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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-cntury Kyoto.”  The Japan Times

“Parker’s researIch 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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Japanese family names precede proper names

Main characters:

Sugawara Akitada  nobleman, official

Sadako  his new wife

Akiko  his sister

Tora  his retainer

Fujiwara Kosehira  his friend

Captain Katsuura  Nara police officer

Doctor Hayashi  Nara coroner

Characters associated with the disappearance of the majordomo:

Sanekane  Majordomo for the Nara residence

Sanekata  his son

Kiyo  widow of a palace guard

Otoyo    her daughter

Sachiko    owner of a noodle shop

Midori      prostitute

Ushimatsu    gambler

Kosuke    crippled boy

Otomo    pharmacist

Characters associated with the case of the missing nun:

Shosho  (Lady Hachijo)  former imperial concubine

Lord & Lady Yoshido  her parents

Yoshido Masatada  her brother

Chozen    a novice

Enchi    an elderly nun

Kanren    another novice

Wakita Tsunetaka  layman, betto of the temple

Minamoto, Yoshitomo  captain in the palace guard

Fujiwara Noritoki  nobleman and poet

Fujiwara Korechika  governor of Yamato Province  

(Also a prime minister, an abbot, an abbess, assorted nuns, pharmacists, bandits, and several dead people.)    
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1

Cold as the Moon


[image: ]




Her terror was so great she did not notice how the ice cut her naked feet as she ran. The moonlight on the snow had blinded her at first and now she did not know where she was or where she was going.  She kept running because she knew she would be killed if he caught her.

The moon was full and brilliant on the new snow, but the houses of the city were dark. So clear and cold was the moon that its light seemed to turn to ice beneath her feet.

She could not scream for help. That would give her away, and he would find her quickly and finish what he had started in the darkness. 

Under her loose robe she was naked. She had torn it scrambling through the small, high window. She was ashamed of her nakedness and ashamed of what had happened to her.

Fear and shame outweighed the cold, which she barely felt while she was running. She fell twice but scrambled back up. She wished she had her socks at least, but her new life’s austerities forbade socks unless you walked far in the snow. She had not anticipated the need.

She had not anticipated any of this, though she had known he was angry with her.

Where was she? The night looked unfamiliar. She did not know how much longer she could run. She was gasping for breath and a stitch in her side grew into agony, yet still she ran down streets she did not recognize.

A long way back, she had passed through a gate into the city she did not know. The streets were empty and quiet.  She slowed a little and looked back. She saw the dark figure detach itself from behind a tree and start for her. With a small sob, she took off again, clutching her skimpy robe, hoping to see some stranger.  Anyone.  Because surely there could not be two such monsters in this city.

What he had done to her, brutally, grunting like some animal, had been less frightening than what he said when he locked her in. 

“I’ll be back,” he said, baring his teeth. “I might give you another taste of that. Your last. The dead do not embrace, I fear.” He had taken the light with him and left her in the dark. His prisoner.

Now she was running for her life.

She had followed him obediently. It had been farther than she had thought, and when they got there, he had pulled her into his house. His grip on her arm had hurt and she had cried out in protest. He must have hit her, because when she became aware again, she was lying on the floor, naked, and he was on top of her, inside of her, grunting. Her head hurt and she felt sick. 

She had lashed out at him feebly, but he had caught her hands, finished, and then struck her again.  “Bitch!”

And then he had made his promise to come back and kill her.

Somehow she had escaped and now was lost in this strange city that was asleep. 

Alone with the moon and the sound of him behind her. 

Ahead was a river, the water black between the snowy banks. She ran along the shore toward a bridge, sobbing now, calling to Amida and all the saints, praying to the gods, and then she fell again.

The last thing she saw was the cold moon in the water.
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Snow at Night
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Winter moonlight cast black tree shadows on the new snow. Akitada shivered. He had stepped on the veranda to see the brightness of the first snow. The world was silver against the blackness of tree trunks and shadows. When the sun came out, those shadows would be blue.

It was an unearthly beauty — and deadly. Somewhere, someone, far from home, might fall into the white softness to die. A gentle death. 

In his own experience, dying had been a terrifying business. There had been no beauty in it. Death had been a violent separation of living human beings from all they held dear. He shivered again and pulled the silken quilt more closely around himself.

A soft voice from the darkness behind him asked, “What are you doing, Akitada? The cold air is coming in. Close those shutters and come back to bed before you catch your death.”

He smiled and obeyed. “It has snowed.”

Sadako held open her cover for him and he slipped in next to her. “Oh!” she breathed. “You are frozen.”

She was warm, warm as life itself. He felt her shiver in his arms. “Let’s get warm together, my love,” he murmured against her soft neck. “Allow me to show you how warm I can become at a moment’s notice.”

She laughed and reached for him, accommodating herself to his sudden urgency. 

Later Akitada held her. She sighed contentedly and drifted off again into her interrupted sleep, while he thought how sleep was much like death. 

Suddenly fearful, he held her closer and said, “I went to look at the snow in the moonlight. So beautiful. And I thought of death.”

She was startled awake. “Death? No, not death. You are safe, alive, here with me.”

He sighed. “You forget that my work all too often deals with death. And now I have once again someone to lose.”

She sat up. “Oh, Akitada, don’t. It’s bad luck. Don’t ever think of such things.”

He pulled her down into the blankets and murmured, “I’ll try, if you are very kind to me.”

She laughed softly and curled up against him. He listened until her breathing told him that she was asleep again, and then slipped from their warm cocoon to get up. Throwing on his plain house robe, he padded down the cold galleries to the bath. The water was only lukewarm, but he washed and shaved by the light of the wax candle, then walked back to his study, where he used the candle to light two more and an oil lamp.

His desk was covered with papers he had brought home, cases for which he wanted to consult his law books. His father had left him a fine library that had been passed down through generations of Sugawaras and had been added to as every heir took up his court duties. 

Now his own son Yoshi was also enrolled at the university, though his father was not at all sure he would please his professors. They made allowances for the very young boys, and Yoshi had had excellent tutors, but the boy’s mind was on horseback riding, kick ball, and stick fighting. Tora was responsible for the last, having been a stick fighter of renown in his day.

Akitada worked for an hour or more, listening to the watchman call the time. When it was near dawn, he got up, stretched, and went in search of a warm bowl of gruel. His study had become unpleasantly frigid and his padded robe failed to keep him warm.

The cook and maid were in the kitchen, hovering near the fire. He startled them and they apologized that they had not looked after him. Reassuring them, he ladled gruel into his bowl. The maid filled a large brazier with live coals and walked with him to his study. The brazier spread its warmth quickly, the gruel warmed his insides, and the maid returned with a steaming pot of tea which she left on the brazier. 

A smoothly running household.

Contentment.

Love at long last.

Alas, the dry legal work awaited him. He could have worked at the ministry where the archives held all the legal books he might need, but he had chosen to return to his home, drawn by the happiness it held. This could not go on, of course. Later that day he would have to put on his court robes and report on his work.

But by midmorning he received a visitor and his plans changed abruptly.
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Kosehira Brings News
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Fujiwara Kosehira was Akitada’s oldest friend. They had met when both were students at the university. Kosehira, a short boy, had attached himself to the tall Akitada and together they had faced any number of difficulties likely to terrify young students. Kosehira disliked sports and was mocked by others until Akitada appeared on the scene. And Akitada, who lacked an influential family, had Kosehira, the son of one of the powerful Fujiwara families, to intercede for him whenever professors tried to ignore his achievements while giving awards to the sons of men who would be grateful.

Akitada’s troubles had followed him to his appointments in government service, and even then Kosehira had done his best to smooth the way for him. But now it was many years later and life had created problems and damaged their friendship.

After the death of his first wife, Akitada had been devastated. Kosehira had invited him to spend some time with his own family, and there Kosehira had done his best to bring his lonely friend together with his oldest daughter Yukiko. Akitada was already past forty; Yukiko was eighteen. He resisted, but she had become infatuated with him through the stories her father had told her of Akitada’s past. She had thought him a hero. And Yukiko was lovely and young and full of life. And her father approved. So they had been married.

The real Akitada was a great disappointment to a young woman raised on hero worship. She soon saw he was after all only a dry old stick who spent his days with dull paperwork, while she dreamed of a life at court. Being Kosehira’s daughter, she became a lady-in-waiting to the empress, while Akitada left to serve as governor in another province. Their marriage was predictably headed for disaster. When Yukiko expected another man’s child, Akitada agreed to accept it as his own to avoid a scandal that would have ruined her reputation and reflected on her father. But Yukiko refused to live in his house and, tormented by her influence on own his own daughter, he eventually divorced her.

And now the rift in his friendship with her father could never be mended. Guilt and shame on both sides made their meetings difficult and painful. Kosehira was only too aware that he had wanted the unequal marriage, and Akitada knew that he should have had the sense to refuse.

Kosehira entered shyly, looking embarrassed and apologetic. Akitada put on a smile and said brightly, “What a surprise! How are you, Kosehira?”

It was clearly not what he would have said years ago. He would have gone to embrace his friend and expressed his joy at seeing him.

Kosehira looked for a moment as though he would turn and run. “Erh, I hope I don’t interrupt?”

“Not at all. Please sit down. Is everyone well?”

Kosehira was flustered. “Everyone” in this case surely meant Yukiko and her child. He gave Akitada a shamefaced smile. “Yes, yes. All are well.  And you? You look happy. I trust your lady is in good health?”

“Excellent health, thank you.”

“And Saburo and Genba are quite recovered?”

“Genba is doing well. Saburo was far more seriously wounded and still suffers pain and has some trouble breathing. That knife went in quite deeply and he lost a lot of blood. It was a miracle he lived long enough for us to find him.”

“I heard. I’m sorry for him. Brave man.”

“Yes.”

The conversation faltered.

Akitada offered wine, and Kosehira accepted. He seemed grateful for the excuse to make more small talk. Akitada was beginning to smell a rat. He clapped for a servant and gave his order, then asked, “So, what brings you?”

“Oh, umm, yes. Do you like Nara?”

“Nara? I like it well enough. Why?”

“Hmm, yes. Very pleasant place. I have a house there. All those magnificent temples! Our ancestors were brilliant builders. We have nothing like it here.”

Akitada said dryly, “With good reason. Our illustrious emperor who founded Heian-kyo, was very particular about keeping the Buddhist clique at a distance. He had learned how adept they are at trouble-making and meddling in national affairs.”

Wine and food arrived, were served, and the maid departed.

Kosehira sipped the wine and nodded. “Good. I was quite parched. Erh, about Nara: there’s been some trouble there, it appears. I thought you might be interested.”

Akitada said repressively, “I’ve only been back a few months. There is a great deal of work at the ministry.”

Kosehira sighed. “You’ve changed,” he said with some of his old frankness. “You used to like any excuse to get out of the ministerial archives and into a murder case.”

Akitada relented. It was true, he had no relish for the paperwork. “Someone got murdered? I think they have a very capable police force in Nara. Have to. All those pilgrimages by members of the court.”

“Yes. That’s it. Exactly. Nara is very close and everybody around the emperor has become religious. The ladies are forever traipsing off on pilgrimages.”

A sense of doom settled over Akitada. His former wife Yukiko was one of those ladies. She was by now quite an important person, said to be the empress’s closest confidante. Heaven forbid that Yukiko should drag him into a case that was not only dangerous because it involved imperial women but also because it could jeopardize his new marriage. Yukiko had proved to be vengeful in the past. Akitada said nothing, but he bit his lip.

Kosehira, who watched him anxiously, said, “It has nothing to do with Yukiko.”

“I’m glad.”  Akitada’s relief was palpable.

Kosehira chortled. “I don’t blame you. That daughter of mine is a handful to turn any man’s hair white.”

They laughed a little, and some of the tension left the room.

Then Kosehira sobered. “Well, this is something I wouldn’t have put past her, but this time, the troublemaker is another young woman. May her family forgive her.”

“What happened?”

“She’s vanished.”

Akitada raised his brows. “You mean into thin air? As in one of those stunts devout monks always pray for?”

Kosehira gave a snort. “Not quite, though there are similarities. You’ll keep this to yourself?”

“I don’t see how I can find your young woman if I’m not to mention her.”

Kosehira, taking this for acquiescence, nodded.  “Fair enough, but hear me out.” He emptied his cup to give himself strength and said, “This is Lady Hachijo.  Hachijo-in.”

Akitada blinked. The suffix “in” was reserved for the emperor’s women. It marked the fact that they were favorites, usually mothers of male heirs. In this case, the “Hachijo-in” was a retirement palace given to the concubine in recognition of her service to His Majesty. It also became her name.

Kosehira saw his face and nodded. “Yes. Awkward.”

“I’ll say. How does an imperial concubine disappear? I’m not familiar with her, by the way. Haven’t stayed in touch with the palace.”

“No. I know.” Kosehira smiled. “One of Yukiko’s complaints about you.”

Akitada said coldly, “Precisely.”

Kosehira sighed. “Hachijo-in is a Yoshido. She is now nineteen years old. She is a beauty and His Majesty was enchanted even though her family no longer has any power. The affair was very upsetting to the rest of his ladies.”

“I can imagine. I daresay it offended any number of Fujiwara concubines and empresses.” Somewhat snidely, he added, “And their families.”

Kosehira looked hurt. “You know I’ve never played that game. Even if my daughter did. Yes. They tried everything to blacken the Yoshido lady’s reputation and, I hear, eventually resorted to poisoning her food, though that may be an ugly rumor. By that time, though nobody knew it, she was pregnant with the emperor’s child.”

Akitada sat up. “She was poisoned?” 

Murder in the imperial family? Could such a thing be?

“She survived but she lost the child. His Majesty was beside himself. He almost sent the prime minister into exile.”  

Akitada shook his head. “Surely you don’t expect me to investigate an attempted murder in His Majesty’s women’s quarters?”

“No, of course not. I told you the lady has disappeared.”

“Probably afraid to stay around for another attempt on her life.”

His friend made a face. “Don’t be flippant. She’s in no danger even if someone planned such a thing. She informed His Majesty that the loss of the child and her near death convinced her to renounce life and become a nun. She’s no longer one of his ladies.”

“Ah! Then why disappear?”

“Exactly. The emperor is distraught, as you may imagine.”

“Yes. Understandable. I expect so is her family. From rich expectations to nothing.”

Kosehira sighed. “Your work has made you bitter. Or perhaps my visit is too unwelcome.” He prepared to get up, and Akitada was ashamed.

“No,” he cried. “Go on, tell me. I shall listen without further remarks.”

Kosehira looked at him uncertainly. 

Akitada said, “Come! We used to be able to joke together. What’s happened to us, my friend?”

After a moment, Kosehira nodded and sat.  “Lady Hachijo left the capital and went to Nara. There she entered Hokkeji, a convent that is connected with Kofukuji.” He paused, as if waiting for a comment. 

Akitada said nothing. Kofukuji, the largest temple and monastery in Nara was the Fujiwara clan temple. Anything affecting it would have been of the greatest concern to a member of Kosehira’s family.

Kosehira took up his story again. “I mention it because you may have to deal with the Kofukuji monks. That is, if you agree to take the case.” He gave Akitada another uncertain glance.

“Go on! So the imperial lady became a nun and a member of Hokkeji?”

“Yes.  Well, several of the nuns used to be high-ranking women. I suppose that’s what made her choose it. They have a great deal in common. In any case, she suddenly seems to have disappeared. Nobody knows exactly when this happened. At first they thought she’d gone on a retreat or pilgrimage. But when the family asked, nobody knew where. Her family had not seen her since she became a novice and they are very upset. It is also causing great distress to His Majesty. So, please, Akitada. Just go down to Nara and ask a few questions. You can stay at my place.” 

“You forget that, unlike you, I’m not free to leave my post without permission.”

“Oh, that’s taken care of. His Excellency, the prime minister, has informed your minister that you’ll be looking into the administration of Hokkeji. Can’t trust those nuns to run the place properly, you see.”  Kosehira grinned.

Akitada scowled. “So the decision never was mine, was it?”

His friend’s face fell. “Not really. I’m sorry that you hate the idea, Akitada. I thought you’d welcome some diversion.”

“Hardly. After this summer’s troubles, which left two of my people severely wounded, and my recent marriage, I’d hoped to be left in peace for a while.”

“Oh. Yes. You’re right. Lady Sadako has cause to resent my request.” Kosehira’s face brightened. “But why not take her along? Ladies like to go on pilgrimages.”

“I’ll not put my wife into danger. And my cases always seem to turn out badly.”

“Not this one, Akitada. What could happen? You’d be dealing with some nuns and a monk or two. They’re not violent. The Buddha forbids it.”

That was laughable. “Are you serious?”

“Well, not really, but this is nothing to do with the religious business. This is about an imperial lady. Your wife could be a great help.”
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Akiko
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Akitada admired how well his bride looked in the deep green gown she wore. He had selected that silk for her some months ago and enjoyed that shopping trip because he was once again buying clothes for his wife. Their marriage had only been days old, and he had walked among the silk merchants as if on clouds. 

“Kosehira came,” he said absently, studying the graceful way in which she held her head. He was enchanted by her neck, usually hidden from sight by her long hair. Today she had tied it back because she was airing out the clothes boxes. He went a little closer and saw that she was unpacking the trunk of spring clothing. “Those look pretty dull. I think you need new clothes,” he said, smiling in anticipation. “Something in a very pale rose color perhaps?”

She turned with a laugh. “I’m much too old for that, my dear, but thank you for not noticing. What did Kosehira want?”

“Hmm.” He bent to put his lips to her enticing neck. “You’re young and desirable. Much too desirable. I am to go to Nara and talk to nuns.”

She looked startled. “Nara? Oh, you lucky man to be able to visit Nara!”

It struck him that she sounded wistful. “Umm, would you like to come with me?”

Lady Sadako dropped the red robe she held and flung her arms around his neck. “Of course! How can you ask? I’ve never been there. Oh, how I wish to see it!”

*
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Leaving his wife to make her travel preparations, Akitada sought out Tora.

Tora was on the front veranda, leaning on the railing and watching the stable boy clearing away the snow that had fallen during the night.  He turned and grinned at Akitada. “I’m bored. You, sir, have no such cause to complain. When I think back to the days when Hanae and I started life together, I had no time to think of anything but her.”

Akitada smiled. “That’s a little unkind, Tora. Do you mean you no longer value your wife?”

“Well, yes, I do. But having her wait for me every day is no longer a surprise, a sort of reward for having worked during the day.”

“Ah, that explains why I find you lazing about at this hour.”

“I usually do some stick-fighting with Yoshi, but he’s already gone to the university.”

“Yes. Some things are more important than stick-fighting.”

“Bite your tongue.”

They both laughed. Akitada said, “We’re going to Nara tomorrow. Lady Sadako is coming with us.”

If anything, Tora’s joy was greater than Sadako’s. He clapped his hands and shouted, “Another case! Finally another case. It was terrible of you to enjoy all the excitement without me last time.”

“Hardly enjoyable,” Akitada said dryly, but he smiled. “We’ll ride. Lord Kosehira has a house where we can stay. It shouldn’t take too long, but tell Genba and Saburo. I’m going to see my sister.”

*
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Lady Akiko was engaged in a sewing lesson for her two daughters who were thirteen and nine years old. They were in her pavilion with many-colored fabrics spread across the tatami mats. The shutters to the outside were closed, and a brazier spread pleasant warmth while several large candles lit the space and made the colors in the painted screen brilliant.

It was a lovely scene, no less bright than the snowy world outside. Akitada had grown fonder of his sister Akiko as the years had passed, but he had never loved her like his other sister, Yoshiko. Yoshiko was the gentle one, though she had proved stronger and more stubborn than Akiko. Akiko’s main fault was that she had inherited a few traits of her mother, Akitada’s stepmother. She was ambitious and manipulative and valued status above all else. However, she had also proven her loyalty to him. Perhaps most interesting was the fact that she shared with Akitada the sort of curiosity that solves crimes and ferrets out secrets.

Seeing her at this domestic and maternal activity astonished Akitada, but she quickly reassured him by jumping up, scattering fabrics, with the words, “Thank the gods, you’ve come. You have no idea how dull life has been with all this snow.” 

Akitada embraced her, greeted the girls and nodded to the maid. “You’re a good mother,” he lied. “And you make a lovely picture all together like this.”

“Pah! I had planned to go to court. But never mind. You and I shall sit and you shall tell me what is going on in the world.”

“Then you’ll be disappointed to learn that I’ve come to you for the same reason.”

She laughed. Directing her daughters and the maid to take the sewing elsewhere and send someone with refreshments, she made Akitada comfortable beside the screen and sat down across from him. 

“Marriage agrees with you, Brother,” she said with a smile. “I hoped you would bring me good news.”

He chuckled. “We’re happy as we are. No need for any more children.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re joking. Mind you, you’re both no longer in your first youth, but you have only one son. What if something happens to him? You must have more children. And you can well afford them.”

“Yoshi is healthy and has reached an age when we can trust fate.”

“Akitada, don’t put it off too long. But never mind, what brings you, if it wasn’t that?”

Heaving an inner sigh of relief, he said, “I am to go to Nara to find one of His Majesty’s ladies. I thought you might know a bit more about this story than Kosehira.”

Akiko’s eyes sparkled. “Oh! Tell me more. A mystery?  Who is the lady?”

“A Lady Hachijo.”

Her face fell. “Not that woman! There’s nothing to investigate. She’s gone for good.”

“What do you mean, ‘gone for good’?”

“She’s a nun. Thank the Buddha for this mercy. The nuns at Hokkeji took her in. Now she’s their problem.”

“What problem? I know she’s a nun, but she seems to have disappeared.”

Akiko’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

He nodded.

“Don’t do it, Akitada. It will cause nothing but trouble.”

“Kosehira came to me this morning. It must be serious. He rarely visits.”

“There! I knew it. She’s making more trouble. Let them deal with it. Nobody cares about her.”

Akitada cleared his throat at his sister’s callous comment. “It appears His Majesty cares a great deal.”

She grimaced.  “Men!”

“Seriously, Akiko, what can you tell me about her? Why, for example, do you hate her so?”

She glowered at him. “I serve Her Majesty. And I’ve seen Her weep because of that woman.”

“That seems rather excessive. What did she do?”

Akiko tossed her head. “You wouldn’t understand. You know nothing about the imperial women and how they live.”

“I recall being married to someone who was determined to become one of them. And who nearly seduced my daughter into following her. I’m fully aware it’s not the paradise some seem to think it.”

Akiko sighed and relented. “Not everyone behaves well. Your former wife and the Yoshido woman certainly don’t.”

“Be specific. Did Hachijo engage in affairs with other men?”

“That, too.”

It dawned on Akitada that he had not considered the atmosphere of political maneuvering when ruled by the female temperament. Akiko, though not in service to Her Majesty as a lady-in-waiting, was a frequent visitor to Her apartments and a friend. And Akiko was very loyal.

He asked, “Did she make trouble for Her Majesty?”

Akiko nodded. “And how! Her Majesty was frequently in tears.”

“Because the emperor chose Hachijo as a new favorite?”

“He didn’t choose. She seduced him. We all watched her flagrant behavior. I do not for a moment believe she was expecting His child. Not for a moment. Women who choose to sleep alone in eave chambers do so because they expect night visitors.”

“Surely someone would put a stop to this once His Majesty expressed an interest.”

Akiko pursed her lips. “They tried.  She would have none of it.”

“And yet the emperor still seems to be fond of her.”

“Men are fools.”

It crossed Akitada’s mind that Lady Hachijo  had made enemies, and that these enemies were likely behind her disappearance. Perhaps the tale that she had chosen to become a nun were mere fabrications to cover the fact that this thorn in the side of Her Majesty and Her powerful relatives, among them the prime minister, had been removed permanently.

“I take it she had few friends at court. What about her background.”

“She comes from one of those minor families that never quite made the move from Nara.  Their name is Yoshido.  No money, but they claim to be direct descendants from the gods. As for friends, she had none but those men who crept into her bed at night.”

“I assume she is beautiful and talented?”

Akiko tossed her head again. “Pah! A small girl. Pretty enough. And she plays the koto and sings a little.”

Akitada translated this to mean that she was quite beautiful and played and sang charmingly.  He said, “Those men you claim visited her in secret, who are they?”

“I don’t know. It was a matter of someone hearing voices or seeing shadows moving in the dark. There was a lot of talk, but no details.”

Akiko was at least honest in this matter. Akitada pursued the issue. “Come, sis, name names!”

“Well, I’ve heard that Captain Yoshitomo is an admirer. And the governor of Yamato, Korechika, and Fujiwara Noritoki, the poet. It could be any of these, or all, or someone altogether different. Maybe even that handsome monk who comes down from Mount Hiei to instruct the imperial ladies.”

Clearly life at court was even more depraved than Akitada had assumed. A monk? He knew of the other three. Yoshitomo was a young Minamoto, a rather dashing figure at court. Korechika was one of the Fujiwara nobles. He was close enough to the capital for frequent visits at court. The poet lived on his family wealth, taught at the university and spent the rest of his time composing verse which he recited at poetry festivals.

Akitada said dryly, “They were hardly friends under the circumstances.”

Akiko snapped, “Men don’t sleep with women out of friendship.”

This made Akitada chuckle. His sister was shockingly outspoken for a well-brought-up woman. He would not be surprised that it was this part of her character that made her so welcome in the women’s palace.

He asked, “What if she was murdered?”

That gave her pause. She frowned. “I trust not. The scandal would upset Her Majesty.”

“And the emperor.”

Akiko grimaced. “I beg you, don’t touch this. It could be dangerous. And it might hurt Her Majesty. She’s suffered enough.”

“If I don’t look into the matter, someone else will.”

Akiko thought about this, then nodded reluctantly. Akitada decided his sister had shared what there was to share. And she was clearly prejudiced.  He must search for the truth about Lady Hachijo in Nara.
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Nara
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The weather stayed clear and cold and the roads were good between the capital and Nara. They made excellent time on horseback, comfortably wrapped into quilted trousers and coats and wearing boots. Sadako also wore a silk head covering against the cold, but the men were bare-headed. All three were red-cheeked and cheerful.

They were not alone, in spite of the season and the new snow. Pilgrims and monks walked or rode, and messengers dashed by from time to time. Once they had crossed the mountain range at the provincial border into Yamato Province, they descended gently through the snowy foothills into another plain.

Sadako exclaimed when they reached a look-out and saw the city spread beneath them. “It’s all white. And it looks like the capital! But, oh, there are so many temples. It’s a holy city.”

Her husband, pausing beside her, snorted. “Hardly. It’s a city of monks.”

She shot him a glance. “You really don’t like them, do you?”

Akitada hesitated. Disliking the Buddhist clergy was not diplomatic in his world. But honesty made him say, “No. I’ve met too many bad ones.”

“They aren’t all bad, Akitada. Some are good men. And women. Do you hate nuns also?”

He said stiffly, “I don’t hate anyone. As for nuns, women are easily misled.”

“Oh, Akitada! Think of the young woman who traded life as the emperor’s favorite to serve the Buddha.”

He raised his brows. “Perhaps even becoming a nun was preferable to life at court.”

She turned away. “You’re impossible. I’m looking forward to see those wonderful temples and the treasures they contain.”

Tora was becoming restive. “I could do with a warm meal and some hot wine. They have some fine eating places in that city.”

Akitada laughed. “All those devout pilgrims demand good food and wine for their exertions.”

It took another hour until they passed through the northern gate to the city. Sadako pointed out that this, too, was much like in the capital.

“Both are built the Chinese way,” her husband said. “The soothsayers have a hand in the planning. The most auspicious place is protected by mountains in the four directions, and the palace is always in the northernmost part.”

“Yes. Our houses are built that way also. And I stay in the northern pavilion.”

Akitada laughed. “So you do! A wife is the most precious treasure of the household.”

She blushed and they smiled at each other. Akitada’s heart beat a little faster. He could not remember ever feeling this happy, though he must have in his youth when he and Tamako had first been married. But then he thought: we were young. The young are careless because they know nothing of death and loss and loneliness. And fear seized him again that he might lose Sadako also.

Whatever we hold most dear makes us most afraid. 

He reached for her hand and murmured “I love you.”

She squeezed his fingers, but before she could reply, Tora called out, “There’s the market. They should have some good eating places there.”

Akitada, who was eager to discover the mystery of the missing concubine, protested. “We should go on to Kosehira’s house. They’re probably expecting us.”

Tora’s face fell. Sadako said, “Can we be sure they expect us? Surely the place is only used when the family visits the temples. There are probably only a couple of caretakers there.”

Akitada submitted and they dismounted in front of a large eatery facing the market square with all its booths and stands. Even in winter, there was a good crowd here, and it was midday. People shopped, ate, and gossiped with friends. He had noted that Nara’s streets seemed cleaner than those in the capital. Someone had worked diligently to sweep the snow and keep the roads open.

A waiter came quickly, alerted by their fine travel clothes. Hungry travelers from the capital, he decided.

Food and hot wine appeared quickly. They warmed their frozen fingers on the cups before drinking.

Tora smacked his lips, then eyed a mountain of food so hungrily, that Sadako told him to start. She and Akitada still held hands and smiled.

“You’re enjoying this,” Akitada stated.

She nodded. “It’s wonderful. I shall never forget this trip.”

Tora lifted a full bowl to his lips, shoveling fish and vegetables into his mouth and regarded his master and mistress complacently. It had been his doing. You could not leave love to those two. They had had no notion how to proceed. Now look at them. There would be little ones in the house again in no time at all. He swallowed and burped.

Eventually, Akitada and Sadako remembered where they were and ate.

The meal proved to be more expensive than any Akitada could remember, but the food and wine had been good.

They found Kosehira’s place after asking some questions.  It was a comfortably large residence with stables in the northern part of the city. The gates stood open and they rode in. Little had been done to remove the snow.  Akitada dismounted and went to help Sadako down. A stable boy of about fifteen years appeared and took the horses. He stared when Tora told him that Lord Sugawara and his Lady had arrived.

Tora glanced at the main house. “Where are the other servants?”

The boy said, “Just me and Ma.”

“Really?  No maids?”

“Sanekane went to get them. He never came back.”

Akitada asked, “Who is Sanekane?”

“He hires the servants.”

“Ah, the majordomo. Thank you.  He’ll surely return shortly. See to the horses.”

*
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But Sanekane did not return.

They were left to fend for themselves.  Akitada and Sadako walked through the house and found all rooms empty of servants and slightly dusty. They were pleasant rooms with thick tatami mats, painted screens, reed curtains, and the necessary utensils such as oil lamps, candle sticks, and braziers. There was a small bath with a wooden tub, but the water was ice cold. They chose their room, which gave onto a small courtyard with snow-covered bushes and a small pine. Sadako remained here to inspect the bedding, while Akitada went out into the service yard. There was a small kitchen building here, and in it he found the cook. 

She was stirring some soup in a small pot over a small fire. It smelled appetizing but seemed totally inadequate to feed three guests.

“Who are you?” she asked, staring at his sudden appearance.

Taken aback by the rude question, Akitada snapped, “Lord Sugawara. We are guests of your master. Where is everybody?”

“Just me and the boy.”

It did not sound promising. “What is that you’re cooking?”

“Beans and cabbage.” She added, “It’s for my boy and me.”

So much for food. 

Or hospitality.

“Weren’t you told that guests are expected?”

She shook her head. “Sanekane never came back.”

The woman was in her forties, quite ugly and shapeless in her brown jacket and pants, her hair gathered in a careless knot at the back of her head. She also seemed not to be very bright. Experienced servants would never speak this way to their betters. Akitada’s hopes for regular home-cooked meals faded.

“Where is Sanekane?” he asked. “Send the boy for him.”

She shook her head again. “How should I know where he is. He doesn’t tell me. He’s always gone when nobody from the family’s here.”

“Are there any house servants?”

“No. Sanekane hires them when the master comes here.”

“You should have been told about our coming. Lord Kosehira expected the house to be staffed.”

She scowled. “Not my fault. Ask Sanekane. He’s the one takes care of things.”

“When did he leave?”

“Two days ago.”

“What?”

“Two days ago.”

“But why didn’t you send for the constables?”

She gave a harsh laugh. “He wouldn’t thank me for that.”

Akitada gave up and went in search of Tora. He found him in the stable checking on the horses and chatting with the stable boy. The boy had done a creditable job of making the horses comfortable. Akitada explained the situation and asked, “Do you know where Sanekane might be?”

Tora said, “He might be home. He doesn’t live here. Only this boy and his mother live here.”

Akitada asked the boy, “Could you run and bring him? He needs to hire staff.” 

It crossed Akitada’s mind that he would probably pay for the servants and the supplies that would be needed. Kosehira would be deeply embarrassed if he discovered what had happened, and Sanekane most likely would be out of a job. In any case, it might bring Kosehira to Nara and Akitada would find his time with Sadako spoiled by having to deal with their host.

The boy was willing and took off. Akitada and Tora returned to the main house to tell Sadako what they had learned. 

She was dismayed.“I’d better speak to that cook. She needs to shop for provisions. I’ll need some money.”

Impressed by her calm competence, Akitada gave her a portion of their funds. He hoped the matter of the missing lady could be resolved quickly because he foresaw greater expenses ahead.

“You might see about making a fire under the bath water,” she said, slipping into her quilted jacket for the trip to the kitchen.
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