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This story is not completely authentic. 

Were this an actual Heian/Kamakura transition period piece, some details would have to be changed for the sake of strict accuracy, from the language the characters use to the attributes of the yōkai featured here. The supernatural creature of the eighth century is a very different creature than that of the eighteenth, and nearly unrecognizable when contrasted with that of the twenty-first.

Folklore changes, of course, and in the last century or so particularly, the inhuman have been sanitized and de-fanged like never before. This phenomenon isn’t unique to Japanese folklore—Western fairies and elves were feared for centuries before they became Tinkerbell and Legolas, and the fearsome vampire’s most distinguishing traits have in recent decades faded from mist-walking and hypnotic compulsion to emo self-absorption. We still remember older characteristics, but we remember for the space of a few hundred years, not a thousand.

The denizens of Japanese folklore have similarly evolved, and I have chosen the creatures we have come to expect—the river predators referenced in period writings were very unlike modern kappa, yet what modern reader would be pleased with a kappa who did not like cucumbers?—and thus I have used primarily more recent incarnations of yōkai myths.

Similarly, I have used more modern Japanese. The phrase itadakimasu before a meal is less than two hundred years old. The honorific -san probably did not come into general use until the Edo period, for example, but it appears frequently here. Again, this is to prevent disrupting or confusing the modern reader.

I have set Gennosuke and his people slightly ahead of known history, but their very nature means their origins are misty. Also, I have blurred contemporary customs and features, blending aspects of Heian and Kamakura eras because, after all, eras do bleed into one another rather than abruptly and distinctly changing, especially in a more rural house such as Naka no Yoritomo’s. I feel what is presented is well within possibility, just as we might still listen to ’90s pop music even in the twenty-first century.

There is a glossary for any unfamiliar terms or terms used in a more historic context.

Thank you, and please enjoy!
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Chapter one



“Kagemura no Shishio Hitoshi would never have deserted his duty. If he cannot be found, he must be dead.” Naka no Yoritomo fixed unyielding eyes on Tsurugu. “How has this happened?” 

Tsurugu bowed low. “I am sorry, tono. I cannot say.”

Naka no Yoritomo’s voice darkened. “I have paid well for an onmyōji so I would know exactly the dangers we face. I brought you to learn if a kitsune were present, and I set Shishio Hitoshi to assist you. Is this how my generosity is rewarded?”

Tsurugu Kiyomori had not come for the gold, but that was not for Naka-dono to hear. “Onmyōdō gives many insights and a great deal of power, tono. It does not make us like the gods themselves.”

The shugo’s voice quieted. “Tsurugu-sama, I have lost my eye, my hand, my shadow.” Tsurugu’s gut tightened. “What happened to him?”

“I cannot say.”

“You cannot say? Or you do not know?”

Tsurugu swore silently.

“Tsurugu-sama, I do not know even whether Shishio-san was lost to a bakemono or to a rival house, whether the danger is political or supernatural. I must have information if I am to protect my house, my people, my bride.”

“Be patient a short time, tono, and I will try to have an answer. With your permission, I will come again in one hour.”

He retreated to his room and seated himself before the chokuban, the divining board marked with stars and directions and lunar mansions. He would need no onmyōdō to answer the shugo’s question, but it would be good to make an appropriate show for the servants.

He worked the desultory divination, his hands knowing the motions on the chokuban while his thoughts wandered. He had liked and respected Shishio Hitoshi, had even been his friend in an odd way, and he had never wished him harm. Even at the end, if there had been any way to speak reasonably to him, if Shishio had not tried to attack once more—

His fingers stuck on the chokuban, and Tsurugu looked down, startled. He blinked and reset the device, turning the stars to align with the myriad other markings, but the result was the same.

Was it karma, already?

He was still staring at the divination results when a sound at the door caught his attention. It was one of the shugo’s pages, trying to look self-important while peeking at the divination materials. Tsurugu held up a hand to forestall the prompt. “I’m ready.”

When he returned, Fujitani no Kaede was seated near her husband, screened from Tsurugu’s view with only a bit of multi-layered train artfully displayed. He knelt, bowed, and then straightened to answer them. “Oyakata-sama, okugata-sama, I have something to report of your lost servant.”

“Please, speak.”

Tsurugu bowed again, an excuse to hide his face. “He died at the hands of the kitsune you feared. He discovered it and fought it and was killed.”

Yoritomo was surprised. “But—kitsune do not often kill.”

“No, they do not.” Tsurugu could hear unsteadiness in his voice. “But he had trapped this one, and it seems it had no other chance to escape. It killed him and bore away his corpse. I am very sorry.”

“Rise, Tsurugu-sama, there is no need for apology in this. It was not your doing that Shishio fell in his duty.” The shugo frowned. “Though it is unlike him to have acted alone, without informing me—or asking you to join him, when you were brought specifically to counter the kitsune.”

“He may have come upon the creature while it was trapped or weakened, tono, perhaps changing forms or otherwise hampered,” came Kaede’s rich voice. “He might have thought the opportunity too rare to lose.”

Tsurugu nodded. “If the creature had no other escape…” Though humans killed the trickster spirits, kitsune did not often kill humans. It was almost unthinkable. Nearly unbearable.

Naka no Yoritomo sighed. “Still, a mistake, and one which has cost us all. Tsurugu-sama, do you wish to add something?”

Tsurugu clenched his fists, fearing what the shugo had seen in his face. “No, tono. It is only—he was my friend.”

Naka no Yoritomo nodded. “We will honor him.”

Dismissed, Tsurugu fled to his room, where he hugged his knees close and pressed his face into them. If Shishio had not been stopped, they would all have suffered, even died—Tsurugu, the twins, Hanae, and Fujitani no Kaede herself. He had done what was necessary. He could not allow harm to come to Kaede-dono, and it was foolish not to protect his own life. What had been done was now done.

And he had new matters to occupy him.

He waited until evening, when fireflies came out to play among the yard’s carefully arranged stones. Tsurugu rose, bound his hakama to his legs so the fabric would not sag damply with dew, and went out into the night. They would meet in the far reaches of the garden, in the artful wilderness beyond the house. There were few secrets within a house of moving walls.

The twins were there already, rolling in the grass in their play. One glanced up as Tsurugu approached, and his brother promptly pinned him. “Unfair!” yelped the one in the wet grass.

“Konbanwa, Kiyomori-sama,” greeted the upper youth. He slid from his position of advantage and leaned lazily upon his reclining brother.

They had, in private moments, little appreciation for the delicacies of rank, though at least Tsurugu had been accorded his proper honorific. “Up, you two,” Tsurugu admonished mildly. “You’re soaking.”

The twins rolled up from the flattened grass with wide grins. Genji and Kaworu—Tsurugu had facetiously named them for the irresistibly handsome philanderers of the popular novel—were identical to the casual human eye. They were Fujitani no Kaede’s servants, brought to the household when she married Naka no Yoritomo. They were excellent dancers as well, despite their lowly status in the household, and almost never seen singly.

“While we are alone…” Tsurugu withdrew from his clothes a plum-sized ball, iridescent in the moonlight.  He let the hoshi no tama roll over his fingers, toying with it. “Which of you lost this?”

Genji held out a hand. “It is mine, Ki-san.”

“See that you do not lose it again. And do not call me Ki-san.”

“Ki-sama, then.”

Tsurugu cuffed him, not too rough but pointedly. “There are limits, Genji-kun.”

Genji made a face. “My tama?”

“Tsurugu Kiyomori-san,” called a lilting voice, “please finish your business, so we may join you without recalling that one of these had carelessly lost something precious.”

Genji retreated a few steps, tucking the ball safely within his clothing. He and Kaworu bowed as Kaede-dono, followed closely by her maid Hanae, came to join them.

Tsurugu bowed as well. “Konbanwa, Kaede-dono.” He straightened. “The tama was not found by anyone who knew its nature. There was no danger of it betraying us.”

“Only through good fortune.” Kaede looked at the twins, rumpled and damp. “Ara, what a disheveled mess you look. This will never do when—”

“Okugata-sama!” A voice rang through the garden, and a torch flared beyond a line of trees. “Kaede-dono! Okugata-sama!”

“I am here alone,” Kaede ordered in a hushed tone.

Tsurugu nodded, and there was a brief blur of colors as his vision shifted. A moment later, he was a fox, disappearing into the hydrangeas and flattening himself to the ground. A few paces away, two pale young foxes slipped into the darkness.

Hanae draped a robe across the ground; safe with her mistress, she had no reason to hide. Kaede sank upon the robe. “Here I am,” she called. “Who’s there?”

There was a crash of foliage as someone came nearer, raising the torch. “Kaede-dono! We have—”

“Stay where you are!” snapped Hanae with uncharacteristic authority. “Your lady is unveiled.”

Kaede raised a silk sleeve to conceal herself from the torchlight, as ladies of rank were not to be viewed by servants or strangers. “I came out to gaze upon the moon, and to think upon a poem. Has my lord called for me?”

“I beg your pardon, Kaede-dono. You were missed, and there was an alarm… The kitsune…”

Kaede rolled her eyes behind her sleeve. “The onmyōji has given me a charm which he promised would protect me for this evening. I thank you for your concern, but I am perfectly safe.”

“We could not find the onmyōji when we went for him.”

Even behind her sleeve, Kaede had the presence of mind to resist glancing at the flowering bush hiding Tsurugu’s fox form. Kaede always had great presence of mind. “It is possible he went out as well, for it is a lovely night. You may find him yet, and soon if you keep up this racket. Tell my lord Yoritomo-dono that I am found, that I am safe, and that I beg him to join me in my room shortly.”

“Yes, my lady.” The torch moved away.

Kaede lowered her sleeve; her kitsune had the intimate privilege of looking upon her. “Come, we must finish quickly.”

Three foxes slid from hiding places and faced her, becoming human once more. The twins were grinning; Tsurugu would have to warn them against teasing the searching servants before returning to the house.

“Very briefly,” Kaede said, “Midorikawa-dono is coming.”

Tsurugu heard an intake of breath, almost too soft to note, and when he looked, the twins’ grins had vanished. “When?” he asked.

“In a fortnight or so. I will tell you when he’s come.”

As if they would need telling… The arrival of Midorikawa-dono would stir every yōkai in the mountain. And with the warnings he had seen… Tsurugu would be kept busy, for the shugo’s household would surely notice the increased supernatural activity.

“Now go, and leave no suspicion.” Kaede gestured.

Tsurugu bowed. Beside him, the twins became pale foxes once more and slipped into the darkness. He did not worry that they would find trouble. The news of Midorikawa-dono would have quelled their taste for excitement.








  
  
Chapter two



To the west, domain of Sanjō no Takeo 

Ogasawara no Manabu hurried into the room and knelt on the tatami, pressing himself forward in a deep bow. He drew a slow, ragged breath. “Tono.”

Sanjō-dono sat upright on his dais, his face a rigid mask. This was worrisome. The shugo was an expressive man, given to wild gestures and curses which vented steam from the kettle and averted an explosion. “Ogasawara-san, face me.”

Ogasawara did, schooling his distress into polite passivity. “How may I serve you, Sanjō-dono?”

The mask cracked as an eyebrow twitched. “Now you wish to serve me? Why now, Ogasawara-san? Why not two weeks ago, when Naka no Yoritomo must have sent this man on his errand? Why not yesterday morning, when he crept into my house, past all defenses?” The mask broke further. 

“Why not yesterday evening, when he entered my wife’s room to kill her and my unborn heir?”

Ogasawara’s fingers dug into the tatami. “He was stopped, Sanjō-dono. And, if I may add, at great personal cost to myself.”

“Great cost,” snorted the shugo.

Broken bits from the tatami splintered into Ogasawara’s fingers. “With respect, Sanjō-dono, it was my wife who leapt between the assassin and the okugata-sama. It was my wife who died.”

“There are no secrets in my house; she was no loving wife to you.”

You are wrong—she was everything to me. We were unhappy, yes, arguing, yes, but—we still loved one another. And now I can never apologize, I can never tell her I love her, I can never make it right.

Sanjō no Takeo took Ogasawara’s silence for assent. “Why did you not predict this, Ogasawara-san? Why did you not warn us?”

“Onmyōdō is not so simple.” Ogasawara tried to moderate his voice. “It is not possible to predict exactly that an assassin will come at such and such an hour. I had indeed warned of a possible danger from the east, and the lady was securely in her chambers because I had told her it was an unlucky date for her and she should be cautious.”

“It was your own warning which placed my pregnant wife so predictably within his grasp.” Sanjō’s face hardened. “We have no need of an onmyōji whose onmyōdō is useless or dangerous. You are banished, Ogasawara no Manabu, from my domain.”

Ogasawara stared. “But—”

“If you are here when the gate closes at twilight, you will be executed for a traitor. If you are seen within my borders this week, you will be flogged out of them. If you are seen within my borders after seven days, you will be put to death.”

Ogasawara gulped and bowed. “Sanjō-dono, is there nothing I can do to—”

“Earn my trust? After you have allowed an assassin into our very chambers?” Sanjō barked a cold, derisive laugh. “Bring me the head of Naka no Yoritomo’s bride, if you wish. Visit him as he has visited me. That is your just duty now.”

Ogasawara pressed himself forward, careless of his dignity as he blinked hot tears from his eyes. “Sanjō-dono, I beg you—do not be so hasty. Let me serve you, let me bury my wife—”

“Go! Or I shall have you flogged from this place this very hour.”

Ogasawara’s chest spasmed and he drew himself up. “As you command, tono.”

He was halfway to the door when Sanjō-dono spoke again. “But for all that she did not love you, your wife did you one excellent favor in her death: because my heir is not dead, you have not died this night. Perhaps that will give you some comfort as you remember her.”

Ogasawara did not trust himself to speak, and he had little left to lose by not answering the tono, so he clenched his aching jaw and left without response.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ogasawara lay still against the tree, his limbs too heavy to move. He was weary with travel—three days of pushing his servant Hideo to greater speed, ducking off the road at each sound of approach lest it be shugo’s men, sleeping in chilly thickets rather than inns to avoid being identified—and more weary with grief. Dear Matsue’s body had been removed for cleaning and preparation, and he had not been able to find her before Sanjō’s twilight ultimatum. He had not been able to say goodbye.

They were near an inn but safely hidden off the road. Hideo had set down his load and unpacked, and when he’d thought Ogasawara distracted with his musing, he had quietly left. Drinking, no doubt, but Ogasawara wasn’t alarmed. Hideo was an ox, strong and lazy and not particularly bright. He would unwisely drink his little money away, but he would not betray his master.

Ogasawara rubbed his face. He should eat something, he knew. The flight was grueling and his grief had left him without appetite, and his condition was beginning to suffer. He should have gone with Hideo, if only for a meal.

He shivered; he had feared drawing attention from the road with a fire. It was an unlikely chance that some passing patrol of Sanjō’s men should be the ones to see and investigate their camp, but the potential consequences were worth avoiding. Yet the night was cooling fast, and perhaps it was late enough to risk flame, as most travelers and soldiers would be off the road already.

He had just coaxed a small fire to life when he heard Hideo returning. “Did you happen to bring me dinner?” he asked, feeding sticks into the fire.

Hideo rubbed his hand across his mouth and blinked. “Er, no. Didn’t think to.”

Ogasawara regarded him dubiously. “I can see that thinking would come hard now,” he observed. “Don’t think you can sleep this off in the morning.”

Hideo shook his head slowly, more like an ox than ever.

Ogasawara sighed and stood. He still had to look up at Hideo. “Must have been a cheap inn. I didn’t think you carried enough to drink so much.” Hideo had lost much of his savings the previous week in a gaming session. “Or did you play for it?”

His foot came down on something in the low grass, and an icy chill pierced him in uncanny certitude. He reached slowly down for the comb, mother-of-pearl blossoms reflecting the low firelight in a soft gleam.

Hideo’s eyes widened in his bovine face. Ogasawara turned to their supplies and opened a wooden box he had packed nearly empty—there had not been much to fill it. It had held a silken himo, a fan, a few combs. Now it was empty.

Hideo started backward, raising his hands in placation or defense. Ogasawara made a series of savage gestures and snapped a command, and two inhuman figures dropped from nothingness to either side of Hideo, seizing his arms and forcing him to kneel. Hideo shook his head, suddenly sober. “No, great master—be merciful!”

“Merciful?” Ogasawara could hardly form words. “When you have stolen my only mementos of my dead wife?”

“I needed a drink,” pleaded Hideo. “It’s hard, running like this, and you don’t know how I needed it.”

“It will be harder still with your back plowed like a field,” snarled Ogasawara. He flipped open a second box, and a stream of paper unfurled into the air. Hideo blinked, his mouth working silently. Ogasawara raised his hand, and the paper spiraled into a long form, wrapping tightly into a flail. Little strips protruded from its length where pieces had twined together.

Hideo shook his head and tried to clasp his hands in supplication, but the figures on either side held him firm. “No, please—great master, I will earn their cost, I will—”

“You cannot buy back a memory!” shouted Ogasawara. “On his face, and bare him.”

Hideo was pressed forward, his arms wide and shoulders driven hard into the ground. He dragged his face to one side, but his clothes were pulled loose and thrown over his head, leaving only the narrow fundoshi about his hips and between his buttocks.

Paper was versatile but strong, and twisted tightly it made a formidable weapon. The alcohol betrayed stoic Hideo and he cried aloud as the flail bit into him. Ogasawara lashed him with the fury of the theft, and the betrayal, and the exile, and the death of Matsue. He moved mechanically, hardly aware of what he did, blindly repeating his actions as he wept for all that was gone.

At last, he dropped the flail, and it uncoiled into rumpled, stained paper. He gestured, and the figures holding Hideo released him and vanished. Ogasawara wiped tears from his eyes. He had done too much, but there was no help for it now. “Get up.”

Hideo did haltingly, pulling his juban and kimono back over his head and clenching his jaw as they brushed his weeping flesh. The cries had shamed him, almost as much as the beating itself. He had probably not been flogged before.

“Don’t think you can sleep this off in the morning, either,” Ogasawara warned darkly. “Dawdle under your pack, and I’ll put a ring in your nose and prod you down the road like the ox you are, you understand?”

“Yes, Ogasawara-san.”

Ogasawara took a fresh sheet of paper and wrapped it carefully about the remaining comb before tucking it into his own robe. Then he kicked the uncoiled flail’s paper, too soiled to be reliable for future use, into the fire.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ogasawara did not dream, but he lay so deeply in his memories that it seemed a dream. Hideo’s rough breathing fell away, and the cicadas’ cry swelled until the roadside clearing became a street lined with trees bearing tiny green fruits, lit by moonlight.

“Ogasawara-san!”

Ogasawara turned and saw Ryōichi waving to him. “Konbanwa.”

“And a good evening to you, too. Where are you off to?”

Ogasawara smiled. “It is a lovely night for romancing, don’t you think?”

Ryōichi grinned. “Indeed. I am off to see my beautiful Lady of the Moon. And you to your Lady of the Fan?”

“Indeed.” Ogasawara shared a knowing grin in return. “A welcome respite after a harrowing day.”

“Ugh.” Ryōichi clapped Ogasawara on the shoulder. “I am sorry, my friend. I hope your mistress brings you more pleasure than your wife brings you misery.”

Ogasawara only nodded. After a moment he thought to reply, “And may your Lady of the Moon be kind to you.”

“Thank you. Well, this is my turn, and we part here. Good sailing!” Ryōichi laughed and went down a tree-lined avenue.

Ogasawara turned left, went one block, and then turned left again. He withdrew a mask and tied it over his face. It was the fashion to not know, or to allege one didn’t know, the identity of one’s lover. Then he slipped to a familiar window and hopped up.

Matsue had lost no time in transforming herself; she had layered kimono upon kimono until she dragged with draped fabric like an expensive courtesan. Her hair was pulled to one side, permitting a glimpse of the nape of her neck beneath the erotically layered garments. Ogasawara’s pulse quickened.

She turned toward the window, sensing him, obscuring her powdered face with her signature fan. “Come in, my dark lover.”

It was embarrassing, how much he wanted her already. He cleared the window and moved toward her on the tatami. “My golden darling. My love. My princess.”

She laughed. “Flatterer. Come to me.”

This night, they made love first, finding one another in the voluminous fabrics. Once finished, their disguises still carefully in place, Ogasawara sank into her silken lap, letting her tug back his hair which had come loose during their play. “How is it with you, uchiwa-hime?”

“I am glad you came to me this night. I had a most tedious evening with my husband.”

He knew. “Really? What has the rascal done now?”

“Sanjō-tono is holding a banquet at the next new moon.”

“I have heard something of that.”

“Oh, you have? Then you must be something of the shugo’s court?” Her tone was teasing, playful.

“No more than you yourself, who also know of it,” he returned. “And what of this banquet?”

“The shugo’s wife is having a new set of kimono for the event,” she said, “and when I asked my husband for money for the same, he refused.”

Ogasawara turned his masked face into her soft, warm hand. “Is he so cheap?”

“He can be generous, at times, but at the moment he thinks I am only selfishly seeking new clothes. He doesn’t realize that this is another game of politics.”

“How is that?”

“The okugata-sama is having new kimono to mark this as a great event. If I do not honor it in the same way, I denigrate their banquet and bring dishonor upon both myself and my husband.”

“But the ladies will be behind screens all the evening,” he protested gently. “The shugo will not see their new clothing, even if he could somehow guess it was new.”

She laughed. “You are as foolish as my husband. Do you not think the shugo has means to know what the ladies do behind their screens? Have you forgotten the shugo’s own wife is there herself, at the least? And she is most intrigued by her guests.”

She ran fingers over his forehead and back along the temples, and the last of the fight’s tension fled beneath her touch. “I see,” he said. “Your idiotic husband is fortunate to have such an insightful wife. It is a shame he cannot see far enough to value your observation.”

“I still hope one day he might be taught.”

“If anyone can manage him, it would be my uchiwa-hime,” Ogasawara said lightly. “I wish you luck in your effort.”

“I thank you for your kind wishes.”

“And take this, also.” He withdrew the packet from his robe. “I have heard that jealousy can sway an obstinate man. Try this trinket to catch his eye.”

The comb was polished to a smooth, glassy gleam, but it was the mother-of-pearl blossoms that caught the eye and sparkled in the candlelight. She gasped and cooed over it and let him pull it through her hair.

She was still in her many-layered robes, and he breathed her intoxicating scent with every inhalation as he leaned over her exposed nape. By all the gods, she had the most entrancing neck of any woman alive. She shifted her fan and glanced up at him.

He rolled into her, tipping her backward upon the tatami, and pressed his face into the hollow beneath her ear, against the warm pulse of her throat. He murmured to her, telling her all the things a man could never tell the wife he fought, but which he could pour out to his understanding mistress, his beautiful mistress, his laughing, teasing, fulfilling mistress.

He stayed late, and only escaped through the window when dawn was threatening. He took a walk to give her time to bathe and dress, to order the servants to clear the room and bring breakfast. The breaking dawn was invigorating and lovely, even as he walked near the fish market. He breathed the salty, fishy air and idly wondered what sort of spirits might live beneath the bridge, feeding on offal and drunken fishermen.

When he returned to his house, all looked as usual. Matsue sat before a zen plated with breakfast, nodding politely as he entered. “Good morning, husband.”

“Good morning.” He sat beside her, and she served him. Her movements had none of the terse, barely suppressed energy she had displayed at dinner. The new comb lay beside her.

“I hope your business went well last night,” she said mildly, playing the part of ignorance. “It kept you very late.”

“I was investigating certain political rumors,” he answered, selecting a clump of rice. “And, speaking of politics… I have been thinking, Matsue-san, that you should have new kimono for the banquet. You should be seen to do it proper honor.”

“Thank you, husband,” she answered with perfectly feigned surprise.

“Not too costly, though,” he cautioned. “I cannot afford to let you play at being the hime of a great house. But—”

“Not to worry, husband,” she interrupted. “I know just how to go about it, so that we will look far more lavish than truth.” She smiled. 

Someday, they would be able to resolve their differences as husband and wife rather than only as lovers. Even now, their fights were gentling, anticipating a dispassionate resolution—well, not so dispassionate, but less antagonistic. Someday.

The cicadas above sang for their mates. One crawled across Ogasawara’s hand, drawing his mind to the present. He looked down at the insect, recalling delicate poems of cicadas, brief life, empty shells, new birth. He reached to cup the singing insect and gently plucked it from his arm. Matsue had often sat outside to listen to their soothing song.

Someday…and only two weeks later, Matsue was dead. He would never embrace her unmasked, never hold her again at all.








  
  
Chapter three



“Aren’t they a pretty pair!” 

Seated on the wooden decking of the sunoko, their backs to the speaker, the twins Kaworu and Genji made no discernible response, yet Tsurugu suspected they were inwardly laughing. He shook his head and continued to pack the little coffer, nesting colored stones gently.

“Best to leave them be,” advised another servant’s voice. “They’re in finer beds than yours.”

A derisive snort. “I might have guessed.”

The twins did not speak among humans, except privately with Kaede-dono. It was striking how many assumed those who did not speak also did not hear.

“The okugata-sama brought them with her when she came.”

“And our lord does not—oh, do you suppose…?”

Tsurugu was not looking, but he had seen the knowing nod directed at the twins often enough. 

“Whether they be for her or for him, no one can say, but I myself can count there are two of them.” They laughed together as they moved on.

Genji smothered an inappropriate snigger, and Tsurugu turned to see Kaworu’s cheeks round and then smooth as he suppressed a grin. Tsurugu himself gave a quiet sniff of derision. Kaede-dono held Naka no Yoritomo entirely, requiring no assistance to attract or to pleasure him—and she would countenance none. Since her arrival, there had been no other in the shugo’s bed.

Nor anyone else in hers.

Invitations—formal, veiled, and obscenely explicit—came often to the brothers, but they denied all with a mute glance of apology. And the rumors protected them, as no one dared to force the shugo’s favorites.

In truth, Tsurugu knew the brothers occasionally thought of accepting. They did not relish the thought of being catamites, but some of the ladies were quite lovely, and there would likely be gifts. But Tsurugu had promised dire consequences if they did not keep to themselves, and the wrath of an onmyōji was not to be flaunted lightly.

He closed the coffer and straightened. “Carry this for me, as I have work outside the walls.”

The twins took the baggage and followed him, just two servants assisting the onmyōji. They passed another cluster of servants talking. “Did you hear of the messenger chased all night by a yūrei?” asked one. The others made sounds of appropriate horror. “Seems he’d stepped on the place she died.”

Tsurugu doubted that particular tale. Humans were always more inclined to see the larger entities than the smaller. But it was possible a few lesser yōkai were moving as Midorikawa-dono approached, much as birds took flight as a wolf or boar passed, and were now squabbling with one another as they crossed territories or startling the occasional human for entertainment. There would be no serious worry until later, most likely.

The west and the south… The power stirring to the east was Midorikawa-dono, no doubt. But the chokuban had shown him danger in the west and the south, and he could not guess what that might be.

The twins waited until they were safely out of earshot before speaking. “As long as they’re not thinking of kitsune, we could go out and play, yes? I could make an admirable yūrei. I might haunt the hot spring and take their clothes, making them run naked through the brambles.”

“Genji-bōzu, how many tails do you have?”

“One, Ki-san.”

“Would you like to live long enough to gain more?”

Kaworu stifled a chuckle. Genji shifted the box in his arms, a little sulky. “What would it hurt?”

“If no one believed there was really a yūrei, then it would do relatively little harm,” Tsurugu allowed. “But if someone called for an exorcist, that would be a considerable inconvenience.”

“And what of it?” asked Kaworu. “That’s the reason we have you as an onmyōji.”

“And you, Kaworu-bōzu, how many tails have you?”

“One, Kiyomori-san.”

“And would you like to keep it?”

The twins laughed, more amused than rebuked.

Tsurugu decided on a location not far from where the stream slowed after descending the hills. “Let’s settle there, and perhaps with a glimpse into the art, you will see it’s a bit complex to waste in defending your pranks.”

They unpacked the materials beneath a wide shade tree that would conceal their activities from the house’s walls. No one would think much of Tsurugu going out to practice his arcane skills, but it would be very odd if he were seen instructing the mute twin servants.

Tsurugu set out five colored stones. “Earth, metal, fire, wood, water. Do you recall the order of the creation cycle?”

Kaworu frowned in concentration. “Water nurtures Wood, and Wood fuels Fire.” He set the three stones to form a semi-circle.

“Fire yields Earth,” volunteered Genji, placing another. He paused. They had done little formal instruction so far with Tsurugu. “That leaves Metal.”

Tsurugu reached to finish the cycle and space the stones evenly. “Earth holds Metal, and Metal carries Water. There is of course more than just aligning these elements; they are merely a conduit.”

“There are other cycles as well,” said Genji eagerly.

“Of course, but we will start with only this one.” He raised an eyebrow at the youth’s unspoken protest. “Come now, did Toyotsune-san begin your training with live steel? No? Then neither shall we, metaphorically speaking. It is better to start with generating energy than exhausting or destroying it. Now, be sure you’re seated properly, for balance will be as vital here as in your taijutsu.”

They folded themselves into proper positions and presented reasonable appearances of scholarly attention.

“Onmyōdō is the way of on and myō, which is in all things. Wood and fire are myō, and metal and water are on. But keep in mind, things which are myō have on in them, and things which are on contain myō as well.”

Genji nodded. “Like earth.”

“Ah, you do remember some things. Yes, earth is balanced.”

“And,” Kaworu added, “trees are myō, like fire, but they have more on than fire, because they represent growth and rebirth.”

Genji elbowed his brother and fixed over-bright eyes on Tsurugu. “As you were saying, onmyōji-sama?”

Tsurugu inhaled, exhaled, and set his eyes on the five colored tama. “The creation cycle produces energy. Let’s start there.”


      [image: image-placeholder]By evening, Genji and Kaworu were exhausted, hardly able to keep the five elements in mind. Though they had ordered their breathing and chanted and focused, neither had managed even a thumb-sized kekkai, or barrier, which Tsurugu-sama had said would be the most immediately useful thing to learn. Now, getting to their feet, they found they were stiff and physically weary as well as mentally fatigued.

“Carry these materials back,” instructed Tsurugu, “and then go to practice your taijutsu. That will help you recover more quickly than anything else, no matter how you’d rather nap.”

“A drink first, I think.” Kaworu stretched, easing the stiffness of long concentration, and then, wiping his damp forehead, he started for the stream.

He reached a slow-moving eddy and knelt, scooping water in his hands and bringing it to his mouth. It was cool and only faintly fishy. He dipped his hands for a second drink.

Fingers coiled about his wrists and jerked sharply. Kaworu pitched forward, barely catching breath before he went underwater. He twisted his legs beneath him and kicked, but the grip on his arms was immovable and it drew him down, down—

Someone else grasped his hair, then his shoulder, and then the grip shifted beneath his arm and pulled upward. Kaworu kicked out and connected with something hard and slick, unyielding. He writhed and saw for the first time a shape before him. More hands clutched him. With a rush of panic he twisted again, desperate to reach the surface.

And then they were moving up, and Kaworu’s head broke the surface. He threw back his face and gasped deep, sucking precious air before he could be drawn down again. But the hands beneath his arms held firm and pulled him against the bank.

He blinked water from his eyes and looked at the kappa still holding his wrists. For all its strength, it was smaller than his human shape, the size of a child. Its beak hung only a hand’s breadth from his face. Kaworu pressed backward against the bank, digging for purchase with his heels, and Tsurugu leaned over his shoulder to face the kappa.

The kappa turned from Kaworu to Tsurugu. “This one came to me.”

Kaworu tried to turn his arms to break the hold on his wrists, as he’d been taught, but the kappa’s solid grip pinned his wrists together. Genji’s hands shifted more securely about Koworu’s torso, bracing him against the bank.

“This one is not yours,” Tsurugu answered. “Return him to me, if you please.”

The kappa clacked its beak angrily. “I am hungry, and I have caught him in my own domain.”

Kaworu kicked again, but again he struck the kappa’s turtle-like shell and the creature hardly seemed to note the blow.

Tsurugu shifted forward and began to chant. The kappa looked wary, and then it jumped as the water began to move out of the current’s natural flow. The kappa hissed and glared at Tsurugu. “You wish to match strength?”

“No, kappa-sama,” replied Tsurugu. “I wish to have this boy returned. But I would not deprive you; we will bring in return two cucumbers to make your meal.”

The kappa blinked and brightened. “You will barter for him?”

“He is worth it to me, yes.”

“Three cucumbers.”

“Three cucumbers, then.”

The kappa nodded. “Your bargain is acceptable, onmyōji-sama.”

His hands still on Kaworu’s shoulders, Tsurugu bowed low. “Thank you for your kind understanding.”

The kappa bowed in the water, showing the lilypad depression at the top of his head. “Thank you for your kind generosity.”

The pressure on Kaworu’s wrists ceased, and he scrambled backward against the bank. Genji pulled hard and he fell back on the grass, winded and shaken.

“I shall expect the cucumbers this evening,” said the kappa, and then it sank into the water, its blue-green hide vanishing instantly into the mud and plants and current.

For a moment, Kaworu couldn’t speak. They had not known of a kappa, and he had nearly died. It was Genji who said, “I don’t know that the cook will give us cucumbers tonight.”

“You’d better thieve them, then,” Tsurugu said, “loath as I am to encourage your mischief. But you daren’t break faith with the kappa. Their memories are long, and you cannot avoid water forever.”

Kaworu imagined that sharp beak tearing flesh from his drowning body.

“And bear in mind,” Tsurugu continued, “that tonight’s offering is only for this day. Be cautious when you approach the river next time.”

“Hai, Tsurugu-sama. I will bring the cucumbers.”

“Couldn’t you have stopped him?” demanded Genji.

Tsurugu shook his head. “I would not have let him have Kaworu—but Kaworu cannot always be sure of my help. And in fairness, the kappa caught his prey, just as you would take a rabbit, and a bargain is a better end if we do not wish to make enemies. And for all their hunger, kappa are skilled bonesetters; what if you should need his help one day? Bring him the cucumbers and be careful.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Kaworu crept to the river, listening tautly to every breeze’s sigh and flexing reed. Kappa came onto land as well as their preferred water, and the mark of the webbed grip was still clear upon his wrists.

Despite his best efforts, he had found only two cucumbers remaining in the household’s stores. He had searched longer than was wise, and once had hidden beneath a table when someone came to investigate the faint noises of his rummaging, but in the end he had found only two. He dared not fail to bring his offering, but he feared meeting the kappa and having to explain the shortage.

He had not been able to ask Tsurugu-sama for help. The onmyōji had gone out alone to ward away an approaching bakemono. Genji had been conscripted for additional chores when a few samurai unexpectedly visited Naka-dono, and Kaworu would have been required as well had he not ducked out of sight and fled to the storerooms. He was on his own to face the kappa.

He was nearly at the river’s edge now. He stopped, his heart racing. He did not want to go nearer the water. Cucumbers were the one food kappa enjoyed above all others, but mightn’t individual kappa have individual tastes? This one could prefer flesh to fruit. More, he might decide to take both, garnishing Kaworu with cucumber.

“Kappa-sama?” he called into the dark. There was no sound but the soft current, no matter how he strained to hear the splash of someone leaving the water. Still, a water creature might slide from the river without betraying himself. “Kappa-sama, I am leaving your cucumbers here.” He set the fruit at his feet. “There are only two, kappa-sama, but I will look for another…” He heard nothing. “I bid you good evening.”

There was no one watching, and so he felt only a bit ashamed that he returned to the shugo’s house at a steady trot.
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