She took his good arm and drew him inside, where he found the reception room full of people.

His sister Akiko came to meet him. Her husband, who had gained a good deal of flesh since he had seen him last, hovered behind her, smiling broadly. Akiko seized Akitada’s other arm to pull him closer and Akitada cried out at the pain. 

Sadako said, “Not that arm, Akiko. That’s where he’s been stabbed. Oh, Akitada, it was too soon. Come sit down.” She called to one of the maids who were standing nearby, “Bring some warm wine!”

Akitada said, “No more wine. Some water or tea.”

“Tea,” Sadako confirmed.

Akiko looked shocked. “Are you drunk? This early?”

Akitada did not answer that. Instead he sat down on the dais and looked around at the curious faces. They hoped for good news, for a promotion, for a new and better appointment. They all depended on him in one way or another. Even Akiko and her husband, who were quite comfortable in worldly goods, were affected by his success or failure. They, as his own household, supported him in many ways in good times and bad. And he loved them. Okabi, already in his seventy-fifth year, was the most recent member of his household, but in the old man’s lined face Akitada saw the same concern. And also Masashi.

Masashi was the late Saburo’s adopted son. He was an orphan, a street child who had come to them when still so young that he had enchanted Sadako, who was childless, and both she and Akitada had briefly wanted to adopt him, but Saburo had refused to permit this. Since Saburo’s death, they looked after Masashi in the Sugawara household. Masashi was now about eight or nine—no one knew exactly when he was born—and had been enrolled in one of the schools.  

“Well,” Akitada said, smiling at all of them, “this is like a party. Sadako, do send for food and wine to celebrate properly.”

They responded with relief. The worried looks disappeared from their faces, and there was laughter, and excited questions. He managed to answer most of them, telling them that the prime minister had asked him to investigate the death of a colleague. This was something of a disappointment to them, but his tea arrived, sweetened with honey, and his arm stopped hurting.

Sadako bustled about, directing maids and sending for more food and wine. Akiko, slender and elegant, came over and sat down beside Akitada.

“So, what exactly did Yorimichi want?”

Akiko had always been blunt, and nosy as well. It meant that she was well-informed about what happened at court and among the highly-placed individuals whose behavior and relationships were her primary interest. Akitada thought she might be helpful on this occasion.

On the other hand, the prime minister had stressed that it was a sensitive matter. Akitada needed information, but he could not reveal very much. He considered the problem and said, “A Fujiwara Yoshitada drowned last year. It seems his wife wants his death investigated.”

He was aware that the invitation from the prime minister had raised expectations in his family. Akiko said immediately, “Is that all? Is that why you were recalled? It seems hardly believable.”

Yes, it did seem odd. Akitada had also expected, and feared, something bigger and far more challenging. His habit of solving crimes had never been part of his function in the ministry of justice, and even as governor he had mainly been expected to judge the accused. The court-appointed police officer was the one who investigated and arrested criminals.

Sadako came to his defense. “Akitada has been helpful to his Excellency before. He is trusted. And he well deserves that trust.”

Akiko nodded. “Yes, I know. But still. Yoshitada drowned. And he wasn’t important. If he hadn’t married well, he would have been sent to the far corners of this country or been given a minor post in one of the ministries. He dabbled in poetry, not politics. And his first lady did not appreciate his lack of ambition. She kept her own household in the capital.”  

Tora moved closer. “It’s another case, sir,” he said consolingly. “We’ll enjoy that. And who knows, something great may come of it.”

Akitada looked from one to the other. His sister and Tora, they both cared. One saw no advantage to the new assignment, because she lived in the world of court intrigue and the politics of advancement. The other cared only for the excitement of the chase. He told Tora, “It may simply be a drowning, nothing else,” and then he asked Akiko, “What do you know about his widow?”

“Princess Naishi? She’s the daughter of Minamoto Toshifusa. He resigned as prince, but she had been born by then and is a granddaughter of Emperor Go-Ichijo. She prefers to be known as Princess Naishi. Whatever you do, you don’t want to offend her. She’s very proud of her lineage. Actually, there’s another widow. She’s a Tachibana, I think. Yoshitada married her when he was still a student at the university. Years later, when he married Princess Naishi, the Tachibana lady had to take second place. In any case, the princess has lived here in the capital for years.”

It sounded like an unhappy household to Akitada. One wife set aside for another who refused to live with the husband. He did not look forward to dealing with the widows.

Sadako saw his face and said, “But Naishi must have cared for him. Why else would she want an investigation?”

Akiko laughed. “Oh, Sadako, you’re such a romantic! She’s either making trouble for someone, or else she pretends to be devastated because she wants to be pitied and receive appointments or maintenance.”

Okabi murmured, “Grieving for a husband is often brief.”

Sadako gave Okabi an outraged look. “Surely not!” she said primly.

Okabi bowed to her. “Sorry, Lady Sadako. It’s just a silly saying.”

Akitada said glumly, “Well, I shall have to see her. As soon as possible. The prime minister did not explain why she’s upset. And then, no doubt, I shall have to go to Nara to speak to the other widow and from there to wherever Yoshitada drowned. If he drowned.”  

Sadako said wistfully, “I love Nara. Remember the winter we spent there?”

Akitada smiled at her. “Yes. You had just agreed to become my wife.”

She saw the broad smiles on the faces around him, blushed, and busied herself with rearranging her skirt. 

Akiko laughed. “Winter in Nara is pretty but quite miserable otherwise. I expect you two managed to keep warm.” Her husband leaned toward her and whispered something. She stiffened and snapped, “Certainly not, Toshikage. We’re both much too old for that.” Her husband’s face fell and he sighed. 

Akitada liked his brother-in-law, who was neither clever nor educated at the university, but was both cheerful and generous. Toshikage, a wealthy man, had courted Akiko and been accepted quickly, because the Sugawara family was quite without funds then and living in a house that was in danger of falling down around them. Akiko, a beauty, had had her heart set on marrying a courtier, but her mother had overruled her. Toshikage belonged to a minor provincial family that had made a success of providing transport for goods, including tax convoys. He enjoyed the favor of the ruling aristocracy without being quite a part of it. Thus, Akiko had become his wife and had immediately insisted on living in the capital and attending court functions. Toshikage doted on her and refused her nothing. In return, she had given him four children, mostly grown by now.

Akitada had another sister, the opposite of the temperamental and strong-willed Akiko. But Yoshiko had scandalized Akitada by marrying a commoner, a man who moreover had been accused of murder at the time. She had always been timid and quiet, but in the matter of a husband, she had set herself firmly against her brother’s objections. Now they had a large family and lived happily on their property in Owari Province.

These memories of his past reminded Akitada that they were all getting older, and the disputes and quarrels of their youth were behind them. As he watched Akiko and her husband, Akitada smiled. His family always lifted his spirits.

It was not until much later that day, when he prepared for bed, that Akitada felt a stiff crackling in his robe and found the paper the prime minister had given him. He unfolded it, read, and was more confused than ever. The paper contained only a poem and a notation.

Within the courtyard

Of the kami of Mikumari

I shall offer branches

Until I return to you.

The notation was in a different hand and read: “Received from the hand of Princess Naishi on the fifth day of the third month. In relation to the death of Fujiwara Yoshitada in the eleventh month of the preceding year.”

It meant nothing to Akitada, though he recognized the poem as being a waka, the favorite form of court poetry. He had been told that Yoshitada was a poet. Akitada had been taught the principles of writing waka on the subject of moon viewing and other occasions. He knew there were men who were adept at conveying emotion and admiration of natural beauty in a few words, but he had never been good at this. He considered the words now and wondered why the prime minister had given the poem to him. Perhaps this had been the last message the dead man had sent to his wife, but it revealed nothing about his death. The notation was probably either by Yorimichi or his secretary.

Akitada sighed and tucked the note away again. There was no point in guessing. He must ask questions and hear answers. He must watch the people close to Yoshitada and gauge their feelings about the dead man. He must unlock the secrets of their relationships in hopes of solving the mystery, if indeed it was one.
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An Unnerving Visit
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Following directions from his sister, Akitada walked the next morning to Sanjo Avenue where Princess Naishi, Yoshitada’s widow, resided. As he had expected, the house sat on a wide corner lot of the type that had been reserved for the great families. This one had been one of the imperial properties and had in the past served as emergency quarters for emperors and empresses who needed to leave the palace. Palaces occasionally burned and empresses always left when their pregnancies meant imminent pollution of their surroundings. Shinto abhorred blood, and imperial women regularly sought refuge away from the emperor. 

This particular house was quite old, having somehow escaped the threat of fire, which regularly destroyed wooden buildings, but it had become shabby and was no longer in use as a refuge for their majesties. It resembled Akitada’s own residence, though the decay was much worse here. Akitada had always sacrificed other comforts to repair the Sugawara home whenever he could. This policy had been a matter of respect for his ancestors as much as a way of protecting his own family. 

Now this residence served Princess Naishi as her retreat. Unlike noble widows in most instances, Naishi had not, so far, chosen to become a nun. She evidently saw no need to declare that her life was over because she had lost her husband. Akiko had told him that Yoshitada’s first lady had chosen to live apart from him. Yet it was she who demanded that his death be investigated. Akitada was intrigued by those contradictions.

The gate, sagging on its hinges, stood open. There was no sign of anyone in the entrance courtyard where weeds grew from the gravel. Akitada walked slowly to the main house. Both the veranda and the steps leading to it were in disrepair. The formerly red paint had peeled and faded over the years, and weeds also grew from the bark-covered roof. But the proportions of the building were still handsome, and the roofline curved gracefully against the summer sky.

As he reached the bottom of the steps to the veranda, a servant appeared above. He wore the sort of white cotton garments common among those working in noble houses. He was a thin, middle-aged man who bowed politely to Akitada and asked how he might be of service.

Akitada climbed the steps and said, “My name is Sugawara. I’ve come from the prime minister to speak to Princess Naishi.”

The servant bowed again and gestured to the door. “If your honor would please wait in the reception room, I shall go and tell Her Highness.”

Akitada walked through the warped and peeling double doors into a large room graced by beautifully carved and decorated pillars and a dais of gleaming dark wood. In the center of the dais a sort of throne had been placed. It was a small platform with a thick pale yellow silk cushion and was surrounded by two painted screens. It was empty at the moment. 

As he waited, he looked more closely at the carved pillars and found them riddled with insect damage. The screens were lovely and expertly painted with flowers of the seasons, but the paper peeled and curled in places. And the silk of the cushion had rips in it. Everything here was old and nothing had been replaced or repainted. It was all as it had been long ago when it was new and served emperors and empresses.

A door opened quietly, and two women entered. The first one was small and frail-looking; the second tall and almost masculine. The princess and her maid.

The princess swept in with a rustle of stiff silks. Her many skirts in the rich dusky colors of mourning appropriate for the year following a family death were too voluminous to give any idea of the shape of her body, and her face was a mask of white paste and painted features. Only her hair was recognizably hair, though Akitada knew that its length and healthy gloss could have been augmented.

He stepped forward to greet her, but she passed him by and ascended the dais to seat herself on the throne. The maid went to stand to her side.

Akitada approached the dais and bowed. “Thank you for seeing me, my lady.”

The princess made a small movement of irritation and the maid said softly, “Her Highness prefers the proper form of address.”

Akitada bit his lip. It was surely unusual to cling to honorifics after marrying a commoner. But he said, “Forgive me, Your Highness. As you know, I’m here because His Excellency, the prime minister, wishes me to investigate your husband’s death.”

The doll-like figure on the dais inclined her head and said in a high, clear voice, “My consort was foully murdered. I wish his killer or killers to be identified and punished. Yorimichi has assured me that you are the man to do this.”

Akitada bowed again. “I shall do my best, Your Highness. May I ask why you think Yoshitada was murdered?”

Naishi moved her hand impatiently. “My consort was only in his thirty-seventh year, in good health, and knew how to swim.”

“I see. All the same, could it not have been an accident? I assume Your Highness was not present?”

“Of course not. I was here. It was no accident.”

“But how do you know?”

She stiffened and glared. “Because I tell you it was not. That should suffice. It is for you to prove it.”

“Why do you suspect murder?”

“I know it was murder. I told Yorimichi so. You are wasting time.”

Akitada kept his face straight. “Ah! Well, if it was murder, that makes the case much clearer. And who killed your husband, Highness?”

She compressed her lips. “I prefer the term consort. Ours was not an ordinary marriage. And identifying his murderer is your assignment.”

She was determined to be uncooperative. Akitada made an effort to control his rising anger. Her father might have been an imperial prince, but he had resigned his succession rights and taken the name Minamoto, which made him a commoner. Still, while he was becoming impatient, he was also curious. “I understand that you lived separate lives, Your Highness. You maintained your residence here, while your hus—consort resided in Nara.”

She nodded. “That is correct.”

Again no explanation was given for this unusual arrangement. Akitada asked, “Are there children?”

The question caused her to bite her lip. “Yoshitada has three sons and a daughter.” She paused, then added, “By Lady Michiko.”

“Ah. Then you had no children together?”

She moved impatiently. “No.”

“And Lady Michiko is one of his wives?”

“She is his second lady.”

“I see. And I take it she resides in his residence. In Nara.”

“Of course.” 

“Are there other wives?”

There was a pause and the princess looked down at her hands. When she looked up again, she said, “No. I don’t see why any of this is relevant.”

Akitada explained, “In a murder case, it is important to know who would benefit from the victim’s death. That includes family members who might inherit his property.”

“Nonsense. Yoshitada’s children are much too young to have murdered their father.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Then I must look elsewhere. May I ask what your thoughts are on the matter? Do you know of anyone who would have wished him dead?”

“No.”

“But if you have no suspicions, why do you think he was murdered?”

She threw up her hands. “Enough! Go and ask your questions elsewhere.” She rose with a rustle of silks, and the maid stepped down from the dais to assist her mistress.

Akitada asked quickly, “Do I have your permission to question the servants?”

“Ask whatever you will. Just get results.” And with these words, Her Imperial Highness, Princess Naishi, departed.

Akitada stood a moment longer. This marriage of Yoshitada and Naishi was beyond strange. He wondered how it had come about when the partners seemed to prefer separate households. Was Naishi the rejected wife, or Yoshitada the rejected husband? Given her manner, it was tempting to think that it was she who had refused to become a proper spouse to a man beneath her in rank. And yet she was the one who wanted justice for him. Akitada started to think that Yoshitada must have been a remarkable person.

And he remembered the poem. Had it been addressed to Naishi or another woman?

So far he had little to show for his efforts to solve the mystery of this death, except a lively curiosity about these two people.

The elderly manservant returned, and Akitada wondered if he would be offered some belated refreshments, but he was disappointed. The man merely bowed and said, “May I show you out, sir?”

“In a moment. Tell me, how long has Princess Naishi resided here?”

“Since her marriage, sir.”

“I see. Then Lord Yoshitada must have shared this house with her at some time.”

The servant hesitated, then said, “When in the capital, his lordship had his own quarters close to the daidairi. He was a counselor and had to attend at the palace at all hours. And when he became governor of Yamato Province, he stayed in his mansion in Nara or in the governor’s residence.”

No wonder there were no children, Akitada thought. Surely Naishi must have felt rejected and been bitter about the situation. Women were capable of violent reactions. She was not likely to have followed him to the Yoshino River in the wintry weather to kill him, but she could have ordered a servant to do so.

He looked at the older man thoughtfully. “Did your mistress visit her husband in Nara?”

No answer.

Akitada frowned and said sharply, “Her Highness has told me to ask questions and get answers.”

The man sighed. “I don’t believe so, sir.”

“How did she learn of his death?”

The servant glanced toward the doors to the outside. “A messenger came from Nara, sir. We received regular news and letters.”   

“And Her Highness, I’m sure, responded regularly?”

“I believe so.”

“What do you think happened to Lord Yoshitada?”

The man looked distinctly nervous now. “I­­ . . . I don’t know, sir.”

“You must have some idea. Didn’t the servants discuss the matter?”

“We were told he drowned.”

“Your mistress thinks he was murdered. Did he have enemies? Had anything happened that might have led to his being killed?”

The servant’s eyes moved about the room. “Important men make enemies. But I don’t know of anyone who would kill him, sir.”

“I see. Since your mistress expects me to find his killer, I want you to speak to the other servants and report any additional information of what may have happened as soon as possible to my residence.”

The man bowed in agreement, and Akitada finally departed.
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Leavetaking
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Akitada returned to his home, frustrated by the lack of progress. Given enough time, he would have taken another week in the capital to learn all he could about Yoshitada—his past, his present, his activities, the people he lived and associated with—before setting out for Nara. But the prime minister and Princess Naishi were impatient, and so Akitada informed his household that he planned to travel to Nara the next day.

He meant to go alone and feared that Sadako would beg to go with him since she had expressed a wish to see Nara again where they had spent the first weeks after their marriage. He would have to disappoint her because he would be very busy and might have to travel farther into the mountains to see where Yoshitada had died.

To his relief and surprise, his wife did not argue.

“Oh,” she said, “I wish you didn’t have to go. You’re far from well yet. But it will give me a chance to look after the house and put things in order. Our absence has left many things undone.” She paused. “And Yasuko, I’m sure, will like some help with the little one.”

Her husband knew that this was the real reason. Sadako, who grieved not having children of her own, doted on their grandchild even more than Akitada did. So she undertook the preparations for her husband’s departure in a cheerful mood and only occasionally expressed worries about his wellbeing.

*
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Tora, on the other hand, objected loudly and passionately to being left behind.

“You’ll get killed,” he protested. “This time you’ll surely get killed. Look what happened at that shrine when I wasn’t with you. If I hadn’t found you and brought you back, you would’ve bled to death in those woods.”

“You exaggerate. I was on my way back when you met me.”

“But you wouldn’t have made it all the way. You fell when I saw you.”

That was true enough. Akitada said, “I’ll be careful. I promise not to do anything rash this time.”

“Only a fool would believe that,” Tora snapped. “To think that after all our years together it would come to this. You think I’m too old to be of use. That’s the truth of it, isn’t it?”  

“No. But you must admit that you need to take care of that leg. Here you can get attention from a physician and the rest it needs. If you don’t take care of it, you may become a cripple, and then you won’t be able to do anything. Get well first. Then I promise to take you along again.”

“I knew it. It’s this infernal leg of mine. You think I’m a cripple. An old and useless cripple, that’s what you think. Look, I deserve better. We’ve never been apart that I didn’t do my damnedest to get to you, and each time you needed me. Remember that island of the exiles? You were captured, but I found you. Where would you be without me?”

Akitada sighed. This was also true. Tora had saved his life repeatedly. But that obligation also meant that Akitada lived in fear of risking Tora’s life now. “Please, Tora,” he begged, “I’ll only be gone a few days. I need to speak to Yoshitada’s staff and his other widow. Surely that can’t be dangerous.”

Tora thought about it and nodded reluctantly, but he grumbled, “Knowing you, you’ll be in trouble anyway. Take Okabi at least.”

“Okabi is too old to ride that far and I want to travel quickly. Besides, surely you don’t expect him to protect me.”

Tora chuckled at the idea but looked disappointed.

Akitada put an arm around his shoulders. “I promise to take you with me as soon as your leg has healed. Meanwhile perhaps you can find some mystery of your own to solve.”

Tora brightened a little. “Yes. Maybe I can keep my hand in. There’s always something happening around the willow quarter.”

Akitada was dismayed. “Surely not the willow quarter.  Hanae won’t like you hanging out there.”

“She knows I play go with old Shinji. Shinji owns the dumpling shop and knows everything about everybody. Very useful fellow.”

Akitada laughed. “You’ll get fat eating all those sweet dumplings.”

Tora grinned and patted his stomach. “I need to build up my strength.”

*
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Okabi had not wasted any time making himself comfortable in Akitada’s study. He had moved in another desk for his own use and arranged the family papers and household documents neatly by year and subject on a wooden bookshelf. He now sat, reading through some of them to familiarize himself with his duties. Akitada was the head of his clan and that caused a certain amount of correspondence and record keeping. In addition, he owned some small farms that provided rice and other goods for his household and family. Okabi would be kept busy dealing with the duties previously performed by Saburo.

Akitada had dreaded speaking to Saburo’s widow and her young daughter, but Sumiko had received the news of her husband’s death calmly and with a smile. She had made no comment on her loss and had instead thanked him for allowing her and her daughter to remain in his household. Apparently Tora had been right about Saburo not caring for his wife and adopted daughter and the feeling had been mutual. Another very strange marriage.

This reminded Akitada of his visit to Princess Naishi, and he commented on it to Okabi. Okabi took great interest in the story of the princess who had chosen to live apart from her husband but now wanted his death investigated and avenged.

“Strange, but everyone loves in his own way,” he said. “You cannot know what was in their hearts.”

“I intend to find out,” Akitada said. “Or at least, I’ll try. Perhaps she had him killed and is covering up by pretending to be a grieving widow.”

“Surely not! Though it is true that it is easy to hate and hard to love. You did not like the princess?”

“Well,” said Akitada doubtfully, “she was so very stiff and unbending. And unforthcoming. A difficult person to know or like. I wanted to feel sorry for her loss and couldn’t. But I don’t really think she would stoop to murder.”

Okabi thought for a moment, then said, “You’ll talk to the other widow. That may give you some understanding of the arrangement. Though they say sleeping on one pillow doesn’t mean a husband and wife have the same dreams.”

And that was also true. None of Akitada’s wives had thought quite the way he did or held the same views. It was probably impossible for women to think like men. They never left their homes and were preoccupied with their own affairs.
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