
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
		
        [image: chrysanthemum-shadows]

        
 Illustrated by Sarah Pomegranate




house of pomegranates press

www.houseofpomegranates.com





	



ELECTRONIC EDITION


Chrysanthemum Shadows © 2008 by Nancy Baker

Chrysanthemum Shadows © 2008 by Sarah Pomegranate


All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written consent of the copyright owner.



    Published by House of Pomegranates Press

    www.houseofpomegranates.com / www.therss.com

    Converted to mobipocket and epub by Ryan McFadden http://ebooktechnician.com


ISBN 978-0-9784543-2-6



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


Originally appeared as part of Blood and Chrysanthemums, published by Penguin Books Canada.

Every effort has been made to contact holders of copyrights for quotations used included in this book. If you have information pertaining to such copyright, please contact the publisher.

          





For Elizabeth



        
        
        
			

            Introduction

				I remember meeting Sadamori Fujiwara for the first time. I’d done months of research, read books, watched movies, plotted all the elements of Japanese culture and history I wanted to explore in the novel Blood and Chrysanthemums. I’d gone through lists of names from 1,000 years of history, trying to find the perfect name in both sound and meaning.

				 Still, I was terrified when I sat down at the computer. If I could not find a way to express this character from a world and time completely different from my own then the novel would be a failure. 

				 Within the first page, I was in love. Writing Sadamori was sheer joy. I dove into the poetry of his language, his urbane, self-aware voice, the game of creating fictions that would contain his truths. I even loved writing the words that I still cannot read aloud without crying. 

				 The creators of The House Of Pomegranates Press have been talking about doing an illustrated version of Sadamori’s story for years and I’m thrilled that we’ve finally been able to do it. I could not have dreamed of a more beautiful visual companion to the words I had such pleasure in writing.

				 We think that this volume of Sadamori Fujiwara’s biographical “stories” and commentary stands alone as an introduction to his world and life. The rest of his story was too intimately entwined with that of Dimitri Rozokov and Ardeth Alexander to feature in this volume, but you’ll find it in the pages of Blood and Chrysanthemums. 

				I hope that you enjoy meeting Sadamori Fujiwara as much as I did. 

				Nancy Baker
August 2008

			

            



			
				In the autumn sky

				The moon floats above the water

				Searching the still lake:

				But a ripple from the shore

				Obscures her own reflection.

				 ~ Sadamori Fujiwara

                
                




The Lady of the Autumn Moon
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				As the chrysanthemums bloomed and the leaves began to turn and fall, a certain young man was forced to leave the capital. His father and his uncle had long been in competition for the honours of the court and now, with the announcement of his uncle’s daughter’s engagement to the crown prince, it was apparent who had been victorious. The young man’s father found himself without power and the uncle, to rid himself of a young rival, named the young man to the governance of a distant province.

				The family lamented but there was nothing to be done. Though the omens were inauspicious for such a journey, the uncle insisted that it must occur immediately, and the young man could not refuse. Accompanied by four retainers, he left his weeping wives (who mourned but did not volunteer to follow him into exile, perhaps, to be charitable, in the hopes that it would not be permanent), bid farewell to his father, and began the journey on horseback to his new home, far to the northwest.

				Along the way, ill luck befell them and the small group was beset by bandits. They fought valiantly but to no avail. The retainers were slain, the horses and their burdens stolen, and the young man barely escaped. Beaten and bruised, he stumbled through the wild woods, hopelessly lost among the pine trees. His heart was filled with terror, for this wild mountain land was long known to be the home of ghosts and demons such the malicious long-nosed tengu. So it was that when he saw a faint light among the trees, he staggered toward it, praying that it would prove to be the retreat of a hermit monk or some other kind person who would take him in and shelter him. Instead, when he emerged from the darkness of the trees, he saw a fine house beneath the moonlight. Soft lamplight glowed from an open doorway.

				Thanking the gods for his good fortune, he rushed to the house and mounted the veranda. As his step sounded on the wood, a figure appeared in the doorway. In the lamplight, he could see that it was a old woman, clad in old-fashioned servant’s garb, her long, grey hair streaming about her shoulders as if she had just risen from her bed. 

				The young man realized for the first time what a sight he himself must be. His travel clothing, which had been fine and elegant when he left Heian-kyo, was now torn and stained. He had lost his hat in the woods and there were dead leaves and twigs in his hair. All his belongings, except for one pouch which carried the scrolls concerning his new position, had vanished with the bandits. 

				He bowed low and spoke in his most courteous fashion. “Forgive my intrusion. I and my retainers were set upon by bandits on the road. All of my companions were killed and I barely escaped with my life. I beg you to allow me the shelter of your house.” 

				When he finished speaking, she knelt to the floor and bowed low, for his aristocratic origin was evident in his speech. “Please be welcome in our humble house, my lord. If you will enter, we will do our best to serve you.” 

				Her greeting was so sincere and welcoming that he almost fell into the house but managed to keep his feet and follow her through the shadowy corridors until they reached a garden. In the moonlight, the young man could see the heavy, overhanging boughs of trees and ragged, uncut sagebrush and grass. In the air, there was a sharp, metallic scent, and in one corner steam rose from a circle of rocks. “Our spring has healing waters, so they say. If you wish to bathe, I will bring you clean clothing and then take you to the lady.” 

				This sparked the young man’s curiosity, but the thought of the hot water drew him more and he spared no time for questions. He bathed in the spring, whose hot water did indeed seem to rejuvenate him, and then dressed in the clothing the old woman brought for him. They were of fine quality but the style was as old-fashioned as the old woman’s and he had to settle for combing back his wet hair as he had no way to re-dress it in proper court fashion. 

				As he followed the woman back to the house, he decided it must be the home of some old aristocratic family who had left the capital some years before to live in this strange isolation. 
Perhaps they had been victims of a struggle for power, as he had been. 

				The woman led him through a veil of silken panels into a dimly lit room. She gestured for him to be seated on a padded pillow then knelt to pour heated wine into a saucer. He gratefully swallowed down the first and, when offered, the second saucer as well. 

				Then the old woman bowed to him again, rose and padded to the doorway. Alone, the young man looked about the room and saw for the first time the thin screen set across one end. Beneath it, he could see the flow of a lady’s sleeves, pale grey and white and silver silk that looked like mist on the floor. Even in the darkness, he thought that the shadow lying across the cloth must be a lock of her long, black hair. 

				He bowed from his cross-legged position. “Thank you, my lady, for your hospitality.” 

				“You are very welcome,” a voice came from behind the screen. “My maid said that you were set upon by bandits. I trust you were not injured.” 

				“Only bruised and cut a little. Your spring has helped that.” Intrigued by her voice, the young man crept a little closer. He told her his name and, knowing that it would hardly be polite for a well-bred woman to tell him hers, decided to call her, in his mind, the Lady of the Autumn Moon. Sipping the wine, he told her how his party had left the capital and been set upon the bandits. 

				“Your house was a most welcome sight, my lady. How did you come to live so far from the world, in such a remote spot?” 

				“My father brought me here, many years ago,” she answered, though her voice sounded so young that he decided she must have been a mere babe at the time. “When he died, I remained.” 

				“Are you alone here?” 

				“Only I and my maid remain. The other servants all left with my father’s death.” 

				“What a terrible life for a young woman,” the young man observed. “Have you no family? No one to bring you back to the capital and see to your future?” 

				“I have only myself.” 

				“Believe that your kindness to me will not go unrewarded,” he assured her, resolving to help but privately uncertain what resources he might still have. Would it be possible to take her to his new home? If she were as beautiful as her voice suggested, he might be able to set her up as his concubine.

				“Your kind thoughts are thanks enough, my lord.”

				“Nonsense,” he answered, then decided to try to persuade her with poetry.

				“Lovely in a lonely garden -- but how much more

				precious is the plum-flower when it is seen.”

				He heard the rustle of her silks and the sleeves of her gown moved beneath the screen like a pale hand.

				“The moonflower scents the night

				But in the day you would pass it by,’ 

				she replied and he was moved by her wit even as he was intrigued by her resistance.

				“I would wait all night for the moon

				and let the morning dew wet my sleeves

				if she did not come.”

				He was awaiting her reply when the old maid reappeared and crouched into the room. 

				“I have prepared a chamber for you, my lord. Surely you are tired and wish to rest.” The young man was annoyed to be 
interrupted in his flirtation with the Lady of the Autumn Moon but, when he looked toward the place where she sat, she said nothing and so he was compelled to follow the maid down the veranda to his chamber. And, in truth, he was so wearied by the events of the night that he was asleep as soon as he lay down. 

				In his sleep, strange dreams came. He dreamt that he was wrapped in a silken web, like that of a spider, while something probed and lapped at the cut that the bandits had made on his shoulder. The dream so disturbed him that he awoke in the middle of it and, without thinking, struck out at the heavy darkness with the first thing that came into his hand, the comb which the old woman had given him to arrange his hair. 

				There was a cry of pain and he came fully awake. In the moonlight, he could see a young woman crouched on the floor, holding her hand. She was more beautiful than he had imagined, her face as pearly as the moon, with fine arched brows and a mouth red as a cherry. Hair the hue of midnight fell over her shoulders and pooled on the mats around her knees. Gossamer robes drifted about her, baring her shoulders. “My lady... please forgive me. I dreamed...” 

				“I came to see if you were well,” she said softly. 

				“Did I hurt you?” 

				“My hand bleeds. It is nothing.” Despite her protests, he took her hand in his and kissed the bloody streak his comb had left across her soft, cool skin. Her blood tasted like a strange, exotic spice. When he looked into her eyes, they were very dark. Then she drew her hand away and rose to her feet. The moonlight seemed to shine through her robes, outlining her slender body. 

				“I must go.” 

				“No.” He was half on his feet before he thought, hand out to reach for her. 

				“You would have me stay?” 

				“Yes.” 

				“Are you sure?” 

				“Yes,” he answered and caught her sleeve in one hand. She opened her arms and the robes fell away, leaving her naked body gleaming whiter than the silk in the moonlight. Then he pulled her down onto the mats and drowned in the nets of her hair and the cool depths of her flesh.

				When he woke, the room was in darkness and he was alone. The scent of her hair clung to him, the taste of her blood was in his mouth. A great weariness hung on him like a burden and it took many moments before he could rise from his blankets and stumble to the doorway. For a moment, he stared unbelieving at the sky and the moon that rode high over his head. It had been that way when the Lady of the Autumn Moon had come to him and surely it must have sunk away during the long hours he had spent in her arms. If the sky were true, he had slept the whole of one day and part of a night. 

				Then he looked about him and his disbelief deepened. The garden that the previous night had been merely overgrown was now choked in weed and vines. A tree bent over the pool in which he had bathed, dropping its leaves to lie on the clouded water. The house around him was equally changed. The heavy eaves had collapsed in places and the wooden veranda beneath his feet was crumbling with rot. 

				He rushed from room to room, calling for the lady or her maid, but there was no answer save an owl’s mournful cry somewhere in the forest. 

				As he searched, there came the dreadful realization that the lady with whom he had spent the night was no mortal creature, but some ghost or demon into whose lair he had wandered. Her evil accomplished, she had returned to whatever strange realm might have created her. 

				For the second time, the young man fled through the woods, leaving behind the ancient, decaying house and the haunting cries of the owls. But he could not flee from the strange and terrifying hunger the lady had left in him and he knew, now that it was too late, that the omens had been true and his journey cursed from the very first step.

                
                
             
October 15, 1902

				It did not happen exactly like that of course. 

				The lady was less supernatural than the story would suggest. The young man was certainly more arrogant. 

				But we of the Fujiwara family love words almost as much as we love power and we have given this country great poets as well as manipulative regents. 

				When I wrote this journal in my own language, it seemed that I could not help but try to turn the events into art, the reality into fiction. Fiction was safer for me. 

				Now that I have resolved to translate it, as practice in the English which I have struggled to learn, I have also resolved to try to keep the poetry but to add some truths to it as well. 

				The diary was dangerous when I began it and is more 
dangerous now. Yet it is important to me to continue it, to translate it. Perhaps it is only vanity, though I prefer not to believe that. Over the centuries, I have written it for many reasons. It records a past I have feared I might forget. It has allowed me to gain whatever understanding of my state that I have 
achieved. 

				There is another reason that I continue, despite the new risks that have arisen. I have read Mr. Stoker’s book. Though I puzzled through it in his native tongue and not mine, one thing is clear.

				The West has words for what I am, even if the East does not. I have found my kin, if only in the pages of a novel. If the fiction exists, distorted and twisted as it may be, then surely the truth must as well. Somewhere, beings such as I sleep away the day and rise with the moon, disguise their unchanging faces, and dream of blood

				I am, of course, the young man whose unfortunate journey is chronicled in the first tale of this diary. My name is Fujiwara no Sadamori (I cannot yet think of it backwards, as the West demands). I was born in 1015 A.D., as the West counts years. In thirteen years, I will be 900 years old.

				 It took me some time to determine the nature of my curse, as I had no convenient mythology to guide me. I searched all the tales of ghosts, demons and shape-changing creatures that I could remember, but I could find nothing that described my state. During this first time of despair, I wandered in the woods. I almost perished when I fell asleep in a meadow and woke to find the sun burning my flesh, as if it meant to sear it from my bones. I was wracked with hunger and thirst, unable to stomach either water or such food as I could find. It was not until I managed to kill a rabbit and bit its throat to drain its blood that I discovered what I now needed to survive. 

				On the fourth night after my encounter with the Lady of The Autumn Moon, I came upon a peasant in the woods. I thought that I meant only to hail him, to seek his help, but when he saw me he was frightened. The chase was brief, for I found that I had new strength and speed, despite my hunger. When I caught him, it seemed that a kind of madness came upon me. When it faded, the hunter was dead and my throat was burning with his blood. 

				I stayed three more nights in the forest, torn between terror and fascination at what I had become. At last, it became clear to me that the curse, the dark change the Lady had wrought in me, had not turned me into a mindless monster. I could not creep about the woods and hills and be content. 

				At last, after a long debate with myself about my course, I went to my new posting and said only that I had been attacked by the bandits, barely escaping with my life, and, lost and ill, had wandered in the woods for several days. 

				I had odd habits but no one in the province knew me and the locals were willing to believe any eccentricity of a court aristocrat. The barons and their warriors thought me effete for my careful avoidance of the sun. The concubines offered to me thought I was some strange sort of monk, saving my seed to gain greater enlightenment. I do not know what the peasants upon whose blood I fed thought of me, if they had time to think in the moments before they died. 

				Gradually, I began to realize that while I was more than mortal, I was less than an all-powerful demon. I had no magical powers beyond my new strength and a will that, with practice, I could briefly impose on others. As the years passed and, behind the paint that whitened it, my face stayed the same, I began to think that I might not die. 

				The time went by with surprising speed. Once I passed beyond the stage of blind obsession with my new existence, I found that my life was not all that different than the one I had expected. I did what governing was required of me and watched the nobles around me ape the court of Heian-kyo, hoping through poetry and moon-viewing and the careful cultivation of a fine hand that they could join the “dwellers among the clouds” and knowing all the while that the rank they coveted could be granted only by blood, not by achievement. They thrust their daughters at me and some I took, after my fashion, though of course none of them ever produced the heirs upon which their families had counted. 

				Twice I went into the forest to search for the Lady of the Autumn Moon but there was no trace of her. I was never to see her again. 

				After forty years, I announced that I was retiring and, after a pilgrimage to Ise, would become a monk. After nights of feasting and gifts, I started back toward Heian-kyo. As before, I was not allowed to travel unescorted and so rode with a company of ten. Four bore my palanquin, two were servants, two soldiers from the local garrison. The last were sons of a local family, who hoped to find their futures in the capital or the monastery. 

				We were one day into the mountains when the bandits attacked. As I waited in my palanquin, they killed all my escort save one; one son who was allowed to escape back down the trail. As the sun sank, I stepped from the concealing curtains and onto the darkening path. Five bandits were there, three stripping the bodies of wealth, one digging through packs searching for wine, the last watching me with a faint smile. When he held out his hand for the promised payment, I killed him and then his fellows. I left one of my bloody robes on the pathway. When the authorities came upon the bodies they would assume that my escort and the bandits had perished battling each other and that I surely must have crawled into the woods to die. 

				Alone, I set out for the home of my childhood.

                
                 


                
				Were we to make

				A thousand autumn nights 

				Into one,

				There would still be things to say

				At cockcrow.

				 ~ Tales of Ise

                

                
The Tale of the Tamakatsura
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				I was seventeen when my uncle returned from the provinces. 

				I did not know that my father had taken in his unknown half-brother until several days after his arrival, for I was not living at home, but at the court as lady-in-waiting to the young crown prince’s consort, Princess Masahime. 

				My father sent a note to tell me of his brother’s arrival and of the death of his own father, the grandfather I had never seen. One of the servants brought it to me as my lady and her entourage took the air on one of the palaces verandas, carefully screened by a bamboo lattice. 

				The princess saw me reading and asked me what news had come. 

				“My father sends me news, Lady. His father, who served in the north, has died and his half-brother has arrived in Heian-kyo.” 

				“From the provinces?” Yugao, one of the other ladies, asked. “What is your father planning to do with such a man? Surely he will not introduce him at court.” 

				“I do not know. I suppose it will depend on what my uncle is like.” I looked at the scroll again but saw no clues in my father’s writing. As I rolled it away, I resolved to say sutras for of my grandfather, for surely the soul of a man murdered by bandits would need prayers for safe passage out of this world. If his vengeful ghost remained, no doubt it would be the bandits it would pursue but ghosts were not known for their reasonableness, so it was best to take no chances. That lesson I knew 
well. 

				“Not like that dreadful Yugiri, I hope,” Koi said and I recalled the armored figure of the general striding through the hallways of the palace, his hat askew, his face dark with beard. Koi had flirted with him from behind the safety of her screen then privately laughed at his clumsy poetry and rough writing. The scene that had ensued when she rejected him had been the scandal of the court for at least a day, until the next scandal. Koi still spat at his name but I had felt secretly sorry for him. It was not his fault he had not been born to court manners...or that he had the misfortune to become infatuated with Koi. 

				“Perhaps he will be a gentleman,” I ventured and Koi pursed her tiny red lips. 

				“Tamakatsura has always been an optimist,” Yugao added, with the faintest trace of malice, “despite the tragedies of her life.” 

				“I have had no tragedies,” I countered. “I grieve for the death of my betrothed but cannot be but grateful that it gave me the chance to serve my lady.” I bowed a little and saw Masahime smile. It was flattery, in part, and she knew it. But we had been friends for many years before her marriage to the prince and I was not displeased to be at court with her. And, in truth, I was not above flattery if it would make her smile, for her mood had been strained and unhappy. She was nearing the birth of her first child, a child who might one day be Emperor, and the burden of it was great for her. 

				“I heard another tale of Tachibana no Kyoji’s ghost.” 

				Masahime looked at Yugao sharply but the other lady continued. “Tamakatsura does not mind, do you?” 

				“Not for myself,” I answered truthfully, or nearly so. “But I think it is ill-omened to discuss such things so close to our lady’s time. Tell me later, if you wish.” And so the subject was closed, at least for the time, and I was spared another story of my betrothed’s wraith wandering through the palace grounds. 

				The object of his return was never spelled out, but I knew that some people believed it was me his ghost sought. There were some who thought I should have pined away after his untimely passage. Even my father seemed to believe so...for at least that would have relieved him of concern over how the gossip would affect our family and his chances of ever seeing me safely wed. There were times when I had felt the same, as ashamed as if I had somehow caused the fatal illness that befell Kyoji and doubly shamed for the pain his death caused my father and our house. 

				But I had not loved Kyoji...and could not seem to pine away for him, no matter how I tried. 

				“Speaking of bandits,” put in Yugao and for a moment we all tried to recall why we had been, “I heard from one of the ladies of the mother of the new priestess of Ise that their mansion was broken into last week.” 

				“Was it bandits or monks?” Koi asked, for Yugao’s brother was a monk in service at Mount Hiei. Yugao always denied that he would participate in the raids the armed brothers sometimes made on the city...but there was many a noble son among their ranks. 

				“Bandits,” Yugao replied firmly, not rising to Koi’s bait for once. 

				“Was anyone hurt?” Masahime asked. 

				“Only a servant or two, I believe. The robbers set fire to one of the storehouses but it was extinguished in time. The family was unharmed, though they lost three chests of silk and many bags of rice.” 

				“The minister of the army has promised to put a stop to the raids. I heard him swear it to the Emperor in audience the other day,” the princess said, as if to reassure us. The minister of the army was always promising to put a stop to it, I thought privately. Whether he ever would was another thing altogether. 

				“As long as it does not mean more barbarians like Yugiri at court,” Koi said spitefully. “Generals do not belong in court, where they do not know how to behave. They belong out... generalling...or whatever it is they do.” 

				“Enough of such dreary talk,” I put in, seeing Masahime wince as the child stirred inside her. “Lady Fujitsubo’s moon-viewing is tonight. Lady, if you still wish to attend, we should prepare.” So, duly distracted by thoughts of silks and gifts and delicacies, we let the talk of ghosts and bandits drift away like clouds before a spring wind. 

				The moon-viewing party was held at the Plum Pavilion, the home of Lady Fujitsubo, daughter of the ex-empress Sadako. She had invited the ladies of the court, flirtatiously declining to include the gentlemen, who nonetheless had elected to have their own gathering at the Wisteria Court, which shared the gardens of the Plum Pavilion. The lamps from their veranda glowed through the thin veil of trees and male laughter floated to us on the perfumed air but, since they were not with us, we had no need of screens and so sat in the open air and watched the full moon rise. 

				There was much rice wine and more poetry, none of it so impressive that I am troubled to record it. Servants came and went, with scrolls for one lady or another, sent from the gentlemen on the far porch. Their poetry was read aloud and then dissected, along with their calligraphy and choice of paper, with a wicked humour that no doubt would have appalled them if they could have heard it. Replies were composed and returned. Some of it was play, the simple flirtation that gave spice to life. Some of it was desire and would end in consummation in the dark rooms of the palace. And some sad lines were lines of love, which would end in pain and loss. Love always did. 

				Even I received a tribute or two. I guessed who had sent them and declined their invitations with careful words. My reputation was tainted enough as it was, haunted by Kyoji’s ghost, and I dared not risk it further. And in truth I was not tempted by the men whose poems flattered me, for I knew the words meant nothing and were only rituals they enacted to obtain what they briefly desired. 

				It neared the Hour of the Rat and the gathering showed no signs of disbanding. The Princess Masahime had left some time earlier, attended by Yugao, but I used her welfare as my excuse to bid goodnight to my hostess. 

				I knew that I should go straightaway to my chambers in the palace, for the night could hold dangers; the ghostly one of my betrothed, the more concrete one of robbers and bandits. But the spring air was so fresh, the moon still so bright and dazzling that I could not bear to return to the quiet darkness of my rooms. So I took one of the well-used paths that led to one of the palace’s ponds, picking my way by the moon’s gleam and hoping that I did not tear the sleeves of my best kimono on the bushes. 

				At the end of the path, a small jetty had been constructed and I walked out on it, the wooden soles of my sandals sounding very loud in the stillness of the night. I was no more than a short walk from the Plum Pavilion but, as its verandas faced inward, I heard only a faint whisper of laughter on the breeze. I rested my hands on the railing and looked up at the moon, just beginning to shroud herself in the palest of veils. 

				And then I knew that I was not alone. 

				To my surprise, my mind was suddenly very clear, despite my fright. There would be no use in crying out for I did not think I would be heard, any more than I could hear the moon-viewing party. There was nowhere to run, except into the water. I did not know whether I could drown rather than face dishonor but I resolved to try, if it became necessary. 

				I turned around slowly, lifting my hand to let my long sleeves veil my face a little. 

				A man stood at the end of the jetty. I did not know him, though I could see that his clothes were of the latest court style. His face looked very white in the moonlight, his eyes two dark coals that seemed touched with red, as if still holding a core of fire, waiting only for a spark to ignite them. 

				“Forgive me, Lady.” His voice was quiet but with an old-fashioned accent. “I did not mean to startle you. Do not let me disturb you.” Fine words all...but he did not move. I took a step forward but it did not shame him into moving back. 

				“I was returning from the Plum Pavilion...I am expected at the palace.” I took another cautious step. 

				“I am a stranger here but still, this does not seem to be the way to the palace.” There was amusement in his voice. “But do not let me interrupt you. No doubt you are waiting for someone to escort you.” 

				“No,” I said before I thought to lie. Better he believed me on an assignation than alone, but now it was too late. 

				“No? So none of the gracious acceptances I heard tonight were yours, then?” 

				“If you attended the moon-viewing as you seem to claim, you would know that.” 

				“Perhaps.” His wooden sandals clicked on the jetty and I felt the railing at my back. “But declined invitations are seldom shared and, as I said, I am a stranger here. I do not know whose private viewing I have so rudely interrupted.” 

				“I am lady-in-waiting to the Princess Masahime.” He was close enough now that I could see his black brows arch a little. In the moonlight, his powdered face seemed to be another moon, glowing and mysterious. 

				“Do you know the Lady Tamakatsura?” The question made me tremble and look at him harder, so see if he bore any of the signs of a supernatural creature, fearing suddenly that he was my betrothed’s spirit, strangely changed. But he seemed real enough, perilously real. 

				“Yes,” I breathed at last. “I know her. Why do you ask?” 

				“I am curious, that is all. I am acquainted with her father.” 

				“You say you are a stranger here. Is this your first visit to the capital?” I asked, in the secret and unworthy hope that I could wield my own birth as Koi did, as a weapon against the world. 

				“Not my first. But the first in many years.” 

				“And do you find it changed?” He looked back then, towards the place the palace lay, behind the dark spires of the trees. After a long moment, he spoke softly. 

				“The plum trees bloom

				and the snow is melting away 

				The cherry blossoms wait

				to reflect the moon 

				The wind blows in the pines 

				And there is autumn in it.” 

				“Do you find it so sad?” I asked, for there was sorrow in the grave beauty of the poem. 

				“Yes. The sadness of a blossom just before it falls, the moment just before you see the decay on the bloom.” 

				“This is Heian-kyo. This is the court of the emperor. How can you say that it is sad, that it will fall?” 

				“Because it will, Lady. The seeds of its downfall have already been planted and grow to ripeness in the world outside these walls. I will not bore you with the details of rice fortunes and falling taxation and unrest and the armies of the Minamoto and Taira growing outside your door. I can only tell you that all things that live must die,” For a moment, his voice sounded bitter, “or change. Change will come to the city of tranquility and peace.” 

				“It is true that the city is not as it was,” I conceded. “There are thieves and killers even inside the palace grounds. Houses of the great families have burned or fallen into disrepair from failing fortunes. But surely these are temporary trials.” 

				“All things must change, Lady,” he repeated softly. “Or die. All blossoms fall, in the end.” 

				I shivered at the strange sadness in his voice and tried to counter it with lightness in my own. “If you are a soothsayer, my lord, you are a dreary one.” 

				“True enough. Dreary words for courtship.” 

				“Is this courtship, lord?” I asked, though my mouth went dry and I was aware again of the black water whispering beneath my feet. 

				“No. It is not courtship,” he said, his voice low but in no way soft. His hand reached up to grasp mine, which I still held up to my face. He brushed aside the silk of my sleeves and his fingers touched my wrist. I wanted to flee, to throw myself past him along the jetty or fling myself over the rail into the waiting water, but I could not move. 

				The stranger lifted my wrist to his lips and kissed it. His touch was chill; lips and tongue like cool silk, teeth like icy needles. My body shivered and trembled as if with cold but inside of me something melted and burned. I did not scream. I did not flee. 

				At last he lifted his head and smiled at me, as if he knew what I had felt. “You will never speak of this night.” His voice was darker than the river water, sweeter than a poet’s, but I nodded of my own will, as well as his. He needed no power to seal my lips; whatever kind of demon he was, it would be I who bore the weight of scandal and gossip were it known he had come to me. Then his face was very close and I shut my eyes before his mouth touched mine. I thought that I could taste my blood on his lips but, to my shame, I did not care. 

				When I opened my eyes, he was gone. 

				I told no one. I painted my face more heavily than usual to hide the heat I could feel waiting beneath my skin. I wrapped a silk band around my wrist to hide the two marks I found there. I did not walk alone in the night. The demon did not come for me again. 

				Several weeks later, I returned to my father’s house. A gathering of our family and close friends had been planned in honor of my grandfather’s departed spirit and, caught up in the bustle of preparation and the company of my aunts and cousins, I almost forgot my strange experience. 

				We had gathered in the main room for the feasting. As we were mostly relatives, formalities had been relaxed somewhat and only a thin silk kicho screened the ladies from the gentlemen. Much laughter and conversation flowed through the screen but I spoke mostly to the women, relating the latest court stories. 

				Darkness had fallen when I heard my father’s voice raised in greeting. “Welcome. You are late, my brother. Your night must have run into day if you have slept until now.” I looked up, hoping to catch a glimpse, however veiled, of my unknown uncle, but he must have already settled into a place with the men, for I could see no one I did not recognize. 

				“Indeed, I was awake much of last night. My sleep has been troubled since the unfortunate death of my father.” 

				I froze, my teacup in my hand. Cold fear was washed away by hot shame. It was his voice -- the voice of the moonlit demon. 

				Beside me, my maid touched my arm in concern and then I could breathe again. My thoughts were wild and confused. In the palace, I had only been concerned with protecting myself. But here...here the safety of my family was at stake. Did I dare to tell my father the truth? Would he believe me? 

				A burst of laughter from the men drew my attention. As much as it frightened me, I knew that I had best listen to their conversation, to hear what words the demon told my father. Perhaps that would help me determine what to do. It was hard to listen while my aunts and cousins chatted around me. Much of the conversation was the same gossip I heard at court; who was in favour, who was losing it, what to do about the increasing lawlessness of the country. Again my demon-uncle presented the view that great change was coming and that it would not be the Fujiwara family who controlled it but the provincial lords with their armies. 

				My other relatives, all Fujiwaras themselves and some closer to the line that currently held the regency than we were, protested and argued and swore in their wine cups that the city of the emperor would go on forever. Was the emperor not the descendent of the sun-goddess? Were not his courtiers of descent almost as long, if not as divine? Was not Heian-kyo the most beautiful and civilized place in the land? 

				My father interrupted the discussion before it turned unpleasant, announcing that my uncle had chosen to return to the north. My father had generously deeded to him an estate in the mountains, part of the holdings which provided our family’s fortunes. There was much toasting and salutation, but I did not believe that my father was sorry to see his half-brother go. 

				At the words, my own heart rose. There would be no danger now. I was certainly safe, especially as the demon who had my uncle’s name did not know mine. After the announcement, I was able to relax and laugh with my relatives again, setting aside the fear which had seized me. 

				As it came time for the women to depart, my father rose from his mat and waved his arm with drunken expansiveness. 

				“Before you go, my brother, you must meet my daughter, who is home from the court for this night.” 

				Before I could stir, my father had brought the creature claiming to be my uncle to kneel by the kicho. I bowed, keeping my eyes lowered, fearful that he could see me clearly through the silk. “My daughter, Tamakatsura. Daughter, this is your uncle, Sadamori.” 

				“We are honored by your return,” I said, as softly as I could. 

				“You serve the Princess Masahime, I understand.” 

				“Yes.” 

				“It is strange. Your voice is somehow familiar. Is it true you have not been here since my arrival?” 

				“Yes, my lord.” 

				“I must be mistaken then. Good fortune to you.” 

				“And you, Uncle.” 

				Then he was gone and I could escape the room, sheltered in the press of my aunts. 

				Back in my chamber, I sent my maid to sleep outside and knelt, still dressed in my finest kimono, praying to Kannon, the goddess of mercy, to protect me. I collected all the talismans and good-luck wards I had acquired over the years and set them about the room. Then I settled in the center of my bed, drew the veils, and vowed to stay awake the whole of the night until it was time to return the palace in the morning. 

				When I woke, two of the lamps I had left burning had gone out. The third cast a flickering light from the corner, touching the white face bent over mine. I opened my mouth to scream and a cool hand covered it. “Tamakatsura,” he said softly. “You were less than honest with me, my lady.” My eyes flickered toward the doorway, wondering how he had passed by my maid. “She sleeps...and will not waken until I will it.” His hand left my mouth to stroke my hair. “I should have guessed that it was you.” 

				His fingers moved down to my sash and unbound it slowly. I watched as if charmed as he lifted away the first of my robes.

				“What are you?” I whispered, watching the second layer of silk drawn away. 

				“I do not know. I am a thing that died and changed. Or perhaps simply changed and now does not die.” Plum-coloured silk slid away beneath his hand, then apricot, then gold the colour of autumn leaves. 

				“Are you my uncle?” 

				“No.” He shook his head as the last barrier parted. “I am Fujiwara no Sadamori. I am your grandfather.” And he laid his hand over my breast, over my pounding heart. I knew he told the truth. I had no uncle, except as my grandfather chose to claim that title to hide his true nature, his true age. Yet the face that hovered over mine was not that of an old man. I closed my eyes, unable to bear the sight of those white features, the black-burning eyes. This was not some unknown, uncalled demon. It occupied, in some terrible fashion, the body of my ancestor. Perhaps it truly was my ancestor. I could not betray him nor could my father, for a second curse upon our family could doom it. And I could not confess the truth: that demon or not, ancestor or not, his touch stirred my body to painful hunger. 

				I felt the heat of tears seep out onto my skin, then the chill of his lips as he kissed them away. “Hush...do not cry. My blood is in your veins. Is it so wrong that yours should be in mine?” His mouth touched mine. “But I will not force you. Say the word and I will go.” 

				It was my duty to surrender to him. I knew that even if he feigned to forget it and sought to persuade me with the eloquence of his fingers, the poetry of his mouth. It was my duty to surrender but it was not out of duty that I did so. When he lay atop my naked body and put his mouth against my throat, I gave myself up to him out of my own blind, selfish longing. 

				After he had taken what he wanted, he kissed my mouth again and sat up. “I am leaving tomorrow night. We will not meet again.” 

				“No,” I agreed in a whisper. 

				“I will think of you, here in this dying garden.” 

				“Are you a soothsayer after all?” 

				“No.” He shook his head sadly. “I am not even so very old yet. But I have seen the world outside these walls and now I have seen again the world within them. I have tried to warn your father...my son. I have even told him he should marry you to one of the warrior clans but I do not suppose he listened to me.” 

				“You would see me married?” I asked, with pain that surprised me. 

				“I would see you safe.” He leaned over to kiss me twice, 
once on the mouth, once on the forehead. “Farewell, granddaughter.” 

				When he was gone, I wrapped myself in one of my robes and opened the outer door to see the moon. It was there, still almost full, shining down over the city. In the distance, I saw the orange glow of flames. I sat there for a long time, watching as another part of the city of the emperor burned.

                
                
October 18, 1902

				I have not done her justice, my Tamakatsura, my granddaughter, but I must hope the reader catches some glimpse of her amid my poor copy of the subtle court tales that her sisters wrote in our own humble script, while the men wasted their time aping Chinese poets. I wish her sad grace was clearer and my own arrogance more concealed, but even in this new language, I cannot make it so. 

				I left Heian-kyo for the second time and went to the Fujiwara estates. My son did not marry Tamakatsura to a Minamoto. Soon after I left, I received word that she had become a Buddhist nun. 

				The world did not end quite the way I thought it would but over the next century the Fujiwaras lost their hold on the true power in the empire. When they failed to sire enough daughters to provide wives and consorts for the royal family, the emperors began to take control again. And all the while, the provincial jackals circled the capital, eager for their own chance at wealth, power and prestige. 

				Meanwhile, I lived on in my northern estate, passing my hundredth birthday looking no older than I had at my thirtieth. My son died, as did Tamakatsura. 

				From out of the west, the Mongols came and went. Twice their soldiers were driven back by our warriors and their fleets were sunk to the bottom of the sea by the divine wind of well-timed typhoons. In their wake, the internecine warfare that was to ravage my land for most of the next four centuries began. 

				Heian-kyo, my beautiful, dying city, came to be known as Kyoto. That did not save it; it burned and was rebuilt and burned again as the shoguns and the emperors fought over it. In the end, the Ashikaga shoguns won. 

				There was beauty amid all this death, of course. Out of warfare came swords of exquisite balance and artistry. Out of Zen came philosophy and art of simplicity and restraint. 

				There was even beauty in the hard codes that came to rule the land: loyalty, obedience, courage. Rigidly observed or not, these were the values of the samurai. Even I, who manipulated them without remorse to ensure my safety, felt their power. 

				Through it all, I lived out my lifetimes, carefully arranging to ensure the estates would once again be returned to me after my “death” and reappearance. I staged my demises at sea, in fires, in mountain wastes. I lived as a hermit or a traveller, searching out new places in our islands where I had no history and could wait out the years until I could return home. 

				Despite the danger, I always returned to the estate. Often it took considerable intriguing and wealth to maintain it. More than once I killed for it. Yet I could not give it up. It was, in practical terms, the source of my wealth, its rice fields and peasants providing me with security. Beyond that, it was as if I were rooted there in some fashion. I had not been born there yet it drew me as the native earth draws my kind in the myths of the west. Perhaps it has been, like this diary, a way to preserve my past and to define myself. 

				I did not ponder all these things at the time, of course. I preferred not to wonder about what I had become or why. I simply accepted the strange fate I had been given and lived on.

                
                


				You say the word

				and lips are chilled

				by autumn wind

				 ~ Basho 

                
                
The Mask of the Demon
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				The troupe was travelling northward, towards the lands of Lord Konishi. Or so said the message received by Tadeo, who was steward of the household of Fujiwara no Sadamori. Tadeo knelt before the seat of his master and read the scroll. 

				“The troupe of Master Hidekane, seeking safe passage on the way to Konishi, would be deeply gratified by the chance to repay the Lord Fujiwara’s kindness by presenting one of their humble plays for the pleasure of the Lord and his household.” 

				“Travelling to Konishi in this weather?” The lord said, for it was the first month and winter gripped the land with fingers of frost and snow. “They can hardly be among the flower of the court if they cannot find employment closer to home.” 

				“I questioned the messenger from the inn,” Tadeo told him. “He said that they have horses, as well as ox carts, and all are well-appointed and costly.” 

				“Konishi is fond of Noh,” the lord reflected. “And the gods know he cannot show his face near Kyoto and the shogun, not if he wishes to keep his head for long.” After a moment, he nodded. “It has been a long winter. The household could no doubt stand some pleasure. Invite them to come and entertain us.” 

				So messengers were sent and, the next morning, the actors arrived. Servants and samurai both paused in their duties to watch the troupe ride in, for they were colourfully dressed, bright spots of red and gold and green against the white and black of the snowy hills and bare trees. There were fifteen of them, walking or riding or sitting in the ox-drawn carts that rocked on the frozen, rutted path up to the gates of the house. 

				At the gate, Tadeo greeted them, for it was the custom of Lord Sadamori to rest most of the day and handle his affairs as the sun began to set. The actors and their trunks of costumes and masks were unloaded and servants recruited to assist in the preparation of a stage. The site chosen for the performance was in the old part of the manor, which had been abandoned with the construction of the new, more fortified mansion, so much had to be done to prepare it for use. 

				At sunset, when the lord arose, Tadeo bowed his way into his chambers and waited as his master took tea. The shadowy shapes of the guards moved beyond the shoji screens and, from down the hallway, the steward could hear the faint, haunting notes of a woman’s voice singing -- the lord’s youngest concubine. 

				“The actors have arrived?” 

				“Yes, lord. Their leader has said that they will be prepared for the performance tomorrow evening but he would be honored to pay his respects to you tonight, if it would suit you.” 

				“This Master Hidekane. What manner of man is he?” 

				“Much younger than I expected. But the messenger did not lie; they appear to be a prosperous company. There is only 
one thing...” The steward paused, suddenly uncertain. Sadamori nodded. 

				“Go on.” 

				“It is perhaps nothing. I would not trouble you, my lord, except that I know you are...concerned for your safety. When I told Master Hidekane that he would perform in the old manor, he simply nodded and agreed.” 

				“And you expected some argument on that?” 

				“You will forgive me if I point out that artists are often temperamental. The old manor could be in any state of disrepair. Yet he did not seem concerned, nor ask to see it immediately, nor request changes that were not possible. Some of your other...artistic...guests have been less easy to accommodate.” 

				The lord thanked Tadeo for the information and dismissed him, though he could not dismiss the unease the steward’s words had left. It could simply be that the director wished to be polite to his host, and risk no offense that might see the performance - and anticipated reward - jeopardized. But Tadeo was correct. The musicians and painters who sometimes stayed with him were usually happy to take advantage of the privileges their talents gave them. 

				Sadamori resolved to meet this young master and determine if there was indeed a threat. He had been secure here for twenty years. Tadeo had been raised since childhood to serve and protect him. His two concubines knew he did not require what other men did, and took what no man ever had, but as he treated them well in all other fashions, they did not seem inclined to complain. There were those among the samurai who might suspect. But they were sworn to die in his service and besides, as he was a canny enough general, more prospered than perished and so they were content. 

				He could not guess what threat a playwright might hold for him, except that a fanciful imagination might be more inclined to believe what a pragmatic mind would not. But still he would see this man. He would learn if his unease had any source beyond the habit of caution. 

				The man was brought to him in his receiving room, accompanied by the silent samurai, who retreated to kneel by the doorway. One of the servants crept to offer sake. Sadamori studied the man. He was young, as Tadeo had said, perhaps in his early thirties. He was handsome, in the fashion of priest: ascetic, inward. There was something about the planes of his face, the tilt of his eyes, that sounded on memories but Sadamori could not tell if they were true or false. After four centuries, many people looked like someone he remembered. 

				“Welcome to my house,” he said at last and the man bowed again. 

				“We are honored by your welcome, Lord Sadamori.” 

				“I regret that I have not been able to hear all the news of your fine art. It has been some time since I visited the 
capital.” It had been fifty years, in fact, since the Fujiwara lord had knelt to offer fealty to the shogun and supposedly die in battle against the rebellious barons of the south. 

				“We are very new...and I hope your honor will remember that when we present our entertainments tomorrow night. But I had the honor to train with the Master Zeami since my childhood.” 

				“If that respected gentleman has trained you, then I am certain your efforts will be gratefully received. I hope that you found the stage we provided adequate.” 

				“Most appropriate, lord. The play we will present will benefit greatly from the atmosphere of the old manor. It is in excellent condition.” 

				“We of the Fujiwara house honor our past,” Sadamori acknowledged, for it had pained him to leave the manor, which had been in the old style of building with low roofs and heavy eaves that allowed the dark to linger well into the day. But the forces of change and necessity required strong defenses and he had bowed before them, as always. 

				“So illustrious a past should not be forgotten,” Hidekane said and for a moment something like mockery seemed to glide beneath the words. Sadamori met his eyes but there was nothing there but polite respect. 

				“Where are you from, Master Hidekane?” 

				“A small village, some miles south of here. But I was given at an early age as apprentice to the company. My mother was widowed, my older brothers killed.” 

				“How unfortunate. Was there an accident?” It broke all rules of politeness to ask, but if the man seemed to have no shame about volunteering information, Sadamori would take it. 

				“No. They were murdered.” 

				“The times are troubled indeed. One hopes the perpetrators were punished.” 

				“I am certain punishment will come. In one life or another,” Hidekane said softly and bowed his head slightly, as if in quiet prayer. 

				“Karma,” Sadamori remarked, after a silent moment. 

				“Yes. Karma.” 

				After the playwright left, Lord Sadamori left the house and walked alone through the snow-covered hills for a long time, but found no answers waiting beneath the winter moon. 

				The next night, the household gathered in the old manor. The room was lit and warmed with braziers and torches. One end had been transformed. A cloth curtain bearing the image of the traditional pine tree hung as a backdrop, a low stage had been raised to extend along the wall and out into the room. 

				The samurai and their wives settled onto mats before the stage, servants slid silently into spaces in the darkness at the back of the room. Lord Sadamori’s two concubines entered, fans fluttering, and walked with dainty, perfect steps to the cushions that awaited them. At last, the lord himself arrived, resplendent in a kimono embroidered with the crest of his ancient house. The assembly bowed as he moved to take his place at the very front of the audience. 

				Almost unseen, the steward slipped backstage to signal to the players. The two musicians moved from the wings to take their places, followed by the chorus, who knelt beside them before the backdrop. 

				The flute began its windy plaint and was joined by the slow heartbeat of the drum. Whispered conversations died, silk 
rustled as the audience shifted to get the best view. An actor dressed as a travelling priest moved on to the stage, pace precise, movements the refinement of ritual. 

				Over cold and distant roads 

				From the mountains of the north 

				Over cold and distant roads 

				From the mountains of the north 

				I am passing on my way to 

				the sacred shrine of Ise. 

				Sadamori watched the drama begin in the time-honored fashion. The troupe seemed fine enough, he thought, as the chorus echoed the priest’s words, embroidering upon his description of the cold, wearying journey. Hidekane’s poetic images were beautiful...yet there was something sharp beneath them, like ice embedded in snow. 

				The second actor had come out, wearing the costume and mask of an old man, approaching the priest as he prepared to spend the night in a deserted house. 

				The moon is rising 

				But still there is not enough light 

				The night has a hold on me 

				And the mist covers my eyes 

				Why else should I wander here 

				Searching for what is lost 

				I cannot find my way home 

				I cannot rest 

				As the priest and the old man spoke their lines, the latter’s story emerged. He was searching for his sons, or their spirits, in the darkness of the night. Sometimes he spoke to the young priest, sometimes to the air, sometimes to some presence only he could sense. The actor’s voice and movements were controlled and precise, the perfect evocation of age and despair. Yet there was something more behind the stylized mask, the ritualized movements. It was the playwright himself, Hidekane, who performed the role. At that thought, something like a chill passed through Sadamori as he sat on his silk cushions, his concubines by his side, his samurai at his back. 

				The tragic old man, the chorus echoing his plaintive verse, exited from the stage. His place was taken by the kyogen, who announced himself as a villager returning from prayer at the local shrine. As was his function, he revealed the true story: the old man was as much as ghost as the sons he was seeking. All had perished in a terrible fire that had destroyed their home a hundred years earlier. But the villagers believed that they had been slain by a demon before the fire and this was the cause of the man’s unquiet spirit. 

				As the priest prayed for the old man’s peace, the flute wailed, the drum beat harder. In the audience, someone coughed. The youngest of the concubines looked at her lord and saw his face was as white and as still as that of a corpse. She lowered her eyes, her fan trembling in her hand. 

				From behind the curtain, the playwright returned, this time in the guise of a demon. The audience muttered and 
gasped...for the demon’s mask was terrifying and unexpected. Half of it was twisted and ghastly, with sharp red brows, a crooked black mouth. The other half was that of a prince, pure and handsome. 

				The demon’s guttural voice came. 

				Truly I am cursed 

				Filled with hate for that 

				Which lives upon the earth 

				As I do not 

				Truly I am hungry 

				For the souls of those 

				Who die and pass beyond 

				Who join the Wheel 

				As I do not. 

				In the flickering torchlight, the mask became an image of a soul divided. Upon the stage, amid the artifice and ritual, there was no actor, no performance. There was only the thing itself, the pure distillation of a undying, demonic power that murdered and despaired, that clung to life and longed for death. There was evil and there was pain. 

				Before the stage, the undead lord of Fujiwara watched his secret brought to life in words with edges sharp as a Muramasa blade. 

				Behind the mountains 

				the moon goes down 

				As I must go 

				But upon the mountains 

				The moon must rise again 

				As I must rise 

				There is no rest. 

				The final pose was struck. The final drum beat sounded. Silence held the hall. 

				Then Lord Sadamori lifted his hands and forced them together. Behind him, the ranks of samurai and servants clapped. Only the youngest concubine saw him wince as his palms touched. 

				There was feasting then, sake poured and drunk, honors paid and received. The night wore on and at last the playwright rose to retire. He came to kneel in front of the lord. They spoke together for a moment, their voices so low that no one heard them over the merriment of the celebration. 

				“The performance was most intriguing,” Sadamori said and Hidekane smiled. “I would be interested to know what inspired the play.” 

				“My humble thanks for your kind words. I would be honored to answer any of your questions. Perhaps the garden of the old manor would lend a proper atmosphere.” The suggestion made the lord wary, for the gardens would be deserted and nothing that passed within them could be heard or seen by the rest of the household. Then he smiled and nodded, for this could work as well to his advantage as to the poet’s. 

				Like long-time conspirators, it seemed they needed few words. Hidekane left the room. A suitable time later, the lord too retired. At the appointed time, they met in the garden. The chill air turned the poet’s breath to icy mist but the lord wore only his silk kimono and did not shiver. “Who are you?” he asked, his voice quiet and calm, but cold as the moon above them. 

				“Ito no Hidekane. Who would have been Fujiwara no Hidekane, had you not slain my father.” 

				“Your father, if you claim to be the child of Kozun, betrayed me.” 

				“My mother told me the true tale. How you came to my father fifty years ago and offered to adopt him into your family, to give him your estates upon your death, because you had no children of your own. But you did not die, for you are an unnatural demon. You merely went away and, when you returned, killed my father and my brothers to take back the honors you had given him. She was fortunate to have escaped your murderous treachery.” 

				“Your father’s wife was two years dead when I returned.” 

				“My father’s maid was not. You did not know that, did you? That she was his mistress and carried his child. You did not believe that she would remember the foul things you did to her, that she would see through the dreams to the demon that you are.” 

				“I remember her now. Though,” his voice turned languid, “I do not recall her fear of foul dreams. Indeed, it seemed to me she went eagerly to sleep each night, perfumed and willing.” 

				For a moment, fury painted its mask on the actor’s face. But then he mastered it and continued, as if this were but another play and he had lines yet to say. 

				“As I grew older, she could no longer afford to keep me and so she gave me up to a passing troupe. But she told me the story every night and made me swear to remember it.” 

				“And so here you are, a master of your own company. A playwright of some talent, I admit. Though your mother’s story had more fiction in it than your play. No, do not interrupt me. I endured your tale this night, now you must hear mine. I did indeed adopt your father and allow him to inherit this land. But there were conditions. He was not to impoverish it. He was not to disgrace the Fujiwara name. And when a young man bearing the family crest on his sword came to him, he was to adopt him in his turn and leave him the estate. This was all I asked of him. Fifty years of wealth, and even a portion of the rice crop to any sons of his own I might displace, and all he was required to do was adopt me and give me my ‘ancestor’s’ name.” 

				“But he grew greedy. He misused the wealth of this estate. He antagonized my neighbours. And when I returned, he denied his sworn oath and his duty. He refused to set his own sons aside. Eventually, he agreed, when I held their lives as hostage to his bond. But still he plotted against me or, more truthfully, against the young man he believed I was. Eventually, he began to suspect the truth. Perhaps your mother aided him in that, believing she would one day be lady of the house.” 

				“I gave him every chance to live out the rest of his life in honor and comfort. I gave to him the same chance I gave others over the years. They made the honorable decision and did as they had promised. But your father gave me no other choice. He had even involved your older brothers in his plots.” 

				“And so you killed them all.” 

				“Yes. That has always been the price of treachery.”The words had the coldness of harsh truth. “Why did you come here? To slay the demon and take back your false inheritance?” 

				“No,” Hidekane said, after a moment. “I thought of that for many years. But I am not a swordsman. My only weapons are words. My play, the truth of your evil, is my revenge. It will live longer than either of us, as my curse upon you.” 

				“Your play held a core of truth,” the demon-lord admitted after a moment. “Your heart knew it all along. For whose soul did you embody on that stage? Your father’s...or mine?” 

				For a moment, the poet would not look at him but instead stared at the dark, dead trees that surrounded them. “Your curse is to be what you are. My curse is to imagine it too well,” he said bleakly at last. 

				“I am not cursed. I am only what I am. I have no wish to change...or to die.” 

				“Now. But someday...” There was a strange distraction in his voice, as if he had left the careful rhythms of his script and grasped now for some truth he had never articulated. “Someday my words may be yours.” 

				“Or perhaps, Master Hidekane, it is your own epitaph you have written.” 

				“Do that, if you wish, Lord Demon. Kill me. But if you do, it will only make my words stronger.” 

				“You cannot perform that play for Lord Konishi,” Lord Sadamori said and the playwright knew that he would not die that night. 

				“No, nor for any other audience. Not the way it is. But I have already written another version that will suit. I am certain it will be very popular.” 

				“A hundred years from now, no one will know your name,” Lord Sadamori pointed out. To his surprise, Hidekane’s mouth twisted in a thin smile and he bowed with graceful, mocking respect. 

				“You will, Fujiwara no Sadamori. You will.”

                
                
October 23, 1902

				And I did, more than once in the years since that frosty night in the fifteenth century. There was some truth to the divided demon he embodied on stage...but I was never only that. As the years went on, I both hated my state and revelled in it. I longed for death and clung to life. I lived on, because I could not do otherwise, and yet much of the process of that living was no different than that of any other man in my land. I had my joys and griefs, my dangers and my delights. 

				There were narrow escapes, especially during the long wars that wracked the land throughout the sixteenth century. I tried the adoption ploy once or twice more but when both times ended in bloodshed, I was forced to abandon it. I developed new stratagems for survival, new lies to protect myself. It helped that my ancestral lands were neither too rich nor too near the centre of power. It helped that my soldiers were always well trained and well led, the beneficiaries of whatever wisdom and cunning I had acquired in six hundred years. And, perhaps most of all, it helped that I always chose the winning side. If I had not, especially during the last, terrible battles, I would surely have lost everything. 

				I watched Oda Nobunaga become shogun and defeat the warlike monks of Mount Hiei, breaking the power of the Buddhist priests. I was on the field when he used the firearms he had bought from the foreign Portugeuse who had reached our shores in 1542. They had tried to give us their god; we took their guns instead. Many of the southern barons converted to Christianity. No doubt, some of them did it in true faith. The rest did it for the control of the cargoes of silk and riches that the barbarian traders brought. The foreigners intrigued among themselves, Portuguese against Dutch, Jesuit against Franciscan, for the right to save our souls and take our wealth. 

				When Nobunaga was assassinated, one of his generals, Hideyoshi, came to power. Tokugawa Ieyasu, secure in his eastern provinces, helped his rival consolidate power over the rebellious daimyos, then took it for himself upon Hideyoshi’s death. 

				After Ieyasu’s victory, there came peace of a kind. It was the peace of denial and repression, of secret police and hierarchy. The foreigners were sent away. The followers of their alien god were persecuted or killed. No Japanese could leave on pain of death. No Japanese who had left could return on pain of death. No commoner could leave his land. No commoner could carry weapons. 

				Things were easier among the aristocracy. The two swords in my sash entitled me to many things, including the unquestioned right to cut down any commoner who did not show me sufficient respect. If we were required to spend half a year at the court in Edo and leave our families there as hostages for the other half, it was surely a small price to pay to the shoguns whose policies preserved our privileges and wealth. 

				The Tokugawa shoguns believed that they could freeze Japan in shape that they could forever dominate. They believed that they could stop time. 

				For a time, I believed it as well.

                


				Upon your leaving

				I would have that stretching road 

				rolled and folded up

				And burned to destruction – 

				had I but flames from heaven!

				 ~ Lady Sano 

                
                
A Dream of Death
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				There is fire. I feel its heat, sweeping up behind me in the narrow tunnel along which I run. I know in a moment that it will catch me. Then my blood will boil, my bones melt, my skin blacken and dissolve. When it has passed, there will be no ash, no soot. There will be no sign that I have ever existed. In the second before it reaches me, I scream.



                
				I awoke. 

				For a moment, I was not certain where I was. My bed rocked unsteadily in the darkness. For one mad moment, I thought I was at sea and almost panicked. Then I remembered. I was in my palanquin on the road north from Edo to my estate. 

				I extended my senses and brushed the awareness of those around me. From their shadowy thoughts, I could tell that it was twilight. The sun was dipping beyond the mountains to the west, the shadows were long and welcoming. I could safely draw back the heavily-lined brocade curtains that sheltered me and step out to survey the night. 

				But I stayed where I was. I did not need to see to know what our procession looked like: mounted samurai riding front and rear, soldiers marching after and before, bearers bent beneath the weight of their burdens. 

				Twice a year, the procession travelled this road. In spring, to Edo. In autumn, back to the estate. The shogun trusted the northern lords more in the winter, when the snow closed our mountain passes and kept our armies locked within our own lands. In summer, he preferred that we were at his court, far from our castles and armies. 

				In truth, it should be a relief to return to my own four walls. Edo was dangerous for me. There were spies everywhere and my peculiarities were harder to conceal. I let it be believed that I was a scholar of the more esoteric Buddhist beliefs and so often fasted and preserved my seed as part of my studies. Yet I was careful to never appear to have gained any secret wisdom, any useful insights lest the shogun decide I was either a threat or a tool. One walked a very narrow line between the two dangers - too much power could damn a man, too little destroy him just as easily. 

				Yet this time I left the city with as much regret as a new bridegroom leaves his marriage bed...for this time, I left her. 

				Bridegroom I was, for the first time in many years. I avoided marriages when I could but it was not always possible. Alliances were required, appearances had to be kept. Wives of mine were either early widows as I falsified my own death...or died young themselves. 

				So when Harada Okisata had offered his daughter I reluctantly took her, though it was in name only for the long winter we were both locked by ice and edict on our estates. 
With the spring, I had come to Edo and claimed Tomoe as my wife. 

				In the darkness, I closed my eyes and thought of her. 

				The wedding rituals were done, the guests were gone. I had been through this moment more times than I cared to count and yet I dreaded it. I could not help but remembering taking my second wife, when I was mortal. It had been so much simpler then. There were politics involved of course, hidden behind the conventions of love and seduction. I sent my wife-to-be poems, as she did in return, inviting me to her bed. I crept to her chambers like a secret lover, though the whole household knew that I was there. In the dark, we suited each other well enough that our poetry the next morning was encouraging. On the morning of our third night together, I did not have to go home before the dawn. There was a minor ceremony and we were wed. 

				This wedding night, I had managed to gain some measure of privacy by having my steward, another Tadeo, banish the scandalized servants to the far wing of the house for this one evening. This strange desire for privacy would be added to my list of eccentricities. Only my new wife’s maids remained, to dress her in the gifts I had sent. 

				How would she take my revelations, I wondered, this young woman I had seen for the first time at our wedding. There had been those among my wives who were secretly pleased that I did not demand my conjugal rights and those who hated it. All of them were upset that I would not give them the sons they wanted, to seal their positions and ease their hearts. With some of them I had reached an accommodation: I had their blood and their silence, they had my name and my wealth. Others I dared not trust. Once in a while I still burned incense for their souls, that I had sent so early into whatever waited beyond this life. 

				Then I had reached her room. It seemed that in moments we were alone, her maids and Tadeo gone. She knelt in the center of the room, dressed in the kimono I had given her. “Husband,” she said softly, bowing. “Thank you for your gift to this unworthy one.” 

				“Stand up and let me see.” She rose with a peculiar kind of grace. There was nothing delicate in her movements but instead a sturdy ease that intrigued me. The kimono was violet silk, woven with a pattern of cranes, the symbol of long life. She lifted her head a little. She was not beautiful and yet...“It looks well on you.” She nodded acknowledgement of the compliment. I saw her fingers stroke the silk then flicker to touch the ivory carving that adorned her sash. 

				I presented her with the other gifts I had brought: a small lacquered box holding wooden combs inlaid with gold wisteria patterns, the old symbol of my family. She thanked me for them with the correct measure of decorous pleasure but I noticed that she touched them as she had the silk, her fingertips lingering over the curves and textures. 

				She served sake and we sat in silence for a few moments. I looked at her bent head, at the sweet, vulnerable curve of the nape of her neck. “There is something I must tell you,” I began at last. “We will speak of it this night and never again, understand? You will never speak of it to anyone else or I will order you to kill yourself. I will ensure that everyone knows that you dishonored your family’s name.” 

				“Yes, lord.” 

				“I am not like other men. I am impotent.” There was a long silence. 

				“Were you hurt, lord? Or is it to do with your studies?” She saw the surprise on my face. “Forgive my questions. My father told me you are a learned man, very like a monk or a priest.” 

				“Yes, it has to do with my studies.” It was not completely a lie. “I cannot give you children but if you obey me I will treat you with honor.” 

				“Whatever you say, lord.” She bowed again and then I saw her eyes flicker up to touch my face. “Do you have any...needs?” 

				“None that I cannot satisfy elsewhere.” There was plenty of blood to be had in Edo. I rarely killed, simply took from sleeping servants or townspeople I lulled into forgetfulness. If I wished more than blood, there were the courtesans of the floating world. 

				“I am your wife. If you find me unsatisfactory, you must go to another. But please, husband, do me the honor of allowing me to try to please you.” 

				“You would do that?” 

				“Of course.” Her head lowered again and I realized that she was afraid of what I might ask of her but determined not to change her mind. I could always take the memory of what I did from her, I told myself. And if it went well...but I would not think of that. 

				“Take off the kimono and go to the bed,” I said at last. I watched her hands as she unwrapped her sash and let the garment fall from her body. They did not shake. She pulled the pins from her hair and it tumbled down like a black river. Her body glowed through the gossamer silk of her last garment. When I turned back from extinguishing the lamps, she was sitting in the center of the mat. 

				She looked calm and composed but when I touched her she was trembling. The hand I took in mine was cold. It convulsed automatically, curling into a fist as my fingers slipped down around her wrist. We sat in silence for a moment, my thumb stroking the pulse that quickened beneath her skin. Her head bent, she seemed to watch the movement with an odd, almost fierce, concentration. One by one her fingers relaxed, unfurling like a white, five-petalled flower. When I kissed the center of her palm, I heard her sigh. 

				Much later in the night, she shook again but this time it was in pleasure. When I put my mouth against her throat, she was still for a long, frozen moment. I heard her breath catch and, through the sweet fever of her blood, I felt a touch of cold despair. Then she gave a ragged sigh and tightened her arms around me, holding me against her. 

				She was drowsing when I bent over to whisper the words of forgetfulness in her ear. She stirred and woke. “What...?” 

				“Go back to sleep.” 

				She turned into my arms and smiled sleepily. “Did I please you?” 

				“Yes.” 

				“You will not go to anyone else?” 

				“Tomoe,” I began then stopped as she put her hand up to my mouth. Her curious fingers touched my teeth. 

				“I will never speak of what we do,” she said seriously. “I will not complain if you go to another. But I would be 
honored if you would come to me. I would be happy if you would come to me.” Then she kissed me. 

				She was no beauty but there was beauty in her just the same, as I discovered at that moment and in a thousand 
moments after. Her mouth was too large but smiled with heartbreaking purity. Her eyes were too narrow but saw everything. Her face was too sharp but there was strength in it, beneath the paint and pretense. Her body was too lush, too curved, as 
undeniable in its physical presence as stone or wood. There was beauty even in her love of beauty. Hers was not a poet’s appreciation of the world but something much more concrete. She revelled in touch and scent and sound more anyone I had ever known. 

				By Confucian law, she was mine. By samurai code, she was mine. But from the moment she had kissed me, knowing what I required of her, I was hers. 

				For a season, we had been together. Now I left her behind in my mansion, guarded by a regiment of soldiers. 

				In all the years of my unnatural life, I had never thought of trying to create another like myself to share it with me. For many years, I was not even certain how it might be done. But now my mind was full of plans. I would wait awhile before sharing my blood with Tomoe, for she was very young yet. There were things she would want. A child, for instance. An heir, a son...a thing I had never dreamed that I might have...or even want. I could not give Tomoe one from my own body but something could be arranged. If we hurried, she could raise the child as a mortal woman, then both of them could join me... 

				There was a sudden cry, terrible and choking, then the 
palanquin pitched forward. I struggled in a tangle of silk and curtains then scrambled to freedom, my sword in my hand. I emerged into battle; arrows hissing through the twilight, my lieutenant shouting orders, the screams of the dying bearer. 

				Beyond the line of soldiers who surrounded my palanquin, I could see the bandits who had attacked us. Grubby and ragged they might be, but their swords looked sharp and their archers were good marksmen, I realized, as a soldier to my left cried out and staggered, an arrow jutting his throat. Another man stepped to fill his place and our own archers returned fire, aiming at the thin line of bandits and into the trees beyond them, where their archers crouched. 

				It would be a battle of attrition and whoever could stand to lose the most men would triumph. They could keep us pinned here much more easily than we could chase them away. My lieutenant materialized at my elbow. “Take my mount, Lord Sadamori. You and the other horseman can be beyond this battle in a moment. We shall hold the bandits here while you escape.” 

				I shook my head automatically, my eye suddenly caught by a figure moving among the trees. “Not yet, Naomasa,” I said, watching the man move. Hidden he might be to mortal eyes, but I could see him clearly. He had the garb of the bandit but the walk of a swordsman. He was no groundling soldier turned to thievery, no desperate farmer trading rice for robbery. He was ronin, a rogue samurai. 

				I lifted my sword above my head and raised my voice above the clamour of the battle. “Hail, Lord Bandit. Why not come from the shadows and show yourself?” Behind me, I heard Naomasa hissing orders, heard the patter of feet as soldiers scurried to convey them down the line. The archers held their arrows in their bows. The bandits paused as well, the undisciplined letting their eyes drift towards the shadow in the forest. 

				After a moment, he emerged. He was very dark; bearded face, ragged topknot, black kimono. Only his sword gleamed like liquid silver. I stepped forward, to the edge of my shield of warriors. “Good evening.” He nodded briefly but said nothing. “You waste men and effort, Lord Bandit.” 

				“Perhaps it is you who do so. Surrender your wealth now and I will let you pass.” 

				“Why should I surrender what you cannot take without great loss? Should I value my goods so lightly?” 

				“Should you value your life so lightly, Lord?” 

				“Be assured I set great value on my life. That is why I propose an alternative solution. You and I will fight. If I win, my party passes by unhindered. If you win, my goods and men are yours.” 

				There was a long silence. I knew he weighed the options in his mind but it was inevitable that he would accept. To do otherwise would suggest that he was afraid of me and that no samurai, rogue or otherwise, would ever do. 

				At last he bowed his acceptance. 

				Naomasa tried to insist that it was his place to fight for me but I ordered him to hold his position and control his soldiers. If I perished, he could do what he wished. What he would do, of course, was obey my orders and surrender. It would never occur to him, as it would to me, to dishonor his lord by refusing to die. There was nothing I could do about that except win. 

				The wall of soldiers parted to let me pass. I tied back my kimono sleeves and moved to meet the bandit in a small patch of flat land between the road and the trees. “I am Iwashiro Yukinaga. May I be honored with the name of my opponent?” 

				“Fujiwara Sadamori,” I replied and bowed briefly. 

				“I will see that prayers are said for your spirit. Please remember that this was your suggestion and do not blame me for your passing.” 

				“You should fear my sword more than my ghost,” I advised him and he grinned fiercely. 

				“I fear nothing. My sword is a Muramasa, passed down through the sons of my family. It has been drawn and now it must taste blood before its demon will rest.” 

				“There will be blood,” I promised and then the talking was done. We circled on the dead grass. His sword, much finer than mine, looked like a wand of moonlight. Muramasa blades were cursed, it was said. They had absorbed the madness of their maker and, once drawn, their bloodthirsty hunger must be slaked.They caused the murder of kin and the suicide of their owners.

				But I feared only its edge, not its spirit. 

				He was very good. His movements were like silk, his concentration as pure and total as a prayer. In the moments that we watched each other’s eyes, I believe he knew that I was not what I appeared but the knowledge did not sway him. His strike, when it came, was quick and sure. That I was not cleaved from shoulder to hip was only because I was not there, my immortal speed putting my body an inch beyond the blade. My own sword touched his side beneath his ribs and stopped when it struck his spine. 

				As I looked into his dead eyes, I heard my men begin to cheer. I lowered his body to the ground and loosened his fingers from about the hilt of his sword. It fit into my hand as if it had been waiting for me. 

				When I turned around, the bandits were gone. Naomasa and my warriors bowed to me and I nodded, then walked back and climbed into my palanquin. As it lifted, I began to clean my sword. 

				The procession moved on.

				
There is fire. I feel its heat, sweeping up behind me in the narrow tunnel along which I run. I know in a moment that it will catch me. Then my blood will boil, my bones melt, my skin blacken and dissolve. When it has passed, there will be no ash, no soot. There will be no sign that I have ever existed. In the second before it reaches me, I scream.

				I awoke, this time to the darkness of my room at the roadside inn. For a moment, I felt the heat of the fire on my skin. A shiver followed, as the heat turned to chill. I did not dream often anymore. That I had endured the same dream twice disturbed me. I had nearly perished in a fire once but it now seemed a small thing compared to the inferno that roared in my dream. The fire in my nightmare seemed large enough to burn all of Japan, to consume the whole world. 

				I heard steps in the corridor outside my room. There was a mutter of voices beyond the screens, then a soft knock. I rose from my mat and reached for my swords; my own short sword and the Muramasa blade. The screen slid open and Naomasa bowed his way into the room. 

				“Forgive the intrusion, Lord. I know you said you did not wish to be disturbed until the Hour of the Dog but there is a messenger here from Edo. He begs leave to speak to you.” The frown lines around Naomasa’s mouth suggested the messenger had insisted rather than begged. 

				“Very well. Have him come here in a few moments. Send the innkeeper with sake and food.” 

				Naomasa bowed again and I turned to open the screens to the garden. The small courtyard was shadowy with twilight but I saw the gleam of the pale grey kimono of one of my soldiers as he shifted in his watch. 

				Behind, one of the inn maids scurried in to remove my mat and blankets. Another arrived with a tray of sake and rice.When Naomasa returned with the messenger, I was seated in the center of the room, my swords laid on the floor beside me. 

				I had not believed that the messenger had actually come from Edo but, looking at the man’s haggard face and trembling limbs as he sat back from his bow, I began to think it possible. He must have set a punishing pace to reach us in such a state. 

				“Lord,” he began, his eyes carefully lowered. “I have been sent by your commander in Edo. There has been a great misfortune.” His voice faltered and I saw Naomasa frown at his back. “A day after you left the city, there was an earthquake.” I nodded, for those were common enough. Better an earthquake than a war, I supposed, or a summons from the shogun. “And a fire.” Those words drew me back from my premature relief. 

				“A fire.” I said the words and saw the man blanch and lower his eyes again. 

				“Yes, lord. Our regiment fought it but...forgive us, Lord Sadamori, our efforts were unsuccessful. We saved what we could but...” 

				“My house?” 

				“It was burned to the ground.” 

				There was another question to ask but I could not seem to say the words. They were blotted out by a great, hungry roaring in my ears. At last, my mouth worked. 

				“My wife?” 

				“She died, lord.” 

				Then the fire swept up behind me and caught me at last. There was nothing but burning blackness in my mind. When it faded, I found that I was standing, holding the cursed Muramasa blade in my hand inches from the throat of the prostrate messenger. He was babbling something, his words muffled by the floor mats against which he pressed his face. 

				“Please kill me, lord. I was sentry. I failed to see the fire soon enough. The commander wished to commit seppuku immediately but he would not without your order. We have failed you, lord, we are unworthy. Please end my shame.” 

				For a moment, I wanted nothing more than to see his blood soaking into the floor, to lift his lifeless head and drink from his severed throat. The burning inside me had not vanished, was only banked, but I forced myself to think. 

				“No. You are not permitted to kill yourselves. Return to the commander and tell him to guard my interests in Edo. Guard the rubble of my house. Guard the grave of my wife. You are not permitted to die.” 

				He began to plead again but Naomasa knew enough to get him from the room and shut the screens. 

				I thought of Tomoe, running down a corridor, fire at her heels. I thought of my waking dreams, which were lies, and my sleeping nightmares, which were the truth. 

				Even in mad grief, I was clever. I could not help it. I left a note for Naomasa, leaving the stewardship of my army in his hands, as I left the stewardship of my land in the hands of my most trusted mortal servant. Out of habit, I prepared for a future I did not even want to imagine anymore. 

				The sentry in the garden never saw me leave. 

				In the mountains, there would be cool darkness to blot the scarlet flames from my sight. In the mountains, there would be a restless band of thieves waiting for a leader bloodier and more cruel than they. In the mountains, there would be blood to sate my new sword’s demons and quench the fire in my burning heart.

                
                
October 27, 1902

                
				For seventy-five years, my band of outlaws ruled the road. 

				This was not as impressive as it sounds for it was a relatively minor highway. It was not like the Tokaido Highway that ran from Edo to Kyoto and provided fine pickings for the bandits who hunted along it. We exacted what “tolls” we could from noble and peasant alike and from the growing group of merchants who had begun to be more prosperous than their aristocratic betters. There was enough violence and profit to satisfy both my men and me. 

				The bandits were a hard and brutal lot. They had viewed their previous leader, the ronin, with almost superstitious dread and transferred it quite willingly to me when I came upon them. They knew I was not quite mortal but seemed to take pride in the fact. It was considered an honor to bleed into a cup and offer it to me. Between such offerings and the bandits that I killed, punishment for rebellion or treachery, I never lacked for blood. Yet I slept lightly for those decades, for their loyalty and my safety lasted only as long as they respected and feared me. 

				In time, of course, the fire in my heart died. One night I looked around at my ragged band, drinking and gambling by the fire, and felt nothing but disgust. All of the original gang, whom I had grown through habit to value, were dead or gone. None of the new recruits knew my true name. I discovered that I missed the sound of the city, the touch of silk, the sweet scent of perfumed women. I missed the subtle pleasures of poetry and music. I missed the view from the porch of my old home. 

				That night, I left the camp and returned to the world – a world that was about to undergo the greatest upheaval of its history. 

				In 1853, the black ships of Commodore Perry sailed into Nagasaki harbour and demanded that the government open the country to trade. The age of the shoguns was over. 

				In the years since, it seems that everything has changed. We govern our land like westerners. We construct our buildings to look like theirs. We learn their science, their technology, their languages. Old men mutter that we are losing our souls to them. 

				Perhaps we are. But I remember the time just before my own first birth when we took our culture and our government from the great Chinese dynasties of the mainland. Took them and absorbed them and transmuted them into the thing we now call Japan. In the end, I believe we will do the same with the West. What is in our hearts to do and value, we will keep. The rest we will play at until it ceases to interest us and then it will pass as if it had never been. 

				I say “we” still, as if I were the same as the people of this land. There were many times during my long centuries that I felt as if I were a demon who only held the shape of a man. I could understand those about me, and use that understanding to manipulate them, but I was not the same as they were. In all those years, I never met another of my own kind. The Lady of the Autumn Moon vanished as if she had truly come from the pages of the ghost story I emulated in telling the tale. If she had any other blood-offspring such as I, I have never come across 
them. 

				It is only in fiction that I have found a name for what I am. I know that I am called “vampire” in one foreign language, 
nosferatu in another. It seems ironic that I should find this among such strangers, that after all my years of seeking some mirror for myself, if I find it, it will not reflect me at all, but the alien faces of the West. 

				They were ugly to me at first, these Westerners; tall, ungainly, swathed in their tight, uncomfortable clothing. I have become accustomed to them now and have learned to judge nationality and rank by the clues of their appearance. I have learned to read their expressions and understand, in some distant fashion, their motivations. I wonder if their vampires walk among them as I do among my own people. I wonder what it would be like to be a vampire in that strange, guilt-riddled, god-controlled world. 

				I have even allowed the westerners here, to my old estates which I have regained through hard work and ruthless cunning. My guests are scholars, fascinated by the poetry of this land, and I have preserved a sizeable collection of scrolls. They ply me with questions I must be careful not to answer too clearly. They are secretly amused at my fascination with the parts of their literature and folklore they themselves disdain but they humour me nonetheless. 

				I know that some of them secretly think me a barbarian dressed in a man’s suit, an exotic specimen of a strange culture. Three hundred years and fifty years ago, when they first reached our shores, we thought the same of them. 

				I think that their disdain distresses my mortal servant, Hiroshi, more than it does me. I shall have to speak to him about it and assure him I take no offense, lest his pride cause him to 
inadvertently betray the secret he has been raised since childhood to protect. As for myself, I manage to find their contempt amusing, most of the time. This is especially easy when they exclaim and chatter over a poem and I can smile and silently remember its creator. In my bleaker moments, I remind myself that I could kill any of them with one blow from the blade that I am no longer allowed to wear – or with only my hands. 

				There is only one of the westerners who seems to sense I am not all that I pretend to be. It is the quiet sister of the most pompous of the group. She is a scholar in her own right, with an keen insight into the poetry of the great women of the time of my first birth. I think perhaps their spirits must call to hers, even across a thousand years. There have been moments when I have seen her watching me as if she senses my inner thoughts. 

				She is not beautiful, as Tamakatsura was. She has no solidity, no physical presence, as Tomoe had. She has hair the colour of autumn leaves and eyes like the sea. I have wondered what that hair would look like spread out on silk. I have wondered what it would be like to trace the blue veins I can see beneath the strange white skin of her wrists. I have wondered what dreams she has and what dreams, sleeping or waking, she might welcome if I were to slip into her room and offer them to her. 

				I have wondered how the blood of the West might taste.

                


				This road,

				I have been told,

				Man travels in the end –

				Yet I had not thought to go

				Today or yesterday.

				 ~ Tales of Ise

                
              
The Road
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				The world has ended. 

				Once, I had a dream of dying by fire. I thought its prophecy was meant for Tomoe but I was wrong. It was meant for me. It was meant for everyone. 

				I sit here in the darkness, in the shelter of this ruined house. I know that it is night now though the sky, visible through the tumbled boards above me, seems no different, no darker than it has all day. 

				It has been many years since I walked uncloaked and unprotected in the daylight. 

				I have vomited blood again. Its black splatters make cryptic patterns on the grey ash that covers the ground. I hope that my illness is only due to shock. 

				I came here to escape. The thought of it amuses me now. I fled Tokyo’s fires and bombings and the ruins of my empire, however small it had been. The war had stripped me of almost everything. It had taken Toru, my trusted mortal assistant. It had taken even my old estates. Only here, in this one place, I still had interests that were untouched. So I made my careful way across the country. 

				The city had been damaged enough that I had no trouble finding a place to shelter in the rubble of a ruined building. Beneath the tumbled mass of stone and wood, I found a haven where I could rest out of reach of the sun. My mind full of my plans for the next day, I fell asleep. 

				It was the great shudder of the ground that woke me. 

				Earthquake. That was my first confused thought. I lifted my head, still stuporous with the weight of sleep, and then something struck my shoulder. The pile of rubble above me groaned once then seemed to shift and waver. Dust brushed my eyelids and I had barely enough time to curl up, arms over my head, before the whole of my hiding place collapsed on top of me. 

				Strangely enough, I slept again. My weariness, heightened by the fact that I had not fed in several days, was so great that even the strange destruction did not alarm me. The fall of the debris stunned me but did no serious damage and in an odd way, I felt protected by it. 

				I do not know what woke me the next time but I knew instinctively that only a few hours had passed. For the first time, panic stirred inside me. Fires often followed earthquakes, as I had painful reason to know. If one had started, there was no telling how close it might be to me. I sniffed, certain I could smell smoke even in the stale air of my refuge. 

				It took longer than I expected but at last I worked my way through the worst of the rubble and squinted through a broken board at the world outside. 

				It was dark. For a moment, this confusing fact occupied all my mind. I blinked but painful sunlight did not replace the soothing darkness. Could my time sense have been so 
altered? 

				Then I heard the wailing. Voices cried out in pain, called out for mothers and fathers, wept for sons and daughters. Not an earthquake, I thought then. An enemy attack. 

				I pushed the final boards away and dared a look outside. 

				I said long ago that we Fujiwaras are poets, that we love words. But whatever words I write here can never be anything but pale ghosts of the terrible reality I saw. The sky was black with smoke and dust, the sun burning through only as a sickly orange glow. The houses around my ruined shelter were ruined now as well, flattened as if some great wind had passed and blown them down. Boards and pots and burned clothing and personal possessions littered the street. 

				Figures were passing by and for a moment I thought that it was the Night Parade of the One Hundred Demons, that a superstition of centuries ago had come to life before me. Then I realized that they were not demons passing me but people. 

				People burned black and rust-red, their hair scorched and grey with ash. People with skin that hung like rags from their arms, revealing the crimson flesh and white bone beneath. Women carrying children with lolling heads and blank eyes, gone far away from the comfort their mothers crooned through lips broken and bleeding from thirst. A group of school girls limped past, weeping in pain from the shards of glass embedded in their naked backs. 

				On the ground sprawled bodies so black and twisted I could not tell whether they lay on their backs or fronts. From the wreckage of the houses around me came faint cries for help, pleas that barely touched the empty-eyed survivors shuffling past. A weeping man dug at shattered remains of his home, his hands bleeding. 

				I struggled from the embrace of the rubble and emerged into nightmare. There was nothing but destruction as far as I could see; devastation and fires and bodies. The smell of burning flesh drifted on the faint breeze. When I clambered on top of the remains of my shelter, I could see the river, bloated with the drowned who had thrown themselves into it seeking relief as their bodies flamed. 

				Whatever had done this was not an incendiary bomb or the concentrated bombing that had turned Tokyo into a firestorm. 

				It seemed a long time that I sat on the rubble and watched the walking corpses pass. For so they seemed to me, even the ones who looked undamaged. I could smell the death on them. 

				At last I looked to my left and saw that the line of fires had reached the base of what had been this street. With numb 
practicality, I crawled back into my refuge and retrieved my case of clothes and belongings. There was nothing to do but join the stream of refugees leaving the city. 

				I walked for a long time, passing the slow-moving procession until it seemed I led it along the dusty road. The sky had gradually begun to lighten and I realized that I would soon have to seek shelter again. 

				But first I would have to feed. 

				My mind shied from it, from the thought of my mouth against blackened skin, but the old instinct to survive was stronger than any scruple or revulsion. Surely these people must understand that, I thought as I paused again at the side of the road and watched the hollow-eyed multitude stumble on. What else keeps them walking on their burned feet, their skin falling from their fingertips? What else wraps their mind in such shock they do not even really know what has happened to them? 

				We are all walking corpses on this road, I thought again. I am only the most accustomed to it. 

				Several miles down the road, I spotted the ruins in which I now hide. A heap of tumbled rock and wood, they were an echo of what we had left behind. I do not suppose anyone else in the sad parade even noticed them. I had stepped off the road, preparing to cross the field, when I noticed the crumpled figure in the ditch. 

				It was a young boy, no more than ten years old. The charred remnants of his school uniform clung to his thin body. The 
terrible burns covered his right shoulder, arm and the side of his face but the rest of his body appeared untouched. Still, when I put my hand on his cheek I could feel the death in him. He opened his eyes and looked at me blankly. “Mother?” 

				“Hush, child,” I said, because it seemed I must say something to answer that plaintive question. If I left him in the ditch, would his mother come trudging past and claim him with glad cries? 

				“She was bleeding,” he muttered. “Blood all over, all over...” 

				His mother must have perished in the original devastation, I decided. How easy it was to decide that, to presume what would leave me with the least regret. But I decided it nonetheless, just as I decided that the boy was dying. 

				No one said anything as I bent to lift him from the dirt. No one protested as I set off across the field with his limp body in my arms. In my bleaker moments, I believe I could have drunk from him, there in the ditch, and no one would have stopped me. What was one more horror after so many? What was one more death? 

				The boy was crying softly, weeping with pain from his injuries, when I set him down in the shadow of the ruins. “Did you see what happened?” I asked him curiously. 

				“There was a B-29. I saw it up in the sky. We all pointed at it. Then there was a big flash of light and I fell down.” 

				The boy coughed and blood trickled from his mouth. “I fell down.” He lay still for a moment, looking at me. “Am I going to die?” 

				“Yes. I think so.” 

				“I don’t care.” For a moment, there was a trace of the stubborn defiance so typical of little boys in his voice. “My mother’s dead, everybody’s dead. I don’t care.” 

				But he did and it tore at my heart. I could take him back to the road. I could chose another to be my survival. “Do you want me to take you back?” I asked and he shook his head. 

				Another coughing spasm racked him and his body shuddered in pain. I knew I would not take him back. What other could I choose that would not be like him, torn between living and dying? The dead would do me no good, despite their numbers.

				But though I would do what I must, I would do it with kindness, I resolved. I would not frighten him, for surely he had endured enough on this terrible day. I would wait until he slept. 

				I took off my shirt and put it under his head, then sat beside him. When he whimpered for his mother, I took his unburned hand in mine, surprised at the strength that lingered in the thin fingers. There was a strange fever in him and he tossed and wept and whispered and could not sleep. 

				I could feel death waiting in the gathering darkness and knew that it might take him before unconsciousness did. At last, I could wait no longer. I crouched over his prone body and tilted his head to reveal the unburned side of his throat. As I bent my head, he opened his eyes and looked at me. I do not know what he saw, for I do not think that it was me, but he smiled. I put my mouth against his vein and drank. 

				If it is safe tomorrow night, I will put his body back by the road, so that it can be found and properly cremated. I do not think anyone will question the two tiny marks on his throat. 

				His blood did not stay in me for very long and I hope that it has been enough to sustain me over the next nights. I have to leave this place before the bureaucracy of emergencies begins to take over. It will not be enough, of course. There is probably not enough medicine in all the world to heal the wounds I have seen. There is certainly not enough medicine left in Japan. I am grateful that I will be spared that, at least, spared the long nightmare of painful dying. 

				I do not want to think about moving on now. My throat hurts. I feel disoriented, strangely delirious. I think perhaps it is because I have been awake all day for the first time in centuries. Even my fingers feel numb and it is growing hard to write. 

				I think that it is over. The war, the government’s dreams of empire and expansion, the nation’s old and terrible belief in its own inevitable greatness. 

				It is over for me, as well. I have had a hundred years of peace and prosperity, even ease. I do not think it will ever be so easy for me again. Whenever it is, whenever I think that I have risen above or beyond the thing that I am, I will only have to remember the blood of a burned and dying boy. 

				I have kept this diary for over nine hundred years. I have believed it was important to keep a record of my life. I have believed in the power of words to transcend time, to live longer than even I can hope to exist. 

				But there are no words for this day, no words that can matter. I will write one more line and then put this diary away, perhaps forever. 

				The world has ended and even I, well used to endings and death, cannot help but grieve.

				August 6, 1945
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