The Empress Jingd Fishes
Kij Johnson

Women ruled Japan for more than eighty of the 177 years between AD 593 and 770. These
tenn0—"emperors'—were effective leaders, thefirst to cal anational census, document regiona
geography and resources, inditute legal and administrative codes, open and sustain relations with the
nations of the Korean peninsulaand China, and gather what have been for more than athousand years
the basic references to Japan's ancient history and literature. Jing( ruled Japan severa hundred years
before the earliest of the women tennd, in what is called the mythologica eraof imperia succession.

The empress JingQ fishes. Thelittle mountain stream before her isfast but smooth, and clear enough that
she can see an ayu-trout near the bottom, though it is nearly hidden by tree-shadows above and the busy
pattern of the river bed below: gold and russet and gray rocks, waving tangled weeds. The trout does not
see her—or does not care whether she seesit—only hovers there, as unconcerned and self-absorbed as
the gods.

Sheisnot hungry, for she has just eaten. Beside asmall dender sone aslong as her thumbisatipped
cedar-wood box; cooked rice spillsfromit, the remains of her medl. She picks up the stone and tucks it
into her sash; shewill need it later, and it will be just the right Size and shape. Jingl knowsthisas clearly
as she knows the death-name of the unborn son in her belly, or the date of her own degth, forty years
from now. Past and future are equaly immediate to the gods, and thusto her, their shaman, to whom and
through whom they spesk.

Half ayear from now, shewill bein the kingdom of Sillaon the Korean peninsula, completing atask the
gods have st her. It will be bitterly cold, apae-skied day with snow in theair. Though it will besix
months before she seesit, she knowsthat Sillas capita will be built on the Chinese plan, itswalls twenty
feet high and roofed with tile to protect againgt flaming arrows, roads from the gates scattering acrossa
treeless plain—a perfect place for her to draw up her troops. Though sheis pregnant with her son, who
will be due—and overdue—by then, Jingl is on horseback at their head, dressed in armor, her long hair
tied closein aman's style. Her bow lies across her horse's neck, and she runs a crow-feathered arrow
between her fingers. Shelongsfor the Sllansto attack, longs for their king to open the gates of the
capital and ride out to meet her. She has wanted this since her husband Chiai died. The gods demanded
he take Silla; when he refused they killed him. She cannot avenge herself on the gods, but achesto kill
Someone, anyone.

That ishaf ayear from now. Now, thisinstant, she looks at the trout suspended in water as clear and
cold and pitiless asthe future.

Eight years ago. Jingl isto be married. She knedls on alitter hung so heavily with silk and paper and tree
branches that she can see nothing, but she sees anyway. Thisisthe emperor's temporary paace; though it
isonly amonth before they move to the next place, the many wood-and-plaster buildings are solidly
constructed, with graceful tall roofs. Her husband the emperor will be called Chla when heis dead, and
thisis hisname to her even now, before she has seen his face—though she must remember to address
him as"husband” or "your highness" Thefuture is uncomfortable enough to awoman who isborn toiit,
and she knows aready that he will be afraid of the gods that speak through her, that he will ignore them



anddie

Her robes are heavy with appliqué and silver. The dangling headdress ornaments tickle her face when she
tips back her head. The soles of her shoes are hung with sllver charms shaped like fish. Her bracelets of
jade are narrow but so deep that they form broad flat disks around her wrists. She cannot walk, cannot
pick up anything. Her wedding-dressis nearly as heavy asthe armor she will wear eight years from now,
after the gods speak and her husband dies.

Her husband has other, older, wives and even two grown sons. Thiswill be aproblem when her childis
born. For atime, anyway: she sees her sep-sons deaths, unavoidable as soon asthey raise arms against
the boy. Her son will prevail and become emperor. Many generations from now he will be agod, the god
of peace and then the god of war, Hachiman. She smiles and touches her till-virgin belly: itisquite
appropriate that his mother will conquer aland across the seafor him.

Five months from now. Jingl crouches donein ashrine, abuilding sunk haf into the earth, its roof many
men's height over her head. The roof's supports make strange angled shadows against the morning light
that Sftsfrom the steep triangles of the eave openings. The air isthick with the scents of horses and hot
metal, latrines and cooking fish: the smells of an army. Outside the shrine she hears her warleader
Takeuchi talking with her guard. It is Takeuchi who will stop the rebellious step-sonsfor her, but that is
yearsin the future, and Jing( has awar to fight and a son to bear before then.

She does not pray for her troops safety in crossing the seaor avictory in Silla, for she has seen these
things dready. No: sheisnine months pregnant, and her child fretsto be born. The contractions drive her
to her knees, panting. Her urine runsinto the hard-packed earth; snot and saliva and swest drip from her
face. She prefers not to embarrass herself in front of her troops. The privacy of the shrineiswelcome.

Jing( has been careful to show none of the weakness that can come of pregnancy, though hers has not
been an easy one. Her chest hurts, and her bowel s, pelvis, legs, back—everything. She finds herself
panting at even dight exertion. Her breasts have begun to weep, and the cotton with which she binds
them chafes. Inside her, Gjin grows large and kicks, searching for acomfortable position.

Things have grown alittle easier for her since her son dropped in her bdlly: it's easier to breathe, easier to
move. The clear fluid seeping from her loinsto stain her saddleis only aminor inconvenience.

Shewearsthetorso of her armor, though itsdim meta plates are very heavy, and, snce sheisdill in
Japan, their valueis based only in her troops morae. There are ordinarily four panelsthat would cradle
her torso—front, Sdes and back—but she has removed aSde panel, claming that her belly istoo great
to secure the fourth piece. In truth, she smply choosesto lighten the armor by removing some of it, and it
iseasy enough to seethat the panel turned away from the enemy isusdess. Theweight: she dready
carries sorrow heavy as stone bracelets, and her child likeiron in her womb.

When the contraction ends at |ast, she collapses on her |eft s de—the unarmored side—tears leaking to
the ground. "Not now," she says adoud, to the gods and her son. "Wait. When I've returned from Silla:
then.”

She has brought with her the dender smooth stone she found beside the trout's stream. She didesit into
her vagina, a cold weight. The stonefrets; gods are not al great gods, and this stone longsfor itsicy
riverbed, for the company of itsfelows. It has no choice but to stay, for she wraps hemp cloth tightly
around her loinsto hold stone and child in place, and ties aknot.



The stone, the army, the horse before the walls of Silla's capitd—they arein the future. In the meantime,
Jngl stands on the riverbank and eyesthe trout. It remains supremely unconcerned with her shadow
over it, her loss and anger, her war and theforty years of her life that stretch beyond, each day without
Chlal. Thefish doesnot care. "Y ou bastard,” she saysaoud, and setsout to catch it, though sheis not

hungry.

Like every woman, whether peasant or empress, she has aneedle, though hersisof slver, atreasure
from beyond the same sea she will crossin six months. She drawsit from her sash, and bendsit easily
between her fingersto ahook shape. It looksfragile, but will be sturdy enough for the trout, which is
amdl.

The gods have taken even luck from JingQ; there is no serendipity to the fact she snagged her robeon a
sakaki shoot when she walked to the stream's edge. She crouches and rocks back on her heels, and
worries a the frayed thread, tugging until it startsto dide past itsfellows. Its absence leavesatiny flaw in
thefabric, apuckered line that is more sensed than seen. When she has pulled half a dozen strands of the
dark silk, she twists them together, and when thisis done, she tugs on the thread, hard as afish fighting to
live. Shewill not lose thistrout because she underestimates the power of denial and despair. It holds. She
threads the bent needle and tiesa knot.

Problemswith the natives. It isayear ago. Jngl and Chiai are well content with one another, though
Jngl aready mournshim in her heart. The blurring of present and future has consequences both large
and small: unexpected minor advantages have been JingU's ability to sexudly please her husband from the
very beginning; and the passion they share even after seven years of marriage, fueled on her part by the
knowledge that he will die soon. And not so minor: the two older wives are nearly forgotten, and it is
Jngl who travelswith Chla now.

Cholal (though she remembersto cal him "beloved") hasfor severa years fought with the Kumaso,
ill-mannered and independent-minded locas from a southern idand of the empire, who refused to pay
their taxes. The battles with the Kumaso have been inconclusive a best—it is never easy to force
recalcitrantsto battle on their own terrain—but Chlai remains confident. He has called a council of his
generdsin Na, asrange little barbarian town on theidand. Jngl waksthe hills outside of Na, weeping,
waiting for the dream that she knowsis coming.

Still, when the dream takes her it islike arape, and she awakens screaming. Her husband holds her until
her muscles unclench and the tears begin. She speaks then, the gods voi ce scraping from between her
clenched teeth. "Ignore the Kumaso," it says. "Thereisarich land across the water to the north and west:
Slla Takeit."

Chla has seen her weakness in the hands of the terrible gods before this; he knows that they tdll the truth
through her. But heis emperor, and understands (better than the gods, perhaps) the intricate exchanges
of power and influence that are necessary to rule aland. "Why?" he says softly to JingQ. "It has taken
yearsto bring thistogether. We can't leave this campaign to start another somewhere none of us have
ever seen.” The gods do not permit her to say what crowdsin her mind: because they will kill you.

In the morning, Chlai leads JingQ to the tallest hill they can see from Na, and together they climbit. There
areno fish on the soles of her shoesthistime, and it isasmplewalk, if long. The autumn sky isvery blue,
the oak and mapletreesin ther first sartling change from green to gold and red. For an ingtant she

pretends that she and Chdai are not emperor and consort but ordinary people gathering sticks or hunting,



freeto live asthey wish, to say without condraint, "Do that,” or, "Don't do this.” Theillusonisgone as
quickly asit comes; thereisno rest from the gods. They cometo the hill'stop and look around them. The
idand they stand on stretches away to the south and west; to the north and east isthe main idand of the
empire. To the north and west, where Sillais supposed to be, is nothing but water and sky and afew
fishing boats, small asfallen leaveson alake. "See?' he says. "Thereis nothing there, nothing to conquer,
nothing to point to and strive for. Whereas here'—his sweeping arm encompasses the hill, little Naat its
feet, theidand they stland on—"are the Kumaso. Enemies we can see and destroy. Which do you think
my commanderswill see asthe wiser course?”’

"The gods—" she whispers past her strangled throat.

Chlal rubs hisface with hishand. "The gods are unreasonable, and they are not al dlies. Even the gods
can be treacherous.”

She knows this better than he ever will. The words come out in arush: "They will kill you if you do not."

He touchesthe tears growing cold on her cheeks. "Y ou've already seen your life without me, haven't
you?' She cannot meet hisweary eyes. "Then | am aready dead.”

Some months later, the gods do kill him, with a Kumaso arrow in the chest, an infected wound, and a
quick (if uncomfortable) death. There aretimesin the last days when he asks about the future, but she
has nothing to tell him, for none of it hasto do with him, none but the barely-begun son in her belly:
Prince Homuda, who will be Gjin after he has died, and then the god Hachiman.

Knowing her husband will dieisnot the same aslosing him. Sheis numb as she sumblesthrough the
purification retreat and rituas. Past and future are meaninglessto the gods and thus to JingQ. The pain
never lessens. each moment of each day containsthe first shock and the endless ache of his degth.

Forty years before she dies.

A fishisnot seduced by bait: when it grows hungry, it eats whichever mosquito egg or dragonfly happens
to be closest. If oneisfortunate or destined, one's bait looks like the fish's preferred food, and at that
moment it happensto be closer than any other mosquito egg or dragonfly.

But it ischancethat fish and bait are in the right places at the right time. There may be no fish there, or a
different fish, or the wrong bait, or the fish may not be hungry. The woman who hopesto catch afish
knows she offers nothing to the fish that it cannot find for itself—and better, for her bait comeswith a
hook and athread, and desth.

The spilled rice on the ground is cold. Grains stick to her hand when she picks one up and pressesit onto
the needle. It looks a bit like thetiny things that live a the water's surface and become mosquitoes.

She stlands dowly, and looks down into the stream, down at the shimmering motionless uncaring trout.
"You bastard," she saysagain. "Proveto methat | should goto Silla"

Jngl knows what the gods want. They tosstheir demands at her, knowing she will meet them: adozen
dhrinesto thisgod or that; rice filds and offerings, priestessesin Nagataand Hirota. And Silla

Chlai died because he sought to conquer the Kumaso rather than Silla, but the gods allow Jingdi to defeat
the Kumaso in mere months. Past and future blur in the gods minds; they knew, and know, that thisis



how things will happen. Chiai's death was arbitrary and meaningless, proof that the gods are either
ironica or cruel, or smply do not care. The gods may define her actions, but they do not care what she
fedls, the sorrow and anger and love and grief that are dwayswith her, dways asintense asthe first
moments she fedsthem.

For atime after his death she performs divination after divination, al asking, Shal | conquer Silla?
Catching trout with aneedleis part of this. She will also watch arock crumble and alow water to irrigate
aricefield she has planted. Later shewill bathein ariver and fed the water in her hair, drawing
conclusions from the currents that pull it thisway and that. She knows what the answer will be—has seen
it dready, asfamiliar to her asasong shewill sing to her infant son when he is born—»but her only power
over thegodsisthis, that they must tell her what they want for her to giveit to them. And so she asks
them to repeat themselves and takes achill comfort in hearing their voices and pretending they care.

There are placesin Japan where the gods do not permit men to fish during spawning, for they cannot
understand and will not properly respect the fish'sfedings. JingQ often fished asachild, before she
becomes consort and then empress, and old skills come back easily when the past iseterndly now. Itis
gill some months before Ojin will disrupt her balance, so she stands precarioudy on the little river's bank,
the thread coiled in one hand, the baited needle in the other.

The sun has moved barely ahand's breadth in the sky since shefirst saw the trout; till, thisisalong time
for afish to stay in one place. Perhapsthe trout must be here as surely as sheis. Shefrownsas she
calculates and tosses the hook through the air. It settles just before the eyes of the trout, light as an insect.

Six months from now, Jingl Sts her horse before the walls of Silla's capita, longing to kill. She strokes
the feathers of the arrow in her hand, and dreams alittle dream: the king will open the gates and emerge
at the head of dl hisarmies, al dressed in armor from beyond China, riding tigers and bregathing fire. With
Chla dive beside her, shewill ride to meet the Sillans, and her own people with them. Shewill empty
her quiver and then draw her sword; and shewill cut and cut and cut. Men's blood will soak her hair, and
therewill be no gods, nothing but the random terror and ddlight of alife without certainties. Chiai might
die or he might not. And she might die here, today, instead of forty long years from now, years dready
laid out before her as clear and cold and pitiless as a mountain stream.

Itisonly adream, of course. She knows the shape of thisvictory in dl its details. She has seenit since
thefirgt of her trances, when the gods broke down the walls between the past and the future. The king of
Slladso hasdiviners, perhaps his own ingructionsto follow; in any case he has problems of hisown:
violent Pagkche to the eadt, to the west Chinaslooming shadow. He opens the gates, and sends out not
armies but emissaries.

Sillafdlsto Japan without an arrow fired. The king surrenders and swears fedty, annua shipments of
horses and gold. The only wespon hurled in anger isthe spear that Jingl drivesinto the ground before the
king's paace, the symbal of the conquest. Her rage isintact when she returns to Japan and bears her son,
the emperor who will become the god of war, Hachiman.

The bent needle and its bait lie on the stream’s surface just above the trout's head. Jing( can only wait, for
sheknows shewill catchiit, bring it to shore, and watch it die, gasping in the unbreathable air. Thiswill
prove yet again that sheisto go to Silla, to conquer aland she does not care about for gods she hates,



who havekilled her hushand and will sed her son and make him one of them.

All moments are this moment. Past and future jumbled together: Jingl cannot say which iswhich. And
because everything—sorrow and anger and love and grief—is equaly immediate, she finds hersdlf
grangdly distanced from her own life. Itisasif she listensto astoryteller recite atale she has heard too
many times, thetae of the empress JingQ.

Shelivesthistale divorced from past and future, separated even from what isand what isnot. The
fragments of her life are stolen from later empresses: thiswoman will take Sillawithout afight; that
woman will manage the land for weary years after her husband's death. Jing( is no more than the tale of
the empress JingQ, forced through the patterns of the storytelling, again and again and again. But she
neverthdessfeds, and she achesto kill something, anything.

Thetrout strikes and the hook sets. She haulsitin.



