
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
            
				[image: title-01.png]
			

		

	

  

    
            
				The Fox’s God
by Anna Frost
Copyright © Anna Frost, 2014

				All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.

				This e-book is a work of fiction. While references may be made to actual places or events, the names, characters, incidents, and locations within are from the author’s imagination and are not a resemblance to actual living or dead persons, businesses, or events. Any similarity is coincidental.

				Musa Publishing
4815 Iron Horse Trail
Colorado Springs, CO 80917
www.MusaPublishing.com

				Issued by Musa Publishing LLC, June 2014

				[image: Image]
				ISBN: 978-1-62713-003-5

				Editor: Jeanne De Vita
Artist: Kelly Shorten
Line Editor: Michele Hamner Moore
Interior Book Design: Cera Smith

			


  



		
			
            
				For my fearless first reader, Faren, and for the infinitely supportive Mr. Frost.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Prologue

				Akakiba

				Years ago…

				A feeling of urgency forced him out of a deep sleep.

				Moonlight filtered through the thin paper door, barely enough for Akakiba to make out the unfamiliar room. Someone had washed the blood from his skin and wrapped bandages around his torso. When he’d arrived, the wound in his side had been bleeding to the point of endangering his life. He must have fallen into the healing trance proper to his kind, because the wound bled no longer, already half-healed.

				Akakiba’s sadly tattered clothes were laid out within reach. They looked like someone had tried to wash out the blood and mend the rips. A fresh yukata has been set out, for him to wear instead of his patched clothing. He reached for his battered possessions anyway. He regretted it instantly, because the motion pulled at his wounded side.

				Hissing between his teeth at every painful tug of ripped skin and torn muscles, he dressed using primarily the arm on his unwounded side. He secured his swords in place and debated what was more urgent: finding out what had woken him or filling his belly with the rice balls that were sitting on a food tray near the door. Someone had thoughtfully placed a damp cloth over the rice, to keep it from drying out.

				A demon hunter couldn’t afford to ignore his instincts. But this demon hunter had just risen from a healing trance and was therefore starving. He stuffed the rice balls in his mouth one after the other.

				Moments later, Akakiba slid the door open silently, a hand on his katana. The outside air smelled of smoke too strong to be coming from a mere cooking fire. He stumbled after the alarming smell, his steps gaining confidence as he shook off the heaviness weighing down his limbs and grew familiar with the tug of yet-healing injuries.

				There was a priest on his knees on the veranda, slapping at flames spreading from a shattered lantern with his bare hands. His clothes looked ripped and wet; there was a trail of blood behind him, more dripping on the wood beneath him. But there was nobody in sight who might have been responsible for it all.

			

			
				Akakiba snatched the priest with both hands and dragged him away from the flames. Nothing could stop the fire now; wood, tatami, and paper-thin walls were all appallingly flammable. He applied his hands to the wound slashed across the man’s belly, hoping the warm crimson flow would stop in time. “What happened? Bandits?”

				“I thought I saw a distressed woman in the forest,” the priest panted. “I went to help, but it wasn’t a woman.”

				And probably wasn’t human, Akakiba understood with a bone-deep chill. The demon responsible for his wounds had followed him to this shrine for revenge. “It threw the lantern. I tried…”

				“Threw—?” Terrifyingly smart, for a demon. Unless it had been an accident, but could he really believe that? The fire crackled, spreading hungrily. The air was growing uncomfortable to breathe. Who else lived here? Women? Children?

				“Who’s inside?”

				“My son. His room. Next to yours.”

				Akakiba took the priest’s hands and put them on the wound. “Press down.”

				“Useless,” the man said. “Please go.” His eyes slid closed. He wasn’t dead. Could make it, perhaps, if he were carried to safety and if Akakiba kept his hands on the task of stopping the blood.

				Fire spread so very, very fast.

				It was one or the other.

				Akakiba left the priest to bleed out, to be taken by the fire afterwards.

				He raced the fire and won. He got the youth out before smoke smothered him in his sleep. He didn’t say anything about the father. Didn’t say anything, as they watched the fire from a safe distance, when he detected the faint scent of burning human flesh.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter One

				Akakiba

				“It’s only a few days at sea, they said. The weather will stay clear, they said. It’ll be a pleasant crossing, they said.”

				Jien had been repeating the exact same words for a while now, so Akakiba didn’t bother replying. The ship rocked ceaselessly, trapped between the thundering sky above and the heaving sea underneath. It was this endless motion that upset Jien’s stomach and kept him clinging to the ship’s railing.

				Seawater kept spraying over the sides, aiding the rain’s efforts to drench them thoroughly. The only way to tell which water was coming from below and which water was coming from above was to taste it for salt. Both were frigid, the temperature barely high enough to bring down rain rather than snow.

				Swift footed sailors scurried to-and-fro, doing the things sailors did when the sea actively tried to drown them. Akakiba had never felt quite as ignorant as he did now, watching them perform tasks he hardly understood.

				One sailor paused to flip wet hair out of his face and say, “It’d be safer if you went down.”

				“But it’s worse under,” Jien muttered. “No air.”

				Akakiba sighed. Everybody else in their party was hiding from the wet in the ship’s belly. He was the one stuck up here because he was slightly less likely to be swept overboard or to allow Jien to be. He crouched low on the deck, a hand fisted in Jien’s hakama.


				Akakiba didn’t see Sanae arrive, but he felt the tingling, ticklish feeling of her spirit shape swirling around him. She called it “misting” because she looked like nothing but a bit of mist in that shape, but in the rain she was truly invisible.

				I’m glad neither of you has gone overboard yet, she said. Shouldn’t you go down now? Jien can’t possibly have anything left to throw up.


				“True. We might as well go and enjoy dry clothes.”

				“Don’t want to go,” Jien whined. “You can’t make me.”

			

			
				“Yes I can.”

				And he did, half-dragging and half-carrying Jien down the ladder. They were both soaked through, dripping a lake’s worth of water as they squelched along the hold. They didn’t have cabins, but they’d shifted cargo to create a private nook where they could brace against the ship’s motion.

				Yuki was asleep on top of a crate wedged between bigger crates; neither he nor anybody else wanted to sleep in the half an inch of water on the floor. Aito’s eyes were closed as he if were asleep, but he stirred at their approach and fished out dry clothes for Jien without being asked. Akakiba changed into his own spare set with alacrity—but not before twisting his hair hard to squeeze out the water.

				It was dark, the space illuminated by a single lamp they needed watch closely. The only thing worse than being at sea during a storm was to be at sea during a storm while riding a burning ship.

				Despite his earlier whining about not wanting to come down, Jien was quick to exchange drenched clothes for dry ones. “Cold,” he muttered, pulling a blanket over his naked scalp.

				Yuki twitched as they settled near but didn’t wake.

				“Not fair,” Jien said. “I can’t keep a meal down, and Yuki’s sleeping like he’s never been so comfortable in his entire life.”

				“Boats have that effect on certain people,” Aito said. Those were probably his first words of the day.

				They weren’t alone in the dark. Another group huddled around a lamp on the other side of the hold, as far from Akakiba as they could get. Every time Akakiba thought about those people, he wished he could throw them overboard. It would have improved matters—until they returned home and the emperor started asking what they’d done with his champions.

				“I’ll keep watch,” Jien said.

				Don’t be stupid, Jien, Sanae said. Get some sleep. I have nothing else to do than watch them.

				Jien chose not to argue, instead wedging himself in a corner with his blanket.

				Akakiba could have warned Sanae he’d seen the other group pull out glyphed items to ward their area, but she was more likely to learn caution if he let her find out for herself whether they worked or not. Eyes closed, he feigned sleep.

			

			
				Glyphs didn’t make any noise when they stung spirits, but one could surmise something had happened from the way the murmur of voices across the hold suddenly rose in volume.

				Sanae returned posthaste.

				Akakiba cracked an eye open. “Well? Are you going to stop spying on them now?”

				You could have told me before I got stung! Those things hurt, you know!

				“Learning sometimes has to hurt.”

				For that, I’m going to let you deal with him.

				Him? Ah—human-shaped shadows were making their way over. They hadn’t brought a lamp of their own, apparently navigating the unlit areas by touch and memory. Akakiba was tempted to douse their lamp so the stumbling figures wouldn’t have a beacon to follow, but it wouldn’t delay the confrontation by any significant margin.

				One of the figures was normal-sized, with a name to match—Sora, a simple, unisex name that might or might not have been her birth one. She wasn’t presently trying to hide her gender, her clothes hugging her slight female figure tightly enough to make it obvious.

				The other figure was a hulking giant with shoulders like an ox’s. His name, Hachiro, had to be a lie. What kind of family birthed so many children they could name one “eighth son”? In the Fox clan, there was a single living man named Saburo, third son. It had been a long, long time since there’d been a fourth or fifth son. To think some people could get all the way to eight!

				As soon as he was in range to be heard, Hachiro spoke accusingly. “You will cease your attempts to spy on us, Fox! I was not expecting much from the likes of you, but this is unacceptable.”

				“Feel free to direct your righteousness at my sister,” Akakiba replied. “This may surprise you and your companion, but some women have minds of their own.”

				The smaller figure didn’t react, but the giant shook a proportionate fist. “How dare you insult her! She’s—”

				“Fully capable of speaking for herself, I would hope. But perhaps you pulled her tongue out to ensure she can’t?” As far as he knew, that could be true. He’d yet to hear her utter a single word. When introductions had been made at the start of the voyage, she’d only bowed, keeping silent.

				There wasn’t enough light to be certain, but Hachiro’s face looked to be taking on a purple tinge. Sora finally reacted, stepping forward until the light revealed the details of her average looks, including the ragged edges of her haircut and the oh-so-slight bump in the slope of her nose that hinted somebody had broken it in the past. Akakiba didn’t want to like her, didn’t want to save her either, but if he found out the brute was responsible for that broken nose, he’d find an excuse to apply some violence of his own to the brute’s face.

			

			
				“Do stop changing the topic,” Sora said. “This issue is the spying. May we have your word it will cease?”

				Akakiba forced his tone into something slightly more polite. “I give you my word I will not spy on you.”

				“You can have my word, too, if you’ll shut up and go away,” Jien said. “Some of us are sick and trying to sleep.”

				“And your sister?” Sora insisted.

				“She has a tongue. I promise you she has the full use of it.” Metaphorically speaking.

				“Very well. Lady Fox, are you here?”

				I’m here, Sanae said as she materialized on Hachiro’s head. She must not have weighted anything, because he didn’t notice right away. When he did, he swiped at her with his meaty hand—quite uselessly since she turned back to mist before he could touch her.

				“Your word, please,” Sora said.

				Sanae sighed. I’ll not spy on purpose. But it doesn’t constitute spying if everybody can hear your big oaf bellowing from halfway across the hold. Have you considered teaching him to talk like a normal person?


				Hachiro touched his sword. “Always more insults! You will answer for them!”

				I’d love to, Sanae said, but the scribe said anyone who started a fight would have to swim home. I think he meant it. But go ahead and start one, if you believe he’ll spare you.

				“He meant it,” Sora said. Turning round, she started back the way she’d come. Hachiro followed her, whining about the insults they’d given him.

				“That man is loud,” Yuki said with a yawn. “And frighteningly big. Stop antagonizing him. Both of you.”

				He started it, Sanae sniffed. He could have had a cabin, but he decided he needed to stay down here to “watch those treacherous foxes.” I was merely watching him back.

				“I don’t feel so bad anymore,” Jien said. “I’m hungry. Any chance we can get something other than dry food?”

			

			
				Aito shifted, peering intently at the hold’s curved wall. “The storm is winding down. We can hope for hot food soon.”

				Aito’s words were prophetic. Nobody had time to fall asleep—or fall back asleep—before a cheerful sailor called from above. “Hurry up if you’re hungry! The lull might not last!”

				They splashed through the hold speedily, reaching the ladder before Hachiro and his companions.

				They did get hot food, along with news.

				“We will make landfall within hours,” the scribe reported as they all—Sanae excluded—sat on deck devouring freshly cooked fish. He was a tall fellow with delicate features and a permanent expression of distaste. He didn’t seem especially pleased to be in charge of this expedition, but so far he’d shown nothing but competence. “We will make camp first and bring the special swords out of storage second.”

				Hachiro sat up, a grin lighting his face. “I look forward to it!”

				“He’s never seen any of them before, has he?” Jien whispered. “I look forward to seeing his face when he handles one for the first time.” He grinned and Akakiba couldn’t keep himself from smirking back.
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				The moment they set foot on land, Jien embraced the nearest tree. “I’m never ever travelling by ship again.”

				“You don’t plan on going home, then?” the scribe asked, walking by with his writing table. “Very well. It would be my pleasure to leave you here. It would be quieter aboard the ship.”

				Jien watched the scribe walk away with a mournful expression. “I never knew you had a twin, Aki.”

				“Don’t compare me to him!”

				“Why not? You were about to say the same thing.”

				“I was not.” Feeling compelled to distance himself from the arrogant scribe, Akakiba added, “I do appreciate having backup.” He didn’t trust any of the emperor’s men, but he could trust Jien and Aito. With Yuki and Sanae besides, there was no doubt the emperor’s men would deeply regret it if a fight broke out.

				“You can always count on me, Aki,” Jien said. He probably meant it, too. He was a dramatic fool, but an honest one.

			

			
				Sanae misted round him, tickling his cheek. It’s not too bad here, yet, she said. But I do feel a pull. There’s something big eating spiritual energy somewhere ahead. They didn’t lie about that.

				“Does it feel like a god?”

				How would I know? I’ve never met one. It doesn’t feel like anything I’ve ever encountered before, though. She paused, and then continued with a reluctant tone, Perhaps I should go back and report. I don’t like leaving you boys without supervision, but I might not get another chance.


				Akakiba considered it. On one hand, they would be vulnerable without Sanae if the situation devolved into a fight between their group and the emperor’s men. On the other hand, it was crucial for the clan to receive information directly from Sanae since they didn’t trust the emperor’s men to relay the truth—or not the full truth.

				“I doubt they’d resort to direct attacks while you might be around, because you could escape and report it to the clan,” he said. “There will be greater danger when we’re in the dead area where you can’t follow.”

				I’ll go, then. Don’t let them know I’m gone and please don’t get in any trouble this time.

				Sanae’s nearly invisible mist form vanished.

				Yuki swept the horizon with his gaze, turning left then right. “We should have a look around,” he said. “The emperor’s men might know the area, but we don’t. It’ll also keep us away from the others until Sanae returns.”

				“There’s a village, over that way,” Aito said, nodding east. “They may be able to provide information.” Nobody had to ask how he knew. His bonded spirits must have started investigating the moment they touched ground.

				Turning, Akakiba nudged Jien with his foot. “On your feet. We’re all going.”

				Jien muttered unintelligibly, but got to his feet nonetheless. “Let us go forth and explore,” he said without enthusiasm. “Maybe they’ll have good food.”

				Aito didn’t stir from the fallen tree he’d claimed as a seat. “I’ll stay to watch over the swords. If they attempt anything, my familiars will find a way to warn you.”

				Akakiba frowned at the thought of leaving an ally alone with so many untrustworthy men. He’d almost forgotten about those cursed swords. As much as he loathed the evil things, they did need to watch over them. “Understood. Be careful.”

			

			
				Certain people—especially people named “Jien” or “Sanae”—had no concept of what being careful meant. Aito was sensible, so he would likely be fine. They’d have to take the risk.

				Akakiba, Jien, and Yuki followed the coast. It rose and rose until they were ambling on top of an impressive cliff, enjoying the fresh air—there hadn’t been a lot of that in the ship’s belly—and the strangely pleasant roar of waves breaking against the cliff below. The sky remained overcast, presaging further rainfall—or snowfall—later on.

				Akakiba’s shoulders leaked tension with every step. To say he hadn’t been happy trapped on a ship with a walking mountain of a man who disliked foxes was an understatement. He was much more confident with solid earth under his feet.

				As Jien regained color, he was soon back to his normal chatty self—an improvement over the sick and miserable wreck he’d been for the past few days.

				“Hey, look, seabirds!” Jien shaded his eyes to squint at them. “Aito would know what they’re called.”

				There was nobody but them—and the birds—out there. And, ah, a child standing on the edge. What was he doing?

				“That’s dangerous, child!” Jien called out. “Step back before you fall!”

				The child spared them a quick glance and resolutely stepped out into thin air. He plummeted like a stone, screaming only at the end, right before he hit the water and vanished under the surface. There weren’t any rocks that might shatter a falling person’s body, which meant the child should have survived the fall, but surviving the waves was a different matter.

				“Why would he jump?” Jien asked, sounding as bewildered as Akakiba felt. He’d seen humans do countless odd things, but why would a child seek death?

				“He surfaced,” Yuki said, pointing. The child was barely visible, arms flailing as he struggled against the waves seeking to slam him against the cliff. He clearly didn’t have the strength or skills to get away.

				Akakiba clamped a hand on Jien’s shoulder because the monk had moved for the edge as if he were considering jumping. “Don’t be stupid. You’ll drown.” He jerked his chin left, towards the tiny fishing boat currently racing for the cliff, propelled by a strong man’s vigorous rowing. “Leave it to them. They saw.”

				“Too slow,” Jien said, tone wretched.

				“He won’t stay afloat long enough,” Yuki murmured.

			

			
				Oh, wonderful. If the idiotic child with a death wish drowned, both of them were going to be miserable. He’d have to try. He wasn’t the best swimmer, but he was hard to kill and—

				Yuki pushed a bundle of clothes and weapons into the crook of Akakiba’s free arm. “Hold these for me,” he said, right before leaping off.

				Akakiba couldn’t help the way his hand closed convulsively on Jien’s shoulder, eliciting a hiss of pain. “Sorry.” He released his hold at the same time Yuki hit the water, feet first, and vanished smoothly under the surface.

				Jien rubbed his abused shoulder without a word, watching the sea.

				Bobbing back to the surface, Yuki swam for the distressed boy. A wave rolled over them both, but two heads shortly reappeared, now heading towards the open ocean and away from the dangerous cliff. It was slow going, probably because the idiotic child Yuki towed wouldn’t stop flailing.

				“He swims like he’s had plenty of practice,” Jien observed.

				“He spent a lot of time swimming with his dragon over the summer,” Akakiba said. He’d resented the time they spent in the water together, but at the moment he was simply grateful Yuki was a strong and confident swimmer. “I don’t know if he’s good because of practice or because of something the dragon bond did to him.”

				Assuming the idiotic child didn’t pull Yuki under in his panic, they’d be fine. The boat was closing in, the two men aboard leaning forward as if trying to will it faster. After an eternity, the tiny boat reached Yuki’s and the child’s floating heads. The fishermen hauled the rescued aboard first, then the rescuer. Between them, the fishermen removed enough clothing to give the drenched duo something dry to put on. Now clad in brown, Yuki cheerfully waved up at them, as if they didn’t know exactly where he was. Jien waved back.

				Akakiba started breathing again. “Let’s go. There has to be a way down.”

				They walked alongside the cliff edge, the boat outpacing them steadily. It was heading for a narrow bay that must be where the villagers launched their fishing boats from, for the coast ended in cliffs everywhere else.

				By the time they were within sight, the boat was ashore and surrounded by villagers. A woman likely to be the boy’s mother elbowed her way through the crowd, wailing like a ghost. The other adults wore grim expressions.

				Jien stopped mid-step. “Shouldn’t they be happy he made it? They act like he died. You don’t think—?”

				They couldn’t see through the crowd, couldn’t ascertain whether the boy was dead or alive. Not until a woman raised her voice to say, “They need to warm up, you idiots! Out of the way!” She marched Yuki and the near-drowned boy to the nearest house, presumably to get them in front of a warm fire.

			

			
				Soon, heads began to turn their way. After a moment, a middle-aged couple edged forward, the man addressing Jien. “Are you a monk?”

				Jien’s eyebrows rose. “Don’t see many sohei round here, eh? Can I help you?”

				“There’s a demon killing our children.”

				As one, Akakiba and Jien turned towards the house that was warming Yuki and the boy who’d stepped off the cliff.

				“Did you see his aura, before he jumped?” Jien murmured.

				“No.” They’d been too far, and he hadn’t had time to look.

				It wasn’t impossible that the boy had been possessed at the time he jumped. It wasn’t impossible he were still possessed, right now. They’d have to take a closer look at his aura. It was a shame neither Sanae nor Aito were here; they saw auras best. Yuki used to see auras as well as they did, but that seemed to have changed since he’d lost his bond with his dragon.

				“Tell me more about this demon,” Jien said to the couple.

				The woman began to weep. “Two children were killed before we realized. The priest gave us charms for the children. We thought they would work. But now it’s happening again.”

				“I’d like to see those charms,” Akakiba said. He knew what a proper one looked like.

				The charms were brought over and studied at length. The glyphs looked exactly like the one that had, if only briefly, kept him from re-entering his own body a few months past. “These are fine.”

				Jien looked at the villager woman. “Tell me. Was the boy who fell wearing one of these?”

				“He should have been.”

				They peeked in the house over the woman’s shoulder as she relayed the question.

				The boy had no such charm on his person. He wasn’t possessed, but he did have shadows on his aura. Demon-touched.

				“Either he lost the charm in the sea, or he lost it before and that’s what gave the demon an opening to make him jump,” Jien speculated as they walked away to discuss privately. “A demon that likes attacking children needs to be taken out. But how do we catch it, if it only goes after children? We can hardly use one as bait.”

			

			
				Neither of them had an answer. They eventually recovered Yuki, mostly dry and sipping hot tea from a bowl, and got him back into his own clothing.

				They spent the evening besieged by anxious parents wishing to be told the problem could be solved within the next five minutes. The villagers focused their attention on Jien, which suited Akakiba. In a low voice, he caught Yuki up on the situation.

				“We should use charms, too,” Yuki said. “So we don’t get flung off a cliff. I’ll go beg for string and something to carve with. I’ve made charms before.”

				Children crowded round as well, wanting to touch Akakiba’s swords or Jien’s bald head. One girl stayed away, glowering at them from behind the shelter of a tree.

				Akakiba touched the nearest woman’s sleeve. “Excuse me—who is that girl?”

				“Oh, her. She’s an orphan. Lives off by herself in her old house. She doesn’t get along with anyone, I’m afraid. We’d take her in if we could, but she’s a wild thing.”

				“I see.” Later, when the woman had moved on and Yuki had returned with supplies, he said, “Jien, do you see her?”

				“Who? Oh, the tiny one?”

				“She’s an orphan. Nobody’s watching out for her. I don’t see any charm at her neck. She’s a likely victim.”

				“She’s our bait, you mean.” Jien sighed. “I know we’re in a hurry, but I don’t like putting a child in danger.”

				“She’ll be in worse danger if we have to leave without ending the problem. I’ll watch her tonight.”

				Yuki scowled. “You’re thinking of shifting fox. Unacceptable.”

				“As Jien said, we’re in a hurry.”

				“We’re not in such a hurry we can’t wait for Sanae. She’ll be back tomorrow, perhaps even before we wake. No shifting.”

				Akakiba blinked at the imperious tone. Arguing, he suspected, was unlikely to result in a positive outcome. He settled for, “Very well. No shifting.”

				In the space of a breath, Yuki’s expression went from the lifted eyebrows of surprise to the mild frown of suspicion to, finally, the smile of relief. “Thank you.”

				The smile made Akakiba feel guilty for the deception, but not so guilty he wouldn’t go forward with his second plan.

			

			
				The village was comprised of no more than two dozen small houses, each already occupied. There was no room to accommodate three extra people unless they split up as separate guests, which was not an option under the circumstances. Sleeping outside was also problematic because of the plummeting temperature that accompanied the sun’s disappearance.

				They ended up in the boat shed. It didn’t contain any boat, but there were plenty of nets, filleting knives, and other objects that presumably had something to do with fishing. Insofar as it provided shelter from snow and wind, it was an acceptable sleeping place.

				Jien prodded the hardened dirt ground. “Ah, the glamorous life of a wanderer,” he said, settling down with, for a blanket, spare clothing provided by the villagers. “I wonder if Aito is worried about us.”

				“His familiars can show him we’re well,” Akakiba said.

				“True. Good night, you two, and don’t let the demon throw you off a cliff.”

				“Are you insulting my charms?” Yuki said in mock-outrage. They wore them around their necks, little bits of carved wood on string. “See if I give you one, next time.”

				“Touchy, touchy.”

				Akakiba rolled to face the wall, pillowed his head on his arm, and waited for the others to fall asleep. Jien’s breathing grew deep and regular within moments. Perhaps Yuki had been waiting for that, because he inched closer until he was snuggled up against Akakiba’s back. The closeness wasn’t unwelcome, but it would have been more endearing if its ulterior motive wasn’t so obvious.

				“I won’t shift and sneak away in the night,” he said irritably. “You don’t have to hold me down.” He wasn’t a complete idiot. His shifting powers were waning, grown unreliable. He shouldn’t risk one more shift, because he might never be able to shift back to human afterwards. He knew all that. But he’d never gone so long without shifting and it gnawed at him like a terrible hunger.

				“That’s not it. I’m still cold. The water was frigid.”

				Oh. He hadn’t considered the fact a dip in water in cold weather could be dangerous. Just because it didn’t seem dangerously cold to him, didn’t mean a human would be fine. Tugging his blanket free, he flicked it over Yuki. Then he reached back to capture a human hand and pulled it between his to judge its temperature.

			

			
				“I said I was cold, not that I was dying,” Yuki said wryly. “Take back your blanket.”

				“I’m fine.” He didn’t release the captured hand, tucking it against his chest. “Go to sleep.”

				He waited longer than necessary, listening to Yuki’s breathing long after it had evened out into slumber. It was time to try the backup plan.

				Bracing himself, Akakiba pushed outward. He expected resistance or pain, but got neither. One moment he was inside his body, the next he was outside of it. Ah ha! His shapeshifting powers might be dying, but he could still use this trick. Most interestingly, the charm around his neck didn’t keep spirits in, only out. The charm would have to come off when he came back.

				He misted away hoping Yuki wouldn’t notice a thing.

				He didn’t feel anything that might be called a pull, but that was likely because he was vastly less experienced in non-flesh-ness than Sanae was. Lingering in this state might be a bad idea. What if it weakened him further? The thought was unpleasant, but not enough to turn him back.

				The little girl was easy to find, her house the only one standing apart from the village. The house’s large size would normally have been a sign of prosperity, but the entire structure leaned sideways and the roof sagged as if about to collapse.

				Inside this dubious shelter, the girl was awake and building up a fire. She also seemed to be talking to herself. “I’m not scared of the monk, but I don’t like him. What if he comes to attack us? You have to stay away from him, Mother. I mean it!”

				Was she talking to her dead mother? There was absolutely nobody else in the house.

				Something stirred.

				Akakiba learned several things in quick order. One: he was not the only spiritual being in the room. Two: he was not the bigger one. Three: being bitten non-physically hurt.

				Akakiba bit back, tasting…nothing. No blood, no flesh. But he was holding something in his “teeth” nonetheless. Odd.

				The bigger spirit shook him. For the first time in his life he knew what it was like to be a rabbit in a predator’s jaws. Ow. He couldn’t take this demon down, not in this form, but if he fled the child would be defenseless. Could he lure it away? Could he—

				The child in question squinted at him, looking alarmed. “What is that? Kill it, Mother!”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Two

				Sanae

				Toshishiro was always easy to find since he never left the temple’s grounds. On the spirit side, his soul spark shined so much brighter than the other monks’ that identifying him was as easy as finding the moon in a starry sky. Today, however, his spark was partially obscured by an equally strong one. A familiar one, too.

				Sanae popped in. What are you doing here, Domi? Is there trouble?


				“Nothing to concern you,” Domi said.

				Did Marin do something?

				Domi sighed into his teacup. That was clearly a “yes.”

				“The lady is causing some small mischief in town,” Toshishiro said. “She plays at gambling.”

				“She cheats,” Domi corrected glumly. “She’s so happy with her ill-gotten gains she doesn’t want to go home. She wants to buy a house and hire servants to tend to me as if I were a prized horse.”

				If Sanae still had a human body, she’d have burst into laughter at his dejected expression. As a spirit, it wasn’t overly difficult to metaphorically press a hand to her mouth to keep the mirth inside. Men were prickly. If you laughed at them, they were unlikely to believe anything you said after, even if it was good advice.

				You deserve no less for tricking her, she said. You led her to believe your condition almost killed you; it’s normal for her to worry. Either tell the truth or be quiet and let her take care of you.

				“You don’t understand. The rough types she gambles with may not have an overabundance of wits, but they’re bound to catch her cheating eventually. If we get a house, we’ll be easy to find. I don’t want to have to explain why we’re always throwing unconscious men out the door.”

				I see how it would be troublesome. Tell her what happened and apologize.

				“Perhaps.”

			

			
				That didn’t sound like “perhaps.” That sounded like “I know you’re right, but I will continue to cling to my lie until the situation grows dire.” Men and denial…really.

				Domi put his empty cup down and rose. “I’ll leave the two of you to your business. I need to ensure I haven’t acquired a house and servants yet.” After he closed the door, his footsteps retreated down the hall.

				Toshishiro re-filled his cup with fresh tea. “I’d offer you a cup,” he said, “but it would seem a little silly. Tell me, how goes the god hunt?”

				The ship landed, but nobody’s killed—or seen—any god yet. I can confirm there’s something over there, but I don’t know what it is. It feels hungry so I’d rather not get too close. I’ll leave it to the boys to investigate.

				She didn’t like thinking about it, but it was an inescapable fact that she wouldn’t be able to accompany her brother and his friends all the way to their destination. Whatever was up there in the north, god or something else, it ate spiritual energy. Since she currently existed as a spirit, a being made of spiritual energy, she wouldn’t survive getting too close. She’d follow her boys as far as she dared, but after a certain point she’d have to wait and hope.

				Toshishiro smiled, eyes crinkling. “It can be difficult to be left behind, but trust them to do what’s needful.”

				I can trust them to do what’s needful, but I can’t trust them to go about it in a sensible way or without endangering their lives! It was time for a change of subject before her mood grew worse. Worrying didn’t help. Have you told the temple’s higher ups? About our god-slaying expedition in the north?


				“What they don’t know can’t hurt them. If I told them, they would attempt to interfere. Aiko and Jien will do well enough without a senior monk trying to control their actions from afar. Isn’t it so, my dear?” He wasn’t talking to Sanae anymore, but to a spirit she could see twirling about his head. The answer, if there was one, was audible only to him. “Oh, you’re quite right.”

				Sanae took her leave; she had others to visit before she could dash back north to see if her brother had managed to stay out of trouble. This far away, she couldn’t sense Akakiba, his life spark lost amidst countless others.

				Next stop: the clan house. With her superior travelling method, it was right next door.

				A tiny altar used to mourn lost family members was tucked in the corner of the first room she entered. In the very middle of the altar stood a painted portrait of a short young woman with vivid red hair. Her parents had placed the portrait there when they’d thought her gone forever, but hadn’t removed it after she resurfaced as a spirit. Sanae couldn’t discern what her feelings were on the matter. Should she be hurt? In a way, the girl in the portrait truly was dead. Sanae could barely remember bearing that face.

			

			
				Turning away, she tracked down her parents in the next room. To be polite, she didn’t stay in her mist form but rather materialized as a sleek red fox. She was more vulnerable to attacks when she manifested fully, but she needed fear no one in the clan house.

				Good evening, Father, Mother.

				Her mother looked up from polishing her swords—rarely used, but tended well nonetheless. “Sanae! How is your brother?”

				Still breathing. Nobody’s started a fight yet. She would have liked to share her concerns about her brother’s dying shapeshifting powers, but the news would only worry them further. If she were to tell anyone, it should be Maru, the clan healer. If there was anything to be done, he would know. Yes, she really should have a word with him.

				That is good to hear, her father said, tail twitching, but you should visit Takashi. It’s not proper to give us the news first.


				Oh, how would he know?

				I might tell him, you rude child, a third voice said. The sounds were ageless and genderless, but she would have recognized that mind-voice anywhere.

				Currently, there were only two members of the Fox clan who’d completely separated their mind from their body in order to continue living as pure spirits: Sanae and Grandmother Naoko.

				Hello, Grandmother, Sanae said cheerfully. You’ve adapted well to spirit-hood if you’re already comfortable spying on people.

				Who are you accusing of spying, you pup?

				“Sanae,” her mother said. “Respect the elderly.”

				I’m no longer elderly, Grandmother Naoko said. I’m dead. There’s no comparison, I assure you.

				Her father deliberately scraped his claws against the floor. Sanae, please. Go see the clan leader and report. We can converse afterwards.


				Yes, Father. She misted her way to the clan leader’s quarters in a straight line, completely ignoring inconsequential things like walls. They didn’t matter to spirits.

				Sanae was noticed the moment she materialized in the room. The guards put hands to their swords but relaxed quickly, no doubt recognizing her aura. There weren’t all that many fox spirits running around.

				“Sanae,” the clan leader said sharply. “News? Have you found a god?”

			

			
				He wasn’t asking if she’d found a god; he was asking if she’d found their god. Humans worshipped Inari because she was associated with fertility and rice, but she didn’t belong to them. Inari favored foxes and that made her theirs.

				We only landed today, Sanae protested. We’ve yet to uncover anything. It’s true there’s something strong and hungry in the north, but I can’t say if it is Inari.

				Everybody in the room looked disappointed.

				“Very well,” clan leader Takashi said. “Continue reporting as you can. The clan trusts you will solve the situation.”

				The last time she’d been here to report—shortly before the ship departed—certain people had been absolutely outraged a mission this important would be in the hands of “a half-dead girl and her half-mad brother.” Now the clan “trusted” them? Ha! They must have reconsidered the wisdom of alienating the siblings who might be the first foxes to meet Inari in centuries. When they came back victorious, certain people would be at the mercy of her smugness. Such fun she would have!

				Maru the healer was alone, sitting on the floor methodically grinding herbs in a stone bowl. He didn’t so much as twitch when she popped in.

				“I do not believe I can do anything for you,” he said.

				It’s for my brother. I’m sure you’ve heard about the energy-eating swords we found. Well, my dear brother managed to get bitten by them twice. The wounds weakened him but he didn’t get trapped in the shape he was in at the time. Instead he’s in a strange in-between state. He’s strong enough to force the shift, and weak enough that doing so causes him severe pain. Have you ever heard of anything similar?

				Maru put down bowl and herbs. “Explain everything from the beginning.”

				She recounted everything in exacting detail. Maru took notes, his brush moving fast and messily, and muttered words like “fascinating” and “impossible.” When she was done talking and he was done muttering, he said, “Your brother’s case is certainly unusual. Normally, a fox’s strength wanes in a slow and regular manner, until they become trapped. But these swords’ bite must tear uneven chunks of energy out of people. I would venture to guess it is akin to a psychic wound.”

				Hope felt like a lovely sunrise, bringing light after darkness. Psychic wounds were invisible wounds to the mind or aura and they usually healed with time and rest.

				You think he’ll heal? Completely?

			

			
				“Not quite,” Maru said, “but his strength will redistribute to compensate, to fill the holes. If the bites were serious, the mending itself might cost energy. He might be able to shift without pain once the healing is done, but he might also be trapped in whatever shape he happens to be in at the time. Tell him he must not use his bleeding red ability. A single use might push him beyond recovery.”

				Yes, but… If they’re going to slay a god, or something similar, he will need every bit of extra strength he can muster.

				“He’ll have to make the same choice any older fox has to make when danger comes. Hold off, or use the strength and run the risk of losing all shifting powers. In his case, I suspect it’s not so much a risk than a certainty. If he disturbs his body’s attempt to mend properly, he almost certainly will not shift again.”

				I see. I will tell him.

				Maru could have been wrong. He’d admitted he’d never seen anything quite like this before. But he sounded so certain healing was possible. She wouldn’t withhold this hope from her brother, if only because it might encourage him to be cautious and let himself heal.

				She enjoyed her parents’ company for as long as she dared. Always something whispered in the back of her mind that her brother was skilled at finding trouble when she wasn’t looking. Or, sometimes, even when she was.

				Her last stop was the shortest. Advisor Yoshida, she said to the man poring over scrolls in a room lit with several lamps to combat the evening’s darkness. Do inform the emperor that the ship has landed in the north. There have been no incidents so far. We will proceed onward.


				Sanae left. That stop had been but a courtesy. And a warning, too, a reminder she could travel faster than the wind. If the Emperor or his men tried to turn against the Fox clan or hurt Akakiba, they had no hope of keeping the knowledge from reaching the clan through her.

				Back north she went, quickly, quickly. Over such vast distances, she couldn’t use a familiar person’s life spark as guide. Instead, she traveled due north, popping in and out of the spirit world as she went. Forest, forest, village, forest, river, forest—sea!

				She’d have expected to find fewer spirits in the sea than in the forest, but the opposite was true—the bottom of the sea was its own kind of wilderness. At least until she approached the north coast, where the spirits were fewer and larger. The small ones must have fled.

			

			
				The first spark she identified was Aito’s, framed by three of his familiars. Ah, the fourth one was all the way over there, near Yuki, Jien, and Akakiba.

				She popped into the physical world. Aito, what is everybody else doing away from camp?


				“They went to the village to gather information and stayed the night. I can tell they’re well.” Aito didn’t look at her as he spoke; he was busy pricking his skin with a needle dipped in ink. There was already enough ink under his skin to form a large blob. How odd.

				Why are you tattooing yourself? I wasn’t aware you were a criminal.

				Aito’s smile was a bolt of lightning, bright and ephemeral. “There are other uses. Look.”

				One of Aito’s familiars seeped into the needle wounds. The ink began to move, edges shifting and stretching until the former shapeless blob was artfully shaped into a songbird. The bird hopped around much like a real one, free to wander under the skin.

				It possessed the ink? How is it possible?

				“Ink comes from plants. Spirits frequently find refuge in plants, since they’re less likely to object than living creatures with minds of their own. This ink, too, can be a refuge.”

				Ah, I get it! If they’re under your skin, they’re protected from the god-thing that eats spiritual energy. Or, well, as protected as your own soul is.

				“Yes. They wouldn’t let me go on alone, so I have to take them along.”

				They will be able to get out again afterwards, correct?


				“Of course. They wouldn’t like to be constrained forever.” Picking up his needle, Aito went back to prickling his skin. He’d probably need a great deal of ink to fit four familiars.

				Hmm. I wonder if Yuki would let me ride under his skin? She would never again try to body-share with Yuki, not after what had happened the first time, but this tattoo method seemed safe. She’d have to ask.

				“Spirit!” a voice roared. Hachiro charged over like a mad bear.

				I haven’t been spying on anyone, she said automatically.

				Ignoring her words, the big man thrust his hands forwards. There was a small, furry shape in them. “This creature is injured! I have heard you can perform healing!”

				Why should I?

				“I would regard it as a personal favor. Please.”

				Sanae peered at the creature. It was a flying squirrel, with grey fur and huge black eyes. What happened?


			

			
				“I accidentally knocked it out of the air,” Hachiro guiltily admitted. “I did not mean to harm it.”

				I’ll take a closer look. She tried to slip inside the critter, not entirely sure she could—ah, she could. She was in. Its mind was afire with terror, pain, and confusion.

				Shh, it’s okay, she told it, mind to mind. Let me have the pain, I need to know—Oh, ouch. She’d forgotten what pain was like, the way it could be both sharp and dull. Nothing felt out of place, no bones broken so badly they were out of alignment, but it did feel as if its entire side was a giant bruise and its head throbbed in a disorienting manner. Wait, not its. His.

				She popped out to say, I’ll try. Keep him still.


				There was hardly any energy to be found, but she found enough. She pulled it where healing was needed, around the squirrel’s head and side. When he started struggling, trying to get away from Hachiro’s hands, she assumed he was feeling better.

				She sneaked back in to be certain.

				In the corner of his own mind, so to speak, the squirrel was recovering. The confusion and pain had lifted and he mentally chattered at her in that squirrel way which always seemed to mean, “This is my territory, go away.”

				I’m leaving, I’m leaving.

				Out again. He’ll be fine.


				Hachiro beamed at her. “I will remember this kindness!” He shuffled off with the critter in hand.

				He’s a strange one, she commented to Aito.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Three

				Yuki

				Going outside to pee in the middle of a cold night was never pleasant. When it required leaving a warm and comfortable position, it was downright painful. Regretfully detangling himself from Akakiba, Yuki slipped out as quietly as possible. The cold was incentive enough to be quick, but he was also concerned about lurking danger. His fingers darted up, double-checking he wore the charm.

				Back inside, he re-blocked the door with a handy piece of hard wood. A demon could get through walls, but any that tried to materialize in a small room with three charm-protected men who were armed with glyphed weapons would die in short order. Akakiba was such a light sleeper he could dispatch any intruder before either Yuki or Jien had time to notice anything was amiss.

				Wait. The shack’s ill-fitted door leaked enough moonlight for eyes to distinguish objects and people as distinct shadows, enough for Yuki to see Akakiba hadn’t so much as twitched at his exit and return. He was usually much more sensitive to noise than that.

				Suspicious. Crouching, Yuki poked Akakiba’s cheek with a finger and tried to copy Jien’s baiting tone. “Heyy, Aki.”

				No “don’t call me that” reply arose.

				Yuki turned and poked the other man present. “Jien, wake up!”

				“Whuh?”

				“Akakiba left his body.”

				“He what? Oh, the spirit thing?” Jien sat up, yawning. “Nothing we can do but wait for him to come back.”

				“He went looking for the demon,” Yuki said glumly, watching Akakiba’s too-still body. “He could be in trouble right now.”

				“He probably is. But he’ll probably get out of it fine, too.”

				Neither of them made a move to lay back down. They could sleep after Akakiba was back safely; in the meantime, they’d watch over his body.

			

			
				A glowing golden fox suddenly materialized and head-butted Akakiba’s body. Yuki jumped, but didn’t go for his sword. He recognized that spirit.

				Charm, Akakiba said as he pawed at his own body, Get the charm off!


				Something else came in. Akakiba bounced out of the way, turning round to snarl at it. Ah, that had to be the local troublemaking demon. Jien took a wild stab at it, handling his spear awkwardly in the cramped space.

				Yuki snatched the charm. “It’s off!”

				As Akakiba dove inside his body, Yuki immediately put the charm back on for fear the demon might try to follow him in.

				Akakiba rolled to his feet sword in hand. “Where is it?” he snarled.

				“Gone,” Jien said, looking out the door. “I don’t think it likes my spear.”

				That didn’t stop Akakiba from doing a circuit of the area, scowling at shadows as if to frighten them into revealing where the demon had gone.

				“Curse it,” Akakiba said as they went back inside, closing and blocking the door. “We could have had it and been done with this.”

				“At least we know who’s the best bait now.” Jien’s voice sounded like he was grinning, though the grin itself was lost to the dark.

				Akakiba grunted. “The orphan girl told it to kill me. I doubt she understood who I was.”

				“The girl? Is she bonded to it? Aito says he has four familiars because they’re weak ones. Someone with only one must have a strong one.”

				“Could be. She calls it ‘Mother’ and seems to think it’s a ghost.”

				“Not possible,” Jien protested. “By definition, a ghost is a spirit that’s forgotten it’s a spirit and thinks it’s human instead.”

				“She wouldn’t know that.”

				Yuki’s thoughts were going in another direction. He interrupted the ongoing conversation with, “Why is it killing children, if it obeys her?”

				Akakiba said, “She’s an orphan who doesn’t get along with the other children. They must be cruel to her. It’s protecting her.” He lay back down and rolled on his side to face the wall. “We might as well wait until morning. She’s in no danger from it, and it knows now it can’t take us on.”

				Reaching out, Yuki slapped the back of Akakiba’s head.

				“I said I wouldn’t shift, and I didn’t,” Akakiba said.

				“You also said you’d quit leaving me behind.”

				“You couldn’t have come, even if you’d approved.”

				“It’s the principle of the thing. You can’t go on acting like you’re alone and nobody would care if you disappeared. It’s not fair to us. Right, Jien?”

				“Yeah, what he said,” Jien said cheerfully. “You’re really going to regret it when Sanae finds out.”

			

			
				Within moments of lying down on the ground, Yuki felt his body begin to shiver. Traipsing outside hadn’t helped his temperature. The cold wasn’t so bad he couldn’t have endured it, but why waste a perfect excuse?

				He poked Akakiba between the shoulder blades with an insistent finger. “Turn around.”

				When Akakiba did, making a noise that seemed to invite an explanation, Yuki snuggled up to his chest as if it were completely normal behavior. After a beat, Akakiba moved to accommodate him and settled his chin in his hair.

				“Is that how you express anger at people, Yuki?” Jien inquired.

				Oh, right. The fact they weren’t alone had somehow slipped his mind. Akakiba’s antisocial tendencies must be rubbing off on him because his first impulse was to kick Jien. He refrained, merely said, “I don’t have any moral high ground. I was reckless, too, today. I’m surprised you two didn’t say anything about it.”

				“You weren’t reckless,” Akakiba said into his hair. “You’re aware you’re the best swimmer among the three of us. Your decision was logical.”

				Yuki couldn’t enjoy the compliment because it wasn’t strictly true. “Logic had nothing to do with my decision. I’m unafraid of water, even when I should be. I’m not certain I can judge if a situation is too dangerous for me.”

				“Your dragon’s legacy. Very well. I’ll sit on you next time you look about to jump off a cliff.”

				“Hey, I’m not—”

				“Some of us,” Jien grumbled, “would like to sleep now. Have your heart-to-heart conversation another time.”

				Yuki slept well, and didn’t feel cold again.

				Or not until dawn. The trek to the orphan girl’s home was a miserable one because the sea wind whipped them with icy lashes.

				Jien went to announce himself while Akakiba and Yuki hung back out of view in an effort not to frighten the girl too badly.

				“Hello?” Jien called out. “I’m Jien the monk. Can I talk to you for a moment? Just talking; I promise.”

				The door moved and half a girl appeared in the opening. She muttered something, eyes fixed on her feet.

				“Eh? I can’t hear you.” Jien leaned down and the girl whispered something in his ear. Her hand went up, closed about Jien’s charm, and yanked it off.

				“Get him!” she cried.

				A shadow boiled out of the house’s relative darkness and toward Jien’s face.

			

			
				In hindsight, perhaps the girl was smarter than they were. Because demons hated sunlight and made themselves scarce after sunrise, they’d assumed this demon was unlikely to appear in daylight unless the need was dire. But if the house didn’t have any uncovered windows, a demon could be reasonably comfortable inside. It could, for example, lurk in ambush for anyone foolish enough to come knocking.

				After moments of wild flailing, Jien started moving uphill, towards the cliff. The girl followed.

				“I don’t think it’s been the demon’s idea to attack the other children,” Akakiba said. “The girl’s the danger.”

				Yuki chewed his lip. “Can Jien fight it out? I still haven’t learned how to perform an exorcism.” He was beginning to regret it, too. For something supposedly rarely seen, possession was a surprisingly common occurrence lately.

				“If he’s capable of expelling it, I’ll slay it as it exits. If he can’t get it out before they get too close to the edge, I’ll grab him and Aito will force it out later. Same ending, either way.”

				“You’re not taking this very seriously!”

				“He’ll be fine. It’s very unpleasant, but not dangerous in the short term. He might even learn some caution. He could have hidden the charm under his clothes.”

				There was no time to appreciate Mr. I-see-nothing-wrong-with-abandoning-my-body-without-telling-anyone talking about caution. “It might be more than a little dangerous if they go off the cliff! He could hit his head and sink.”

				“We’ll catch him before then.”

				The wind’s howl covered any noise their approach made. Once they got nearer the water, the noise of crashing waves teamed up with the wind to swallow every other sound in the world.

				They were nearing the edge when Jien stopped and fell into a twitching fit. Winning over the demon, one might hope.

				“I’ll stop it here,” Akakiba said. “Watch the girl.” He ran forward, sword out.

				The little girl, catching sight of him, must have believed the blade was meant for her, because she bolted like a terrified rabbit. Yuki followed her along the cliff’s edge, trying to be heard above the noise of water and wind. “It’s okay! Nobody’s going to hurt you! Come back!”

			

			
				She halted, facing the drop, and put a foot forward. “Go away or I’ll jump!”

				She was a child. She wouldn’t understand even if he pointed out that if they wanted her hurt, they wouldn’t mind her jumping.

				Yuki froze with his palms up and visibly empty. He had to shout to have any hope of being heard. “I’m sorry he scared you. He was worried for our friend. Will you come here so we can talk? It’s not very nice to have people pushed off cliffs, you know.”

				“They weren’t nice first,” she wailed.

				He wasn’t prone to vertigo due to heights, so why was the world suddenly moving? Swaying, even? An earthquake? Now, of all times?

				He got down to his knees before he managed to pitch over the edge. “Get down! Earthquake!”

				“Happens all the time,” the little girl said. She sounded less scared and more contemptuous now, as if he were being silly.

				He hadn’t felt an earthquake this strong since… Hm, he couldn’t recall when. “Let’s get away from the edge, okay?” He showed the example, moving away on all fours. The ground was moving in weird ways. Not just swaying, but sort of—oh, curse it. Looking back, he saw the edge disappear, plunging downwards. A high-pitched girl’s scream rose.

				“Run!” Following his own advice, he scrambled upright, jumped, touched ground, pushed off again to throw his arms around a large tree. His feet didn’t find any ground to rest onto. The tree was leaning over the new edge, but it was anchored to the remaining ground by thick roots. He wasn’t going to die in the immediate future.

				Ignoring the way his skin rubbed painfully against tree bark, he craned his head to try to locate the girl. Please let her be okay… Ah, there! Instead of running, she’d plastered herself to the ground on the spot. The earth slide had taken away most of the old cliff edge, except the area where she was. This new outcrop didn’t look terribly solid. Maybe it explained why she still wasn’t moving. That, or sheer terror.

				The bottom, Yuki thought while looking down between his feet, was alarmingly far down. It was also overlaid with rocks guaranteed to break every bone in his body if he fell. Heights above water didn’t bother him. Heights above earth… He tightened his grip.

				“Yuki! Oi!”

				“Over here!”

			

			
				Akakiba appeared, followed by a wobbly-looking Jien with a hand pressed to the side of his head. He’d fought the demon out, then. Good.

				“Get the little girl away from there!” Yuki yelled at them. “It doesn’t look stable! I’m okay!”

				Ignoring Yuki’s words, Akakiba started making his way over to Yuki’s position, feeling out the ground with his feet, one at the time.

				“The little girl is in more pressing danger,” Yuki snapped. “Go get her.”

				“You’re hanging over nothing,” Akakiba snapped back. He reached out. “Come on. Hurry.” As if to underscore his words, the tree groaned and leaned a tiny bit farther out.

				Yuki clasped the offered hand and was promptly hauled up and backward until they were standing safely under the cover of trees.

				Jien was on his knees, holding his spear right under the blade so he could extend the butt towards the little girl. When she grasped it, Jien edged back, dragging her along. Eventually, he got to his feet and bundled her up in his arms. She didn’t protest, not even when he carried her over to them.

				“The demon?” Yuki said.

				“Familiar spirit,” Jien corrected. “I had a look at its mind, sort of. It’s not vicious; it’s trying to help her.”

				“What happened to it?”

				“I kicked it out at the same time the ground started shaking. We were both more interested in finding you and the girl than fighting. I don’t think it understood she was in danger where she was, or else it would have materialized and dragged her away even if the sun is out.”

				“It might have gone back to the house,” Akakiba speculated, idly caressing the hilt of his sword.

				Jien frowned. “You can’t kill it. It’s not evil.”

				“She’s a tiny murderer. Do you really want her to have a servant at her disposal?”

				“She’d attract another if you killed this one. That’s how familiars work, Aito said.”

				“How do you propose to contain her? If she’d died, the problem would have solved itself.”

				Sometimes, Yuki forgot how cold Akakiba could be. Did he not understand children were different or did he just not care? Considering Jien’s expression, he was probably wondering the same thing. Their eyes met.

			

			
				“You’re his conscience: you handle this one,” Jien muttered, walking away. The girl hadn’t said a word, her gaze vacant. That was either shock or a sign she was too focused on her familiar to hear anything.

				Before Akakiba could say whatever he was about to say—maybe to the effect he didn’t need a conscience—Yuki started talking. “Children don’t understand death like adults do. She was lashing out to protect herself, not because she’s bad. She needs someone to help her understand why what she did is wrong.”

				“We’re too busy to rear a child,” Akakiba immediately said, looking alarmed. “Jien can have her.”

				“I mean someone like Aito. She’s like him. He’ll know where to send her.”

				“The parents of the slain children won’t be inclined to clemency, you realize?”

				Yuki grimaced. “Jien can handle it. I’m sure he can find a way to make her sound like a victim.”
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				Jien looked at the gathered villagers with an expressionless face, making eye contact here and there, drawing it out.

				“The demon is dead,” he said, “but this poor girl is demon-touched. It’s all over her aura.”

				The gravity in his voice led the villagers to gasp and try to edge away without being obvious about it.

				“Is she going to die?” somebody asked.

				“The Great Temples can cleanse her. We’ll bring her down with us on the ship.”

				“I don’t want to be cleansed,” the little girl muttered.

				Effusive thanks followed, and no one objected when they said they needed to take the girl away immediately. If anything, the villagers looked happier to be thus saved from contagion or ill luck or whatever they thought “demon-touched” meant.

				“We have a friend like you,” Yuki later told the girl while she packed, “who talks to spirits. We’re taking you to see him.”

				“I talk to ghosts,” the little girl corrected firmly.

				“Okay.” Best to let Aito handle that misconception. “What did you mean, earlier, about earthquakes happening all the time?”

			

			
				“It’s true. Nobody worries about them. But they don’t usually make cliffs fall.” She picked up a wooden box and showed it to the empty air. “Mother, should I bring this, too?”

				Yuki stepped out of the house. Akakiba leaned against the wall next to the door, as if waiting for an escape attempt. All told, the little girl didn’t seem traumatized by the idea of leaving. How badly had the other children treated her? No matter; that was over. He had other concerns to address right now.

				“That was insulting, you coming to me first,” he said, not because he wanted to start a fight, but because Akakiba didn’t seem to understand this kind of thing without being told. He might as well get into the habit of explaining everything; it might prevent misunderstandings. “I’m not as helpless as a little girl, whatever you think. I’d rather you’d have helped her before me.”

				Akakiba gave him an unreadable look. “Don’t put other people in danger, then. It doesn’t matter who they are. I’ll always pick you over them.”

				“But—”

				“Jien’s here.” Akakiba pushed away from the wall. “Let’s get going.”

				Jien waved when Yuki turned his way. “Sorry I interrupted,” he said, his grin dimmer than usual. “He was as good as confessing to you, wasn’t he?”

				“Confessing? What—” The meaning caught up with him and stole his speech for long seconds. “You think that was a confession?”

				“As close as you’re likely to get from him. I’m jealous, really.” His words should have sounded like a joke, but there was no mirth in them, only bitterness.

				“Jealous? Why—Since when—Are you—” Too many questions were shoving at each other on his tongue, cutting each other off.

				“Don’t worry about it.” Jien patted him on the shoulder as if comforting him. “I ruined my chance a long time ago. Now, how about I get the girl and we get going?”

				Yuki stared at Jien’s retreating back. He had so many questions his head might explode.

				Confessing? Akakiba? Could those words even go together?

				Jien having feelings for Akakiba was almost as strange. When had that happened? What did he mean, ruined his chance?

				Sanae appeared, her fox shape as brilliantly red as usual. Hey, Yuki. Did I miss anything? What? Why are you laughing?

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Four

				Jien

				The scribe welcomed their return with that unimpressed look of his, an expression that conveyed both “I will bear this ordeal with patience,” and, “I wish you would all fall off a cliff.”

				“This is not a picnic,” he said icily as he eyed the little girl. “Children are not welcome.”

				The lumbering brute who seemed to operate under the delusion he was party leader charged into the gathering and into the conversation. “Where have you kidnapped this child from? Fear not, child! I will return you to your parents!”

				The little girl retreated behind Jien, using him as a shield. “Don’t touch me.”

				“Her parents are dead and you’re scaring her,” Jien said. “Go away.”

				Hachiro dropped his arms. “I did not mean to frighten you, child.” His tone softened dramatically as he added, “If you need me, you need only call and I will come.”

				“Okay,” she said, sounding doubtful.

				Jien made a shooing gesture with his free hand. “This is Great Temple business and therefore none of your concern.” Why would a child need rescue from him, huh? Did he look like a child murderer?

				“Everything is my concern,” the scribe said, aggravated. “We—”

				Akakiba cut him off. “Are we ready to leave yet? Time could be short.”

				The scribe drew himself up. “We appear to have lost a day because half the party felt this was a good time to go exploring without warning. I therefore postponed the opening of the chest. If there are no further delays, perhaps we can go ahead.”

				Akakiba copied the icy tone as he answered, “Half the party feared we may not have been given all the facts about the situation. We went to gather information. Why didn’t you tell us the region is plagued by earthquakes?”

			

			
				“We did not consider minor earthquakes relevant to the mission. Do you feel they are somehow related?”

				“Even if they aren’t, they could grow stronger and more dangerous as we go.”

				“I will consider the possibility.”

				Jien slipped away while nobody was paying attention to him, child in tow. Aito sat by a tent of a size suitable to shelter four fleshy people and one fox spirit. His opinion of the scribe rose. Nobody else had ever provided him with a tent. This was a whole new world of luxury!

				He ushered the girl in front of Aito. “Did you see what happened or do I have to explain?”

				“I saw,” Aito said, studying the child. “Have the scribe put her on the ship. I understand it’s going back soon.”

				“Who’s going to handle her over there?”

				“Master Toshishiro will be pleased to take her in.”

				“I feel you’re overlooking something important. She’s a girl. They won’t let her stay at the temple.”

				“I don’t want to go to a temple,” the little girl said. “They’re full of monks. You can’t make me go.”

				Jien hadn’t noticed Sanae was with them, but she was; she snapped at the air. Don’t get any ideas, wispy, or I’ll eat you.


				“Leave my mother alone!”

				Sanae shot Jien a look—oh, hadn’t anybody told her about the little girl and her “mother”? Tell her to be nice and I will.

				Aito must have done something because the little girl stared at him. “You have ghosts, too.”

				“There’s a man at the temple who is like us,” Aito said. “He taught me. He’ll be happy to have someone else to teach. He won’t let anyone bother you. If you’re especially good, he’ll give you sweets.”

				“I like sweets,” the little girl said, almost grudgingly. “What kind?”

				Now child-free, Jien escaped in the opposite direction. He did want the little girl safe, but knowing a couple children had died on her say-so made it impossible to take a true liking to her. If Toshishiro could teach her why murdering people was wrong, then great, let him have her.

				The glyphed swords were in a bulky chest meant to contain their hunger. The best place for these cursed things would have been the bottom of the ocean, far out of reach. Too bad they needed them to defeat a god. Assuming they did find a god in need of defeating.

			

			
				The chest was presently open, a dozen men clustered near it. Akakiba was there, but his scowl said he didn’t want to be.

				“Are there any preferences about who gets which sword?” the scribe asked. “I understand samurai are particular about such things.”

				“I’ll take this one,” Akakiba said, lifting out the one on the right.

				“And why should you get first choice?” Hachiro said, lifting his chin challengingly.

				“It’s the only one that hasn’t already eaten part of my life force,” Akakiba said evenly. “I assume it’ll be slightly less eager to kill me than the other two.”

				“Hm, yes,” the scribe said. “I understand these powered swords are quite hungry. Keep this in mind while practicing. It would be unpleasant if you accidentally killed your training partners.”

				Hachiro looked as if he’d been expecting sweets and instead been handed a live snake. “I see,” he said. “I shall apply caution.” He gingerly lifted the remaining swords and, after studying them a moment, handed one to the woman at his side.

				Jien was completely unsurprised to see Hachiro had kept the original sword, the legendary Soul Eater, for himself and given the inferior copy to his partner. When all this was over, odds were that the giant man would try to sneak away without returning the sword. But that was a problem for later. Much, much later.

				The woman weighted her new weapon and shoved it in place at her waist. “It will do.”

				The scribe closed the chest. “Please take time to practice—carefully. We will proceed onward in two days.”

				The emperor’s men dispersed, most trailing after Hachiro.

				Jien darted in, blocking the scribe’s way. “Hey, when’s the ship leaving?”

				“Soon. Why, would you like to be on board? That can be arranged.”

				“You really are Aki’s lost twin, aren’t you? I knew it!” He waved a hand to preempt any reply. “Never mind, never mind. We need the child shipped to the Great Eastern Temple. There’s a demon following her.” It was almost true and that was enough truth for anybody. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want it causing trouble here.”

				The scribe pursed his lips. “There’s a free cabin, but I must talk to the captain first. A young girl cannot be left unsupervised among sailors. They’re almost as bad as swordsmen. Is the demon likely to be a problem?”

			

			
				“We’ll arrange to keep an eye on her,” Jien said. If the little girl’s wild familiar seemed likely to be a problem, maybe Sanae could go along. As annoying as the emperor’s men could be, they hadn’t yet proven hostile. They probably didn’t plan to attack and murder everybody on the pro-fox side. He’d faced and survived worse odds than “probably.”

				“Very well,” the scribe said. “I’ll come for her when it’s time to board.”

				“Thank you.”

				The scribe frowned as if being thanked was somehow distasteful. He absolutely was Akakiba’s lost twin.

				In the end, it wasn’t necessary to send Sanae on escort duty; Aito had somehow convinced the little girl to let him tattoo her familiar spirit into her skin.

				“I didn’t know you could do that,” Jien said, watching in fascination as a figure wearing clothes with floor-length sleeves danced up and down the little girl’s arm.

				She went around the fire, showing her dancing “mother” to everybody. Was it a novelty for her to be listened to? If she’d been telling people she could talk with her mother’s ghost… That might explain why she’d ended up alone and excluded.

				“It took a woman’s shape,” Aito murmured. He spoke as if it was significant in some way.

				Jien poked him. “Are you going to explain why that’s important or just bask in your superior knowledge?”

				“Spirits usually favor an animal or plant shape,” Aito said, lifting his sleeve to reveal a bird, a raccoon dog, and a tree on his skin. “I’ll do the fourth when we leave, but I already know it will shape itself as a monkey.”

				“Hers taking human shape means, what? Is it a ghost, after all?”

				“Partly, perhaps. It might have been partially tainted by her mother’s death, not enough to forget its own nature but enough to form an attachment to the child. She’s at the age where lures begin to attract spirits, so it might have latched onto her right away. Because of this connection, it might never cleanse itself of her mother’s death touch.”

				“We could try cleansing it.”

				“The girl wouldn’t allow us to try. Let Master Toshishiro decide whether it needs to be cleansed.”

				“If you say so. I fully approve of passing tricky problems to someone else.”

			

			
				Go away! Sanae said. Everybody turned to look at her. She appeared to be talking to a flying squirrel sitting near. Off with you, I said!


				The squirrel scurried closer, sitting by her unsubstantial feet, chattering happily.

				“He likes you,” Yuki said, reaching out with a few nuts. “Hey, squirrel. Want one?”

				Huge black eyes considered the offering, but the squirrel didn’t come any closer.

				“Don’t feed the wildlife,” Akakiba said. He handled his fancy sword gingerly, wrapping its handle in a layer of cloth. That done, he put the sword on the ground and glowered as if it could thus be cowed into behaving.

				“You eat them,” Yuki said, pressing the nuts in Akakiba’s hand.

				The flying squirrel rose up on his back paws, nose twitching, and then ran up onto Akakiba’s knee and stared at him.

				Akakiba stared back. “No. These are mine.”

				The squirrel stared.

				Yuki elbowed Akakiba. “Share.”

				A nut was surrendered. The squirrel grabbed it with tiny paws and stuffed in his mouth.

				Maybe he’ll follow you instead of me, now, Sanae said.

				“Handle your own troubles,” Akakiba said, brushing the squirrel off his leg. The furry critter went back to sit by Sanae.

				The fall of darkness was an excuse for some people to stop training and start drinking. Or so Jien guessed from the loud voices coming from the other side of camp. He scowled in the drinkers’ direction. “Why do they have sake and we don’t? I’ll go find the scribe and complain. I deserve to get drunk more than they do; I was almost killed today!”

				Aito looked up. “The party appears to be moving our way.”

				Jien grinned, happy again. “I love drunken brawls. Especially when the other guy is too drunk to remember whether he’s supposed to hold the sword by the pointy bit or the not-pointy one.” He stopped, remembering what kind of swords were in play here. Even the not-pointy bit could be dangerous.

				Hachiro stumbled into the circle of light thrown out by their fire, the Soul Eater in hand. “Fox,” he boomed, “train with me! If I can have no proof of your loyalty, I wish to have proof of your skill!”

				“You’re drunk,” Akakiba said flatly. “Come back when you’re sober. I’m not in the mood to become a casualty of a convenient drunken accident.”

			

			
				“How dare you accuse me of treachery, Fox! Are my suspicions not fair? Is it not reasonable to suspect a fox might hold greater loyalty to his god than to a human emperor?”

				He does have a point, Sanae said. If it weren’t for the fact bringing her back to our world is hurting everybody else, I’d be cheering for Inari.


				Hachiro pointed an accusing finger at her. “You! You stole Momonga!”

				What—The flying squirrel is named “flying squirrel”? Really?

				Hachiro paused. “You’re right. He would be confused if we were talking about other squirrels. ‘Momo’ would be better.” The accusing finger came out again. “You stole Momo!”

				Go ahead and take him back. I don’t want him.

				The big man slumped. “I must respect his wishes. He has reasons to prefer you, for you helped him most.” Whirling, he pointed at Akakiba. “Fight me!”

				The scribe’s arrival was probably not a coincidence. He had his “I hate you all” scowl on. “You may not fight each other with swords. Especially not these swords. Especially not when either party is drunk. Anyone found initiating such a fight will have his swords taken away. Am I clear?” He didn’t wait for answers. “I will take custody of the girl now. The captain is waiting to meet her. He will ensure she reaches her destination safely.”

				Under normal circumstances, Jien might have been leery of entrusting a small girl to strange men. But this one had inbuilt defenses. If the captain weren’t an honorable man, the girl’s “mother” would react violently.

				The little girl went without a word, but she did turn and wave at Aito as she walked away with her hand hidden in the scribe’s elegant one. There it was, proof the scribe was one of those people whose terrible attitude concealed soft spots. They really ought to find out what the scribe’s name was.

				“Heyyy, wait,” he said, belatedly noticing something else. “Aito, why do you get a wave for repeatedly pricking her with a needle, but I don’t get one for saving her life on the cliff?”

				“Mystery,” Aito murmured.

				“What does that mean, exactly?”

				He forgot about the matter the second he realized Akakiba had gotten to his feet to stand in Hachiro’s personal space. Somebody was trying to provoke a fight and that somebody wasn’t even him!

				“You heard the scribe,” Akakiba said. “No fighting. You and your paranoid delusions may leave.”

			

			
				Hachiro’s teeth ground together audibly. “Is this how you address the valid worries of your future battle companions?”

				“Unfounded accusations are not valid. We have never given humans cause to distrust us. You would know this if your muscles weren’t so oversized they squeeze out your wits.”

				Hachiro’s eyes darted aside, as if checking whether the scribe was anywhere near. His desire to stab Akakiba was painfully obvious. Akakiba’s desire to get him to draw first was pretty obvious, too.

				Jien clapped his hands loudly. “What about me? I also have complaints about my honor! In your eagerness to brand the foxes potential traitors to the human race, you forgot Great Temple monks are their allies. Are you calling us traitors, too, or are you implying we’re too dumb to distinguish ally from enemy?”

				“A man with too kind a heart may be tricked by the wicked,” Hachiro said.

				“A man with too few wits may resort to easy and baseless accusations,” Jien shot back.

				The big man’s frown was like a brewing thunderstorm. “I have no quarrel with you, monk.”

				“When you have a quarrel with my comrades, you have a quarrel with me.” Jien unfolded his tall body, leaving his spear on the ground. “I’m past tired of your insults.”

				The scribe said no fighting, Sanae said. Is anybody going to listen? I suppose not.


				“Scribe never said we weren’t allowed to fight, only that we couldn’t fight with swords. Aki’s a true swordsman, but I’m not difficult.” Jien flexed his hands and rolled them into fists. “Try me, big guy. You’re loud, but is that all you’ve got?”

				Hachiro shoved the Soul Eater at Akakiba, who made a noise like a snarl and passed it on to Aito, who dropped it to the ground as if the thing were on fire. Sanae scooted away, a wise move. Just because these swords didn’t currently seem strong enough to hurt her or anyone else without direct contact—not without the help of an energy sink anyway—didn’t mean she should be careless.

				“I accept your challenge,” Hachiro intoned. He lumbered closer, hands curled into meaty fists.

				Jien dove low, extending a leg and swiping the man off his feet. “First strike!”

			

			
				A hand closed about his ankle and dragged him down. Oh, whoops.

				Somewhere near, Yuki’s puzzled voice said, “What’s going on? Are we fighting now?”

				Sanae’s voice answered, You picked a bad time to wander off. You missed all the fun.

				Jien didn’t hear the rest of the conversation because a fist hit him in the face, splitting his lip.

				He spat bloody saliva and grinned. “You hit like a scribe!”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Five

				Sanae

				The expedition numbered no more than twenty men—plus two women. None of them appeared to have anything important to do, because they’d all wandered over to watch the ongoing fist fight. Hachiro’s friends drank sake from the bottle, shouting incoherent encouragement. At times they seemed to get confused about which fighter they were cheering for.

				The scribe swooped down on the gathering when he returned, mouth gone flat with ire. Sanae intercepted him, talking fast. You said no swords. They’re not using any.


				She didn’t need to bring out her second argument—the other guy started it!—as the scribe halted and said, “That is true. I suppose they can hardly addle their wits worse than they already are.” He stayed, either out of morbid fascination or out of a sense of duty to ensure nobody died.

				The fight didn’t so much come to an end as devolve into a halfhearted shoving match between two equally sweaty, exhausted men.

				“Good fight,” Jien said, flat on his back.

				“You have courage and tenacity,” Hachiro said. “I shall be pleased to go into battle with you.”

				“You’re not bad yourself.”

				Somebody passed down sake and the former opponents shared it like they were the best of friends. The empty bottle rolled past Sanae’s feet moments later. Would they still be friends when they woke in the morning feeling every bruise they’d given each other? She certainly wasn’t going to waste energy healing either of them!

				Yuki stared. “Are they bonding over beating each other up? They’re bonding over beating each other up.”

				“Warriors” the scribe sniffed.

				“Sometimes I wonder what I’m doing with you violent people,” Yuki said. His smile and the way he jostled Akakiba’s shoulder with his own, made it a jest rather than a serious complaint. “Nobody would believe I was meant to be a priest like my father.”

			

			
				Jien waved pathetically from his position on the ground. “Aki, help. I can’t get up.”

				“Don’t call me that,” Akakiba said. But he got up and went, anyway.

				The scribe turned to Yuki with a curious expression on his face. “I’m sorry, I overheard you say you’re a priest’s son. However did you come to be a samurai?”

				“A demon burned down our shrine and Akakiba took me in. The rest just happened.”

				“How unfortunate. But surely something could be arranged, if you wished to return to your roots.”

				“I’m content with my life.”

				The scribe looked put out. “Why would you prefer a life of violence and danger over a life of helping others and gathering knowledge?”

				“You don’t think demon hunters help others? Knowledge from scrolls is good, but experiencing the world first hand is the best way to learn new things.”

				“I wouldn’t know.”

				Sanae glided over. Yuki knows more about our clan than any priest or scribe ever will. And he’s discovered things about great dragons nobody’s ever known.

				The scribe’s annoyingly perfect eyebrows went up. “Such as?”

				Yuki, tell him about their language.

				“I’d rather not,” Yuki said stiffly. Sanae wasn’t insulted, because she could tell what he really meant was “I am most grateful for your intervention, oh wise and beautiful Sanae, because otherwise I would never be forward enough to show this arrogant person I know more about the world than he does.”

				Great dragons have their own language, Sanae said, to help him out.

				“I’ve never heard of this,” the scribe said. “If it were true, somebody would have written about it.”

				People who meet great dragons aren’t the type to sit down and write scrolls to entertain people who have nothing better to do than read!


				“There’s nothing wrong with reading!” Yuki said. Turning back to the scribe, he explained, “I don’t think they ever use their private language in front of humans, but they name themselves in it. I had a…friend, who was named Drac. Not Du-ra-ku, like we’d pronounce it. There’s no U sound. I know what it translates to, but I’d rather not say. It was a confidence.”

			

			
				“I see.” The scribe’ s tone was so neutral it meant he didn’t believe a word they said.

				Whether you believe us or not doesn’t make it any less true, Sanae sniffed. We’ve all met Drac.


				Because she didn’t have a tongue to limit her pronunciation, she could say the word without the Us quite easily.

				“As you say. If you’ll excuse me…” Raising his voice, the scribe barked, “We leave at first light! Anyone not up and ready will be left behind!”

				The boys piled into their tent, all except her brother, who lingered outside face turned into the wind. “It would be a good night for a hunt.”

				If you could afford to shift, she said sharply. The healer said the only way this wound will heal is if you leave it alone, so don’t you dare attempt to shift or bleed red.

				Akakiba whirled round; she made herself visible so he could make eye contact. “Maru said that?”

				Yes. I asked.

				She half-expected him to be upset; he didn’t like when his secrets were shared without permission. But he only exhaled noisily and stood watching the night a while longer.

				Yuki put his head out of the tent. “Is something wrong?”

				“No.” To her, Akakiba said, “Watch Hachiro. He has the original sword and it’s very, very dangerous.”

				Oh, first it’s “don’t spy,” and now it’s “do spy”? I’ll notice if he tries anything. Go sleep.

				Sanae stood guard overnight, pacing round and round. Nothing more dangerous than falling snowflakes came to her attention. The emperor’s men made no threatening move and the two men on guard duty pretended they weren’t watching the tent where Akakiba and company were sleeping. They were watching, but it was nice they tried to act like the fox party was a welcome part of the expedition.

				No unwelcome spirit showed up and no crazed cultists attacked. How boring.

				Sanae sat listening to the wind, almost able to trick herself into believing it was calling her name. There was something about the way it whistled that felt mysterious and unnatural.

				I’m too young to go insane, she remarked to Momo. The squirrel had slept for a while, but now scurried about camp with her. He’d never stop following her if the others didn’t stop feeding him! I thought you were a flying squirrel. Go find a tree to fly from.


			

			
				Momo looked at her with his dark liquid eyes and didn’t go away.

				Oh, fine. We can go rattle the guards on watch together. It’ll be fun.
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				The scribe lived up to his word. The painfully bright sunrise found them on the road, the humans bleary-eyed as they pulled or followed the supply carts.

				I don’t know how he knows I’m here, Sanae complained. Momo was trailing her on the ground.

				Yuki laughed. “Is that why you’re misting? To hide from the squirrel?”

				No, it’s because the sun is out today. Now I know why demons hate sunlight—it feels like it’s trying to burn me away.

				As long as she stayed in mist form, exposure to sunlight felt like having an itchy nose and no free hand to scratch it, a maddening but not especially painful sensation. Showing all of herself, like when she condensed the fabric of her being in order to be able to affect the physical world, felt like an express sunburn. Except it was bits of herself, bits of her power, that flaked off instead of skin. She didn’t have the strength to spare, not in such an energy desert as this place was.

				Ahhh, she missed the deep of winter and its numerous overcast days, when the sun couldn’t bother her.

				Perhaps tired of following her—she could hope!—Momo climbed up Akakiba’s clothes, burrowed in his kosode, and stayed there.

				“The squirrel is taking a nap in my clothes,” Akakiba said in an aggrieved tone.

				“Let him rest,” Yuki said. “Flying squirrels are nocturnal.”

				Hours passed. The farther they went, the less spare energy there was. Trees grew sick and birds vanished. Momo, awake once more, seemed leery of venturing outside the protection of Akakiba’s clothes.

				The second day, they stopped early because the ground shook and shook and they couldn’t take three straight steps. Sanae tentatively explored ahead and didn’t like what she found.

				I can’t go much farther, she griped to her brother. Not unless she used Aito’s ink trick to hide under somebody’s skin, but she wouldn’t be able to get out again until they were back in a safe area.

				Akakiba looked up at the sun, judging the time. “You can go home and tell them so. We won’t be going anywhere until morning.”

			

			
				Desire to see her parents warred with the fear something would go wrong while she were away. You get in trouble when I’m not here.


				“Don’t be too long and we’ll probably still be alive when you return.”

				How reassuring. A short visit, then.


				She went as swiftly as she could. She had no objective way of measuring how long it took to travel through the spirit realm, but when she finally emerged in the clan house, the sun was still above the horizon. As long as she left before sundown, she’d be back in time to assume the night watch.

				She greeted Takashi first, keeping it short. All’s well, but we expect to hit the dead zone tomorrow. I’m here to see my mother. Later!


				Akahana was in the central room of their assigned family quarters, her limp evident as she paced and ranted, “I cannot abide greedy people! If they’d listened to me—Oh, Sanae! Is everything well in the north?”

				Well enough. And before you ask, I’ve just come from telling the clan leader. Now, tell me who you’re meddling with.

				“Do you remember the nice boy you liked? Seiji?”

				Sanae didn’t remember having liked him, so she made a neutral noise. I remember Seiji. Is he married yet? I understood he liked the medicine merchant’s daughter, the one who is Akakiba’s friend.


				“Sakura is a hard-working girl, but Seiji’s father wishes for a bride with a bigger dowry. He claims the money is needed to provide dowry for his younger daughters, so I arranged a tentative match with the sons of a merchant we have good dealings with. I thought he would accept Sakura’s low dowry if I ensured his daughters could marry without one.”

				I take it he wants more money?

				Akahana’s lips thinned. “It seems he has gambling debts he wishes to settle.” Dowry was meant to go to the husband, not to the husband’s father. Pressuring Seiji to give up the money to help his sisters marry well was one thing; pressuring him for money to settle self-inflicted debts was quite different.

				I suppose they would rather marry Seiji to a ghost woman like me? Sanae said sarcastically. Akahana gave her an I’ve-got-an-idea look. She returned one of her own. Mother, how much would you enjoy meddling further?

				Akahana smiled.

				It wasn’t a complicated plan, but it did require a quick stop at the medicine shop where Sakura and her father worked and lived, and then a visit to the bigger house where Seiji’s family resided, where they were made welcome in haste and borderline panic.

			

			
				Akahana bowed low before her hosts, who froze in shock. Their respective social positions being what they were, she should have had no reason to bow low to them.

				“I have come to tell you reports of Sanae’s death were untrue. I regret speaking falsehood without knowing.”

				The father swelled. “She’s alive? How wonderful! Seiji has mourned her loss for so long.”

				The mother was more cautious. “Was she left behind on the battleground, for nobody to know she was alive? Is she badly wounded, the poor thing?” Sanae read the underlying concern: is she too ugly or maimed for my son?

				Akahana sighed, her face grave. “Sanae, show yourself.”

				With a swirl of energy, Sanae gathered herself into physically at her mother’s side. She adopted glowing eyes and made her fangs more prominent. Furthermore, she made her body transparent, to ensure she looked truly ghost-like. Yes, Mother.


				“My daughter,” Akahana said to the stunned parents, “is a true fox spirit. Since we had promised her hand to Seiji, we are prepared to respect the engagement and celebrate the wedding. There will be limitations to such a match, I’m afraid, but since there will be no children for us to raise, she may live with her husband in this house.”

				Seiji’s parents looked like rabbits before a wolf, alarm showing through the cracks of their composure. Anybody would have been petrified at the idea of welcoming a ghost in their home. Yet to go back on their engagement with the Fox clan—or any samurai clan—was unthinkable. This knowledge hung thick in the room.

				Akahana frowned theatrically. “What is it? Were there other arrangements? Oh—have things proceeded with Sakura without my knowledge?”

				Faced with that choice, the mother jumped at what she plainly considered the better deal. “We are shamed, but what can we do? When young hearts set themselves on each other…”

				“Very well,” Akahana said. “I understand and put no blame on you. The rain falls where it wills, and so does the love of youths. I wish Seiji and Sakura a happy, fruitful union.”

				“We thank you for your kindness and understanding,” the father said, bowing repeatedly.

				Even as they exited, Sanae could hear the heated whispers begin. She lingered to eavesdrop.

			

			
				The father, angrily, “Why didn’t you correct her and say Seiji loves Hina instead?”

				“And risk them discovering I lied?” the mother hissed back. “They’re not fools and I have no desire to have a ghost in my house!”

				“At least the ghost would come with a dowry!”

				“Never! You’ll have to repay your debts another way!”

				Sanae relayed the conversation to her mother once they were outside.

				“My,” Akahana said, “wasn’t it just insulting how quick they were to pick Sakura over a daughter of the Fox clan?”

				Indeed, Sanae said. What kind of man wouldn’t like a ghost for a bride? It would save money on food and clothing.


				“I wonder, will they dare invite us to the wedding? Will they dare not to?”

				The giggling went on and on.

				“Your father will not approve,” Akahana said, but she didn’t sound especially bothered by the prospect. “We did share important secrets with unworthy persons.”

				Nobody would believe them if they went talking about the ghost fox bride.

				They broke into fresh giggles.

				I have to go, Mother, Sanae said when she noticed the sun was low on the horizon.

				“Watch over your troublesome brother for me.”

				I will.

				In the camp, Aito was sitting by the fire, using needle and ink to finish his fourth tattoo. The calm of the scene was proof nothing significant had occurred in her absence, but she still took a second to ensure the others were all in the tent.

				Sanae watched Aito finish his work. I need a shield of meat, too. I won’t be able to do anything from within somebody’s skin, but at least I’ll see what’s going on. Should I wake Yuki so we can get it done now? Pausing, she looked at Momo. Ah, there’s another option. How much do you like me, squirrel?


				Aito looked up. “That might work.”

				I’ll try it.

				Momo apparently liked her enough to tolerate her inside his furry head. It didn’t feel unpleasant to be a squirrel, though it came with the feeling she was tiny and the world huge. She was also mute, a squirrel’s tiny tongue unable to make proper human noises. Waiiiit. A tongue. That meant a sense of taste.

			

			
				Several frantic moments later, she’d successfully used tiny claws to sketch kanji in the dirt. I want nuts!


				If there had been sweet buns in the supplies she’d have asked for those first, but nuts would do. Nuts, she decided once she’d convinced Aito to give her several, were the best food ever. Momo agreed.

				“You have watch,” Aito said when he finished putting out the fire. Moving carefully in the darkness, he disappeared inside the tent.

				Sanae watched over the camp from treetops, moving from one to the next by gliding, all four limbs spread out to stretch the furry skin in between. It wasn’t true flight, but she was like a snowflake drifting lazily from the sky.

				Death from above! she thought gleefully at Momo, who didn’t understand anyway, as she launched off. Her target: the guards patrolling beneath.

				She plopped down squarely on the right man’s head. He shrieked like he was being murdered, shaking his head so hard Sanae had to grip his hair in all four paws to avoid being flung off. Momo didn’t like it, and neither did she.

				Two people stumbled out of the nearest tent.

				“What is our danger?” Hachiro rumbled, sword at the ready.

				Sanae chattered at him.

				“Momo?” Hachiro laughed until he was bent over and wheezing. Straightening, he gently pried her off her perch and showed her to a tree. “Try not to terrify our guards any further, little one. I’d like to be able to sleep until morning.”

				Oh, fine, she’d grant his request and leave humans alone. But only because he was kind to furry critters.

				Another day on the road brought them closer to the problem area. Dead trees were now more common than living ones. Sanae curled unobtrusively in the back of Momo’s mind, leaving him free to do as he wished and climb into Akakiba’s clothes to sleep.

				They were promptly evicted, Akakiba picking them up by the scruff of the neck. “You have to leave. This isn’t a safe area for you.”

				He tried to put them down, but Sanae, taking over, clung to his clothes and tried to convey how very not amused she was.

				I’m tired and Momo is tired and we want to sleep where it’s warm! It all came out as squirrel chattering.

				“I believe your sister is unhappy with the idea,” Aito said.

				“My—Sanae! Get out of there!”

				“She can’t,” Aito pointed out. “It’s not safe for spirits here.”

			

			
				Sanae crawled back into the warmth of Akakiba’s clothes. He let it happen, but complained; “You could have told me about this before you did it! Why a squirrel? Why not a fox?”

				Where would I have found one? I didn’t plan this in advance! But he couldn’t hear her. Ah well. She went to sleep—she hadn’t experienced sleepiness in so long!—warm and content. If she could have spoken, she’d have asked, Do you think many spirits take residence in wild animals? Nobody really looks at animal auras when they hunt.

				She woke when they stopped for camp, and only because she’d dreamed someone was calling her name from far away.

				Akakiba was frowning, looking in the same direction from which she could have sworn someone had called her name. Had he heard something, too? Strange.

				The sole human woman in the company, Hachiro’s companion Sora, approached. “I would like to request we train together tonight,” she said. “I wish to practice against different fighters.”

				Akakiba eyed her warily. “Did someone ask you to challenge me?”

				“No, he didn’t. Fear not; you will not hurt me so easily.”

				“The scribe won’t be pleased.”

				“His fighting prohibition was not directed at me. I can fetch him for confirmation, if you like.”

				“That won’t be necessary.”

				Sanae didn’t watch the fight. She’d meant to, but then someone started passing food bowls around and ohhh, there was fruit today! Dried fruit, but it was no less sweet under the tooth once she’d obtained a piece from Aito. The rice didn’t interest Momo, but the pieces of mushroom mixed in it did.

				“I yield,” Sora said. She sounded strangely happy, for someone who was yielding.

				“Well fought,” Akakiba said, breathing heavy.

				“Men tend to underestimate me and claim they were going easy on me when I beat them. Not many push me hard. Thank you.”

				“You should talk to my sister. She used to be a fair swordfighter, before.”

				The woman’s brows knit together. “I thought you called her sister in a figurative way. Is she your blood sister?”

				“Of course.”

				“How—”

				“You might ask her, one day.”

				“I might,” Sora agreed, and left.

			

			
				Akakiba settled down to eat; Sanae perched on the edge of his bowl at once. More mushroom!

				“Go steal from somebody else,” Akakiba said after a while, shooing her off.

				Sanae prodded Momo to make sad eyes at Yuki until he surrendered a piece of dry fruit and said, “Momo’s friendly today.”

				Jien handed over a piece, too. “Maybe it’s because Sanae isn’t around for him to follow. She must have stayed back without telling us; I haven’t seen her today.”

				Akakiba sighed, but didn’t explain. Neither did Aito.

				Sanae munched on tasty, tasty fruit. Informing Yuki and Jien about recent developments could wait.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Six

				Mamoru

				If Mamoru could have had one wish granted, it would have been never to cross path with a fox samurai again. Good luck—and skill, he liked to think—had kept him alive through three such encounters, but otherwise none of these encounters had ended in what he’d call “success.” Not for his side, anyway.

				It was unreasonable to expect his fourth fox experience to conclude in a better manner. Unfortunately, it was also unreasonable to expect his current master to take pity on him.

				Which was why he was presently creeping along in the spirit realm and watching the soul-sparks of fox samurai he could identify. That one belonged to clan leader Takashi, this one to his advisor Kiba. Hmm, Kiba was heading towards Takashi. Should he risk crossing into the physical world to spy upon their conversation? It was the purpose of his presence here, after all, to listen in on potentially incriminating discussions.

				The problem was that he wasn’t the only spirit person roaming the area. Sanae wasn’t present—the one time he’d glimpsed her, he’d run in the opposite direction for fear she’d identify him—but there was another fox without a body who patrolled the place assiduously. That fox was the biggest obstacle to his work. Not only might see detect him, she could also pursue him into the spirit realm. People called her Grandmother Naoko.

				Where was she, right now? Ah, over there with the little sparks, the children.

				He could risk listening in. He crossed over, unsurprised to find himself in the clan head’s quarters. The man rarely strayed far from this area, possibly because of assassination concerns.

				“I wish I could have gone north myself,” Takashi, head of the Fox clan, said. “Waiting for news is difficult.”

				I agree on both counts, Kiba said. But we’ve grown too old and slow for adventures.


			

			
				Mamoru had known for a while now that members of the Fox clan could turn into foxes at will. But why some, Kiba among them, never appeared as humans was yet a mystery. Was it personal preference or a disability?

				He listened with half an ear—a figurative one—until Takashi suddenly said, “What will we do if Sanae returns and tells us Inari lives? Preventing a cult from upsetting the world’s natural balance by resurrecting a long-gone god is good and just, but what if they have already succeeded? What could be gained by killing her?”

				Ah-ha! Finally, they were going to talk about something important! He might have something good to report today!

				You believe we should take Inari’s side, if she lives? Kiba’s tail flicked back and forth, the meaning of which Mamoru tentatively put down as troubled or interested. It is true it would do no good to try and fail to take her down. Only fools anger gods. But for all that we call her our patron goddess, we do not know if she would be our ally. Her life in this world is so far in the past I doubt our clan existed at the time.


				“You’re right we can’t assume she would be well-disposed towards us, but we can hope she would be. I’m sure we can count on your daughter to seek an alliance, should the possibility arise.”

				Ha. There’s no doubt whatsoever my daughter would be thrilled to befriend a god. Whether it would be good is another matter. She might take over the world.

				Though Mamoru had heard one or two weird whispers about Kiba “daughters,” he’d found no proof there was a third child in the family. Not a living one, anyway. The daughter they spoke of must therefore be Sanae.

				Mamoru waited for more, but the men were silent, enjoying their tea—the human drinking from a cup, the fox lapping from a bowl. Grandmother Naoko’s approaching spark compelled him to move on, drifting through the walls, through the garden, through the fortifications protecting the clan from attack. He moved slowly and steadily, pretending to be a regular, unthreatening spirit that just happened to be having a look at the physical world. There were plenty of other spirits for him to blend with because the forest around the clan house was thick with life.

				Once he was a safe distance away, he faded into the spirit realm. It was like slipping under a lake’s surface, only the tiniest ripple betraying his passage. He knew, without quite knowing how, which way was home. Once he was closer, familiar sparks stood out—Usagi, right there in their shared quarters, and Advisor Yoshida in his private ones.

			

			
				His body awaited him, seemingly sleeping. Nobody had come in and cut his throat while he was away. It might yet happen, but not today. He dove in, spreading out into a body that welcomed him. He cautiously stretched muscles left inactive for long hours and blinked until he’d reacquainted himself with physical sight.

				In the other room, Usagi spoke with a servant who must have brought food, for there were several plates on the low table.

				“Mamoru, finally! I was about to wake you.” To the servant, she said, curtly, “You may go.” The girl bowed and retreated.

				There was rice, two types of fish, tiny bowls filled with pickled vegetables, plates of noodles, and plenty of miso soup. The food wasn’t cold, but getting there.

				“Is it safe?” Mamoru inquired.

				“That’s one of Advisor Yoshida’s trusted servants,” Usagi said. The unspoken but obvious meaning was “if he wants us dead, we’ll never escape.”

				Their former clan was disbanded, the leader slain and surviving members scattered. It would have been distressing, except for the fact it meant he no longer had to fear that clan leader Yoshio would end him. Their new master Advisor Yoshida might yet chose to kill him because he knew too many secrets, but the man didn’t seem like someone who liked to waste useful tools. If he stayed useful, he should be safe. Assuming the foxes didn’t get him.

				They ate, chopsticks darting from plate to plate.

				Usagi watched him with unusual intensity. Before he could ask why, she volunteered, “You worry me, sleeping so much. You hardly ever leave our rooms. Are you feeling unwell?”

				He couldn’t tell her the real reasons for his hermit ways. First there was the bodiless spying he performed for Advisor Yoshida. Second there was the danger of being spotted by a dragon; the Imperial Palace was overflowing with important persons who had one. What if they could tell he was half-demon? What if they alerted their masters or spat acid in his face? Being noticed in such a way would ruin his cover and Advisor Yoshida would be displeased.

				“The cold wearies me,” he said, improvising. “I’ll feel better when summer warmth returns.”

				Usagi didn’t press the issue, but the way she kept watching him eat was proof she didn’t believe the excuse. Did she think he was hiding a terrible illness? He finished every plate to prove his appetite was healthy.

			

			
				“I should go,” Usagi said, rising. “I have men to entertain and encourage to drunkenness.”

				“Be careful.”

				“I will. Rest well.”

				Leaving the dishes for a servant to recover, Mamoru padded over to Advisor Yoshida’s workroom. An attendant ushered him in. There were few servants here because Advisor Yoshida was somewhat paranoid about spies.

				Advisor Yoshida looked up sharply. “News, Mamoru?”

				“Some,” he said, kneeling. “I overheard the clan leader and his closest advisor discussing the possibility of allying with the goddess Inari, if she were willing. They believe the girl Sanae would be especially inclined to seek such an alliance.”

				“I see.” Yoshida dipped his brush in ink, writing in quick, precise strokes.

				Mamoru fidgeted. “Shouldn’t we take steps to stop them?”

				“Why? We have also considered the possibility Inari might already be among us. If our men are too late to prevent her resurrection, they have instructions to attempt peaceful communication.”

				“But she might prefer to work with the foxes. They could ally against us.”

				Advisor Yoshida’s eyes lifted from his work to bore into him. “I understand the grievance you have with the Fox clan, but you cannot let feelings get in the way of your work. They are, at this time, allies. Your job is to look for proof of the contrary to ensure we are not caught unaware should something happen. If you hear of specific plans to turn against us, report so at once. But do not attempt to paint threat where there is none.

				“At this time, there is no need to upset a delicate situation. If it comes down to battle, the foxes will be needed. We have three god-slaying swords and not as many worthy hands to wield them as we would wish. You understand we could not ask for help from clans with any sort of influence, lest they chose to divert the swords to their own use?”

				“I understand the situation,” Mamoru said stiffly. “I will do my best.”

				“No less is expected. Was there something else?”

				Mamoru hesitated a moment. “Is there a way to keep Usagi busy elsewhere, or to move me to a different room? She thinks I must be ill, because I spend so much time inside.”

				“Hm, yes, the girl. Her suspicions could be a problem. Do you consider her trustworthy?”

				“Of course!”

			

			
				“Tell her the truth and observe her. If her reaction is not the one desired, terminate her.” The man delivered the death sentence without so much as a note of regret in his tone.

				Mamoru gaped. Kill Usagi? How could those two words even make sense? “I’m not qualified to make that call.”

				“Would you prefer I do it?” Warning words, those. This was a test of him and Usagi both. One with lethal consequences.

				He swallowed, bowed his head. “I’ll do it.”

				“Very well. Go.”

				Mamoru went, feeling like he might expel his meal all over the gorgeous wooden floor. He’d misjudged the advisor, badly. The man was just as dangerous and terrifying as Yoshio, not less. How would Usagi react? How could he make her understand she was in danger?

				Delaying needlessly might be considered failing the test. Seeking Usagi out at her work would be too hasty, so he settled to await her return in plain sight. He nearly fell asleep on the table, mentally arguing his case over and over again. In his head, Usagi always understood, always reacted correctly, and everything was well.

				She crept in so late it was almost early morning, a lamp in hand to light her way. Mamru lifted his head off the table with a jaw-unhinging yawn. “Those old men keep you up far too late.”

				“The old ones go to bed at decent hours,” Usagi said. “It’s the young ones who annoy me.” Despite the hour, her eyes were bright. “Why are you awake? Is there a problem?”

				Though nothing stirred in the building, Mamoru gestured for her to come closer. She settled at his side almost indecently close, whispering, “Danger?” Her eyes scanned the room.

				“Not immediate danger,” he whispered back, trying to recall the perfect speeches he’d rehearsed in his head, the ones that helped Usagi-in-his-head understand everything. They eluded him; he’d have to make up a new one. “Advisor Yoshida ordered me to brief you on a situation Yoshio had forbidden me to speak of. Since Yoshio is dead, he can’t object. Don’t take it badly, please. It sounds scary, but it’s not.”

				Usagi made noises of the “go on, I’m listening” variety. They were very interesting noises. Mamoru tried not to reflect on the fact she must spend a great deal of her time making those noises at the men she spied upon, encouraging them to talk while she refilled their cups over and over.

				“I’m keeping to my room often because I’m doing special work for Advisor Yoshida.” He rushed the rest of the words out, hoping to finish before Usagi started calling him a liar or trying to stab him. “A while ago, Yoshio invited a demon into my body without my consent. It’s hard to explain, but we merged into one. Mamoru is still here, and the demon is still here, we just don’t know where one begins and the other ends anymore. Advisor Yoshida asks me, the new me, to leave my body behind and go spy as a spirit. That’s what I do.”

			

			
				Usagi wasn’t making those encouraging noises anymore.

				“It’s true,” he insisted, in case it was disbelief freezing her tongue. “I’m like the foxes are, you see? Half-human and half-not. It can be useful. I haven’t really changed.” She still wasn’t talking. “Usagi?”

				“Since when?” she asked. “Exactly when did this happen?”

				“Right after the leadership changed. We merged a little while later, after we’d gotten to know each other.”

				“So everything you did recently… That wasn’t Mamoru, not really.”

				She didn’t move, but he felt like she was leaning away from him. He scrambled to find words to reassure her, to bring her back. “Of course it was! Demons don’t have much in the way of personality, not like people do. This me is mostly Mamoru, enhanced.” That might have been a slight lie, but it also might not; he could hardly remember what it’d been like being two separate entities.

				“I see.” She rose, moving for the door.

				“Where are you going? Usagi, listen, don’t—” Don’t panic, don’t do anything rash, don’t make him tell me to hurt you because I won’t and we’ll be in so much trouble.


				“Advisor Yoshida sleeps little,” she said, stepping out. Their quarters were within Advisor Yoshida’s, separated only by sliding panels and a hallway. At least they wouldn’t encounter anyone who shouldn’t know they were out and about at this hour. Other than a handful of trustworthy servants, nobody else lived in this building.

				Mamoru trailed her helplessly. Were they succeeding or failing the test?

				Advisor Yoshida was at his worktable in the very same position as he had been when Mamoru had seen him hours ago. The only change from earlier was a plate of snacks left within reach.

				“What is it?” He didn’t sound displeased; perhaps this visit was expected.

				“Uncle,” Usagi said, respecting her cover story even when everybody present knew better. “What Mamoru has just told me, is it true?”

				“Yes.”

			

			
				“I see. I apologize for wasting your precious time.” She bowed and stepped back, but Advisor Yoshida stopped her with a raised hand. “Come in, the two of you.”

				They did. Usagi didn’t look alarmed, but she could have been calculating escape routes just like he was. Fleeing the room would be the easy part. Next they’d have to dodge guards and find a way to get over the gates, closed at this hour. Maybe—

				“What do you think of these revelations, niece?”

				Usagi matched Yoshida’s bland expression. “They explain certain changes I had noticed in my cousin. I now suspect certain things about the true root of the clan’s problems.”

				“Your suspicions are likely correct. Will this affect your performance in any way?”

				“My assignment hasn’t changed.”

				The answer seemed to satisfy Yoshida, for he asked no more questions of her, but what did she mean by it? Was she angry with him?

				“Mamoru,” Yoshida said, “you’re fidgeting.”

				Mamoru snapped straight. “I apologize.”

				“You’re too emotional. I will consider moving you elsewhere so you may better focus on your own assignment.”

				“Understood,” he said, withering inside.

				He’d failed the test, whatever it had been. He didn’t ask where he’d be moved; it had better not be far away or he’d…he’d…what, refuse to go and get either eliminated or ejected from the palace? Convince Usagi to run away with him into a precarious life without clan or employer to support them? How could he hope to convince her of anything when she wouldn’t even look at him?

				She might be in shock. Time to think it over might help. Maybe she’d smile at him tomorrow.

				Or maybe she’d never smile at him again.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Seven

				Sanae

				Within the dead area, the area where nothing living remained, they found an abandoned village. Walls leaned at angles and roofs sagged where they hadn’t already collapsed. Doors were missing and the holes they left were like gaping maws with only darkness inside.

				Momo’s eyes didn’t mind this lack of light so Sanae prodded him to go wander through the nearest homes. They were in a state of relative cleanliness because they were almost completely empty and because there were no small animals or bugs left to make nests. The rot and damage to floors and walls was due to the snow melting rather that the activities of wild critters.

				The third house was in better shape, partly because the door had remained closed against the elements. Momo had been able to squeeze in. Sanae nudged Momo aside long enough to claim the building by scratching the word FOX in the snow outside the door. They’d climbed up all day and the temperature was colder here, as if this part of the world denied the imminent arrival of spring. Hm, then again, spring wouldn’t truly come here. Nothing would grow, no birds would sing, and no new life would be brought forth.

				The rest of the party was clumped together, everybody either peering into houses suspiciously or watching the higher peaks surrounding them, all of them covered in snow and skeletal dead trees.

				“We wait for our contact,” the scribe said.

				“What happened to the villagers?” Yuki wondered.

				“They left years ago,” the scribe said, perhaps choosing to answer to distract everybody from their uneasy fidgeting. “Neither forest nor ground could provided them with sustenance anymore. We don’t know where they all went, but a few were frightened enough to find a way across the sea. The strange rumors they brought with them reached our ears. Without them, we may not have realized there was something here we needed to investigate.”

			

			
				“Didn’t anyone here find out? Local lords?”

				“This island is sparsely populated, especially in this mountainous area. Other than the inhabitants of a few tiny villages like this, nobody was in a position to notice or care about the spread of a strange disease affecting entire forests and frightening animals away. We suspect they purposefully chose a remote area, but we don’t think they knew exactly how far-reaching the effects would be.”

				“A stranger,” someone said.

				Indeed, a person’s shadow detached from the forest. Whoever it was did not have a lamp, navigating solely by the light of moon and stars. Everybody went still and silent, waiting to find out if this person was the “contact” they awaited or unexpected trouble that needed handling.

				“Identify yourself,” the scribe requested.

				“I am the emperor’s eyes.”

				“Is this village still a safe place for camp?”

				“I believe so.”

				“Find suitable lodging inside the buildings,” the scribe said. “Follow the normal guard rotation, but be sharper than usual. We are close to the enemy. After the meal, the three sword-bearers are welcome to meet with me for planning.”

				The group dispersed in near-silence. They were close, the scribe had said, and everybody reacted as if the enemy was lurking behind the nearest trees.

				Sanae led the way to the house she’d chosen. There was old, dry wood stacked in the corner, perfect for starting a fire with the lamp Jien was carrying.

				Aito rubbed at his arms, where his familiars hid beneath the fabric. “Sanae,” he said. “Could you go and find out who this ‘contact’ person is?”

				Jien smirked. “It bugs you to be unable to spy on people, huh?”

				Move over, Momo, we have to go play spy.

				Chattering at Aito to signify “I’m going, I’m going,” she scurried out the door. The scribe had pragmatically picked the most central house, even if it didn’t have a door, presumably so he’d be easily found. Alternatively, he might have made his choice to be closest to the area where the two men in charge of food were setting up the big cauldron capable of cooking enough rice for everybody. Even a scribe could be motivated by hunger.

				The scribe and the “contact” were kneeling together on remarkably intact bamboo mats, a lamp on the floor between them.

				“How is your health?” the scribe asked.

			

			
				“About as good as expected,” the contact said wryly. His face seemed youthful, but he moved like he had pain in his joints, and he looked tired. “I will be happy to leave this place before it kills me.”

				“Your sacrifice honors you.”

				“I will be honored when you stop them.”

				“We will. Our sword-bearers are somewhat peculiar, each in their own way, but they are strong. You will meet them soon.”

				“I look forward to it.”

				They continued with chitchat until food was served. Whatever they said afterwards, Sanae didn’t know, because the smell of food was pulling Momo in the other direction. She couldn’t argue with the hunger in their shared belly, the same way nobody else could argue with Momo’s begging face.

				“You’re terrible,” Akakiba said when it was his turn to face Momo’s large and liquid eyes. He nonetheless shared the mushroom. She’d have bitten him if he hadn’t; there was nothing for a squirrel to forage out here!

				Akakiba ate quickly, bowl lifted high as he shoveled the rice-and-mushroom mix in his mouth with the help of chopsticks. Done, he vanished out the door with a simple, “I’ll find out what the plan is.”

				Sanae invited herself along because she could.

				Between the three sword-bearers, the scribe, and the contact, the building they met in was quite full.

				“This is the man who has been keeping an eye on the cult for us,” the scribe said, “sacrificing his health and comfort so we might know the enemy’s habits and numbers.”

				The man looked pained by the praise. “We made a mistake. The time estimate was too generous. I fear they will achieve their goal within days, now, not weeks. The activity in the temple has grown exponentially.” He paused, looking to the others. “I assume you do not know the details. Because living in this area sucks the life out of people, the temple had been growing emptier and emptier as the fanatics weakened and died from prolonged exposure. The guards and the higher-ups are an exception. They’re rotated in and out often, to keep them alive. But in the past week or so, I’ve realized they were all coming back at once. The temple is full again.”

				The scribe hummed thoughtfully. “They’re risking their lives because they want to witness the resurrection event. The timing is unfortunate, but we may yet find success.”

				“Easy to say for the man who doesn’t fight,” Akakiba said.

			

			
				The scribe replied with an irritated look. “I am here to record events as they unfold. I will be in as much danger as anyone. But yes, I am too optimistic, considering the world’s salvation rests in the hands of brutes like you.”

				“Victory is our only option,” Hachiro said, lifting his chin and striking a heroic pose. “The world indeed needs us.”

				Even her grumpy brother didn’t argue.

				“My partner will help in any way she can,” the man said.

				“Who?” Akakiba inquired.

				“Her name isn’t important. She went to the cult claiming she was from this village and that a fox had led her to their door. They took her in and she relays what information she can safely get to me. She should still have the poisons she brought in.”

				Whoever the woman was, she was almost certainly a shinobi. The man might be one, too, if he’d been spying this long without getting caught.

				With an almost apologetic side-look at Akakiba, Hachiro said, “We were told there was a fox in the area. Is it still here?”

				“Ah, yes. I’ve seen her more often lately, as if the greater activity at the temple attracts her. I have no idea why she comes here when no other animal does.”

				“Whatever she’s doing, it isn’t spying for us,” Akakiba said, annoyed. “Maybe somebody in there feeds her.”

				The other men prudently dropped the topic and went on to discuss numbers, route of approach, and the temple’s layout. Sanae left them to it, in favor of doing a round of the area. She had the best night eyes in the company; she should put them to contribution. It truly wouldn’t be a good time to be discovered by the enemy.

				Not a thing moved, whether living or not. Even the wind was dead. The guards seemed suitably attentive. She wouldn’t trouble them, not tonight.

				Back in their chosen sleeping place, the boys were drinking tea to warm up. The room was comfortable for a squirrel—fur coats were wonderful—but she lapped a little tea out of Yuki’s cup anyway, for the taste and because “drinking” snow wasn’t exactly pleasant.

				Yuki tipped and held the cup at an angle until she was done drinking, because he was that kind of person. There were many reasons she liked him, other than the fact he made her brother happy. Granted, it could be hard to see the happy under the grumpy, but she had sharp eyes. Their closeness was visible in the way Yuki purposefully scooted closer so he could oh-so-casually lean into Akakiba, and how Akakiba pretended he didn’t notice, but still shifted to accommodate the contact.

			

			
				Jien didn’t tease them, which might be a sign he valued his life enough not to anger them both at the same time. He was also busy picking twigs off the ground to drop them in the neck of Aito’s clothes. Aito presently couldn’t notice anything, his eyes distant as he rubbed at an arm full of ink and spirits.

				All in all, a normal evening with her weird boys. It was nice.

				The ground began to sway. Again.

				“Put the fire out,” Akakiba said, himself reaching for the lamp.

				Jien emptied the teapot onto the fire.

				The ground continued to move; everybody eyed the shabby walls and, without consulting each other, stepped outside to wait it out.

				A stone throw’s away, a house collapsed on itself. Somebody shouted, possibly from within.

				“I think somebody’s inside,” Jien said, taking off.

				Before they got there, Hachiro shook himself free of the collapse as if none of it weighted more than a feather. “Can’t we even sleep peacefully?” he complained. “This is the third shake in as many days!”

				“It’s true they’re growing frequent,” Jien said. “It’s a bad omen.” He sounded too cheerful to believe it.

				Aito grumbled. “Stop tickling me.” His tattooed familiars were supposed to stay hidden under his clothes, but they were now creeping up to his neck and face, presumably because they wanted to see what was going on.

				Rebuilding the fire required a foray into the forest to find wood that wasn’t tea-soaked. Dead wood was easy to find when everything was dead, but squirrel paws couldn’t carry anything. Sanae kept watch for the others instead. Creepy as it was to be in a dead area, she’d grown somewhat used to the emptiness. Or she thought she had. Sometimes she paused, head cocked to the side to better listen, but there was nothing to be heard other than the rising wind. It was weird how she kept getting the impression somebody was calling her name.

				The boys settled down to sleep; they needed to be rested for tomorrow. It was understood she would be on night watch. Not so much because of the emperor’s men anymore—Hachiro had sworn to Jien he’d not turn on them unless they turned on him first—than because they couldn’t afford to be caught by surprise by anything or anyone.

			

			
				Even if she’d had a human body instead of a nocturnal squirrel one, Sanae wouldn’t have been able to sleep. The moment of truth was so close now, so close. Would they meet a god? Would they kill it?

				Akakiba rose in the middle of the night, detangling himself from Yuki’s arms. Sanae noticed because she was warming herself inside at the time, near the fire’s embers.

				“What is it?” Yuki murmured sleepily.

				“Body necessities,” Akakiba said. He stepped out, closing the door quickly to avoid unnecessary loss of heat, but not quickly enough to prevent her from grabbing onto his clothes and climbing up.

				“I don’t need a guard,” he said, shooing her off. “Go do something squirrel-y.”

				She didn’t go far; sticking close to Akakiba made Momo feel better. The squirrel didn’t like the dead forest and not only because there was nothing to eat. Still, Sanae prodded him to climb up a tree, claws scrambling against bark, and to look for trouble. Everything was quiet.

				Finished, Akakiba took a step towards camp before pausing and turning around.

				Was the wind calling his name, too?

				He looked up at her. “Do you hear something?”

				Uh oh. If they both heard the same thing, it must be real. What did it mean?

				She chattered, trying to convey a positive. She dove into the air, spreading her limbs so furry flesh stretched like wings on either side, and Akakiba caught her, depositing her on his shoulder.

				“It’s only calling to us. Nobody else is listening to the wind. Does that mean it is truly Inari, and not some other entity?”

				Akakiba started walking, following the voice. Sanae tugged on his ponytail with tiny squirrel fingers, trying to make him read her mind. Going alone in enemy territory was a terrible idea. Yuki would be angry, and the others wouldn’t be impressed. She probably would have gone anyway, but since her reckless attitude had already cost her a body, she didn’t want to see her brother following in her footsteps.

				“Stop pulling out my hair,” he said. “You can go back, if you like.”

				Momo, for his part, didn’t want to go anywhere alone. He was content going for a walk in the woods with Akakiba.

				Ahhh, squirrels. They didn’t understand much. Sanae let go of her brother’s hair and, squatting on his shoulder, made the grumpiest noise a squirrel could produce.

				The call felt very close, as if someone was calling her name aloud.

			

			
				Then, the call stopped. Akakiba must have noticed the silence—he stood still and looked into the dead woods. Sanae watched too. There wasn’t anything to see.

				Oh, except a fox, there…

				What was a fox doing here?

				She yanked on Akakiba’s hair and pointed.

				“Lady Inari?” Akakiba hazarded.

				Huh, since when did her brother address strangers politely? Had he realized that being insufficiently polite to a potentially god might have a negative effect on his short-term health?

				Can’t my own children recognize me? the fox said. I called and called and nobody came. Are you the last of my line?


				Sanae yanked on her brother’s hair frantically. Oh, how she wished she could talk! This fox claimed to be Inari! Did the reference to her children mean what she thought it meant?

				Thankfully, Akakiba’s thoughts had apparently run in the same direction. He kept his tone flat, almost uninterested, but he must also be dying of excitement inside. “What do you mean by ‘your children’? Is that a figure or speech or—”

				I birthed the first of you myself. Have I truly been forgotten?

				“There was a first lady who founded our clan, yes, but nobody ever said she was named Inari.”

				I bore a human name at the time. That body is long gone, but the rest remains.

				Hostility crept in Akakiba’s tone, lending it sharpness. “You mean you possessed a human and lived as her. Who was she, your victim?”

				Who—oh. You mean before. She was my high priestess, before she became me and I became her.

				That must mean mind melding, Sanae deduced, just as she had experienced it with Yuki. She tugged on her brother’s hair some more, as if it might help him understand what she was thinking.

				“I’m not dense,” he said, poking at her irritably. “I remember Kin.” She nipped his finger in retaliation, while he addressed Inari again. “Wouldn’t it kill the human? If you’re the all-powerful goddess Inari, you couldn’t possibly fit into a human body, or a fox’s body, without destroying it.”

				True. To achieve unity with a human, I had to split my mind from the rest of me. From my body, if you will. That part of me sank into slumber. What could be called Inari’s mind entered the priestess’s body. After, there remained only the part of me that we became together.

			

			
				“All that, even if true, doesn’t mean you have anything to do with our clan. What proof is there we’re related to you?”

				You heard my call, did you not?

				Sanae snorted, mind-talking even though she knew they couldn’t hear her. Just because we’ve never encountered someone able to call us in such a way, doesn’t mean there’s no explanation other than us being your descendants!


				Inari looked at her. I must ask—why are you using that body, daughter?


				Wait, what? Can you hear me?

				Why wouldn’t I? Inari said, sounding between puzzled and amused.

				Because nobody else can hear me, not even my brother.

				Ah. I forgot how weak you young ones are. Her tone sounded affectionate instead of insulting. That flesh is not yours and hinders your communication. So why use it?

				It was the only living creature I could find in the area. I don’t have a human body anymore to protect me.

				Ah, how unfortunate. I remember body death as unpleasant.

				Akakiba shifted. “Are you two having a conversation?”

				Ah, right, her poor brother could only hear one side of the conversation. That must have been disconcerting. She patted his cheek with a tiny paw.

				Yes, Inari told Akakiba. She says she does not think my ability to call to you is proof of your lineage. I will try to provide better. After a moment, she offered, I had six children. Takeo, eldest and most inquisitive. Haru, my spring child. Susumu, my quiet one. Masao, ever merry. Saki, red haired and fierce. Aki, my lost one.

				The Fox clan used five different family graves, each engraved with the name of one of the five children the First Lady was said to have borne. Nobody outside the clan knew these names, not even Yuki. Even if this spirit had gone there and read the kanji—how would she have known Saki was rumored to have been the first red-haired child in the clan?

				Besides, there was the sixth name. We didn’t know about Aki, Sanae said at the same Akakiba objected, “There’s no record of anyone called Aki.”

				She drowned young. You might not remember, but I never forgot.


				The grief of a parent for a dead child had a peculiar sound to it, one Sanae had heard far too often in her clan. If she couldn’t be sure of anything else, she could be sure this grief was sharp and cutting, as if time had had no dulling effect on it.

				Akakiba sank down on the nearest fallen tree. His hand no longer hovered near his sword’s hilt. “Wasn’t the clan house established while you were still alive? Tell us about it.”

			

			
				Inari told them many things. Somewhere along the way, she started to talk about the friendly spirit who lived in the pool—the Mirror Pool spirit!—and Sanae realized she believed. This was Inari. This was their great-grandmother—though she had no idea how many “greats” needed to be added to be correct.

				To think they’d come here intending to kill her! Ah, wait…

				If you’re already awake, she asked Inari, who or what are they trying to resurrect by draining so much energy out of the world? Everything is dying.

				I can see the strain, Inari said. I woke early in the process, because my mind-part is small. Now they’re pulling the rest of me out, the part I separated from so I might become human. Oh, let us call it my mindless body. I never merged back with it, but neither can I break free. As long as they have a hold on that part of me, I cannot travel far from this area. It was vexing to be forced to wait and call for you.

				We couldn’t hear, Sanae said. Not until we got closer.

				“We’re sorry it took so long for us to come,” Akakiba said. “How do we free you from their hold?”

				And, just like that, they became traitors. Hachiro had been right. In the end, fox would side with fox. Stopping a cult from bringing back a god at great cost to the world was good. Killing their own god was less good. Killing their own ancestress? Never.

				Destroy the object they use as focus and their work will be undone. But there are too many guards for us three to reach it.

				“We came here with humans who want the cult stopped,” Akakiba said as he drew the special glyphed sword he bore alongside his own. “We have three of these weapons to use.”

				The fox padded a few steps closer, ears angled forward in curiosity. Interesting.


				Do you know how to destroy one of these? Sanae said. We’d like to release the energy inside once we’re done here.

				Extreme heat would melt them like any other sword, Inari said. A volcano might be safest, considering there will be an explosion.

				Evil swords were bad enough, but exploding evil swords were worse. Well, there would be time to consider the problem later.

				“Leave the matter to us,” Akakiba said. “With the humans’ help, we can get through the guards and destroy the focus. The information we have says it’s in a guarded box, but not what it is. Do you know?”

				The remains of my body, likely.

			

			
				“How would they have found those? Wouldn’t you have died in the clan house, even if we don’t remember?”

				Inari’s tail twitched. I did not stay in the clan house past the time my youngest married. I wandered, afterwards, to explore the land. My human body died here, on this northern island. I left it as it died and told my then-companion to dispose of it. Knowledge of who I had been must have been passed on down the years, until someone struck upon this disastrous resurrection idea.

				“We’ll destroy them,” Akakiba said. He looked back towards camp. “We’ve been gone too long. Stay away from the humans. It’ll be safer.”

				He strode back to camp with Sanae still on his shoulder. Thanks to her superior night vision, they evaded the guards easily and slipped back inside the building where their friends slept.

				“I was about to come get you,” Yuki said sleepily.

				Sanae waited for her brother to seize the chance to start talking about Inari and how meeting her had changed their plans, but he didn’t say anything. Instead he settled down to sleep as if nothing had happened.

				She was still clinging to his clothes, so it was easy to grab some hair, chatter, and point at Yuki.

				“Unnecessary,” he grumbled, brushing her off with a hand.

				Unnecessary to tell their friends? What was he thinking? She sat and sulked and wondered how unhappy their friends would be when they found out.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Eight

				Mamoru

				Another morning, another spying trip. There was no sign of Sanae. From the worried faces of her parents, Mamoru gathered she hadn’t come while he was away. Did that mean the expedition was going badly? He could have tried to go and find out, but he wasn’t suicidal. He didn’t want to be eaten by a god or by a suspicious fox girl.

				The grandmother was either elsewhere or deep in the spirit realm, leaving the clan house largely unprotected from his attentive eyes and ears. Nobody had anything interesting to say today; parents scolded troublesome children, guards chatted with each other about the weather, and the leader was drinking sake by himself. He seemed to do that far too often.

				An earsplitting shriek rose. Two fox kits raced down the hallway, followed by an angry, flour-coated woman. “Hikaru and Kaoru,” she howled, “you come back here this instant!”

				Takashi lifted his cup as if to hide his smile. “The twins are troublesome again?”

				The woman whirled about. She was one of the human women of the clan, her plain aura betraying her. “Isn’t it about time you do something?” she snapped at the clan leader. Mamoru marveled at her brash tone; if he’d even spoken to Yoshio so, his head would have flown off his neck before he’d finished his sentence. “They’re getting worse all the time! They ambushed me with rice flour! Look at this mess.”

				“Children will be children,” Takashi murmured. “But I will speak to their parents.”

				The woman stalked away, flour drifting off her at every step.

				The fox kits popped out of a hidden passage in the floor. Mamoru had noticed quite a few of those running through the clan house, places where a section of polished wood could be lifted to reveal a sort of secondary floor underneath, the space in between adequate for foxes. The children crawled in there in human form sometimes, apparently unafraid of tight spaces.

			

			
				“Not bad,” Takashi told the kits, pulling a wooden box out from under the table. The top slid aside to reveal a variety of confectioneries. He tossed a few. The kits snapped them out of the air. “But try not to disturb the ladies in the kitchen next time. I rather dislike burnt rice.”

				The kits scampered off, no doubt to plot and execute another trick.

				Mamoru wouldn’t be reporting this. Advisor Yoshida wouldn’t even believe it. Foxes were weird.

				You know, a voice said in a conversational tone, you’d look far less suspicious if you didn’t linger the same rooms for so long. I might not have noticed you as quickly.


				It took a moment for Mamoru to register the words were meant for him. And who was speaking them.

				He had two choices: keep pretending he was just a normal spirit drifting by or flee for his life. Grandmother Naoko was bigger than he was, in spirit terms.

				He bolted for the spirit realm. He could try to lose her there, he could—

				He couldn’t get through. Why couldn’t…

				Reversed glyphs hidden in the walls, Grandmother Naoko explained. We had no idea such things existed, but I found out about them. They hinder the passage of spirits.

				He made for the door.

				New spirits appeared, converging on him. Where were they coming from? Oh, oh—familiar auras. The foxes were learning to leave their bodies, weren’t they? Could he find an abandoned body and steal it, or would they have taken precautions? He’d never paid attention to the quarters of unimportant foxes and didn’t even know where he might find those currently unoccupied bodies.

				He didn’t make it outside, spirits blocking doorways before he got to them. It wasn’t fair, how strong and healthy they were; the demon had been small and weak when it’d come into the human and the resulting being, him, wasn’t much stronger.

				A man with a fake leg hobbled towards him—the healer?—while holding a vase in his hands. “In here you go,” he said cheerfully, tossing salt at Mamoru.

				Something was pulling on him, dragging him towards the vase. Fighting it was as useless as fighting a tsunami.

				Binding glyphs exist, too, Grandmother Naoko said. I wonder why the Great Temples don’t use these anymore. They’re so useful.


			

			
				Mamoru was swept into the vase. They put something in the opening, and all was dark.

				Time passed, enough of it for fear to dull and, eventually, turn to boredom.

				They didn’t hurt him. Maybe they couldn’t figure out how to torture a spirit. They locked him up in the dark instead, promising to let him out if he told them who had sent him. They might already know, might be after proof; that would explain why they weren’t in a hurry.

				Would they really let him out if he told them? Unlikely. Besides, Advisor Yoshida wouldn’t take treason well. Usagi either. He couldn’t afford to drop further in her esteem; she’d barely spoken to him since the disastrous reveal, watching him with wary eyes.

				Would Usagi notice he’d been unconscious for far too long? Would she care to feed his body or would she allow it to waste away? How long could a human body last under these conditions? Would he even feel it if his body died? He wished he knew.

				But knowing these things wouldn’t get him out of here. He poked and prodded the vase from inside, finding no crack to squeeze through. He couldn’t shift to the spirit realm either. Hmm, could he do the opposite?

				He rarely did this, but he could fold himself down like a piece of scroll, fold and fold until he was so dense it made him solid, real. He hit one side of the vase, then the other. The vase shook, a little. Again, and again, and again—yes, it was rocking! Harder, harder! If the vase fell and shattered, he would be free.

				You’re excited, Grandmother Naoko said. Best we put you somewhere safer.


				He could hear her, but not see or sense her. He was only vaguely aware of motion, but someone seemed to have picked up the vase, presumably to put in on the floor or elsewhere he couldn’t hope to shatter it by rocking. He screamed in frustration, wordlessly and noiselessly. If that annoying fox hadn’t been watching! But maybe she always watched. She didn’t require sleep anymore, did she?

				Well, he didn’t require sleep either. He’d think of something.

				Without such things as hunger or the sight of the sun to judge time, he could only guess he’d been in here for several hours. Usagi could be, right at this moment, worrying over why he hadn’t risen yet. He wouldn’t find out unless he went back to her, so he’d better find a way.

				He settled down in a puddle at the bottom of the vase, and thought furiously.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Nine

				Sanae

				Travelling speedily was easier when they didn’t have supply carts to drag along. Everything unnecessary for battle had been left in the village, unguarded. There was nobody to steal from them.

				A halt was called; they gathered, looking to their guide as he said, “This is as far as we can go unseen. As soon as we cross the ridge, we’ll be in plain view. Dead trees provide no cover.”

				Their guide had scouted ahead the entire time, occasionally falling back to indicate the way was clear. He looked less tired, as if excitement was a temporary cure for flagging health.

				The fighters had brought weapons, water, cold snacks, and supplies to tend wounds. The scribe had brought his writing table, several bottles of inks, and enough parchment to detail weeks of fighting. Sanae hadn’t brought anything other than a few nuts wrapped in a piece of fabric.

				“We could use a close scout,” the scribe said politely, side-eying Akakiba. “They’ve already seen a fox in the area; perhaps you could attempt to contact the woman we have inside? She has three tiny beauty marks on her right cheek.”

				Before Akakiba had to try to explain he couldn’t shift fox, Sanae tugged on his hair and launched into the air to glide to the ground.

				“There’s our scout,” Jien said. “Give her a message to carry.”

				The scribe looked skeptical, but nonetheless applied brush to scroll to produce a squirrel-sized rolled up message. Sanae snatched it and took off. Time to find the lady with the beauty marks.

				The shrine was indeed over the ridge. Looking at it gave Sanae a headache, her vision swimming. Wait. Was that an aura around the building? Momo’s eyes weren’t sensitive to auras in the least. If they could discern this one, it must be impossibly large.

				If she could just peek—no, too dangerous. She was willing to bet the aura was orange, of the exact shade found on foxes.

			

			
				She scouted the shrine as best she could without being seen. A squirrel wouldn’t normally look suspicious, but there hadn’t been any squirrels here in years. She climbed on the roof and crept along, freezing when someone seemed to look up in her general direction. The roof’s tiles were grey, and so was Momo’s fur—they blended. She counted patrolling guards, careful not to count them twice.

				There was nothing further to be seen from up high. Like most buildings, the shrine was build slightly off the ground, the space underneath allowing a squirrel easy passage. Moving along, she listened intently for the creaks of footsteps and the murmur of voices.

				Priests were gathered in the largest room, praying to Inari. Half of them were slumped on the floor in various positions. Those standing on their feet were better dressed, a hint they were the ones afforded the luxury to live somewhere else to protect their health and strength.

				In the middle of the room, a box. A nice box of lacquered wood, dark and gleaming. It was big enough to stash a child—or the bones of a long-dead adult. This was the focus, the item they were using to steal energy. She tried not to think about how close she was to it. Momo didn’t feel sick or weak, so it clearly didn’t pull to a degree sufficient to present an immediate concern. Unless perhaps one touched it, but she had no intention of finding out.

				No women here, hm. Onward then, with an ear tuned to—ah, there, a female giggle. Peering inside, she spotted three women dressed like priestesses, white tops paired with red hakama and hair tied at the nape with white ribbons. One had beauty marks on her cheek, three of them in a triangle. That one must be their insider, their spy. The priestesses were walking leisurely, the spy a step behind the others.

				Shoving the message scroll into her mouth, Sanae launched, all limbs outstretched as she glided down and forward. Tiny paws clutched at red fabric on impact. She’d almost missed; she was at knee-level. She climbed up, claws finding plenty of purchase in the fabric. Sensing something, the spy looked over her shoulder—her gaze fastened immediately on the rolled up message.

				The spy slowed. “I forgot something,” she told the others. “I’ll be a moment.”

				The instant the two real priestesses turned a corner, the fake one scooped Momo up with one hand and seized the message with the other. “I’d like to know who trained you, little one,” she murmured before dropping her gaze to scan the message. She slid it into her clothes, out of view. “Go back to your master,” she said, making a quick shooing motion with an elegant, long-fingered hand. “I need to hurry.”

			

			
				Sanae climbed to the roof and waited to see what the spy would do; moments later, she emerged with a platter and sake cups to offer to the guards. They smiled and drank, unaware their trust was misplaced. There would be poison in there, surely, but was it fast-acting or slow-acting?

				She scurried back to the others, laboriously reporting by writing in snow. Aito and Jien aside, all the humans were looking at her strangely. None of her friends bothered to explain why a squirrel could write.

				The guide grunted. “It’ll take a short while before they really feel the effect.” He sounded like he knew what she would have given them. Ah ha, he was a shinobi.

				“We don’t want them to notice us before they fall down,” the scribe murmured, tapping his fingertips on his writing table. “Can we plan something to divert their attention briefly?”

				“Plans are for those who lack confidence in their strength,” Hachiro boomed. “Let us go forth and take them down!”

				Squirrels didn’t laugh, but Sanae managed an approximation when she saw the scribe’s expression. His opinion of samurai as terminal idiots wouldn’t change any time soon.

				“A fire in the back,” Yuki suggested. “That would draw their attention quickly.”

				“A good idea,” the scribe said, looking grateful someone was capable of intelligent thought. “But I fear the flames might spread rapidly through the forest and prevent any of us from escaping alive. We do, at this time, hope to survive.”

				Looking at her, Yuki said, “A noisy distraction without fire? I’m sure a squirrel can cause mischief.”

				She chattered excitedly at them. She had an idea already.

				“Be careful,” Akakiba told her. “We’ll be right behind you.”

				In a Shinto shrine, there was often a gong hung in front of the inner altar. It was meant to be rung to alert the gods someone was talking—praying—to them.

				As soon as Sanae located the altar, she squeezed in the space between the flat gong and the wall. A rock, small enough to be gripped by her tiny paws, served her purpose. Invisible in her hidden place, she smacked the gong with the rock. The noise wasn’t terribly loud, but in such a quiet place, the sound carried.

			

			
				A pair of guards drifted close, then a second pair. That accounted for all of the guards who had been watching the front. As long as they were looking this way, they couldn’t see her friends coming. At least one looked like he wasn’t feeling well; had he drunk the lady’s tea?

				“Who’s ringing the gong at this time?”

				“I didn’t see anyone.”

				They started drifting away, so she lifted her rock. Bang, bang, bang.

				“That’s not the wind,” a guard said, peering round suspiciously.

				“It’s nothing,” the sick-looking one said grumpily. “Only the wind.”

				An irate priest stepped out. “What are you all doing here?”

				“The gong’s ringing by itself,” one guard said.

				The priest’s face brightened. “The goddess Inari must be giving us a sign! She’s coming!” He turned sharply, as if he’d heard something. “What was that?”

				Someone screamed. The priest and guards took off—or, well, two ran, one dragged himself along, and the fourth sat on the ground.

				The sound of metal on metal carried. Were the others already here? Sanae ran, jumping and gliding her way to the room where the focus was. Jien and Aito stood in the doorway, using their spears’ longer reach to persuade the guards and priests to back away. The others spilled in the room behind the advancing sohei or stood in the hallway to meet guards rushing from other directions.

				How many guards hadn’t been poisoned? Someone blew a conch, bringing every remaining guard running to surround them. The answer, it seemed, was “too many.”

				A lavishly dressed man with an elaborate headdress stood in front of the box, arms spread wide. “Fools!” he cried. “It’s too late to stop us! Guards! We need more life!”

				“I don’t understand,” Jien began, “why certain people feel obligated to talk like they’re in a tale. Obviously it isn’t too late since we’re right here and—”

				The guards turned their swords on the weakened priests, the ones who couldn’t rise from the floor.

				Akakiba jerked forward, past Jien. “Stop them!”

				Too late. As the men expired, their lives went straight to feed the ritual. The box cracked and the ground shook under their feet. The outline of a fox grew from the box. And grew. And grew. Its head went right through the roof, pieces falling. The spirit was already physical, solid. The still-living priests screamed in either alarm or ecstasy; it was difficult to tell the difference.

			

			
				“Inari! Inari! Inari!”

				This was Inari’s “body”? It was bigger than the hundred biggest spirits she’d ever seen put together! Inari had discarded all that so she could fit inside a human?

				Hachiro and Sora threw themselves forward, special swords in hand. Behind them, Akakiba hesitated, then flung an arm out and snapped at the others, “Get out! The building won’t hold!”

				They retreated, Sanae catching a ride on Yuki’s shoulder. She nipped his ear to keep him stumbling onward instead of looking over his shoulder for Akakiba.

				Between the ground’s brutal heaving and the spirit thrashing the roof, the building stood no chance. It collapsed, groaning and flinging dust into the air.

				The sword-bearers stumbled out of the wreckage, coughing.

				“Couldn’t see anything,” Hachiro said between two coughs.

				The world had calmed under their feet, but there were zigzag cracks in the earth. They looked up at the spirit.

				“Who saw this coming?” Jien asked. “Because I didn’t. I should have, though. Nine is classic.”

				A giant, nine-tailed fox rose before them. It was bigger than most temples.

				“Fools!” the high priest cried, standing in the ruins of his shrine with dust and blood covering his face. “Goddess Inari herself is on our side! She will destroy you all!” He raised his arms to the fox. “Goddess Inari! These men have come to attack your faithful! We beseech you, defend us!”

				A bone-shaking roar came from the fox’s throat. Its tails lashed wildly as it turned, one of them smacking the high priest into a still-standing wall so hard he slumped to the ground and did not rise again.

				“I saw that coming,” Jien said. “I don’t think she wants to be friends with them. Want to try talking to her, Aki?”

				Akakiba thinned his lips. “She can’t understand us, right now. Unless she comes to herself soon and starts talking to us, consider her an enemy. Remember that only the special swords can hurt her.”

				Hachiro grunted. “Very well. We will spread out and keep our distance for a time, to see what she does. Take up formation and defend yourselves!” From the guards, he meant; the ones who hadn’t been flattened by the temple’s collapse were organizing, advancing as if to try to push them under the giant stomping fox’s paws.

			

			
				It was a short glide from Yuki’s shoulder to Akakiba’s. He eyed her sideways, something almost helpless in his gaze. “Find her,” he whispered, teeth gritted. “If she can’t control that thing…”

				Sanae took off, fast. Nobody seemed to notice her passage except the shinobi guide. He was standing guard over the scribe, who knelt in the snow, recording the scene with jerky, feverish brush strokes. The scribe also held a dagger in his mouth, a sign he wasn’t averse to using violence to protect his life, whatever his dismissive words about swordsmen.

				Inari shouldn’t be too far away, right? Sanae called for her, screaming with her mind. Lady Inari! We need you!

				A fox bounded out of nowhere, nearly frightening Momo to death. Because she was currently in charge of the body, Sanae felt the cold flush of instinctive terror as if it were her own. Predator! Flee, flee!

				Gah, don’t do that! She held Momo, trying to convince him the fox wasn’t going to eat them.

				Hm? But you called for me. Inari looked away, through the trees. Her “body” was just about visible from here. They woke it. Unfortunate.

				What do we do now? Can you control it?


				If I come any closer I will be drawn to merge with it. But doing so would not restore what was stolen from the land. There’s no choice. You have the swords; you can kill it.


				But it’s part of you! Will you die?

				It’s a possibility.

				Sanae choked on horror and indignation. We’re not going to risk killing you!


				There’s no choice, Inari said without so much as a trace of fear or regret in her tone, as if the possibility of her death was but an inconvenience. Without a mind, it is a vicious thing. Unless… Can you see this? The thread connected to my chest?

				Sanae squinted and said, I don’t…Oh, maybe? There was a shimmering, as if there was something she couldn’t quite see, as if she could see the smoke but not the fire responsible for it.

				Tell your brother to cut the thread with the sword he showed me. It is the last link between us, now. If he severs it, I will be safe from its demise, but I will also be unable to ever control it. It does not know who you are and will not refrain from harming you.

				We’ll be fine, Sanae said, faking complete confidence. We can do this. Wait here, and we’ll end this.

			

			
				She bounded off in the opposite direction. Inari’s soft Be safe, granddaughter followed her.

				The snow on the battlefield was trampled and muddied, hardly fit for her to write in. She hopped onto the scribe’s writing table and dipped a paw into ink to write. It would be ugly, not at all like proper brushwork, but there was no time to do better.

				“What are you doing?” the scribe demanded to know. “You’re ruining my work!” He nonetheless let her continue, gaze following her progress.

				Use the Sword Eater copy to cut the thin thread coming out of its chest, the message said. It will separate them.


				“Separate what?” the scribe asked. He ripped and rolled up the piece of parchment for her. “Here,” he said with a sigh. “You will explain this to me, later.”

				She patted his hand with her tiny paw. Perhaps she would.

				Her boys fought in a cluster, Jien, Aito, and Yuki loosely surrounding Akakiba. Hachiro and Sora were also at the center of such formations, supported and protected by the others.

				After shoving the message in her brother’s face, she glided to the ground. Knowing where Inari was in relation to the rampaging nine-tailed fox allowed her to determine where the thread was. If she squinted—oh, there! Sitting underneath, she chattered wildly.

				Akakiba looked at the message, then at her. “The thread is where?”

				Squirrel limbs weren’t made for pointing, but she tried to lift them upward to signify, “Above my head, you blind idiot! Cut it!”

				He saw the thread. Either that, or he swiped his sword blindly and hit it anyway. The leaf-thin thread vanished. The nine tailed fox roared, shaking the world as if it were an earthquake by itself.

				Relief flooded Akakiba’s expression. If she’d had a human face, Sanae expected she’d have sported the same look. They didn’t have to hurt Inari.

				“What was that?” Aito asked. “I saw—”

				“Later,” Akakiba said shortly. “First we take it down.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Ten

				Yuki

				They moved together, getting Akakiba closer to the other sword-bearers.

				“It’s useless to wait further,” Akakiba called out. “She’s mindless. We have to take her down.”

				“Are you sure?” Yuki said, talking low. “She’s important to your clan.” It didn’t seem fair to kill Inari for what was essentially not her fault. She hadn’t asked the cult to deprive the land and its inhabitants of their life force.

				Akakiba looked strangely guilty, but his tone was determined when he said, “There’s no choice. She’ll hurt more people if we don’t stop her.”

				“Understood,” Hachiro said. “We three will fight her. Everybody else will form a line to defend our exposed backs.” He was only repeating tactics discussed earlier, but it seemed to settle the other men’s nerves to be reminded there was a plan beyond, ah, how had Jien put it? “Flailing around with pointy weapons and hoping for the best”?

				It helped Yuki’s own nerves to see Hachiro and Sora were as blasé about the situation as Akakiba seemed to be. They were all willing to take on the giant, mad fox spirit.

				“Everybody without a special sword should stay out of her reach,” Akakiba said. “Slicing up something this big will take time.” He side-eyed the other sword-bearers. “Don’t stab. Slice. The swords will eat what they can.”

				Sanae hopped to Yuki’s shoulder and settled there, soft fur tickling his cheek. “Hey,” he said. “Pull my ear if there’s danger behind me I can’t see, okay?” He took her chatter as assent.

				The three sword-bearers went off together. The giant fox was still trampling the temple’s ruins, as if offended by their existence. This activity had so far kept her too busy to attack them. Akakiba must have been right—there was no reasonable mind in there.

			

			
				With Akakiba gone, it was him, Jien, and Aito standing together against the guards who circled like predators looking for a weak spot. Since everything was dead around, one might hope these men might not have much battle experience beyond simple training.

				They clashed, blade to blade, in the morning light. The air was chilly, all the better to cool them when battle heated blood and flesh. Without consulting each other, the three of them edged aside until they had their backs to the dazzling afternoon sun and the enemy had to squint against it.

				They fought and killed. The emperor’s men had joined the line on either side of them and celebrated every kill somewhat distastefully. At least they knew what they were doing. Against so many, the occasional slip happened. A cut here, a blow there. The scent of blood tinged the sharp air and its color spotted the snow that hadn’t yet been turned to mud.

				“Yuki,” Jien panted. “Over there.”

				He looked. Three enemies had gone all the way around their defensive line to creep behind Akakiba. He was alone, the other sword-bearers standing on the other side of the massive creature they fought. None of them seemed to have noticed the danger.

				Sanae made an extremely unhappy noise.

				“We’ll hold the line,” Jien said. He was favoring his right leg heavily and probably couldn’t have run very far. “Go.”

				Yuki ran, feet pounding the ground. Sanae was flattened on his shoulder, claws digging into his flesh as she held on tight. A tremor ran through the ground now and then, as if it were trying to trip him, but he couldn’t afford to slow down. They couldn’t let the sword-bearers take injuries and he wasn’t willing to allow Akakiba to take even a scratch more than necessary. Else the idiot would bleed red and his sword might eat him alive.

				The enemy was close now, almost ready to take their weapons to Akakiba’s unprotected back as he danced with Inari’s tails, his attention fully absorbed by their motion. One of them had a bow! The archer must not have been skilled, if he had to come this close to shoot, but it gave Yuki just enough time to—

				As the bowman pulled the string, Yuki tackled him bodily to the ground. Screeching, Sanae flung herself at the second man’s face.

				The third man was swift, and unfortunately competent. Metal wormed into Yuki’s flesh and stayed there even as he reached to return the favor.

			

			
				The second man flailed, blood dripping down his face as Sanae mauled him. He threw her off, finally, and chose to stumble away rather than stay and face the mad squirrel.

				Yuki’s free hand rose to touch the sword impaling him. This was…not good.

				The blade had apparently gone all the way through, because it got pushed the tiniest bit backward when he lay flat on his back. The sharp pain filled his eyes with water. Removing the blade would worsen the wound, wouldn’t it? Maybe he could sit the rest of the battle out, watching the others fight.

				Sanae chattered at him. She sounded angry, in a squirrelly way.

				“It was an accident,” he tried to say. He looked at the sword again. It must have gone through several important bits of innards, considering the angle. It didn’t hurt as badly as he’d have expected, but breathing took effort, every breath snatched as if against his lungs’ will.

				Sanae took off running. Yuki closed his eyes a moment, opening them to see Sanae leading her brother back to him.

				Akakiba’s face dimmed as he crouched. “Yuki.” He touched the sword, eying it as if trying to calculate how far it’d gone in. “Sanae, is it safe for you to come out, now that the ritual is ended?” Hope drained out of his voice as he added, “I forgot. There’s no spare energy here to heal with, is there?”

				Akakiba took his hand, a most peculiar look on his face. He looked like he might cry, something which probably hadn’t happened since he were five years old.

				“My thoughts are rambling,” Yuki said, coughing. “Is that bad?” It was probably bad.

				Sanae bloomed out of the squirrel, pooling into her customary five-tailed fox shape. Why am I so stupid I didn’t realize I could come out now? Take the sword out, now now now! I’m healing and it’s in the way!


				Akakiba yanked the blade out. It should have hurt, but didn’t. It merely tugged.

				“Is there enough energy?” Akakiba asked. “Can you stop the blood? Flesh can be mended later.”

				Brother, Sanae said, tone gone painfully kind. I’m made of spiritual energy. That’s all there is to use.


				“Don’t you dare—” He stopped, drew a ragged breath. “The minimum. Then you stop.”

				It’ll be okay.

			

			
				She was already going faint, her shape nothing more than an outline. “Stop now,” Akakiba ordered. “It’ll have to be enough.”

				Yuki stirred. A second ago, he hadn’t been there, mentally. Now he was back, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to be. “I’m fine, I’m fine! You can stop!” The sword’s entry point was an angry, puckered hole in his flesh, but the wound was no longer bleeding, and he could feel pain again—a good sign, compared to the numbness from before.

				Don’t be so impatient; this is delicate work! I don’t have an endless supply of energy to use! There are blood vessels to close, and this bit of muscle to fix, and—


				Fainter yet, all but invisible.

				“Stop now,” Akakiba repeated. “Obey your elders!”

				“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” Yuki lied. “Leave it be.”

				I can’t, there’s still this left… Oh, curse it. I’m sorry. I’m running out. I’m—

				“Just stop!” Akakiba snapped.

				No answer.

				Yuki sat up, searching for a hint of red. “Sanae?” Only silence answered. “Maybe she crossed to the spirit realm? Wouldn’t she be safer there?”

				The mindless fox screamed, kicking at the two humans harassing it. Akakiba turned their way slowly, as if walking through deep water. “Rest as long as you need,” he said. The words were flat, as if expressing or feeling any emotion at this moment would break him.

				Yuki stared at his wound. It looked terrible, muscle visible under the parted skin, but he could tell the real damage, the damage inside, had been patched. Sanae had fixed him, and vanished. Maybe she’d reappear after they killed the monster. She had to. He couldn’t contemplate the alternative, couldn’t afford to be struck useless by the possibility. She’d be back, and she’d laugh at them for worrying.

				He rolled to his feet, pressing a hand to the wound as the motion tore broken skin a fraction further. He was almost grateful for the sharp and vivid pain, the way it anchored him into reality. He ignored the way the ground shook—again—in favor of looking round the field. His place was back at the line, keeping the remaining enemies away from the sword-bearers. He walked away while watching over his shoulder, admiring the way Akakiba and Hachiro took turns attracting the beast’s attention while the others moved in to strike. Sora was dwarfed next to the men, moving like a nervous critter, in short bursts; this way, that way. The spirit didn’t seem to know she was there.

			

			
				He was still looking when the earth opened beneath Akakiba’s feet like a maw trying to swallow him. Sora, two feet away, dove to catch him; her free hand seized on something. With her sword hand, she stabbed her weapon blade first into the earth to serve as an anchor.

				Hachiro bellowed at the fox wordlessly, drawing its attention away from the precariously perched pair.

				Yuki reversed course, feet hardly touching the ground. Sora might be nimble, but she wasn’t a big woman and Akakiba was heavy. The ground was roiling as if trying to impersonate the sea, sending him lurching, but he somehow kept his feet.

				Akakiba’s arms appeared over the edge; he was hauling himself up. He was fine, everything was—

				The ground under Sora’s feet crumbled. She vanished from view, and so did Akakiba. Pulled down with the earth.

				Too late, Yuki thought dimly as he finally arrived and looked far, far down. Akakiba was at the bottom, unmoving. The woman lay halfway down, caught on a tiny ledge. The white edges of bones protruded from her chest, dark blood running thick. She looked up at him, her lips moving without seeming to make a sound.

				“I need rope,” Yuki said to no one, feeling oddly calm, as if this were but a dream. Where could he find rope? In the temple’s ruins?

				“Rope,” Jien said, arriving out of nowhere with his arms full of uncoiled rope that he shoved at Yuki. Blood streaked his face from a cut on his forehead, giving him the look of a nightmare creature. He bent over to clutch at his bleeding leg briefly, hissing as he tightened the sloppy, strained bandage. “I’ll lower you.”

				“Where did you find rope?”

				“The guide found it for us; we had someone fall too.” He glanced down only briefly, as if unwilling to truly see who lay at the bottom. “Other guy didn’t fall as deep, though.”

				Jien wrapped one end of the rope about his arm and shoulder; Yuki wrapped the other end about his waist. He half-climbed, half-fell down, using what handholds he could find to take weight off Jien’s shoulder.

				When he arrived at the woman’s height, her arm jerked, moving the Soul Eater copy towards him. “Can’t rise,” she rasped, blood bubbling at her lips.

				How could they possibly lift her up without killing her?

				The truth was lead in the bottom of his stomach. They couldn’t do anything. Moving her would kill her faster, and they had no way of healing such damage either way. It would have been kinder for her to fall farther down, so she might have died on impact.

			

			
				He wanted to stay and hold her hand; he wanted to tell her she wouldn’t die alone. But he couldn’t. If there was any chance Akakiba was still breathing, could be helped…

				The ground started shaking again. When had it stopped? A whimper escaped the woman’s lips, then nothing. Unconscious, Yuki hoped. He couldn’t hope that she was dead; the crushed mess that was her chest was still moving.

				He clung to the rock face, willing the quake to end right this instant. He was in a hurry!

				The spirit screamed. The earth groaned and split. Jien was suddenly not there. The rope’s end slid down.

				“Jien? Jien!”

				“Busy!” Jien shouted. “Hold on tight!”

				Were those fighting noises? Curse it!

				Should he go up to help Jien, or continue down? He was closer to the top, but… He started moving downward, excruciatingly slowly.

				One handhold crumbled under his fingers; he scrambled for another. His left foot was slipping too—if he fell, he’d break his neck. Who’d have time to come down for Akakiba, then?

				A hand pressed him against the wall and a voice said, “I have you.”

				Yuki yelped, heart well-near stopping from shock. “You’re alive!”

				Akakiba’s eyes were red. His hair was red from root to tip. His skin was covered in red swirls so thick there was more red than there was normal colored flesh visible. They looked at Sora when they reached her; she was no longer breathing. Akakiba reached for the glyphed sword.

				Yuki hissed, knocking Akakiba’s hand aside. “Don’t touch that when you’re red!” He took the sword himself.

				Once up over the edge, he found Jien wrestling down a kicking priest, who was howling something about saving Inari from them.

				“I’m getting too old to save the world,” Jien wheezed. “Sorry I dropped you. He hit me in the head with a rock!” The way Jien’s face lit up told Yuki that Akakiba had come over the edge, too. “Hey, Aki! I knew you were too stubborn to die!” His expression jumped to alarmed in a split second. “Uh, is that a rib poking out of you?”

				Yuki whirled round. Yes, the white thing was the broken edge of a bone. “Sit down, it needs to be pushed back!”

			

			
				Akakiba looked down as if only now noticing there was a bone protruding from his flesh. “It’s fine,” he said, pushing it back in place under his skin with the flat of his palm. “Are you hurt, Yuki? You look—”

				“You’re asking me? Which of us fell off a height that would have killed well-near anybody else, and then climbed back up with a protruding rib?”

				“Sorry.” Akakiba reached out and stole the lady’s sword from him. “I have to hurry. If it’s the last time I get to use this trick, I better make the most of it.”

				Akakiba leapt across the chasm and ran for the monster, slicing and slashing and stabbing. He wielded both blades bluntly, hacking away at the fox’s paws while avoiding its wildly whipping tails. The blades’ mindless hunger seized on every bit of energy; the paws were shrinking with every slash.

				Hachiro had vanished somewhere, perhaps to catch his breath, perhaps because he’d been knocked down. He rushed back into view, mouth open on a war cry. He seized and kept the creature’s attention, keeping it snapping at him and not at Akakiba.

				The ground shook intermittently, occasionally fissuring under the sword-bearers’ feet as if hungry to complete its collection. They were keeping up, for now.

				Yuki’s stomach hurt. He’d forgotten his wound, but it hadn’t forgotten him. He forced the pain out of his mind. He had to be useful. He had to do—something. He looked around, but there didn’t seem to be any fighting left other than Akakiba and Hachiro versus the spirit.

				“The guards are all dead or fled,” Jien said from his position sitting on the struggling priest. “It’s up to them now.” He gestured vaguely towards the giant spirit, which was no longer giant. Still big, yes, but no giant. They were whittling it down. It was working.

				Yuki didn’t have the energy to be pleased. It had to be exhaustion turning his wits to sand, because he only presently wondered—“Where did Aito go?”

				“Oh, he’s maybe a little unconscious. They pulled him back with the wounded. He’ll be fine when he wakes from his nap.”

				It was too much work to decide whether or not he should take Jien’s words seriously.

				“He’ll collapse before he’s done,” Yuki decided, observing Akakiba at work. “I’ll go get him.”

				He made his way around the chasm. He was not gambling his life on his ability to leap across.

			

			
				How long did Akakiba have until he flat ran out of strength? Minutes? Seconds? Any normal living thing would have already died a hundred times over from the bites of the steel snakes in his hands, but the nine-tailed fox spirit was still strong enough to be a menace.

				The next paw swipe clipped Akakiba. He went flying, skidding along the ground before coming to a stop mere steps from Yuki’s feet. The swords were still in his hands, as if welded there, but the red had all gone and he wasn’t moving.

				Yuki surged forward, hands closing upon Akakiba’s nearest limb to drag him away. It was his foot, but his head was without a doubt hard enough to survive a few bumps.

				The creature reared above, still big enough to crush them both. Yuki heaved.

				A roar like an earthquake rolled through his body, full of pain and rage. His ears should have been deaf to the world after that noise, but he still heard a booming, triumphant voice say, “Take this, monster!”

				While the creature focused on them, Hachiro had somehow found a way onto the creature’s back and stabbed the prime sword into its mass.

				Letting go of Akakiba’s foot, Yuki scrambled for the swords. While the creature was busy shaking its back violently, he might be able to score a few hits.

				But when he tried to pry Akakiba’s fingers off the handles, they twitched and wouldn’t let go.

				“Is that what it takes?” Akakiba rose to his feet and cocked an arm back. Flushing red from head to toe, he threw the sword as one might throw a knife. Flying through the air, it struck the creature’s neck and seemed to sink in to the hilt of its own accord.

				“Ah. It can’t shift energy away from the sword as easily when it’s a center-mass strike.” He cocked his arm back again with the other sword, but never had time to throw.

				Yuki took a hasty step closer, catching Akakiba as he fainted from exhaustion. He was still breathing regularly—that had to mean he was okay. Yuki searched for wounds with his hands, keeping his touch light, but there didn’t seem to be anything critical—even the broken rib had settled back in place.

				“You’re okay,” he told Akakiba’s unconscious form. “We’ll handle the rest.” He wasn’t sure who “we” was. Was he the only person left standing? Hachiro wasn’t anywhere in sight.

			

			
				The creature had not stopped stomping the ground, shrieking and bucking. The swords were attached like mountain leeches and it couldn’t paw the hilts, small as they were against its bulk. It shrank faster now. The ground wasn’t shaking anymore, either.

				The third sword lay on the ground. It felt normal in his hand, not at all like an incredibly dangerous relic thirsting for stolen life-force. Maybe human life-force was beneath its palate now that it had tasted a god’s.

				“It’s just you and me, now,” Yuki said to the creature. It wasn’t paying the slightest attention to him, which was good, but it was also bucking wildly, which wasn’t. It might “accidentally” break all his bones. Skill had little to do with this. It was a question of how fast and how lucky he was.

				“All right,” he murmured. “My turn.”

				He ran straight ahead. The swords hadn’t stuck when Akakiba had been hitting the paws and tails, so he’d best aim for the body. It wouldn’t have been possible when the creature was at its initial size, but now he could hope for a good strike. Paw incoming, dodge! He rolled to find himself under the creature. Jumping to his feet, he thrust upward. He must have connected, because the sword well-near wrenched itself from his hands to crawl deeper into its prey.

				The creature bellowed. Yuki slapped his hands over his ears, huddling on the ground.

				The spirit was melting like snow over flames. When he’d made his strike, it had been big as a house. Now it was horse-sized. Dog-sized. Cat-sized. A puff and it was gone, three swords clattering to the ground.

				The scribe arrived on the scene moments later, panting as he hauled the containment chest along. He put the swords inside and slammed the lid closed.

				“Congratulation, godslayer,” the scribe said. His gaze wandered aside. “Is he dead?”

				“Who—” Akakiba yet lay on the ground, unmoving. There was a fox sitting with him. “He’s unconscious, not dead.” But what if he’d stopped breathing since? He had to check, he had to—

				Wait. A fox? He looked again. Sanae? Please, please let it be so.

				The scribe grabbed his sleeve. “Have you seen the other sword-bearers?”

				“Sora is dead, over there in the fissure. Hachiro was alive not long ago.” He jerked his sleeve free, hurrying, calling, “Sanae?”

				The fox looked his way. It wasn’t a spirit fox but a flesh-and-bones one. He faltered, and then sped up again. It could still be—

			

			
				The closer he got, the more obvious it was. That was not Sanae. Superficially similar aura, but not hers.

				“Who are you? Get away from him. Now.”

				The unknown fox didn’t move. I felt my granddaughter go out. Tell me how she fell.


				Granddaughter? Sanae?

				The words hit like a blow, so hard he bit his knuckles to keep from screaming. “She…she healed me. Using herself, because there’s nothing else here. Are you sure she’s gone? All gone?”

				Strictly speaking, Inari said, studying him, there is a great deal of her essence in you. But she no longer exists as her own entity.


				“Buddhists say souls are reborn.” His father had been a Shinto priest, but there was no reason not to believe in both religions at once. Most people did.

				It is true energy is never lost, only transformed. But I do not know if the same minds can resurface.

				“Even gods don’t know everything, then,” Akakiba said. He sat up, not looking at them.

				Even gods are subject to the circle of life, the fox said.

				Yuki sat down. “Please tell me this isn’t Inari.”

				“Only a small part of her,” Akakiba said. “What we killed…that was the rest of her.”

				“Okay.” It didn’t seem important compared to the fact Sanae had died because of him. He wanted to sleep and never wake up.

				They staggered over to the temporary camp that had sprouted at the edge of what had been the battlefield. There, Jien was in the process of forcing soup down unconscious Aito’s throat. His lips stretched when he saw them, but it looked more grimace than smile.

				“How is he?” Yuki inquired, braced for yet more bad news.

				“I don’t know. In shock.” He gestured to Aito’s face—a bird sat on one cheek, a monkey and a tree on the other. “There’s one missing. I think it died.”

				“Psychic wound,” Akakiba said. “He’ll recover in time.”

				“Maybe. He’d have to wake up first.” Jien made a shooing gesture with the hand not holding the soup bowl. “Go rest. You both look half-dead. I’ll keep an eye on things.” He patted his leg, which was heavily wrapped. “I shouldn’t be moving around.”

			

			
				It seemed wrong to be idle, not to help in post-battle cleanup, but his body appeared to have tripled in weight and age. He ached in ways not limited to the physical. But focusing on small things was still within his ability. Akakiba needed food.

				Somebody had clearly gone back to the village to fetch abandoned supplies, because the large cauldron was there, full of simmering soup. With gratitude for whoever had prepared it, Yuki filled two bowls.

				He pushed one into Akakiba’s hands and said, “Eat.” Lifting his own bowl to his mouth, he forced the liquid down sip by sip, until there was no more.

				Words of comfort crowded on his tongue and died there, unspoken. How could he express regret about Sanae’s death when she’d died because of him? It was a wonder Akakiba hadn’t told him to get out of his sight. Then again, the way Akakiba wasn’t looking at him might be a hint that’s what he wanted.

				He rose. He’d find something to do, somewhere.

				“Where are you going?” Akakiba said, gaze snapping to him.

				“To help,” he said vaguely.

				“Sit down. You haven’t cleaned and bandaged that.”

				“What? Oh.” He saw to his wound. The middle was healed, but the entry point and exit point of the blade needed to be cleaned, slathered in dragon eggshell cream, and covered to prevent infection. How many people survived being run through?

				Akakiba watched him work, though his eyes kept sliding shut. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said. It was neutral enough to be difficult to interpret.

				Before Yuki could make up his mind what to reply, Akakiba’s breathing slid into the slow, even pace of slumber. He didn’t even wake when prodded for open wounds. There weren’t any. If there was damage left, it would be inside. It wasn’t a happy thought.

				Something small, grey, and furry crept by.

				Yuki sat up, heart hammering. “Sanae?”

				Momo’s little ears twitched but he didn’t look aside, crawling in Akakiba’s lap and settling there like a tiny furry guard. Not Sanae, just a confused flying squirrel. Inari had confirmed it. Sanae was gone. Permanently, this time.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Eleven

				Jien

				Great battles only sometimes brought glory and heroics, but they always left bodies to burn. They gathered the handful that were theirs, Sora’s last because they had to climb down to retrieve it. Hachiro laid her down gently, as if she were in any state to appreciate it. He looked around the field, brows low. “What of the little fox girl? I heard—”

				“Nothing’s left behind when a spirit dies,” Jien said bluntly. “We burned her body the first time she died.”

				For the pyre, they had plenty of help from surviving fighters with light or non-existent injuries. Finding dead wood wasn’t a problem since everything was dead. The problem was trying to start a fire without accidentally burning down the entire forested mountainside—and themselves along with it. They managed this by carefully gathering snow around the bonfire beforehand. The heat would melt the snow, soaking the ground and keeping it unburnable.

				On the battlefield, a solitary figure worked, gathering the bodies of the enemy’s fallen. It wasn’t difficult to identify her. There was only one woman left alive on their side. “That’s the spy woman, isn’t it? What is she doing?”

				They went to her and asked.

				She didn’t look up, continuing her work. Her clothes were filthy with mud, blood, and worse. “I was a poor friend to them, but they were always kind to me. They never meant to do harm.”

				Jien would have argued with the last bit, but not now, not when she was gathering the corpses of people she knew. How many years had she been undercover? How could shinobi live that way, making friends with people while knowing they’d have to turn on them?

				Without a word, Hachiro bent to grab the next body. Jien grudgingly started to help, too. It was difficult to be friends with someone so noble. These people were directly responsible for two women’s death, several men’s, and so much other damage besides. While it was true his religion promoted the idea of respect for all living things, he’d never claimed to be anywhere in the vicinity of perfection.

			

			
				Enemy bodies were piled atop the shrine’s ruins, and the whole thing set afire after a suitable snow wall was erected between the ruins and the forest. Jien didn’t stay. He had living friends to check upon.

				Aito’s condition was stable. He was breathing, though he wasn’t doing anything else. Akakiba and Yuki were asleep and…guarded by a fox? The odds that it was a normal animal were small.

				He approached warily. “Who are you?”

				“The part of Inari we didn’t kill, apparently,” Yuki said without opening his eyes. “Don’t tell the others.”

				Jien opened his mouth to speak, closed it. What did you say to a deity? “Ah, do you need anything? There’s soup, but no meat.”

				Tell me about my granddaughter Sanae.

				“Granddaughter, huh?” He folded his body slowly, mindful of his injured leg. He also had a wound on his scalp where the idiot priest had hit him with a rock, but it’d stopped bleeding so he could ignore it. “I didn’t know Sanae well. You should ask her brother.”

				Inari gave him a look. I do remember how humans are about family.


				“I’m sorry. That was stupid. Don’t mention her around him. She was…” How did you describe someone like Sanae? “She was fierce, energetic, and downright reckless. She was good with a blade and she liked to fight. She beat me, once, and that was before she’d been in real combat. She even cheated during her final test, in front of everybody.”

				He talked until the scribe came around, balancing bowls filled with rice. “I’m not your servant,” the man said pointedly, passing the bowls down to Jien. “Make them eat.” He looked at Inari. “I assume this is the fox who’s been seen around the shrine.” He looked at Momo, too. “I will demand explanations about all this, later.”

				“Don’t ask me,” Jien said. “I hardly know what’s going on.”

				The scribe looked at him with open disbelief, which was unfair. He truly didn’t know anything.

				The scribe walked away, leaving him alone with steaming rice and snoring friends. Plus a flying squirrel and part of a goddess. “Hey, Aki, Yuki. Food!”

				The groggy pair didn’t notice the smoke until after they’d inhaled their food. “You should have asked us to help build the pyre,” Yuki said reproachfully.

			

			
				“We didn’t need the help. The big guy is keeping an eye out, to prevent fire from spreading. Aito’s still unconscious. The scribe brought food and says Akakiba owes him explanations. He probably means about squirrels who aren’t squirrels and foxes who are a little godly.”

				Akakiba grunted indifferently.

				Inari was studying them, gaze moving from one to the next. I can provide the explanations he seeks, she said. He is an ally, is he not?


				“Partly,” Jien answered when Akakiba didn’t. “He works for the emperor. The emperor is usually an ally, but he allowed a madman shinobi to go after the Fox clan because he thought they might be working with those people.” He gestured towards the burning shrine to indicate who he meant. “I don’t know how the clan’s going to take it. I do know we still have to find a way to destroy the three swords to free the energy inside. We don’t want the emperor’s men to keep them.”

				Will you fight them?

				“If they try to keep the swords… Maybe. Can you steal them while they aren’t looking?”

				I will speak with the emperor’s man. He seems reasonable.

				“Feel free,” he said politely. He wasn’t about to argue with a goddess. He liked being alive and in possession of all his limbs.

				With Inari gone, silence reigned.

				Yuki fiddled with his bowl, eyes lowered.

				“Don’t,” Akakiba said. “You can’t take responsibility for Sanae’s actions.”

				“If I hadn’t gotten hurt, she wouldn’t be gone.”

				“If I hadn’t said I’d pick you over anybody else, maybe she wouldn’t have done it.”

				“What?” Yuki’s head jerked up. “She wasn’t there when you said that.”

				“Wasn’t she? We wouldn’t have noticed when she arrived.”

				“You don’t know if that had anything to do with what she did.”

				“Neither do you.”

				“Hey, you two,” Jien drawled. “I’m sure Sanae would be ecstatic to know than instead of building a statue to commemorate her heroism, you’re busy fighting about which of you is more to blame.”

				His gambit to lift the mood almost worked, but Yuki’s eyes darkened again within moments. “I’ve never had someone die because of me. Not like this.”

				“I have,” Akakiba said. “Sora wasn’t the first; your father was.”

				“My father’s death was in no way your fault!”

				“It was. I just didn’t tell you.”

				“What do you mean? I thought the fire—”

			

			
				“I give up,” Jien said. “Have fun bickering.”

				They didn’t pay any attention to his words, so he went to look for the scribe, probably the only person currently thinking about how they were going to get home.

				Inari and the scribe had their heads put together as if they were talking about something they didn’t want anyone overhearing. They were at the same height because the scribe knelt on the ground and Inari sat on the containment chest.

				“This doesn’t look suspicious at all,” he said by way of announcing his presence. “What are you talking about?”

				The scribe pulled back, flushing pink. “Nothing. Just, ah, the mysteries of the universe.”

				Was it surprising for a scribe to get flustered about knowledge? Maybe not. Still, they had the look of people sharing a secret. If Aito would just wake up, he could spy on them and find out whether there was a reason for concern here. This wasn’t how he’d expected the scribe to react to the whole “the foxes totally lied and kept a god a secret from you” thing.

				“I was wondering how we’re going to get home,” Jien said. “I met a mountain monk a few months back who can use the spirit world to travel faster. He was able to bring others along, too. Can we use that method?”

				Inari tilted her head. I didn’t know bodies could go through the other side unscathed. If a human can do this, no doubt I can as well.


				Oh, great. She’d never done it before. He shouldn’t have opened his big mouth. “Or we could walk, the old-fashioned way. We wouldn’t want to impose on you.”

				We will do this, she said. It will be faster.


				“I would like to see this,” the scribe said. “Packing will be swift if we can abandon the supplies. What is our destination? The Imperial Palace?”

				The clan house, Inari said firmly.

				“Ah, of course.”

				“How are you going to find it?” Jien inquired. “Can you read a map?”

				I will see to that.

				Jien wandered back. The two pyres were still burning, supervised by Hachiro and the shinobi lady. Aito wasn’t moving, and Aki and Yuki were talking quietly.

				“I’m glad you told me,” Yuki said, “but it doesn’t change anything. I have more reason to blame myself for Sanae’s death than you have for blaming yourself for my father’s.”

			

			
				Jien plopped down near them. “Still fighting?”

				“Nobody’s fighting,” Akakiba said. But he eyed Yuki as if waiting for confirmation.

				“It’s not a time for fighting,” Yuki said, busying himself hand-feeding Momo. “We still have to bring Aito home and do something about the swords.”

				“I have good news and bad news about getting home. The good news is Inari thinks she can bring us home faster through the spirit realm, the same way Domi does it. The bad news is I don’t think she knows how to keep us alive. I refuse to be the test subject.”

				“It’ll keep,” Yuki said. “The pyre is still going. Shall we go?”

				Akakiba grunted in assent, rising. “I would leave something.” He didn’t need to say for whom.

				“You guys go,” Jien said. “I have an Aito to watch.”

				Feeding an unconscious person was boring and nowhere as easy as he might have thought. It took three bowls to get maybe a whole one down Aito’s throat and it was dreadful cleaning up after. Aito’s remaining spirits seemed to be looking at him reproachfully.

				“If you lot can do better, you go right ahead,” he told them. He didn’t even know how one of them had died. Had it squeezed out from one of the cuts Aito had taken, for the purpose of defending Aito from an incoming weapon? Had it sacrificed itself to heal a wound? For all their fierce defense of their human, Aito’s spirits were after all small creatures.

				Far too little was known about the mechanics of human-spirit bonds. This was probably the kind of injury that fell under the description psychic wound, but that mostly meant it was an injury that wasn’t dealt primarily to the body. It was an unbalancing in the aura that usually fixed itself. And if it didn’t, nobody knew how to help.

				Darkness fell. The pyres either burned themselves out or were helped along, the light and smoke vanishing. Everybody staggered off to find a patch of ground to sleep on. Somebody—the shinibi guide?—had carried a tent from the village to here to provide shelter for the worst wounded. Everybody else could survive the mild cold.

				“Sleep,” Yuki said in passing. “I’m the most rested, so I’ll keep watch. I doubt the surviving priests will come after us, but who knows how they think.”

				“I—” Akakiba began.

				“—need more sleep,” Yuki cut in.

			

			
				“True. I was going to suggest you keep an eye on the swords, lest they go mysteriously missing. This is the best time for the emperor’s men to take them away from us.”

				“I’ll watch them.”

				“I’d like to think Inari wouldn’t let them, but we don’t know her, yet. She claims to be one of ours, but that’s not proof.”

				“You’re jealous because she’s taken a liking to the scribe,” Jien said. But he didn’t disagree about the need to be cautious. They hadn’t come so far only to lose the Soul Eater and its copies again.

				Akakiba only had one sword at his waist now, his regular katana. The shorter blade, the wakizashi, was gone. Jien could guess where it was.

				They settled down around Aito, their party one fewer than it should have been.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Twelve

				Yuki

				Twenty people—give or take a deity—didn’t make for a large camp, especially when everybody who could walk gravitated to the fire and the food kept warm over it. The scribe settled down last, grumbling about having to sleep on snow. Inari never showed. Yuki sat back to a tree, keeping the containment chest within sight even while he focused most of his attention beyond the confines of their camp. The surviving cultists had nothing to gain by attacking them, but anger could push people to illogical actions.

				The night’s quiet was broken by nothing more than snores and Momo’s restless scurrying. Akakiba didn’t even wake when the squirrel sat on his face.

				“Come here, Momo,” Yuki said. “I’m the one with the nuts.”

				Wandering over, Momo sniffed at the nuts without interest. He moved on, twitching his way around camp and watching the world with his large black eyes.

				Yuki’s smile died a sudden, hard death. “Are you looking for Sanae?” Maybe it wasn’t just people who kept looking for lost loved ones long after they’d gone.

				If someone had sneaked up on the camp right then, he wouldn’t have noticed. Grief wasn’t about blame, however much Akakiba liked to pretend so. There was a hole in the world, the kind that never quite mended.

				By the time the sun rose, there was a little less grief in the air and a little more life in its place. Men talked and joked, smiles flitting across their faces. Others organized necessary work—feeding the wounded, changing bandages, assigning watch rotations. The single remaining woman was nowhere in sight.

				“Eat as much as you like,” the scribe said, projecting his voice. “We won’t need our supplies if we travel the alternate way.”

			

			
				“I volunteer to not be the test subject for that,” Jien said. “Someone else can have the pleasure.”

				“I already volunteered,” the scribe said wryly. “We have been discussing this and it is worth the risk.”

				“Who is ‘we’?”

				“The fox and I. Where did you think we were last night? Touring the area to admire the views? I’m willing to try. There should be no problem.”

				Yuki didn’t say anything, but he noticed the careful omission of Inari’s name. Was the scribe worried how the other men would react if the real Inari were presented to them this soon after the battle? Perhaps it was for the best; the last thing they needed was a confrontation.

				No problems for people, Inari said pointedly. She was looking at the containment chest.

				“There’s no danger,” the scribe argued. “The monks assured me the swords are completely harmless as long as they are kept inside. Is it not so, Jien?”

				Jien grimaced. “I doubt it was built for the purpose of surviving a trip through the spirit realm. Maybe Sanae could ask—oh.” His face fell as he caught up with his own words.

				Awkwardness filled the air until Hachiro boomed, “We should attempt this feat! What’s the worst that could happen?”

				The ensuing silence was of the “why did you have to ask that question?” kind.

				“At a guess,” Yuki said, “the containment could fail and the swords might eat the entire spirit realm. The consequences for the physical world would be terrible.”

				“Ah,” Hachiro said. “That would be unfortunate.”

				“On the bright side,” Jien said, “we wouldn’t live to regret our mistake.”

				The scribe tapped his chin in thought. He didn’t seem aware there was ink on his finger, ink he was spreading on his chin. “Perhaps if we move only one at a time. Beginning with one of the copies.”

				Jien whined. “But then we might survive long enough to really, really regret it.”

				Their group was given no specific task other than taking care of their own. Akakiba wandered off to poke through the shrine’s wreckage. He later came back reporting Inari’s remains seemed to have burned properly this time.

				“Your hands,” Yuki said. “Give them here. I can see those burns. That is what you get for pawing through smoldering ruins.”

			

			
				“They’ll heal.”

				“How fast?” he asked bluntly. If Akakiba’s shifting ability was nearly gone, what did it mean for his healing ability? Bleeding red must have weakened him even further.

				“I don’t know.”

				“And that’s why I’m going to wrap your hands. Give.”

				Akakiba surrendered his extremities to his care.

				The sun had crawled a good distance across the sky when the scribe reappeared, face flushed as he announced to the world, “It worked!”

				Let us begin, Inari said.

				Hachiro did a head count, coming to a perplexed halt towards the end. “We’re missing two.”

				The scribe waved a hand. “Our guide and the lady have gone to investigate what happened to the cult’s survivors, those who fled. They will make their way back later.”

				Akakiba and Momo went first, along with the containment chest in which remained only one glyphed sword. Yuki had somehow been nominated sword-watcher and the other two were waiting their turn at his feet. Jien and Aito went second, the latter unconscious in the former’s arms. The other wounded next, starting with the worst off. Hachiro went with the second copy, then the scribe, then anybody who was still left…

				Each trip took longer than the last, but they continued until Yuki found himself waiting alone. It hadn’t been too difficult to ignore the creepiness of the dead forest before, when he had nearly two dozen people around him. When it was just him and the wind that shook skeletal branches, unease pooled in his stomach.

				A noise, behind him. He whirled, ready to draw.

				Inari stood head lowered, panting like a dog. This is exhausting. Is there anything else?


				“Just me and the last sword,” Yuki said. “Do you need to rest first?”

				I would rather be done with it. Come.

				How could he argue? Leaving this place far behind sounded wonderful.

				He put the Soul Eater in the chest, latched and dragged it over. “Ready.” He knelt, like he’d seen the others do, to put a hand in Inari’s fur. Contact might not have been necessary, but why take chances?

				The experience was much as it had been the first time he’d done this, with Domi. It felt like freefall, like when he’d jumped off the cliff into the sea, but worse because his organs wanted to stay behind. He breathed shallowly—was there air on this side of existence or did it only exist in the bubble Inari maintained around them both, keeping them—he hoped—safe?

			

			
				It felt so…empty. Last time he’d been in the spirit world, the greyness had been alive with lights bobbing or zooming past. This time, there didn’t seem to be any spirit nearby. The ones he could perceive were far away, like the pinpoints of stars in the sky.

				One of his hands was in Inari’s fur and the other was clamped firmly on the chest. The glyphs carved in the thick wood were glowing. Were they supposed to glow? Had it happened the previous times?

				He said, or tried to say, “Look.”

				Inari might have said something, but his ears didn’t seem to be working.

				The glyphs flashed, once, bright and nauseating to look at, and he…fell? Rose? Which way was up in here?

				Either way, the landing hurt.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Thirteen

				Mamoru

				He could hear voices coming his way. Angry voices. He couldn’t see through the vase imprisoning him, couldn’t peer at these people’s sparks. But the female voice was familiar, somehow.

				“Let him out,” the familiar voice ordered, venom dripping from her words.

				“Do it,” clan leader Takashi said.

				Light flooded his tiny universe. It didn’t hurt his eyes—he didn’t have any—but his first instinct was to shy away from it. Direct sunlight wasn’t kind to spirits and was best avoided.

				His second instinct, stronger and more urgent, was to escape. He rushed out—and saw his body, lying there on the floor. Or, at least, a body with a face eerily similar to his own. Did they hope to be able to torture him in flesh? Should he flee as a spirit?

				“Mamoru, is that you?” Usagi knelt nearby, eying his indistinct form with uncertainty writ all over her lovely face. “We brought your body. I tried to feed it, but I think you’ll be hungry.”

				There was something weird, if not plain impossible, about the entire situation. It would have taken over a week of travel for Usagi to get here. Surely he hadn’t been in the vase for that long! His body didn’t look wasted; there was no starvation gauntness in the face, no sign of muscles withering with disuse.

				“I promise it’s safe,” Usagi said. “I’ll explain later.” Her gaze flicked to the Fox clan’s leader. Ah, she didn’t want to share information where the foxes could hear it. Finally, something logical!

				If he couldn’t trust his clan-sister, he couldn’t trust anyone. He flowed in his body, luxuriating in the feeling of home. It was slipping into a hot bath during the worst of winter; it was finding a path after a day lost in the woods; it was drinking water after going without for too long.

			

			
				He sat up, and his stomach growled. Usagi looked at the clan leader expectantly.

				The mysterious woman sitting to Usagi’s right lifted an eyebrow. “Well?” she prompted. “Are foxes averse to showing hospitality?”

				Ah, that was the familiar voice he’d heard. But why was it familiar? The woman was dressed strangely, her legs exposed from mid-thighs down. She spoke as if she were an important person, but her slightly-tanned skin proved she was no high lady, who would be afforded the luxury of staying out of the sun to protect her skin’s youthfulness.

				“Bring food for our guests,” Takashi said. His voice was a murmur, but the guards at the door reacted as if they’d understood perfectly, passing the request to someone out of sight. Mamoru would have been jealous of such keen hearing if he hadn’t already noticed his own had gotten sharper.

				The familiar woman reached out to touch Mamoru’s face. “How do you feel, cousin?”

				Cousin? Childhood memories floated to the surface of his mind. “Aunt Marin?” She wasn’t his aunt by blood, but he always addressed older female relatives politely.

				“You sound unsure.” She turned to a man Mamoru hadn’t previously noticed. He looked like a warrior monk with his spear and shaved head, but he dressed in plain, dark clothing like a commoner. “Have I aged so badly, Domi?” she asked of him, voice plaintive.

				“Stop fishing for compliments,” he replied. “You know you’re beautiful. He doesn’t remember because he was a child when he last saw you.”

				“And a tiny child, too,” Marin said. “Very cute, but shy.”

				“Aunt Marin,” Mamoru said again, more firmly. “What are you doing here? I heard you’d run away.”

				Her lips flattened. “Is that what they said, after they tried and failed to kill me? Well, no matter. Usagi told me what happened to the clan. There’s hardly a need for me to seek revenge.”

				Food came. Strangely, Marin didn’t seem to worry about poison; she dug in a bowl of rice and motioned for them to do the same. Mamoru emptied three bowls, forcing himself not to eat too fast for fear it’d come back up. His stomach felt like a bottomless hole.

				The moment he put his chopsticks down on top of his last bowl to signal he was done, everybody else did too.

				“Business, now,” Marin said. “Ask your questions, clan leader, and Mamoru will answer.” To him, she said, “I have rank. Don’t argue.”

			

			
				He could have said that as an outcast, Marin no longer had any authority over him. It wouldn’t have been a good idea to spit in the face of an ally, though, especially one Usagi appeared to trust.

				“Understood,” he said.

				Takashi began with, “Who sent you?”

				“Advisor Yoshida.”

				“For what purpose?”

				“To find out if you were likely to turn on us and join with the cultists, the ones trying to resurrect Inari in the north.”

				“What have you reported so far?”

				“Little.” He hesitated, continued warily. “There was a conversation about the possibility of Inari being awakened before the slayers got there and whether or not she could be reasoned with.”

				If the clan leader was upset, he didn’t show it. “Ah, yes, that. How did Advisor Yoshida react?”

				“He said they’d considered the possibility, too.”

				“In this alternate plan, were we still treated as allies?”

				“He didn’t mention any details.”

				Eventually, the clan leader ran out of questions. “Thank you for your help.”

				Marin rose. “We’ll be going, then.”

				“A moment, please,” an old monk said.

				That one was a real sohei, wearing white clothes under a layer of sleeveless black, bracers protecting his forearms and leg guards holding the bottom of his hakama tight against his legs. The warrior getup looked silly on a man of his age, but perhaps nobody wanted to tell him so. He’d been sitting a little farther away, keeping quiet until now. Mamoru had assumed he was one of the foxes’ allies.

				Sounding coldly angry, the old monk continued, “I wish to know who provided you with these spirit-trapping glyphs. We forbid their use for a reason.”

				The clan leader regarded the sohei warily. “What will you do if we provide you with this information?”

				“Kill them.”

				Condensing in the shape of a fox, Grandmother Naoko sniffed haughtily. Such bloodthirstiness. Worry not. Nobody betrayed your secrets; I stole them. I didn’t seek them out, but I came upon interesting records in your library.

			

			
				“I see.” The anger remained; Mamoru could see it in the man’s tense body language and brief, meaningless answer.

				What upsets you about these?

				“We stopped using these glyphs to confine dangerous spirits because they’re worse when they eventually escape. The method creates monsters, crazed spirits that murder and murder. Others used these glyphs to capture good spirits and bend them to their will—for healing, for example. My lovely was trapped, once, long ago.” He paused, and then spoke deliberately, “These can also be used to capture bodiless foxes. I’m sure Advisor Yoshida would be interested to learn of this possibility.”

				The clan leader tensed too. “Is this a threat?”

				“No. It is a warning. We of the Great Temple protect the balance of the world. We will oppose those who upset it by all available means.”

				Mamoru kept very, very still. This didn’t concern him and he didn’t want to be drawn in. Usagi might have felt the same, for she was also imitating a statue.

				The man named Domi said, “Peace, Toshi. Anger is guiding your tongue. There are no enemies here.”

				“Speak for yourself,” Marin muttered.

				Domi caught her gaze. “You know where this started.”

				Marin looked away.

				“We did not wish to upset our allies,” clan leader Takashi said. “But understand, Master Toshishiro, that we must safeguard our secrets from beings such as he is and those who would employ them. You know our position is precarious.”

				“Deal in good faith and you will always have us at your back,” Toshishiro said. “It might be helpful if you moved closer to Nara. Such attacks as you sustained would no longer be possible.”

				“Would we be welcome in Nara? There are powerful lords in the area and our position as an independent samurai clan has always been precarious.”

				“The emperor will owe you a boon if the mission ends in success. It is an idea to consider.”

				To Mamoru, it sounded like the old monk wanted the foxes closer to watch them. No way was he going to speak his thoughts, though.

				Perhaps we should stop giving the spies information to report, Grandmother Naoko said wryly.

				“They report to me, now,” Marin said, presumably speaking about Usagi and him. “Advisor Yoshida will have to find new spies.”

			

			
				Mamoru side-eyed Usagi. He needed to catch her alone so she could tell him what in the world was going on.

				To his surprise and relief, they were allowed to walk out the giant gates with all their limbs.

				“Where to?” Domi said. “Back to Nara?”

				Marin’s face grew stormy, dark and threatening. “I can’t believe you hid this power from me.”

				Domi poked at the ground with his spear like a dejected child. “You said you’d forgive whatever my secret was if it helped rescue your cousin in time.”

				“That was before I knew how big the secret was! I forbid you from using the ability again. We will walk back to the city like normal people.”

				Mamoru watched them argue, completely lost as to what they were talking about.

				“I’ll explain later,” Usagi murmured. She brushed her hand against his and it was enough.

				At the base of the mountain, there was a village where Marin selected and purchased adequate supplies to sustain five people on the road.

				“We’ll need a horse,” Marin said, looking at the oldest among them.

				“Dear lady,” Toshishiro said, “I’ve been walking all my life. I will survive the voyage without difficulties as long as nobody expects me to run.”

				“Very well, but old men and sick men don’t carry supplies,” Marin said firmly. “I will defend us if needed.”

				Mamoru and Usagi looked at each other and picked up the loads, mainly of food and items to cook and eat it. Oh, and blankets. Did blankets mean camping out? Unpleasant. Unless… Perhaps Usagi would feel cold. Maybe she’d need someone to warm her.

				Either way, being outside with Usagi was infinitely preferable to being trapped in a vase.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Fourteen

				Akakiba

				Inari went back for Yuki, but did not return.

				“Something happened,” Jien said. He liked speaking the painfully obvious.

				“The last sword was the oldest one,” the scribe said. “I thought the danger would be reduced if we sent it last, but perhaps it should have gone first.”

				Akakiba turned to him, suspicion rising. “I find it strange that it is the original sword, the worst one, that goes missing. I’m sure certain persons would love to keep the Soul Eater for themselves. Would you know anything about that?”

				“Are you suggesting Inari is working with me to keep the Soul Eater from your clan? Why ever would she side with outsiders over her own clan?”

				“I wouldn’t know. But she spent more time you than with anyone else. She barely even spoke to me.”

				“She thought you needed space, after what happened. I provided a willing ear if nothing else.” The scribe sighed wistfully. “I’m not likely to ever get a second chance to speak privately with a deity, am I? She has much wisdom and we could benefit greatly from listening to her. I hope nothing has happened to her, or to your friend. As things stand, we have no one who can search for them. I don’t know what we can do, other than wait and hope.”

				The trouble was the scribe’s words rang true to his ear and he had no proof to the contrary. Akakiba’s hands flexed into fists that were useless without a target. Yuki was missing and there was nothing he could do about it.

				A heavy hand landed on his shoulder, nearly sending him staggering. “Have faith!” Hachiro said. “They will find their way back to us!”

				“We should get to the clan house,” Jien said. “Our wounded need a healer’s attention and we have to report what happened. They’ll be wondering why Sanae never came back with news.”

			

			
				Without further talk, they organized to carry the wounded. With Jien’s help, Akakiba settled Aito’s limp body on his back and carried him off. He would see Aito delivered into the clan healer’s capable hands before he turned his full attention to the matter of his missing partner.

				For nebulous reasons, Inari had dropped them in the forest on top of the mountain on which the clan house sat. The wall could just about be seen between the trees. Perhaps she’d wanted them to make a grand entrance through the main gates, or perhaps she’d feared some might react with violence if she appeared in sight of humans or clan members. In the forest, the only creatures they might startle were furry or feathery.

				Or perhaps it was just easier and safer to target the outdoors—hadn’t Domi brought them out of the spirit realm in the forest too?

				Whatever the reason, they had to walk out of the forest and onto the road to reach the front gates. Now and then he checked over his shoulder, in case Yuki and Inari might be catching up, but the forest was calm and empty behind them.

				The road was empty, too, aside from a group of five people going the other way. The five strangers were already a distance away, but it looked like two of them were monks with spears, and two more seemed to be women. He might normally have been mildly curious what that was about—were the monks escorting these women somewhere?—but right now he didn’t have any interest to spare. Where was Yuki?

				Akakiba walked at the head of their column, easily recognizable; the guards scrambled to open the way as soon as they sighted him. By the time they stepped past the gates and into the courtyard, half the clan had turned out to welcome them. Last time he’d seen these people, they’d looked at him askance and whispered behind his back. Now they smiled at him as if they’d never shunned him for losing his head on the battleground.

				“Did you do it?”

				“Is Inari real? Did you meet her?”

				“Who are these people?”

				“We have wounded for Maru,” he said, lifting his voice above the noise. “Is there tea? Food?”

				He didn’t need to look far for his mother; Akahana pushed her way to the front without any politeness whatsoever. Kiba followed on her heels.

				“Did you succeed?” she asked breathlessly.

				“The answer is complicated, but I think…yes.”

			

			
				Her beaming smile was sunlight in winter; it didn’t melt the ice in his heart, but it muted the pain for a fleeting moment. “I’m so proud of my children.” Peering round, she added, “Are you here, Sanae?”

				His face must have shown something, because Akahana looked at him, really looked, and paled. “Where is she? Where is Yuki?”

				He tried to tell her, but the words refused to be spoken.

				Turning away from him, Akahana shouted at the crowd. “You’re in the way! Make yourself useful or leave! We need guest rooms! Food! Tea!”

				“Your people are curious like foxes, eh?” Hachiro said, grinning at his own, sad joke.

				Takashi is waiting, Kiba said. The others will be made welcome.


				Jien didn’t follow, apparently preferring to stay and watch Aito. Either that or he was more interested in eating than reporting.

				Akakiba made his report alone, staring at a plain undecorated wall without allowing his gaze to stray to the side where his mother had settled to listen, kneeling primly on the tatami. She shouldn’t have been in here, but nobody tried to make her leave.

				He spoke. “We lost Sanae when she healed Yuki’s wounds using the fabric of her own self. She did not survive.”

				He paused expectantly, but neither of his parents said anything. He didn’t look at them.

				It was Takashi who first spoke. “We all grieve for her loss, but her courage will not be forgotten. Was she the only casualty?”

				“A handful of the emperor’s men died, I did not notice when. The third sword-wielder died when the ground split and swallowed both her and myself. I took up her sword and attacked.” He finished as best he could, but his memory of later events was hazy. He had been in pain, physical and otherwise. “Yuki might remember better. I believe he was the one who struck the last blow.”

				I did not see Yuki outside, Kiba said, his tone carefully neutral, as if expecting further bad news.

				“I assume you noticed we returned earlier than should have been possible. With Inari’s help, we took a shortcut through the spirit realm. Yuki was to be the last, coming along with the Soul Eater. The two we have here are the copies. But they never arrived. It could be the sword’s doing, or…”

				“Yes?”

				“I’m not convinced we can trust her. She says she’s Inari, and she says she’s our First Lady, but those are only words, not proof. She seemed very interested in the emperor’s scribe. He might have asked her to divest the Soul Eater to the emperor for future use.” The “against us” was implied.

			

			
				“Grandmother,” Takashi said. “Show yourself, if you please. I know you’re here.”

				Grandmother Naoko materialized. I can try to find them, but I do not know the boy’s aura well.


				“Begin at the Imperial Palace, perhaps,” Takashi said. “If there’s treachery afoot, we best learn of it as soon as possible.”

				“Stay clear of the sword, if you find it,” Akakiba said.

				I didn’t live to this age by being incautious, pup.


				The clan leader released them. He would presumably speak with Jien and some of the others later, to get a better idea of what had happened, and how. No single person could see and remember everything, but many people might together provide enough details to paint a coherent scene. Every detail would be recorded, written down in their archives so future generations would know of this momentous battle. There might actually be future generations, if they successfully destroyed the swords.

				Akakiba walked alongside his mother in silence. “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “Are you—”

				“I’m not well, if that’s what you’re asking, but as well as can be expected.”

				He cast a sidelong look at her, trying to judge her expression.

				“You’re surprised.” Her eyes were bright with unshed tears, but she smiled. “It’s…different, this time. She chose it, you see? There’s no better death than dying protecting family.”

				“Yuki isn’t—”

				“He is. You’ve been slow about it, but we know.”

				His sigh was a heavy one. “Mother, there will be no grandchildren.” Even if he’d been inclined to give in and bear children, it wouldn’t have been possible since he could barely shift. He would never, ever risk being trapped as a female. It wasn’t fair he couldn’t reproduce as a male, but nothing could change this fact.

				“Oh, not everything is about breeding. I do consider my son’s happiness of some importance, whatever you think.” Then, after a beat, “Don’t worry; Grandmother Naoko will find him for you.”

				“I’ll kill her if she hurts him.” He wasn’t talking about Grandmother Naoko.

				This made his mother smile’s grow wide and soft. “Of course you will.”

				Kiba had yet to say anything, keeping his thoughts to himself as usual. Grieving privately? Sanae had been the clingy child, the one who liked to pester their mother with questions or turn fox to pounce on their father when he least expected it. The one who made them laugh even when they tried to scold her. Was that was he was remembering?

			

			
				After the silence stretched and stretched, Akakiba reached for an excuse to politely disengage from his parents’ company. He said, “I should see the others, make sure nobody provokes the big one. He has a temper.”

				“Ohhh, yes,” Akahana said, her light tone forced. “The big, strong one. You can introduce us.”

				Do remember you’re married, Kiba said dryly.

				“Being married is not the same as being blind. I’m not too old to appreciate a beautiful sight.” Her expression turned thoughtful. “Has he had a bath, yet? I could shift…”

				There was a noise, in Akakiba’s head, that was probably the sound of his sanity breaking. His own mother, his very married mother, talking about spying lustfully on a male guest? “You can’t—I don’t—” He stopped talking because she was smirking at him. Smirking. “Are you saying that to horrify me?”

				“Of course not. I always did like muscled men.”

				He wasn’t going to answer. In fact, it would be best if he forgot this topic had ever been breached. He could appreciate his mother’s efforts to distract him from worrying about Yuki, but she was not going about it in an acceptable way!

				The guests, minus Aito and a few of the wounded, were busy eating, drinking, and laughing loudly. This was not odd. After a great victory, warriors were entitled to celebrate.

				The odd part was that Hachiro was surrounded by women. Not unwed girls, but grown women.

				“See, I’m not the only one with good taste,” Akahana said.

				“I don’t understand what they think they’re doing,” Akakiba said.

				Akahana gave him a look. “Must I explain? When a woman finds a man attractive—”

				“I get that, but this is blatant. This is—”

				“—a rare chance for widowed women to get their hands on a strong, heroic male who might give them a child. Considering his name, his bloodline must be very fertile!”

				They’re usually more discreet, Kiba said. He sounded amused. Rumors have no doubt outrun reality on the topic of whether or not we will see an immediate effect on clan fertility, now that the god’s slain.


			

			
				“But the energy wasn’t freed,” he objected. “We won’t see any effect until we destroy the swords.”

				“Don’t ruin the mood,” Akahana said sharply. “We need this, this hope of better things.” The sharpness of her tone melted away as she said, “I wonder how many married couples will be busy tonight. We might see a few births, nine months from now…”

				Akakiba put his hands over his ears and stalked away. He didn’t have to stay there and let her have fun at his expense!

				Jien watched him approach with raised eyebrows. “What’s wrong? Is your mother still trying to marry you off? Didn’t you tell her—”

				“I didn’t,” he cut in, dropping down besides Jien. “It wasn’t about that. She was telling me how the widows of the clan hope for children from him.”

				Jien’s gaze wandered over to Hachiro. “Well, yes? I thought it was normal behavior here? I’m a bit jealous. I didn’t get half as much attention when I was new around here.”

				Akakiba stared, helplessly. “You…got attention?”

				“I’m not ugly,” Jien said indignantly. “I—”

				“Stop talking. Now. And give me that.” He swiped the sake bottle and one of the empty cups sitting by it. “I hate all of you.”

				“Aww, we’re just trying to distract you from—” Jien hesitated, as if suddenly realizing he should have kept his mouth shut. “—well, everything.”

				It couldn’t be the alcohol, because he’d only started in on it, but something made him ask, “Were you going to say Sanae or Yuki?”

				Jien flinched away from his gaze. “Yuki’ll find his way back somehow. He’s a resourceful guy. I just wish Sanae were here. She could have found him right away, and we wouldn’t have to worry.”

				“I’m an idiot,” Akakiba announced to the sake bottle.

				“I won’t argue, but why specifically?”

				“I was too busy worrying to realize I can find him myself. Grandmother Naoko doesn’t know Yuki’s aura, but I do. I need only leave my body.”

				“Do you know how to find people that way?”

				“I’ve done it once before. We don’t have any of those protective charms here. Can you make one?” Jien’s grimace was answer enough. “Come with me. You can watch my body and ensure no other entity makes away with it.”

				“I still don’t think—”

				Hauling Jien to his feet, Akakiba towed him away. “Yuki could be in trouble.”

			

			
				The drinking men and women hardly noticed them leaving. His parents had wandered off, which was good because they may not have approved either.

				“Are you sure you can?” Jien said quietly as Akakiba settled down on the floor of the first empty room they came across. “With the trouble you’ve been having with shifting…”

				“It’s not tied to my strength.” He didn’t think so, anyway. “I’m still a fox, albeit a weak one.” As long as he didn’t get into a fight with another spirit, he’d survive. Either way, he’d have to take the risk.

				Dignified people knelt, but Jien had never been especially dignified; he dropped to the floor cross-legged. “Be careful near the Sword Eater. You said it yourself; you’re weaker now. That makes you all the more vulnerable.”

				Momo stuck his head out for the first time since they’d come out of the spirit realm. He hadn’t liked travelling through it and reacted by hiding in Akakiba’s clothes and staying there. He was apparently now recovered enough to scamper off.

				“Don’t get lost,” Akakiba warned the furry critter. “I won’t look for you.”

				Jien brightened. “I was wondering where he’d gone! Momo, here, see, I kept nuts for you.”

				Akakiba was no longer paying attention. He was out, and gone. He had a lost partner to find.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Fifteen

				Yuki

				He was aware, in a dim way, that he’d been unconscious a while. Waking was difficult, and nauseating. It felt like his organs were jammed in his throat, fighting to get out. Rolling over, he cast a bleary eye on his surroundings. There was white here, and blue there, and something tall above him—a tree. The blue beyond was the sky. He was on his back.

				The chest was still in his grasp. His fingers felt at the seams; it hadn’t opened, but there was a crack in the wood, running through some of the glyphs. He was alive, so nothing horrible must have happened. They must have gotten out in time. They? Oh.

				“Lady Inari? Can you hear me?”

				There was a heap of red, white, and black fur over there. He staggered to her, leaving a trail of unsteady footsteps, and pressed a hand to thick fur. Inari stirred under his touch, making an indistinct noise before subsiding into worrying quiet.

				He looked round again, but he could see nothing but wilderness. Living wilderness, for he could hear a bird chirping nearby, but no road or sign of human habitation. They must have come at least halfway south, because there wasn’t any snow and the trees were budding. In a blink, they’d travelled from winter to spring. Chilly spring, but he’d take it.

				After tossing the Soul Eater out of it, he turned the containment chest into a fox sickbed by removing a layer of his clothing. Inari did not rouse when he gingerly scooped her up from the ground and laid her in.

				The Soul Eater tucked in his belt—it couldn’t be a good idea to leave it lying around—he ventured forth to explore the area and pick up wood to start a fire. The gurgle of running water led him to a clear stream, eliminating thirst from the list of immediate problems. A handful of mushrooms growing at the base of a tree would have to keep hunger at bay.

			

			
				It took patience to get the fire going with nothing but crude rocks to create the staring spark, but he achieved a timid, flickering fire. He coaxed it along. If they had to spend the night, they would appreciate the heat. He celebrated his achievement by nibbling on toasted mushroom and dribbling water into Inari’s muzzle. He hadn’t expected anything to happen, but she twitched and opened her eyes.

				“You’re awake! Are you hurt?”

				No. She sat up, looking over the edge of the containment chest. Where are we?


				“I didn’t explore far enough to find out. This is where we landed. I’m grateful we didn’t come out in the sea; we’d have drowned. You do remember what happened?”

				The seals couldn’t hold, Inari said, studying the crack in the chest from inside of it. Exiting so quickly was not kind to this body. It is getting old, for its kind.

				“Shouldn’t you…set her free, then? To live the rest of her life?”

				Inari blinked at him. You misunderstand. This fox is me.


				“Ah, you mean you merged.” It was much better than thinking the fox was a helpless passenger in its own body. In his experience, merging wasn’t painful or traumatic. It hadn’t been bad, being merged with Sanae; they’d called themselves “Kin.” Confusing, but not bad. “I don’t understand how you’re not too big for that body, though. I always heard possession damages bodies overtime. Unless the spirit doing it is weaker.”

				Compared to my former self, I’m pathetically small now. Compared to spirits you may have seen before, I may seem to be respectably sized. But it isn’t all about strength. In ignorance, it is easy to cause harm to a physical body. The stronger a spirit is, the gentler it has to be. If the spirit has no understanding of this, or if the host is unwilling and fights back, damage ensues. When unity is achieved properly, spirit and host in accord, the spirit’s presence helps and heals the body.


				“That explains the Fox clan. They heal very fast.” Kin had healed fast, too.

				They have the advantage of having been born as they are. It’s instinctive for them, not learned.

				It was impossible to think of Kin without thinking of Sanae. She’d been part of him, once, and now she was dead. Gone. It was difficult to grasp. “We wondered, once, how shifting from human to fox is possible and where clothing and extra mass go. I’m sure Sanae would have asked you, if she’d had the chance.”

				Where clothing goes? It doesn’t go anywhere.

				“It has to go somewhere; we don’t see it anymore!”

			

			
				Your minds are too limited to grasp it. Nothing is gone, the extra is merely folded. Eyes staring at nothing, Inari explained. It is like when you take a scroll and roll it up. It will seem smaller and you will no longer be able to see the writing upon it, but all of it will still be there. Yes, that is the best way for you to think of it.

				“Can you still see the world like a god? Now that you’re…lesser?”

				No. She didn’t sound as if this change of circumstances troubled her, jumping out of the chest and stretching gingerly. I require sustenance. I will hunt.


				Found you! Akakiba’s triumphant voice said.

				“You’re doing it again,” Yuki said, eying Akakiba’s bodiless form. He was too glad to be found to put much heat into his tone, but he did wish Akakiba would develop a stronger sense of self-preservation. “It’s dangerous.”

				I’m weakened, not dead. I can go back in my body easily.

				Assuming you don’t get eaten by a stronger spirit, Inari said sharply, as disapproving as a mother. What is this talk of your weakening?


				The clan’s been weakened because of the slow drain on spiritual energy, Akakiba grudgingly explained. Some eventually can no longer shift at all.

				And why aren’t you strengthening yourselves?

				What do you mean?

				Foolish children. Inari said. By eating other spirits, how else?


				Ah. We didn’t know it was an option. And I doubt we would choose it. Killing to eat is well. Killing to protect is well. But we do not prey on others for power.

				Then at least spend some time within an energy sink!

				Would that cure the problem?

				It would take time, if you’ve grown this weak. New energy has to be spun into you, to be digested, to truly be yours. But eventually, yes, your strength and normal powers should return.


				That was the best news he’d heard in days. But this wasn’t the time to discuss it. “That’s very interesting,” he interrupted, “but Akakiba should go back. We just need to know which way to go to get unlost.” For Akakiba he clarified, “We can’t travel any other way than on foot because the sword cracked the chest. We exited the spirit realm in a hurry.”

				Turning, Akakiba pointed with his muzzle. The clan house is in that direction. Surprisingly close. There’s a village nearby. Do you have money?

				Yuki reached under his clothes, feeling for the string. His fingers found a few coins hung on it. “Enough. But what about the chest? It won’t make travel easy.” He didn’t look forward to dragging it along.

				Burn it for warmth tonight, Akakiba suggested. It’s useless, but these glyphs shouldn’t be left where they might be found.

			

			
				There was a grumbling noise from Yuki’s stomach. A handful of mushrooms wasn’t a sufficient meal.

				Hunting, Inari said firmly. I will bring enough for us both. She melted into the forest’s shadows.

				Akakiba lingered. You didn’t sustain any injuries?


				“None, unless a headache counts. Now go back, before something tries to eat you. Tell everybody we’re fine and coming on foot.”

				Be careful with that sword.

				“Says the person who couldn’t keep himself from getting bitten by it,” he said wryly. “I may not be as tasty as you, but I’m not taking chances.”

				A second bodiless fox arrived, one Yuki didn’t recognize. Ah, here you are, impatient pup. Go on home to your body; I’ll guide them.


				But—

				“We’ll be fine. It makes me nervous when you’re outside your body, so go.”

				Very well. I will be waiting for you.

				Perhaps it was absurd to find such simple words warming, but he found them very warm indeed.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Sixteen

				Mamoru

				As far as spring days went, it was a beautiful, if chilly, one. The sky was deep blue, dotted with fluffy clouds sped along by a vigorous wind. Touches of fresh green were visible here and there, on trees and on the ground. Bird songs rose from every direction, as if they were terribly eager to begin mating season.

				Domi and Toshishiro strolled leisurely along the road while Marin prowled ahead. Mamoru and Usagi walked a short distance behind, gaining a measure of privacy by doing so. They hadn’t spoken much so far, but Mamoru had hope he could lure her out of her silence.

				“I thought you were angry with me, because of what I told you,” he said tentatively. “But you came to find me.”

				Usagi tilted her head, as if considering whether to answer. “I wasn’t angry. I understand secrets are sometimes necessary. I came because I refuse to lose the last of my clan so easily.”

				“I’m not really the last. There’s others out there, spread out.”

				“I don’t know where they are or how to reach them. You’re all I have, at the moment.”

				“You’re all I have, too.” And all he could ever need. “But what about Aunt Marin? How did you find her? How did you get here so fast?”

				Usagi quirked a smile, a genuine one that lit her eyes. “Our meeting was a strange coincidence, as if a god were watching over us. I’d say you wouldn’t believe everything that happened, but it might not be unbelievable to you.”

				“I was held prisoner in a vase,” Mamoru pointed out. “I’m ready to believe about anything, including divine intervention.” He resettled the load on his back. “We have a long way to walk. Go ahead and confound me.”

				[image: sb-01.png]


				“Something’s happened,” Usagi said. “He’s been gone far too long. What can we do?” When “something” happened to shinobi, it was usually capture, followed by torture and a high likelihood of death. She’d always known that, but until now it had been an impersonal sort of knowledge. No longer.

			

			
				Advisor Yoshida looked at Mamoru’s inert body a while longer before closing the door. “I’d kill him if I thought it would help, but I understand the mind can survive without the body. I can only hope he’ll have the sense to die rather than talk. The last thing we need is for the foxes to think we’re planning something against them.” As if suddenly realizing who he was talking to, he added, “He might yet escape. Watch him and let me know if he returns.”

				Usagi didn’t seize the nearest vase to bash him upside the head with it. She wanted to, but it was unlikely to improve the situation. She inclined herself instead, the picture of meek obedience. “Of course.”

				Inside Mamoru’s room, she dripped water into his mouth and began planning. She couldn’t trust the advisor not to change his mind and kill Mamoru and something about his uncharacteristically angry reaction struck her as strange.

				She rose and resettled by the hall, quiet and waiting. She wasn’t surprised when a servant walked past with a scroll in hand. Who was Advisor Yoshida contacting? Not the emperor, or he would have gone in person.

				“Excuse me,” she said.

				The servant turned to her, expression politely inquisitive. She kissed him, a hand at the back of his neck to keep him from backing away, the other hand slipping into his clothes to drag painfully sharp nails across his chest. The prick of her needles passed unnoticed beneath the sting of her scratching nails.

				She pulled him out of the hallway before anyone could see; he hardly resisted. Within moments he was helpless in her arms, paralysis spreading.

				She read the message at a glance. It was startlingly written, very poorly done, the kanji lopsided and squeezed together. I cannot guarantee the problematic person’s location at this time. Act accordingly.


				In other circumstances, she wouldn’t have known who the problematic person was. But Advisor Yoshida had written this immediately after learning Mamoru was missing from his body. He was up to something and feared Mamoru would discover what it was. Why? Neither she nor Mamoru had loyalty to anyone else inside the Imperial Palace. Unless, perhaps, the emperor? Ah. If Advisor Yoshida were leaking information to other parties, informing the emperor might bring rich rewards. One couldn’t trust shinobi not to take the gamble.

			

			
				She had no solid proof, only her instincts’ work, and she was far more concerned with Mamoru’s safety than potential rewards. Advisor Yoshida might believe Mamoru was only pretending to be in trouble and was instead spying on him. What if he took action against them based on that belief?

				This made her plans all the more urgent. After giving the servant on the floor another needle prick and rolling him into the futon cupboard, she set the rest of her plans into motion.

				The darkness was a shinobi’s ally, providing cover and chasing people indoors. Dressed in clothes stolen from Mamoru’s neutral-colored wardrobe, Usagi hoisted him onto her back—oof, why was he so heavy?—and made her way to the stables. If the guards noticed her, they didn’t come investigate. In the shadows she must have looked like a young man carrying a drunk friend to bed.

				At this hour, nobody was in the stables except a boy asleep in the hay; Usagi woke him with a foot in his ribs. “I need a placid horse,” she said. “One with stamina. Hurry!”

				The horse was saddled and ready before the boy awakened sufficiently to ask bothersome questions such as whether she were allowed to take a horse. “What’s wrong with him?”

				“He’s badly sick. Help me get him up.”

				Between the two of them, they were able to lift Mamoru up on the saddle. Usagi sat behind to hold him up. There would be no galloping, not if she wanted the both of them to stay on the horse. She’d had plenty of riding training, but never with an unconscious passenger.

				The real challenge would be crafting a story capable of convincing the guards to let her out of the gate.

				“Where are you going, Lady Usagi?” one asked. Ah, he knew her; that meant he would be inclined to believe her lies.

				“My friend’s been attacked and possessed by a demon. Only a trained exorcist can help him. Surely there will be one in town.”

				The guard shuddered. “Are you certain?”

				His companion said, “Why not wait here and have someone fetch a monk in the morning?”

				She looked at them as if they were dim. “It would have time to escape and seek another body! I had to drug him to stall the problem. Whatever happens cannot happen near the emperor.”

				“A lady shouldn’t go alone,” the first guard protested, but not in a way suggesting he wanted to volunteer.

			

			
				“You may send help to the nearest temple. Oh, I felt him twitch! Let me out before he wakes!”

				The guards looked to Mamoru with alarm. Either out of cowardice or ignorance, they let her through. She’d been prepared to needle them unconscious, but this was better, less suspicious. She pushed the horse to a canter until they were out of sight, simulating haste for the guards’ benefit, and then slowed the pace back to a walk. If she meant to travel from Kyoto to Nara in a single day, she must not tire the horse needlessly. She had no food, but a day without wouldn’t kill her. In Nara, the Great Temples would lend her assistance. She’d force them to, if they proved unwilling to help a distraught young lady begging at their gate.

				She rode into Nara at dusk that night, fingers stiff and frozen on the reins. She’d stopped but once to take care of bodily functions that wouldn’t wait any longer, giving the horse a moment to graze and both of them a chance to drink frigid river water. She’d wet her sleeve to dribble a little into Mamoru’s mouth. Somehow, Mamoru’s boneless body had stayed draped over the horse. She didn’t know whether she could have lifted him back up if he’d fallen off.

				Her throat was parched, her empty belly cramping, her thighs and behind raw from too many hours in the saddle. But she was in Nara.

				“Help,” she croaked at a guard. “Where is the Eastern Great Temple?”

				The guards eyed Mamoru’s slumped body without comment and pointed down the street. “You’ll know when you get there.”

				Many people were yet awake, lights dancing inside and outside of houses to dispel the growing shadows. Usagi wasn’t surprised; people living in cities were much less concerned about being out of doors at night. Even in her shinobi clan, people had preferred not to be outside in the dark if possible. They weren’t scared of the night—couldn’t afford to be—but they knew there were risks. People here didn’t seem to think it was a risk at all—they let children run around!

				Then again, people in Nara had a good reason not to fear demons; their city hosted more Great Temple sohei than any other city in the land.

				The temple was, as the guard had said, easy to identify. There were guards at the gate with dragons—the first she’d seen in Nara—and a dozen young monks in the courtyard, training even at this hour. Fires burned here and there, providing flickering light.

			

			
				Gathering herself, she approached the guards. It would be so easy for them to prove enemies rather than allies… If Mamoru’s explanations were correct, he was half-demon now.

				“Do you need help, miss?”

				A man with the shaved head and spear of a monk stepped in her way, his plain clothes completely different from those of the other monks in sight. Was he from a different temple? He was looking at Mamoru with interest.

				“Are you with the Great Temples?” she hazarded.

				“I’m not with any temple, but I have contacts here. What happened to your friend?”

				“I believe his mind has been kidnapped,” Usagi said, watching the monk for his reaction. Please, let them be friendly to her cause.

				“Ah, that would explain it,” the monk said. “He’s breathing, but he has no aura. Do you know who holds him?”

				Encouraged—he believed her!—she spoke as much truth as might help. “I suspect the Fox clan. I thought that if I requested help from the Great Temples, they would pressure them to release him. Surely it is improper to keep people’s minds imprisoned? If they aren’t willing to intercede for him, then I would like for them to take care of his body while I undertake the voyage myself.”

				She couldn’t think about how dreadfully long it would take to get there and what the chances were that Mamoru would still be alive when she did.

				The odd monk considered the matter. “The Fox clan, eh? Come with me. We’ll see what can be done.” She nudged the horse after him, cradling Mamoru’s body close.

				In passing, the man told the guards, “Please let my lady know where I am when she comes.”

				“Unnecessary,” a melodious voice said. “I’m here.”

				The odd monk turned, his face lit with fondness. “There you are, love. I’ll be a moment; this girl needs help.”

				Usagi stared at the woman. She was beautiful, if a little too tanned to be fashionable, and bearing an impossible resemblance to—

				“Aunt Marin?”

				The woman’s gaze snapped to her, hard and suspicious. “Who—Ah, Umeko’s daughter?”

				“Usagi,” she supplied.

				A wary look settled upon Marin’s face. “Are you here on clan business? Who’s the unconscious boy?”

			

			
				“There’s no clan, not anymore. Everybody is scattered. I’m trying to take care of Mamoru.”

				“That’s Mamoru? He’s grown!” Marin stepped close, absently patting the horse’s neck. “What’s wrong with him?”

				“Let’s get him to Toshishiro first,” the odd monk said. “There’s no need to repeat the story multiple times.”

				Toshishiro was the oldest man Usagi had ever seen with a weapon in hand. He moved slowly, but it didn’t seem to be because of age, rather because he chose to practice this way. His face was rich in life and wrinkles, skin gone leathery from too much time spent in the sun.

				He didn’t stop his slow, elegant movements as he said, “Is there trouble or have you brought pretty ladies to please an old, lonely man?”

				“I’m sorry to interrupt, Master Toshishiro,” the odd monk said, “but there’s indeed a problem. We have a boy here who’s missing from his own body.”

				That prompted the elderly monk to stop and face them. “Ah, I hadn’t seen him! He really is empty. Was he attacked by a demon?”

				Everybody looked at Usagi. Taking a breath, she began—

				“Tell the truth,” Marin said. “No tweaking to fit the audience. There’s no clan leader to reproach you for it, you said. Explain what happened.”

				Usagi looked at the older woman helplessly. “We’re going to need tea, if I’m to start that far back.” She was so thirsty she was considering whether she could get away with drinking from the purification fountain.

				Toshishiro said. “I’ll arrange it.”

				The horse was taken away, and Mamoru carried inside to a private room with no furniture other than a low table in the middle. Tea was served and, after Usagi’s stomach betrayed her by grumbling loudly, rice rolls as well. The rolls were hours old and correspondingly dry, but she was content to wash them down with tea while she talked and talked.

				The tale tumbled from her lips in bits and pieces. The attacks on the Fox clan and their disastrous result. The leadership change and what Mamoru said had befallen him at the new leader’s hands. Her assignment in Nara and Mamoru’s later arrival to join her. The news they’d had from the clan.

				“The message said foxes attacked our home for revenge and broke the clan by taking out our leader and strongest members. Survivors fled. The message also said we had to look out for ourselves any way we could. It wasn’t signed, but the secret script was correct. Advisor Yoshida appears to have received similar information from his own sources.”

			

			
				Marin absorbed all this with unreadable eyes. The old leader had been her father, but she did not seem overly upset to hear of his death. Perhaps she was too skilled to reveal her true feelings.

				“So Mamoru claims to be half-demon now?” Marin said. “What proof is there he’s not merely possessed?”

				“I don’t see how a demon could have impersonated him so well, or why it would want to. A demon would have gone its own way rather than follow me out of loyalty. He’s changed, but he’s still Mamoru.”

				“We can ascertain that when we see him,” Toshishiro said. “I have heard of a case of such a melding and it was reported one could see the mixed parties.”

				“You’ve yet to explain how his body ended up empty,” the odd monk said. His name appeared to be Domi.

				“Advisor Yoshida sent him to spy on the Fox clan,” Usagi said simply. “He did not come back. I suspect they trapped him, somehow.”

				“We’ll need good horses,” Marin said, “if we’re to arrive while he’s still alive.”

				“Is this a ‘we’ event?” Domi inquired.

				Marin glared at him. “Yes. These are my cousins and they’re as good as orphaned. It’s my responsibility to protect them.”

				“I can arrange for care for the boy,” Toshishiro said. “But I believe there’s a way to get there much faster than by horse. Wouldn’t you agree, Domi?”

				Domi winced. “Toshi,” he protested. Eying Marin warily, he added, “Love, how likely would you be to eviscerate me if I had a secret I’d neglected to tell you, a secret that might help your lost cousin?”

				“If it’s truly that useful…” Marin pursed her lips. “Only slightly likely. Which becomes more likely if you don’t tell me about it right this instant.”

				“It’s easier to show you. I’ll need a map to judge distance and direction.”

				“Let us place Mamoru under somebody else’s care before we depart,” Toshishiro said. “I hope to be of some help, as a spokesman of the Great Temples. I’d dearly like to know just how they’ve trapped him.”

				Usagi said nothing at all, knowing better than to interfere with people who knew what they were doing. She’d chosen well in coming here. She had allies; together they would get Mamoru back. For the first time that day, she felt like smiling.
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				“Ah, they were fighting about Domi’s secret earlier,” Mamoru said. “What is it?”

				“I don’t know how to explain,” Usagi said. “He somehow opened a way through the spirit side and moved us, one by one. Everybody got dreadfully sick along the way, but we arrived unharmed. I think you heard the rest.”

				“Most of it, yes. I wonder what Advisor Yoshida was trying to hide. Is he telling other people about the expedition to the north?”

				“Perhaps,” Usagi said. “It’s not our problem.”

				“True.” And if it brought trouble onto the foxes under the form of, perhaps, an ambush, he couldn’t be sorry about it.

				The road meandered through a stretch of forest populated by fragrant evergreens, empty of travellers other than themselves. He could almost imagine he and Usagi were alone in the world with the birds and squirrels. Well, there were the two monks ahead, but they were so quiet he could pretend they weren’t there.

				“Thank you,” he told Usagi. “For coming. That was very—”

				“Foolish? Insane? Impulsive?” She smiled and pushed her hair over her shoulder. It wasn’t pinned up like usual, but instead hung freely. “I can be all these things, when I’m free to do what I like. Now that there is no clan, who can tell me what I can and can’t do?”

				“I can,” Marin said. “But I think I won’t have to. You’re a sensible girl, in your own way.”

				“Aunt Marin,” Usagi said in exasperation. “That’s rude! If you’re going to spy, don’t let us know about it!”

				Marin laughed. “We’ll get along very nicely.” She walked away and shimmied up a tree.

				“I was going to call you bold and brave,” Mamoru said once they were—probably—alone. “And I’m grateful. It was so…lonely in there. I thought about you to encourage myself.”

				“Empty flattery,” Usagi said. But she took a step closer, and their arms touched as they walked. “I was worried about what we’d do, after I fetched you, but it looks like Aunt Marin’s adopted us. It should be…interesting.”

				Toshishiro turned and snapped, “Quiet!”

				Instantly, they stood still as statues, quiet and still and listening. Mamoru couldn’t hear anything, but he knew better than to ask what Toshishiro had heard.

				The old monk hissed out a breath. “Bandits. They didn’t hear us. They’re stalking a merchant cart farther ahead on the road.”

			

			
				“How many?” Domi inquired, voice low.

				“Near a dozen. All armed.”

				Domi chewed on that. “Troublesome. Can we catch up without being seen?”

				Marin slipped out of the forest. “Domi, no. You have a headache.” She said the word “headache” as if it were a life-threatening ailment.

				“I can hit them once, at least. You can clean up.”

				“We gain nothing if we do this. We can take a shortcut through the forest.”

				“There’s a pair of children on the cart,” Toshishiro said.

				“We have a pair of children with us too,” Marin snapped.

				Usagi stepped forward. “We’ve not badly trained, Aunt Marin. We can help.”

				Marin and Domi stared at each other, evidently having a silent argument.

				“There’s no time,” Toshishiro said. He broke into a soft-footed jog along the dirt road.

				Domi turned on his heels and followed the older monk.

				“Monks,” Marin muttered. “Well, come on, children!”

				They fell in on either side of her, moving fast without quite running. Arriving in a fight out of breath was never a good strategy.

				“Aunt Marin, how did the old monk know there were bandits?” Mamoru asked.

				“Hm? I’d have thought you could see it. He has one of those creatures serving him, a spirit.”

				“Oh. I can’t see things like that when I’m, um, inside my flesh.”

				The road meandered like a riverbed and they couldn’t see far ahead through the evergreens. But when a female scream rose, it felt very close by.

				“Listen,” Marin said, her tone full of authority and menace. “Stay with Domi. Pull him back when he falls. I can handle the rest. Keep him safe for me.”

				“Understood,” Usagi and Mamoru said. That was all junior shinobi were expected to do: acknowledge the order and obey. The why would presumably become clear soon enough.

				They nearly ran into Domi and Toshishiro, who’d stopped to survey the situation from the cover of a convenient fallen tree. Mamoru crouched with them, hardly daring to breathe for fear they’d be discovered too soon.

				The cart was surrounded, two men flanking and holding the nervous, fidgeting horse in place. A man, a woman, and two children were on the cart, along with so many piled goods that the towering construction might have collapsed without warning.

			

			
				“Defend us!” the merchant shouted. “What did I hire you for?”

				One of the men holding the horse waved a hand as if to chase off an importune fly. “Surprise, we’re bandits too! You expected honest men to accept the pittance you wanted to pay us? Pathetic. Don’t move and you get to stay alive.” The other men moved in like predators, seizing anything at hand. Goods went tumbling down across the road, upturned chests spilling colorful silks and broken potteries. “Oh, and take the woman too.”

				The woman screamed. The merchant, presumably her husband, screamed louder.

				“Domi, you attack from here,” Marin murmured under cover of that noise. “I’ll go around to attack them from behind when they turn this way. The rest of you stay here too.” She put a blade between her lips and slithered away under needle-laden branches.

				“Wait for her signal,” Domi murmured. “When I rise, don’t stand anywhere in front of me.”

				The bandits had successfully wrestled the woman off the road when they heard a bird call made by no real bird.

				Domi rose smoothly, his spear resting against his shoulder as he aimed his bare palms at the enemy. Tiny balls of whiteness shot forth from his palms, forming two streams running on either side of the cart. Those who stood in their way did not stand long. Blood flowed and men screamed.

				The man holding the horse, possibly the leader of this friendly band, pointed at Domi. “He did it! He’s a demon! Kill him!”

				Hissing in pain, his brows furrowed low, Domi aimed again. A second wave of the tiny balls came out, but it was short and unfocused and missed hitting any of the remaining men. He pitched forward so slowly Mamoru almost didn’t realize he’d lost consciousness.

				Usagi moved; so did Mamoru. They grabbed Domi’s clothes, whatever was closest, and yanked him behind the tree. He was shaking, limbs flailing; a stray hand smacked Mamoru in the face so hard his nose almost broke under the impact.

				Toshishiro had sprung up in Domi’s place, spear extended.

				This seemed to encourage the bandits rather than the opposite. “Die, old man!”

				Toshishiro sidestepped the first sword, parried the second, jabbed the wooden end of his spear into the first man’s back, bent backward to remove his throat from the reach of a third weapon. His expression never changed from its eerie serenity. He was old, and perhaps not as physically strong as these younger, rougher types, but his every move was precise and accurate.

			

			
				Mamoru flattened his body across Domi’s chest, hoping only to keep him put. He could deal with the flailing arms pounding his back. He’d bruise, but bruises healed. Usagi crouched over them both, poisoned hairpin in hand, ready to intercept anyone who got past Toshishiro.

				A scream rose above all others, a male bellow of anger and pain. Marin had sneaked up behind the presumed leader, and sunk a dagger into his sword shoulder, effectively disabling his arm. She smiled at him even as he tried and failed to knock her aside. He stumbled sideways, falling to his knees and grasping at the dagger in his shoulder.

				Marin turned her back on him and offered a sweet smile to the men gaping at her. “Who’s next?”

				“Demoness,” the nearest man spat.

				Her smile widened.

				Intelligent men would have split to confront both threats, but these bandits were too used to defenseless prey to know what to do when prey fought back. Thoroughly distracted by Marin, they didn’t notice Toshishiro approaching from behind until his spear flashed out and took the nearest bandit down. The others instinctively looked around, which gave Marin opportunity to strike in turn.

				The last few bandits, finally engaging their wits, scattered into the forest. Marin dispatched the wounded with her knives, swift and merciless.

				Mamoru swallowed. “I never, never want to be on a side opposite to hers.”

				“Agreed,” Usagi said.

				The children’s muffled sobs seemed loud in the returned quiet. Their father had pushed them down, but they must have seen what had passed, for all their faces were gray. Violence did that to people who had no experience with it.

				The mother stumbled back to the cart, unharmed, and joined the familial huddle. “Thank you,” she said to Marin.

				Marin’s lips twisted wryly. “I’d request payment for service rendered, but Domi would scold me. Children! Come help them pack things up!”

				Marin took over Domi-watching—he wasn’t kicking anymore—while they knelt on the ground gathering whatever could be salvaged. Mamoru tried not to bleed on the expensive silk bolts. His nose might not have been broken, but it did a fair job of pretending to be as it throbbed and dripped blood.

			

			
				Usagi gasped in horror, picking up the pieces of what had once been a plate made of purple dragon eggshell. “Oh, it’s broken! What a waste.”

				“That was a wedding gift,” the mother said sadly. “But worse things could have been broken.”

				They walked with the cart all the way to Nara. The endless expressions of gratitude grew nauseating, but ended after the woman bestowed shards of purple eggshells upon Usagi and Marin to use as jewelry. Domi didn’t object, presumably because of the poisonous look Marin gave him when he opened his mouth to speak, but perhaps also because he was too worn out to go up against her.

				Meanwhile, his own bruises had turned sensitive and colorful.

				Usagi laughed at him. “Oh, your poor face! You didn’t even fight, yet you look like you took a beating.”

				Mamoru hunched, willing his enhanced healing ability to work faster and take the bruises away. His dignity had been battered enough for one day. First he’d had to be rescued from a vase, and then he’d been beaten up by an unconscious man. So much for impressing Usagi.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Seventeen

				Jien

				Watching Akakiba brood was about as interesting as watching rice grow. In a split moment, he’d gone from happy that he’d found Yuki and Inari to unhappy about—what?

				“Allow me to venture a guess,” Jien said grandly, spreading his arms. “You’re worrying he’s fallen down a cliff, or gotten attacked by bandits, or gotten eaten by a hungry bear. Maybe he’s fallen down a cliff because he was getting chased by bandits and bears!”

				“Would you stop—”

				“Stop you from brooding? I’m trying.”

				“I wanted to shift and go meet them on their way here,” Akakiba said, strangely quietly. “But it’s gone.”

				Oh. This wasn’t unfounded brooding; it was much worse. “You mean shifting?”

				A brief grunt of agreement. Akakiba studied his hands like he’d never seen them before. “When I reach for it, there’s nothing. I’m broken.”

				“I’m sorry,” Jien said awkwardly. “I know that’s hard for your kind. Did it happen during the battle?”

				“It must have.” He stopped, his lips stretching in a twisted parody of a smile. “It’s nothing. Others have lost more.” Akakiba didn’t need to explain who he was thinking about. Sanae. Sora. Others whose names they’d never bothered to learn, but who had died fighting at their side.

				Jien could recognize trauma when it smacked him in the face. Handling this sort of thing required patience, finesse, and compassion. The sort of things a priest or a priest’s son could offer.

				But since Yuki was currently unavailable, he could only rely on his own methods.

				Lunging forward, he punched Akakiba.

			

			
				Now sprawled on the floor, Akakiba stared at him with confusion writ all over his countenance. “What was that for?” The lack of anger or immediate retaliation was a further sign something was badly wrong.

				“I was trying to punch out your shield of stupid,” Jien explained as he nursed his poor knuckles. “But I think I broke my hand instead. Ow.”

				Akakiba sat up slowly, absently rubbing his red cheek. “And I’m the stupid one? Can you move your fingers?”

				“Never mind my fingers! Now listen, because I can’t afford to punch you again. It’s not wrong to grieve for your personal loss, even if it seems ungrateful because others are worse off. It’s even necessary; grief is how people deal with bad events and come to terms with them. The right way to honor the fallen is to pick up and keep living.”

				“What would you know about that?”

				“You think warrior monks never get hurt? We’re frail compared to you. We all lose friends over the years and we live with the knowledge that one bad fight can put us out of commission forever. If my right arm got badly injured, I couldn’t use my spear anymore. If my leg took a bad hit, I might never be able to walk the roads again. But those monks don’t lie down to die. They go back to the temples and find other ways to help. They keep going. When I get too old or injured, I’ll do the same.”

				“I—”

				“I know, I know,” Jien interrupted mockingly, “you’re not a frail human and therefore my advice can’t possibly apply to you. Talk to Maru and your father and see if they say any differently. They don’t sit around brooding; they find ways to work around their limitations and get on with living. Some of you look at Maru like he’s broken, but he knows he’s not. He’s the most useful person in this clan of angst-riddled furballs.”

				Knowing Akakiba, he’d sooner slice his own throat than seek help. But maybe Maru and Kiba could be sicced on him if he didn’t improve after this excellent intervention.

				“Do you know what you need?” Jien added to break the stretching silence. “A distraction. Here’s an idea. Let’s have a bath. When’s the last time we bathed? No, don’t tell me, it’ll horrify me. I propose we burn our clothes and go naked. And look at my hair!”

				Akakiba’s eyes lost their unfocused and thoughtful glaze. He looked plain exasperated as he said, “Jien, you’re shaved bald.”

				“That’s the thing; it’s growing back in! I lost my shaving blade somewhere. A monk with hair is a disgrace!”

			

			
				“We do smell like three-day-old corpses,” Akakiba conceded, sniffing as if only noticing the smell now.

				Someone must have “suggested” to the other human guests that a bath might be in order because they could hear Hachiro’s boisterous laughter before they even got through the building’s door. The other hint was the handful of women lurking at the door.

				“Don’t you dare shift male to come inside,” Akakiba told them in passing. “Or I’ll let them know about it.”

				The women gave him affronted looks, but didn’t reply. That, right there, was proof they’d been entertaining the idea.

				“And you call me a pervert, huh?” Jien muttered.

				“They’re not perverts; they’re predators.”

				Inside, Akakiba was the only fox among many, many naked human males. His scars didn’t stand out in this rough crowd; nobody asked about the deep claw marks across his back. Too bad; Jien had seen them happen and could have related the tale.

				Since there wasn’t room for more than six people to wash at the same time, they took turns with the soap and cold water. Astonishing quantities of dirt, mud, and blood were scrubbed out of hair and skin, the now-brown water sloshing along the sloped ground until it reached the evacuation slit along the wall. Those who achieved acceptable cleanliness sank into the large, rock-lined bath. There was no need to heat the water because it was a natural hot spring, the warmth rising from the earth itself.

				Jien achieved a state of cleanliness before Akakiba, who had to scrub his ridiculous length of hair. Yes, it was gorgeous, but couldn’t he cut it shorter? Suggesting so might get him killed, however.

				Jien yelped when he climbed in the bath. His body was so cold the hot spring’s usually-comfortable temperature felt like burning. His skin tingled painfully until his body adapted.

				“I was an icicle, but I’m better now,” he announced.

				“I wish to never get out,” Hachiro sighed blissfully. There was mumbled agreement from men in various states of near-unconsciousness. A hot bath was the surest way to reach a state of mindless relaxation after long travel and hard battle.

				Even Akakiba looked comfortable. When he started to nod off, he dragged himself out.

				Jien yawned and followed suit. “Sleep sounds like a good idea.”

			

			
				In the dressing room, all their clothes were gone. That was expected; someone would be cleaning them. But he wouldn’t be surprised if the person in question gave up and burned them instead.

				The lack of available yukata, the informal robes for wearing inside the home, was not so normal. There were always a variety of sizes available for people coming out of the baths. Jien had come here often enough to learn the clan’s habits.

				“Did they run out?” he wondered.

				Akakiba stood glaring at the door, hands twitching. “They were here when we came in. Somebody stole them.”

				“Oh, you think the women? Aren’t they too old for pranks?”

				“A normal fox could merely shift and go,” Akakiba said. “Only humans and those who are human-trapped can’t walk out without a yukata.”

				“You’re paranoid. They didn’t steal all the clothes to humiliate you. They have no way of knowing you can’t shift.” He clapped his hands. “But hey! If they did steal the yukata because they want to see naked men, I’ll oblige! Stay here.”

				Jien strode out, making no effort to cover himself. These were all grown women; they knew what a naked man looked like. Most of them occasionally were men—physically speaking.

				“I’m looking for a yukata thief,” he said. “There’s none left inside. I’m feeling a little cold here.”

				The women shrieked with laughter, slapping sleeves-covered hands over their mouths in an effort to contain the noise.

				“Hey, hey, another man could feel hurt by such laughter,” he protested. He, however, had nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing!

				One woman pointed upward. Looking up, Jien found two dozen yukata spread out on the bathhouse’s tiled roof and, peering down at him, two fox kits.

				“Hikaru and Kaoru,” one woman hiccupped. “They pulled them up one by one…”

				“How? No, never mind. I just want to get one.” Before his most delicate bits froze and fell off. Yes, it was spring. That didn’t mean it was warm enough to go naked.

				Sacrificing his dignity, he jumped until he managed to catch the edge of one, then a second, yukata. He yanked them down, and if one got torn in the process, too bad. He only needed the middle to be intact, to cover his important bits.

			

			
				He handed the second one to Akakiba, inside. “Good news, it’s got nothing to do with your self-centered, paranoid self! The terrible twins are living up the ‘terrible’ part.”

				The ugliness vanished from Akakiba’s gaze. “The twins? I shouldn’t be surprised.” He took the offered yukata, slipping it on and tying it closed with the simple belt at the waist. “Thank you.”

				“Yeah, you should be grateful; it wasn’t you freezing your private bits off and swinging them around in full view of five women while trying to yank a pair of yukata off the roof.” He smirked when Akakiba, taken off-guard, actually laughed. It was short lived, but a good sign nonetheless. “Come on, before the other guys come out and try to steal our yukata. Let them beg the women outside for help.”

				Later, after he’d deemed Akakiba likely to survive a few hours without him, Jien snuggled the decadently warm futon in his guest room and entertained fantasies of sleeping for a hundred years. It was nice to be—not home, but in a familiar, safe place. Now if Yuki could hurry and catch up!
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				After hours of trying, clan leader Takashi gave up trying to get his people to stop planning a welcoming party for Inari. “We’ve no proof it’s truly Inari,” he grumbled.

				At least we didn’t tell them about her other claim, Kiba said. I wonder if she can prove she’s our First Lady. Knowing the Five’s names is not solid proof.


				Jien shuffled towards the door. He’d already recounted everything he recalled about the battle. “I’d best go keep an eye on Aki,” he said when Kiba looked his way.

				Nobody said he couldn’t go, so he took off. He’d already met Inari, but he approved of the notion of a celebration. The women had been in the kitchen for hours, ever since Grandmother Naoko announced Inari—and Yuki—would arrive before nightfall. Wonderful smells wafted through the hallways, sharpening his appetite every time he caught a whiff.

				Akakiba stood at the very front of the milling crowd, a few feet from the wide-open gates. Anyone who otherwise might have tried to say something impolite to him would have been discouraged from it by the fact that Hachiro stood with him. The big guy’s presence seemed to keep people on their best behavior.

				Jien politely squeezed his way to the front. He was a hero too, wasn’t he?

			

			
				Yuki came up the road framed by two foxes, one physical and one not. There was no cheering, only tense, expectant silence. Akakiba pulled Yuki aside as soon as he was within reach, pushing a roll of rice in his hand.

				“I’m not dying of starvation,” Yuki said with a laugh, but he bit into the roll anyway.

				“There’s more inside, and fresh tea as well,” Akakiba said, putting a hand on Yuki’s sleeve as if to tow him away.

				Grandmother Naoko cleared her non-existent throat. This is the lady Inari, she said to the crowd. Dozens of voices rose at the same time, some crying welcomes, others shouting questions. Jien flinched in pain from the sheer quantity of fox speech ringing in his head.

				A woman shoved her way to the front and flattened herself to the ground. “Heal my son, I beg you!” That quieted the crowd. They waited to hear what Inari would say.

				What’s wrong with him?

				“He was born unable to shift,” the woman said. “Please, heal him.”

				Jien identified the woman as Hana. She was possibly the gloomiest woman in the entire clan. Her son had been fox-trapped from birth, which made it impossible for him to learn the blade or take a bride. Human women would be unsuitable, and fox ones apparently didn’t want to marry someone so weak for fear their children would be even weaker.

				The situation threatened to grow awkward. Jien worked his way out and away from the crowd, trailing after Akakiba and Yuki. He was followed in turn, Hachiro falling in at his side to say, “I do not know how they have kept their secrets so long, when they tell their visitors so easily.”

				“They told you about shifting?” Jien couldn’t help his eyebrows from rising. “They must think you’re special. They don’t usually tell strangers.”

				Hachiro swelled. “I will be worthy of their trust.” He looked around. “Have you seen my comrades? I did not see them waiting with us.”

				“I’d wager they’re still in bed, too exhausted to rise. Fox women, you know how they are.”

				“I know,” Hachiro said happily. “I will rouse our comrades, so they may join our celebration!”

				“Okay.” He wouldn’t have wanted to provoke tired men, but the big guy could get away with anything.

				Hachiro charged off, the floor trembling under the strength of his steps.

				“Our comrades, huh?” Jien said to empty air. “I don’t even know their names.”

			

			
				Akakiba and Yuki had stopped to loiter near the kitchens, one stealing food to feed the other. Either Yuki was willing to tolerate the hovering or he was too hungry to protest.

				“Your people’s standards are slipping,” Jien informed Akakiba. “Now the big guy knows about shifting. He means well, but I’m not convinced he knows how to keep a secret.”

				“You’re jealous all the women are interested in him,” Akakiba said.

				“I wasn’t alone in my room either, if you want to know.” He’d meant the lie to sound smug, but it came out harsh and reproachful.

				Akakiba averted his eyes rather than meet his. They were silent, probably both remembering events long past.

				Yuki studied them both with narrowed eyes. “What?”

				“Nothing,” Akakiba said.

				Peeved by Akakiba’s unwillingness to admit they had history—being involved with him wasn’t anything to be ashamed of—Jien laid it out for Yuki. “We were almost lovers, once. That’s all.” As they gaped, he hurriedly added, “Oh, and Aki has something important to tell you!”

				He made his escape at high speed, to discourage pursuit. Having long legs was always useful.

				Once he was certain he wasn’t followed, he went to the healer’s working quarters. He might at least help pour soup down Aito’s throat.

				“Hey, do you need help with—”

				There was nobody in the large room except Aito. Who was sitting up, eyes open.

				“Aito,” he yelped. “You’re awake! How do you feel?”

				Aito looked at him, but didn’t answer. He raised a hand to his head, gaze wandering away to stare at empty air.

				“Maybe you’re not quite back yet, huh? Are you hungry? I’ll get—”

				The healer’s daughter stepped in with a tray of food. She smiled at him politely. “Oh, hello. I was going to find you and tell you he’d woken, but I thought he needed to be fed first.”

				“I understand. Give it here.”

				He started with the soup, placing the bowl in Aito’s hands. “Here, do you remember how to drink? Just lift it—” He had to help, pushing Aito’s hands up and settling the bowl against his lips. “Here, see, now—” Something, whether the taste or smell or memory catching up, prompted Aito to open his mouth and drink noisily and eagerly.

			

			
				“Great! And here’s the rice. Do you remember chopsticks?” It turned out Aito didn’t—they kept falling out of his grasp—but he chewed and swallowed whatever Jien put in his mouth.

				“Not too much at once,” the healer’s daughter said. “His stomach hasn’t been full in days, despite our efforts.”

				“Understood. I’ll stop here.” He patted Aito’s arm. “I’ll be back later with more food.” To the young woman, he said, “Thank you for your work, ah…”

				“Kasumi,” she supplied. “It was nothing. You did a great thing for our clan.”

				She didn’t look happy, though. She looked close to coming of age so she might have been anxious about going through the ceremony. He thanked her again and sauntered off to tell the others. Aito was awake!

				He wouldn’t have admitted it, but he’d started to think it might never happen. But it had, and that meant Aito would be well given time.

				Yuki and Akakiba weren’t loitering around the kitchen anymore. Jien peered inside, finding only a pair of older human women cleaning up.

				“Excuse me, where’s everybody gone?”

				“The foxes are all aflutter about Inari,” the first woman said. “They’re by the Mirror Pond.”

				“It’s nice to see everybody excited,” the second woman said. “We’ll have a nice evening.”

				“Another busy one,” the first said. They giggled in unison, and Jien pretended they weren’t talking about what he thought they were.

				The gardens were usually a place of peace, and quiet, and beauty. None of those words presently applied; it was crowded, adults trampling the vegetation and children perching in trees like strange, oversized squirrels.

				To see what was going on, Jien climbed on the nearest rock. Inari had her muzzle in the Mirror Pond, and the water glowed. When Inari lifted her head, the pond spirit rose in the likeness of a woman with long flowing hair. It was impressive, but he’d seen the Mirror Pond spirit before. Nearly everybody had.

				Then, Inari shifted human.

				Jien almost fell off his rock.

				How could she do that? She was occupying a natural fox body, wasn’t she? How much human did she have in her?

				The shape Inari took was identical to the mirror spirit’s, in shape if not in details. The clothes were real and colorful and so was the hair brushing the ground. Hair that wasn’t black, but bright red.

				“Now we know where Sanae got it from,” he muttered to no one.

			

			
				Inari lifted a hand and so did the water spirit; they put their palms together, true mirror images of each other.

				“Thank you for watching over my children for me,” Inari said. “I’m grateful.”

				The mirror spirit broke apart, every drop splashing back into the pond.

				A few foxes went down on their knees, bowing their heads to the ground. The motion rippled outward through the crowd. It was the deepest bow one might offer, the strongest sign of deference and respect.

				Inari laughed, the sound kind and merry. “You’ll ruin your clothes, you foolish children! Get up! Give me your names, and your lines. Are there records? I would know which of you came from Haru’s line, which of you came from Susumu’s, from Maseo’s, from—”

				Jien sneaked away, feeling uncomfortably voyeuristic. This family reunion wasn’t for humans.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Eighteen

				Akakiba

				It was difficult these days to find a moment, however brief, when the family graves site was deserted. He could have gone to his parents’ quarters to pray to their household altar and the Sanae portrait on it, but that would have been unbearably awkward.

				In hope of finding privacy, he rose while it was still dark. At this pre-dawn hour, there was only a young girl before the graves. Maru’s daughter, wasn’t it? Her name was, ah, Kasumi? Who was she here for?

				The polite thing to do would have been to ignore each other’s presence, but she raised her head and glared at him venomously from beneath her bangs. “Did she ever talk about me?”

				“Who—Sanae? No.”

				“I thought I was her best friend. She never came to see me, after. She didn’t let me know she was still alive.”

				He stood there like a fool, gaping at her. He should have realized Sanae had never been a loner. She would have had many friends. But she’d never mentioned them to him, not even Kasumi. Why?

				“Why?” Kasumi asked, echoing his thoughts. “Why would she show herself to you and not to me? You left, while I was always there for her. Why were you more important to her than I was?”

				“I don’t know.” Nobody truly knew Sanae’s mind except Sanae, and she was no longer there to explain anything.

				“If I’d been allowed to go and fight, I wouldn’t have let her die!” With an angry huff, Kasumi stalked away.

				Ah—Kasumi was younger than Sanae. She must have been fourteen, or freshly fifteen. She hadn’t fought in the so-called Last Battle, hadn’t been able to protect those she loved. Anyone in that position would have carried anger in their heart.

				Sanae had once had a best friend. What else had he never known about his baby sister?

			

			
				The moon was nearly full, bathing the graves in silver light. There was one for each of the five children the First Lady was said to have borne. Takeo, Haru, Susumu, Masao and Saki, founders of the clan. The lines had grown muddled with time, as distant cousins married and merged different lines, and nobody made any fuss about whose ashes went in which grave.

				Sanae’s ashes would have properly belonged in the last grave, the one with Saki’s name. They were direct descendants of hers through their father’s bloodline. This information had never meant anything to him before, but knowing the First Lady was real—and alive—suddenly made it relevant. If they asked, Inari could tell them who red-haired Saki had been, not as a historical figure but as a real person. Whether she’d been as fierce as Sanae, whether she’d had similar likes and dislikes. Inari could tell them about the sixth child, too, the one lost to time and memory.

				Strange that they’d never considered the First Lady might also have had red hair, might have been the source of it. By a quirk of magic, the coloring had passed down the lines, all the way down to Sanae. She would have been so very proud to know she had the First Lady’s hair, Inari’s hair. But she would never pass it onward.

				“I wish you could have seen her with the Mirror Spirit,” he said, speaking to the grave like the worst fool. She couldn’t hear him. “Nobody doubted her identity after that display.”

				Footsteps approached. More unwelcome company.

				Akakiba shot his best homicidal glare over his shoulder—right at Yuki, who stopped and averted his gaze. “She missed eating these,” Yuki said, extending a plate piled with red bean buns. “I put a few aside at the feast.”

				That hadn’t even occurred to him. Shame and gratitude mingled in his brisk, “Thank you.” The buns went to rest on the stone monument bearing Saki’s name, near the numerous other offerings of food, drink, and incense.

				When Yuki made as if to leave, shuffling backwards, Akakiba reached out to seize his sleeve. The glare hadn’t been for him; he should have known that.

				“Sorry,” Yuki said. “I didn’t mean to intrude on…” He gestured vaguely towards Akakiba’s face.

				Akakiba lifted a hand to his face and found wetness there. Strange. He hadn’t noticed.

				“I miss her too,” Yuki said. “I’m sorry.”

				He wanted to say, “Stop apologizing, we’ve been over this.” But he couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, because his throat had squeezed shut. His vision grew hazy and blinking rapidly was no help at all.

			

			
				“Hey.” Yuki’s hands pressed to either side of Akakiba’s head, pulling him down. Yuki’s arms wrapped about him as if to shield his grief from view.

				Akakiba barely had to bend to rest his forehead against Yuki’s shoulder, his tears sinking into soft, clean fabric.

				“Fresh grief is like a sharp rock,” Yuki said after a while, “that cuts your skin every time you pick it up. And time is like running water, smoothing your grief down until it no longer causes injury. It’ll still be there, later, but it won’t cut.”

				Akakiba huffed almost-laughter, stepping back and straightening. “You sound like a priest.”

				“I know. It’s something I heard my father say. It stayed with me.”

				“I—”

				“No apologizing,” Yuki said swiftly. His lips shaped a smile. “Sanae would be exasperated with us, wouldn’t she? She’d say, ‘Honestly, Brother! I help save the world and this is all I get? You should be proud of me!’”

				The words didn’t come out in a man’s voice. Entirely the opposite. And, for the briefest moment, Yuki’s aura flushed red. The color vanished as soon as he stopped talking. An echo, perhaps, a shred of memory.

				“I am,” he whispered in answer.

				Yuki eyed him oddly. “Hm? I didn’t catch that.”

				“Nothing.” He turned away. “That’s enough time spent in the company of the dead. I’d like breakfast. If we’re lucky Jien and his loud mouth will still be in bed.”

				“I approve of food,” Yuki said. “I’m low on energy, since somebody decided to sneak out in the middle of the night.”

				“You didn’t have to abandon your futon to follow me.”

				Yuki’s answering look was of the “I’m going to ignore the stupid thing you just said” variety.

				As they came around the building, something soft landed on his head and Yuki made a choking sound. “There’s a squirrel in my hair, isn’t there,” Akakiba said, resigned. “I thought he might have decided to live in the garden.”

				Momo chattered as if trying to answer the question.

				“My hair is not a nest; find somewhere else to sleep.” With prodding, Momo was convinced to get off his head and go be squirrelly elsewhere.

				Yuki watched the critter go, eyebrows knitted together. “I don’t know how to ask… Nobody here would eat him, would they?”

				“Nobody should be that hungry.” Akakiba paused, reconsidering. The clan had its idiots. “I’ll ask my mother to let it be known he was Sanae’s pet.”

			

			
				They weren’t the first to seek breakfast from whoever was on feed-the-clan duty.

				The scribe beckoned to them the moment they walked in the room. “I have a favor to ask,” he said, indicating a scroll. “I would like this message delivered to the emperor.”

				Akakiba considered the scroll speculatively. What was in there? Was it in their best interest to deliver this message? Perhaps it should mysteriously go missing.

				The scribe picked up on his misgivings, volunteering, “It contains a general report on recent events, nothing you might object to sharing. More importantly, it contains my resignation.”

				“You’re leaving the emperor’s service? Why? What could possibly be more important to a human?” He slipped the scroll in his belt, to pass on to his father.

				“More important than money and power, you mean? Love.” Before Akakiba could do more than stare in open disbelief—how, when, who—the scribe added, “Love of knowledge, I should say. The breadth and depth of Lady Inari’s knowledge is truly godly; someone has to record it.”

				“I can believe that,” Yuki said. Whether he meant Inari’s “godly knowledge” or the scribe’s infatuation with it didn’t matter; both were equally believable.

				“We can do that without you,” Akakiba pointed out. “It may surprise you to learn that we dim samurai possess the power of literacy.”

				The scribe spread his arms wide. “But would you share this knowledge or keep it to yourself? We normal humans deserve to understand the world, too.”

				Yuki’s face was screwed up in what might have been an expression of unbearable pain or a desperate attempt not to burst into laughter and hurt the delusional man’s feelings.

				“Did you ask Inari if she’s willing to share her knowledge with you?” Akakiba asked curiously. Surely she’d grow tired of his pestering. When it inevitably happened they could firmly and politely push the scribe out the gates. Problem solved.

				Inari slunk in the room as if trying to go unnoticed. Kyosuke, she complained. I can hardly go anywhere without getting mobbed.


				The scribe lifted a single, perfect eyebrow at her. “What did you expect, coming here?”

				Such lack of sympathy. I’m hungry. Is there meat?


			

			
				The scribe rose. “I’ll find out.”

				Kyosuke, eh? Why did Inari know the man’s name? “You’ve been spending a great deal of time with him,” he observed, trying not to sound like he resented it. What was it about that outsider that interested her, when she had an entire clan at her fee—paws?

				Of course I spend time with him, Inari said. I’m wooing him.


				What? “I think I misunderstood what you just said.”

				Her amused tone seemed to mock him. I said wooing. This body will not last long, by your reckoning. I would like a human body again. We would do well, he and I.


				“Ah, you’re looking to merge with him,” Yuki said.

				If he should be willing, Inari said. Yes.


				“Good luck with the wooing.”

				They both seemed to be ignoring a crucial fact, so Akakiba pointed out, “He’s a man.”

				There will be no conflict. I can be content in a male form.

				“But—”

				It would be a mistake to say gender means anything to a born spirit. I was a human woman, once. To be a man this time will restore balance.

				“What about him? Won’t he be unhappy losing his…identity?”

				That is for us to find out, Inari said, watching him in a way unsettling in its intensity. Our choices and preferences do not invalidate yours.


				He twitched. “Who told you?”

				Your mother sought my advice. I didn’t tell her about your problem, but I did reiterate your father and others like him might benefit from spending time in an energy sink, to absorb more energy.

				The scribe returned, precariously balancing four different trays. “I thought I’d save time by bringing enough for everybody. Don’t expect this to be a reoccurring event.”

				They had human food on their trays, mostly fish, rice, soup, and fermented soybeans. Inari had a fox-oriented selection: fish, cooked turtle flesh, and preserved wild eggs. Normally, foxes who wanted fancier food than rabbit meat and fish had to go hunt for it themselves. Reptiles, amphibians, and eggs were all easy-to-find supplements, even for kits. But somebody had gone to some effort to provide Inari with variety.

				Others drifted in; single or widowed men and women, hunters who had a room but no cooking pit, human guests. Two foxes came in together; the one with the unusually bushy, white-tipped tail was Akakiba’s father and the one with the limbs as black as if they’d been dipped in ink—that was his mother. He’d almost failed to recognize her.

			

			
				“Mother, Father,” he greeted them, a little warily. What did they want, coming here? Outside of special occasions, they’d always eaten meals as a family in their own quarters.

				The kitchen is short on meat again. Your mother and I thought we would help by going hunting this morning.

				It was an obvious invitation. “I can’t.”

				Can’t what? Find a few moments for your neglected parents? his mother complained.

				“I can’t shift,” he clarified. They would have found out eventually.

				Oh! Akahana sat on her haunches, exposing the white fur of her underside. When—?

				“The battle. I knew it would happen, but there was no choice.”

				Your sacrifice honors you, Kiba said. It was the kind of meaningless phrase people said to those who were trapped. It was slightly more meaningful from someone who had experienced the same loss.

				Lady Inari believes it can be fixed, Akahana said. If we go to the sinks she mentions…

				“It will not be quick, even if it works.” He regretted opening his mouth the moment his mother’s ears fell.

				Yuki coughed, completely unsubtle about his interruption. “I’m sure the nice sisters we met in the mountains would be more than happy to reopen the family business to welcome visitors from the Fox clan. For now, your parents are going to need someone to carry their kills, won’t they? I’ll say hi to Aito for you.”

				Unsure whether he was grateful or irritated, Akakiba nonetheless gave in, abandoning his meal half-finished.

				Akahana pranced ahead like an excited kit. On four legs, the injury to her ankle was much less noticeable. Oh, we haven’t hunted as a family in so long. What shall we catch? What would Lady Inari like, do you know?

				“No squirrels. Absolutely no squirrels.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Nineteen

				Yuki

				“Morning, Aito,” Yuki said. “How do you feel?”

				Aito didn’t answer, but his gaze did slide towards Yuki, however briefly.

				“Did you see?” Jien said, practically vibrating with excitement. “He reacts to his name! If we give him time, he’ll recover.”

				“I agree,” the healer said dryly. “Food, rest, and time will go further than any medicine.” He moved around the room pulling items from shelves to put in his bag, his wooden leg thumping against the tatami at every step. “I will return shortly,” he told them, stepping out. He was probably off to visit another patient.

				Jien talked to Aito, rambling about everything he’d lately seen or heard. “—and the twins are real terrors. I told you about the missing yukata in the baths already, right? Their latest trick was to put paint on the ground outside Inari’s room. She thought she’d walked in a water spill and paid it no mind, so now there’s paws prints on the floor. The foxes are having a crisis over whether to clean them or preserve them forever. Some want to pry off the floorboards to keep them safe from other people’s unworthy feet. I think they’ve gone insane, the lot of them.”

				Yuki couldn’t help but laugh. Then he quickly looked round to be certain no fox had heard. Their obsession with Inari was ridiculous, but they wouldn’t take kindly to being told so. It would abate in time—right? “I hadn’t heard.”

				“You’re always with Aki. Not many people go out of their way to tell him things.”

				“They go out of their way to tell you?”

				“Well, no, but I like to eavesdrop,” Jien said. “It’s very useful for finding out things, eavesdropping.” There wasn’t so much as a hint of shame in his tone. He was like Sanae in that way.

				The stray thought dimmed his amusement like a cloud blocking sunlight. Why did he keep forgetting she was gone, only to be brought short whenever her name bubbled up in his mind? Maybe it was the lack of a body that made it so difficult to grasp she would never again pop out of the spirit world with a cheerful greeting. He hadn’t seen his father’s body either, but seeing their home aflame had burned the truth of his death into his mind. Sanae’s disappearance lacked a sense of finality.

			

			
				Jien waved a hand in front of Yuki’s face. “Hey, are you here? What’s wrong?”

				“Sorry, sorry. It’s nothing.”

				Jien gave him a suspicious look, eyes narrowed, but accepted his empty reassurances. “Hey, want to know how Aki and I met? He says I’m a pervert just because I once fell in a pool full of naked women, but he’s worse. He stalked me through the woods. I feared for my virtue. Or I would have, if I’d had any.”

				“Stalking, huh?” Yuki settled his back against the wall. “Go on. I’m sure Aito would love to hear all about it.” He’d ask Akakiba’s version later; between the two, he might even be able to find out the truth.

				What Jien had to say was…interesting. In many ways.

				Maru returned, only to say, “Jien, I’m needed down in the village. My daughter will be here as soon as she finishes training.”

				“That’s fine. I’ll stay.”

				Most people’s footsteps sounded like footsteps. Hachiro’s sounded like a small earthquake making its way down the hall. All three of them turned in time to witness him burst in the room with a loud, “My friend, you’re awake!” He swooped down on Aito to hug him. “I’m glad!”

				Jien tugged at Hachiro’s meaty arm. “Hey, hey, let him breathe, he’s not all back yet!”

				Yuki slipped outside the room after Maru, closing the door as he went. “Is it something serious? In the village?”

				“Hm? Oh, no. I regularly visit. Sakura is a hard working girl, but she needs free time to plan her wedding.”

				“I’ll come along, if you don’t mind.” Sakura was Akakiba’s friend. She might like to receive news.

				They rode horses down the wide mountain road, either for speed or because Maru couldn’t walk that far. Possibly both. They went a little farther, past the village—no, not past. There was a new area, full of recent constructions. Rice fields sprawled where his memory insisted had been forest before.

				“I don’t remember this part of the city,” he said.

			

			
				“Those survivors of the battle who were agreeable to it were relocated here,” Maru said.

				The foxes had previously called it “The Last Battle;” had their outlooks on their future brightened enough for the name to be dropped? That would be good. Being confronted with the victims, some of whom he’d personally injured while they were possessed…that would be less than good. Nothing to do but go forward.

				Sakura must have been expecting Maru. She stood outside with the medicine travel box on her back. She blinked at Yuki as if not quite certain who he was. “I know you, don’t I?”

				“Yuki,” he supplied. “Akakiba’s friend.”

				“Oh! Yes.” She tip-toed forward, looking up at him. “You’ve grown! You were shorter than me.”

				“Was I? It wasn’t even a year ago.” He couldn’t use his clothes to judge if his sleeves seemed shorter on his arms, because everything he wore today was brand new, courtesy of the Fox clan. He hadn’t anything else to wear, since disapproving women had insisted on taking away the hideously dirty set he’d arrived in—including the boots. He suspected they’d burned it all rather than mending the sword holes and scrubbing out the blood and mud and whatever else the fabrics had soaked up.

				Sakura peered past him. “Where’s Akakiba? Is he coming too?”

				“Ah, no. He was busy this morning.”

				She bit her lower lip, ducking her gaze. “Is he angry I’m getting married?”

				“Oh, no, not at all! He really was busy!”

				Sakura’s eyes came up. “Ahhh, he could be a little bit jealous! Has he ever noticed I’m an attractive woman?” She waved him silent when he tried to answer. “It’s not your fault he’s so rude. I hope he’ll come to the wedding. His mother said she would be there. I like her. She’s very…helpful.” The twitch in her smile, as if she were repressing laughter, hinted there was something of a story there, but she didn’t elaborate.

				“I’m sure he’ll be there.” Akahana probably had a plan.

				“You have to come, too. Seiji would be happy to meet you again.”

				They chatted about the marriage while following Maru going about his rounds. He occasionally asked Sakura for herbs or her opinion on somebody’s symptoms, but primarily seemed to be there to inspect a handful of people with missing limbs and, in one case, adjust a fake wooden leg identical to his own.

			

			
				“They like him better than me,” Sakura confessed as they trailed behind Maru. “Because he doesn’t pity them.”

				It was guilt, rather than pity, that clung to Yuki, for his part in harming these people. They smiled and worked like nothing was wrong, but many must lie at night and suffer nightmares or endure lingering pain from their injuries.

				“Did this all happen at the battle?” Other than the man with the missing leg, the disabled were mostly missing fingers or the entire right hand, the one with which they’d have held a weapon.

				“Yes and no. Wounds go bad sometimes, and there’s no healing spring near. I wish we’d had Grandmother back then. She comes and heals, if there’s need.”

				Yuki hesitated. “Which grandmother do you mean?”

				“Grandmother Naoko,” Sakura said after an identical moment of hesitation. “You know about her, yes?” His noise of assent relaxed her, and she continued. “I’m not to speak of it to outsiders, of course. They trust me with this because I had already heard about Sanae’s special circumstances.”

				Ah, Sakura had known about that? There was definitively a story there. But the way she spoke Sanae’s name, fondly and cheerfully… She didn’t know about Sanae’s second death.

				Yuki found he didn’t have the strength to tell her. It was nice to spend time with someone who was happy and unburdened by recent loses, even if being here didn’t help him feel likewise happy and unburdened. He couldn’t meet anybody’s eyes, not knowing who here might have lost a sibling or parent to his blade.

				“I thought there would be more people here.” In his recollections, the battleground had stretched forever.

				“Some decided to rebuild their old village,” Sakura said. “Akahana has been matchmaking, too, on behalf of the unmarried youths.” She hesitated. “Does Akakiba know several of them will marry into the clan, as brides and adopted grooms? I don’t think they like him very much.”

				“I don’t know if he was told.” He’d have to breech the subject, if nobody else did. To warn him.

				Grandmother Naoko materialized. Even though he could never have confused her with Sanae, his heart gave a little leap of split-second hope.

				“Good afternoon, Grandmother,” Sakura said.

			

			
				Good afternoon, child, Naoko said before turning her gaze on Yuki. Takashi is calling a meeting in the evening. If you depart now, you’ll be in time. It’s about the swords.


				“I’ll be there. Sakura, can you tell Maru I have to go ahead?”

				It felt like he was fleeing, unwilling to engage these people. The foxes had arranged for their needs, so there was nothing he could accomplish. What had he been thinking, coming here? His pained feelings couldn’t change anything.

				He rode back alone, glad for the horse’s mild nature. If it had wanted to gallop off, he wouldn’t have had the skill to get it back under control. One had to wonder what had happened to their own horses, the ones they’d had to leave behind. They might have returned to Chiyako’s house. She might have kept them.

				He arrived with time to spare, enough to have a word with Jien. “Aito’s asleep,” Jien said. “I’ll be at the meeting later.”

				He looked for Akakiba next. Not in their assigned room, not in the baths, not in the training hall. He wandered the garden, detouring twice to avoid disturbing other people’s peace, until he spotted a waist-length mane of hair over the large shoulders of a man. As far as he’d seen, there wasn’t a single person in the clan, man or woman, with hair longer than Akakiba’s. He’d never point that out, though.

				The entire family was there: father, mother, son. They hadn’t fought, then. They were inside the building but the door was open onto the garden. He considered sneaking away, to avoid disturbing their privacy, but Akahana saw him before he could.

				“Oh, Yuki!” she called, beckoning with her fingers.

				“I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

				“Come in, come in. It’s a family moment.”

				Leaving his sandals on the ground, Yuki stepped up onto the veranda and inside the room. There was a Buddhist altar in a corner, the wooden cabinet standing with its doors wide open to display the religious image inside. The foxes did not seem overly concerned with matters of religion, leading him to suspect the altar’s primary function was to display the painting, placed in front of everything else, that depicted a familiar red-haired girl. Somebody in the clan had talent, to have produced such a likeness.

				Maybe noticing the direction of his gaze, Akahana said, “I was telling my son he’s lucky we didn’t name him Sanae. I always liked the name. But we wanted something fiercer for our first child, to help him or her become a great warrior.”

			

			
				Fate named him, Kiba said.

				“Perhaps so, husband.”

				Akakiba didn’t seem as pleased as one might expect he’d be after hearing such praise from his parents. “Sanae didn’t need a fierce name to be a great warrior.”

				“Don’t be thick,” Akahana said sharply. “We mean to say fate knew a woman’s name would suit you ill. The fact both our children became great warriors isn’t a surprise to anyone.”

				Oh, there it was—the fight. Quick, quick, a distraction. “I heard you’re going to adopt human grooms into the clan,” he said, but then regretted it. That wasn’t going to keep them from fighting.

				“Yes,” Akahana said, not without shooting a wary look at her son. “Some human survivors of the battle have little family left, and not much else either. We will welcome those willing to marry in, girls and boys alike. We have a few coming-of-age ceremonies to celebrate this coming year. Maru’s daughter is first, I believe. We also have a handful of widows and widowers, some human, who are young enough to remarry.”

				Akakiba twitched. “You’re trying to force grieving people into new marriages?”

				“The villagers grieve as much as we do. They’ll understand each other.”

				“That’s not—”

				“—your choice to make. They’re fully capable of making their opposition known. I will be careful.”

				“Do so,” Akakiba said shortly. “We have a meeting soon, and Yuki hasn’t eaten.”

				After that abrupt goodbye, they went to secure some snacks.

				“I thought you’d be angrier, about the villagers,” Yuki said, trying to watch Akakiba’s face without being obvious about it.

				“It’s not such a bad solution.”

				“But it’ll be unpleasant to have them in your home.”

				“There’s no shortage of people here who dislike me. I’ll hardly notice a few more.”

				“Not true. They respect you for killing a god.”

				“They’re far more interested in Inari, and in the muscled men we brought back, than in my supposed exploits taking down a mindless foe.”

			

			
				It was difficult to argue, since he hadn’t noticed anyone going out of their way to congratulate Akakiba. Had anybody even asked him about Sanae, other than his parents?

				Akakiba eyed his triangular rice ball as if he found its existence offensive; he bit into it viciously, swallowed, and said, “Tell me. Were you approached by any women of the clan while we were out?”

				Approached? What did that mea—Oh. “What? No.” He felt compelled to look around and ensure there weren’t any women about to pounce. “Why are you asking?”

				“They’re all over the others—even Jien!—but they’re ignoring you.” His lips curled bitterly. “You’re tainted by my company.”

				“I would rather say ‘protected.’ I’d be afraid of offending them when I say no.”

				“You could say yes.” Akakiba said, tone even. But he was still savaging his rice balls.

				“No.” That was, really and truly, all he had to say about it. “To get back to the subject… Your parents are proud of your accomplishments. That’s what’s important. I know my father would be proud, too.”

				“It’s what parents do.”

				“We saved our land, didn’t we? Parents can be proud about far less, true, but on this subject it’s entirely justified.”

				Akakiba finally quirked a smile. “Nothing is saved yet. That’s what the meeting is for.”

				“Then we should hurry and go, shouldn’t we?”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Twenty

				Jien

				“Not everybody looks good with a shaved head,” Jien told Aito. “I, of course, look amazingly handsome. You’re not bad either. I feel sorry for monks with lumpy heads. It’s like fate disapproves of their career choice, don’t you think?”

				Aito blinked. That was as close to an answer as he was likely to give, so Jien took it as an agreement.

				“Not everybody is this good at shaving either,” he added, surveying his handiwork. “I didn’t even nick you. Well, except here, but it doesn’t count because you twitched.” He rubbed Aito’s head to double check he hadn’t missed a spot. “Nice and smooth. Good job, me.”

				He shaved his own head next, working blindly with the blade. He’d done it often enough to avoid slicing his skin open and bleeding everywhere, which was good because a monk with scars on his scalp looked plain incompetent.

				“Aki and Yuki don’t realize how easy they have it,” he complained to Aito. “They hardly bother to cut their hair and when they do it’s a quick hack with a blade. Us monks, we have to shave every couple days because the fuzzy look is undignified.”

				After a few swipes at the admittedly sparse hair growing on his chin, he put the blade down. “How do I look, Aito? Handsome and wise? Perfect. I have a meeting to attend.” Since he was presently the only conscious monk in the clan house, he would be expected to be there. Arriving clean-shaven was the least he could do. “I’ll be back later. Try not to drool on yourself, okay? That’s also undignified.”

				It was a medium-size meeting, as far as such things went. Other than himself, there was the scribe, Hachiro, Akakiba, Yuki, and Kiba. Takashi and Inari stepped in last, settling at the head of the gathering. Everybody else was kneeing properly on their cushion, so Jien made the effort of copying them, even if sitting cross-legged was infinitely more comfortable.

			

			
				Grandmother Naoko might or might not have been invited, but she was almost certainly lurking near. She reminded Jien too much of Sanae for his peace of mind.

				“We have two problems,” Takashi said. “Firstly, a simple fire is too weak to melt steel. Secondly, Lady Inari predicts the destruction of the glyphs will lead to a devastating explosion.”

				Energy tightly contained cannot be released without damage, Inari murmured.

				“Our best chance to destroy the Soul Eater and its copies is to locate an active volcano and throw the swords into molten lava. Grandmother Naoko has already located a promising one. It is unfortunately a certain distance away and the swords must be moved through the real world. We need a few volunteers to travel there to execute the plan. It will be dangerous.”

				“I’ll go,” Akakiba said.

				“I shall help,” Hachiro boomed.

				“Three of us should be enough,” Yuki said.

				Jien straightened in indignation. “What, you’re excluding me?”

				“I thought you might prefer to stay and watch over Aito,” Yuki said.

				Akakiba looked at him. “Feel free to come risk death by volcano, if you find the idea so attractive.”

				Jien almost reconsidered. Maybe he didn’t really want to be near a volcano. “Great, it’s settled. Death by volcano for everyone.”

				Clan leader Takashi tried to regain control of the discussion. “As I said, it will be dangerous. Lava can burn people as thoroughly as swords, and the explosions will hinder the retreat. It would be best if the sword could fall in only after everybody has moved to safety.”

				An elaborate plan involving pulleys to move the sword up the mountain was being crafted when the scribe spoke up for the first time. “Excuse me. Is there any reason why explosives wouldn’t be adequate?”

				Pause.

				What do you mean by “explosives”? Inari inquired.

				“Substances that explode with great destructive force,” the scribe explained. “They are a relatively recent development. The emperor could import what we need from the Middle Kingdom, if needed.”

				“That might take time,” Takashi said, “and we do not wish for others to learn of our plans.”

				It was obvious he didn’t want the emperor to know they were back yet, for fear he would interfere to recover the swords. Even if the emperor had thought to have records made of the glyphs on the swords—not impossible—any new sword made would take years to reach potency. It would give them breathing room to get their strength back up, if nothing else.

			

			
				Something clicked in the back of Jien’s mind. He straightened from his slouch. “Hey, shinobi use explosives! If Domi and Marin are still in Nara, we could ask her. She’s the old clan leader’s daughter, so she must know about the proper use of explosives.”

				“We can travel there without having to bring the swords,” Yuki added. “And we can bring back the materials the same way.”

				Jien hummed thoughtfully. “If we’re going to Nara, we should get Aito to the temple at the same time. Master Toshishiro would be the best to assist his recovery.”

				“Lady Inari?” Takashi said.

				If explosives are truly this potent, using them would shorten the time needed to conclude the matter. The volcano is weeks away.

				“I humbly request your assistance in the matter, if you’re willing.”

				I’m ready to depart.

				They scrambled to prepare. Traveling was much easier when they could cheat on time and distance. They needed no supplies—they could obtain anything they needed in the city—other than coins. Of those, there would be no shortage. Akakiba was handed enough gold coins to convince even a shinobi to be helpful. Unlike smaller coins, gold ones didn’t have holes in the middle to be worn on a string. They came in purses instead, which might be concealed in the folds of clothing.

				In what felt like mere moments, they were ready. Inari took Akakiba and Yuki through while Jien fetched Aito. Inari came for them next.

				They landed on the road, disturbing carrion birds feasting on a dead, furry creature that might have been a raccoon dog. Jien promptly threw up, but Aito didn’t.

				Akakiba and Yuki were waiting farther ahead, both looking as if they’d also expelled their latest meal on landing. This method of travel might be fast, but it was hard on the stomach.

				“Come on Aito, let’s get you home,” Jien said once he’d recovered, tugging his colleague along. They could have carried him, but exercise must be good for him. “And tell your familiars to hide!” The three remaining spirits, still trapped under Aito’s skin, were sitting on his cheeks again, peering out at the world. They either did not understand Jien’s words or did not care to heed them, staying right where they were. With a sigh and a grumble, Jien adjusted the straw hat on Aito’s head to conceal them in shadows.

			

			
				The four of them—Inari hadn’t stayed—passed through the gate, where one of the city guards mumbled something to his partner. Jien didn’t catch the words, but Akakiba must have because he turned to them and said, “Ah, so you remember us. Do you also remember the woman we confronted?”

				The guard blinked, no doubt wondering how his low whisper had been overheard. “Ah, yes.”

				“Have you seen her lately?”

				This drew a dreamy sigh. “I have. I’d recognize those legs anywhere. She passed through this gate yesterday. She was with two monks, an oddly-dressed one and an old sohei with bushy white eyebrows. Didn’t see her leave the city since, though there’re other roads leading out of the city.”

				“Thank you.”

				They moved on. The old sohei could have been Toshishiro—his eyebrows were rather bushy—so he might know where Marin was. After a delay in front of the temple—the dragon on guard duty seemed to find Aito suspicious and wouldn’t stop sniffing him—they found Toshishiro. He wasn’t alone.

				“Your stray made it here, Aito,” Toshishiro said dryly, a hand resting on the shoulder of a child Jien barely recognized as the tiny murderess they’d found in the far north. She was wearing the clothes of a trainee, her shaved head doing a fair job of making her look like a young boy, but the stratagem wouldn’t work past another year or two.

				Aito looked at Toshishiro, attention drawn by the sound of his name, but did not answer.

				“Aito was injured in battle,” Jien explained. “He was unconscious a while and he’s yet to start speaking again.”

				Toshishiro pushed the straw hat off to study Aito’s face and the spirits crowding on it. “He lost the fourth one?”

				“We think so.”

				Toshishiro patted Aito’s cheek. “My poor boy. Come, sit here with me.”

				Aito obeyed the pressure of hands on his shoulders rather than the words, but they got him to sit at the table with everybody else. A cup of tea was put in front of him.

				“You have to put the cup in his hands or he won’t drink,” Jien pointed out. “You have to hold it steady for him too or he’ll dribble half on himself.”

				“He needs to remember how to pick it up on his own. Let the aroma reach him.” Toshishiro’s next words were directed towards the little girl presently peering into Aito’s vacant eyes. “Look closely, child. This is the damage done by the loss of an invisible friend. Always be careful to protect yours.”

			

			
				“We need to find Marin,” Akakiba cut in. “Do you know where she is at present?”

				“What has she done now?”

				“Nothing I know of. We hope she might have a degree of expertise in explosives. We need certain objects destroyed.”

				“The three? Yes, perhaps that might work…” A faraway look entered the old monk’s eyes; they drank their tea and waited for his familiar spirit to investigate. “Marin and Domi are in their new home. Let us visit them, shall we?” He half-turned, reaching to steady the cup of tea in Aito’s hands. “Careful, boy, it’s hot.”

				Aito successfully lifted the cup to his lips, tipping it to drink. Jien almost cheered aloud. Progress!

				Toshishiro’s hand shot out, rescuing the empty cup as it slipped from Aito’s fingers. “Well done, boy. Now, I’m sure my new apprentice can keep my old one safe while we’re gone. Can’t you, child?”

				The little girl snapped to attention, squaring her shoulders. “I will protect him with my life!”

				Jien didn’t laugh, but it was a near thing. Yuki made a tiny choking noise, but nothing else. Akakiba had been born without a sense of humor, so his face didn’t change.

				“Do your best,” Toshishiro said. “You know how to warn us if trouble comes.”

				They left the temple grounds having exchanged one monk for another. Down the crowded streets they went, walking leisurely despite Akakiba’s attempt to speed up the pace; he ended up so far ahead he had to stop and wait for them to catch up. After that he seemed resigned to following Toshishiro’s pace.

				“They’re not going to vanish before we get there,” Yuki said.

				“Shinobi,” Akakiba said, as if that was an argument in itself. Maybe it was.

				Jien’s attention was focused on the cruelly delicious smells wafting from every direction. He tugged on Akakiba’s sleeve and pointed at a street food cart. “Aki, buy me some.”

				“Buy it yourself.”

				“I’m out of money. You have plenty; feed me.”

				“You’re shameless.”

			

			
				“And hungry.” He was helping, wasn’t he? They could at least feed him.

				In the end, everybody was treated to skewers of dumplings dipped in sauce. Jien was holding so many that sauce dripped on his fingers.

				Akakiba gave him a judging look, but since he always did that, it hardly meant anything. “You’re disgusting.”

				“I’m a hero,” he said between two delicious bites. “I can be as disgusting as I want.”

				Toshishiro led them to a clean-looking building not far from a busy street full of shops. “I better announce you,” he said. “I understand you haven’t always had friendly dealings.”

				They waited outside while Toshishiro stepped inside calling, “Hello?”

				He contemplated Akakiba’s shiny, perfect length of hair. Hmm.

				“Jien,” Yuki said, “nobody is going to save you if you do that.”

				He froze just short of depositing a sticky dumpling in Akakiba’s tied hair. Instead, he popped it into his mouth and studiously licked his fingers clean. Getting murdered wasn’t one of his life ambitions.

				The door slid open revealing Domi. “Good morning, friends. Come in.”

				“What, no servants?” Jien said. “Considering the size of the house…”

				Domi grimaced. “Marin has two junior shinobi to order about. That’s enough.”

				The house was smaller than it seemed at first because it was larger than it was deep. Marin sat coaxing the cooking pit’s ambers into a fresh fire. The two “junior shinobi,” whoever they were, weren’t in sight. They might have been hiding under the floorboards.

				“What is it you want this time?” Marin asked, not even glancing at them. She sounded cranky, which might have had something to do with the burnt marks on the floor around the fire pit. A cooking mishap?

				“Tea will take a moment,” Domi said. “Would you like sweets in the meantime?”

				“We’ve just had dumplings,” Jien said quickly. “We’ll wait for tea.”

				Hopefully they’d be done with their business before the water came to a boil. It was best not to accept shinobi-supplied food and drink unless you were absolutely sure they liked you too much to poison you. Marin had reasons to dislike them, what with the way they’d tricked her.

				Considering he knew Marin and Domi much better than either Akakiba or Yuki, Jien appointed himself in charge of the discussion. “We need explosives,” he told Domi. “Would Marin know her clan’s recipes?”

			

			
				Marin finally looked at them, all crankiness gone from her face and voice. “Explosives? Do you need a great deal of them?”

				“Yes.”

				Marin turned to stare at Domi. “They need explosives. You have to lift your ban.”

				Domi groaned. “You know why I banned them. You set me on fire!”

				“You were barely singed.”

				“Yet you felt bad enough to give me your word you would stop playing with explosive substances.”

				“This is not playing. This is important.”

				“You don’t know that.”

				“Domi, really. Think! It’s for the Soul Eaters.”

				“It is,” Jien confirmed.

				Domi’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Only this once!”

				“Wonderful!” Smoothing the excitement away from her expression, Marin eyed her three visitors. “I can provide as big an explosion as you need, but the ingredients are expensive.”

				Akakiba pulled out a bag of gold and tossed it to her.

				“Done,” Marin said. “What do you need? Big, or very big?”

				Jien thought it over. “The sword must be sufficiently damaged. I’m not certain what that means in terms in explosives.”

				“Bigger is better, in any case,” Marin said.

				“Is there anything we can assist with?” Akakiba inquired.

				“Begin by swearing on your honor not to spy on my work with your ghostly friends. These recipes are mine.”

				They swore; they didn’t want those recipes anyway. Life was difficult enough without explosives growing more widely used.

				“I have a question, if I may,” Yuki said. “If your clan possessed such recipes, why didn’t they use any explosives against the Fox clan?”

				“Ha. Someone miscalculated when they tried to kill me. The clans are very secretive of these recipes, for fear their rivals will steal them. I was the one in charge of ours and I shared with no one. When I left, the stores held nothing fancier than smoke bombs.”

				Jien could have done without knowing that. The fight had been terrible enough as it was; he didn’t want to wonder what explosives would have done to the situation.

				Marin chewed her lower lip. “It may take a few days to gather what I need. Don’t go far.”

			

			
				They went as far as the Great Eastern Temple. Nobody liked spirit-world travel enough to use it needlessly and Inari was apparently busy back at the clan house. Grandmother Naoko could relay what was going on if she came by.

				They piled into Toshishiro’s room again. He didn’t seem upset by the invasion; he sent off his new minion to “annoy food out of the cooks.”

				“How long is your ruse going to work?” Akakiba inquired. “She’ll develop as a woman soon.”

				“It’ll last long enough for what I have to teach her. After, Jien can take her with him on his travels. It would be good for her to see a monk at work.”

				Jien spluttered and raised his hands in self-defense. “What would I do with a child?” The idea was terrifying; his mind spun trying to find an alternate solution. “Send her to the foxes. They don’t mind special women.”

				“That’s a matter for my mother or father to consider,” Akakiba said. “They can find out who might like to adopt her.”

				“You could adopt her yourself,” he suggested. “It’s the perfect solution to all your problems! Your mother would be so happy.”

				“No.” Funny how Akakiba could squeeze so much dislike in one word.

				“I think she’s cute,” Yuki said.

				Akakiba’s expression dissolved into horror. “You—”

				“But we can’t take in a child at this time. Children need a safe, steady household to grow in.”

				Akakiba sagged in obvious relief.

				Was that a smirk trying to break out on Yuki’s face? Oh, it was. He was torturing Akakiba on purpose. That was hilarious.

				“Why is it you can get away with horrifying him and I can’t?” he fake-grumbled into his cup. He wasn’t thirsty, but the cup helped hide his face-splitting grin.

				“There’s time yet,” Toshishiro said. “A year at the very least before the slow minds around here begin to suspect something is strange with my new apprentice. It’s not a crime to bathe in the city. I shall develop a fondness for street food and a dip taken away from home. Now, let us see what we can do about accommodations for the night. And then, perhaps, a bath in the city?”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Twenty-One

				Mamoru

				Aunt Marin set Mamoru and Usagi to guard strange-smelling substances. “Don’t touch any of it,” she warned, “and if the house happens to catch on fire, get out.”

				The odds of the house randomly catching fire were pretty low, unless Marin planned to try cooking something fancy again. Last night’s attempt—in celebration of a successful rescue, she’d said—hadn’t gone so well.

				“Explosives,” Usagi murmured, watching the containers warily. “Why does she need this much?”

				Ah, that was why these smells were faintly familiar. He’d handled and used smoke bombs before, though nothing bigger. It was dangerous stuff in great quantities.

				Marin wouldn’t let them watch what she was doing in the next room over, keeping the door closed. Now and then she came out with a sealed chest to put under their care, and hauled more ingredients away.

				“Who are we guarding this stuff from?” Mamoru wondered aloud. “The clients?” It was reasonable to assume this was an order made for somebody else—unless Marin had a nefarious plan to send the city up in flames. He couldn’t see how that would benefit her, so she probably wasn’t planning anything of the kind. Probably.

				“Could be,” Usagi said. “They might not have paid the entire fee upfront.”

				They watched and listened, but no intruders appeared other than a squirrel in the garden. Mamoru watched it closely, but it didn’t seem to be possessed or otherwise suspicious.

				None of the sealed chests—presumably full of ready-to-go explosives—chose to explode and kill them while they waited for the work to be done. Domi brought food at midday—he was the best cook in the house, which sadly didn’t mean much—but otherwise stayed away.

				Eventually, all the ingredients were transformed into sealed chests. Marin put her head out and called, “Domi! Send a message to tell the foxes it’s ready! And ask how long we have to be on the road.” She peered outside, frowning at the grey sky. “We need closed transport to ensure the powder won’t get damp.”

			

			
				The foxes?

				Mamoru exchanged a look with Usagi; she looked as perplexed as he was. Why in the world would they be doing business with the Fox clan? Was this something they’d asked for in exchange for setting him free?

				Habit kept them from asking. If Marin wanted to them to know what was going on, she’d inform them.

				There was, tied at the low gate surrounding the house’s yard, a hidden string. Whenever someone passed through, the disturbance set off a tiny gong in the house, warning them of visitors. Other strings were laid out on the roof or across the garden, linked to different gongs. If those sounded, it would mean intruders. Or curious squirrels, but that hadn’t happened yet.

				The sound of a gong froze Mamoru for the two seconds it took for him to identify it: the front gate. “I’ll greet them,” he told Usagi, scrambling off and leaving her alone with the explosives. It couldn’t be the foxes since the clan house was far away and they’d only gotten back to the city themselves.

				Opening the door, he came face to face with Akakiba.

				He was a shinobi, trained to keep his cool in all situations, so he didn’t shriek and pull out all his weapons to defend his life. The noise he made was purely one of surprise. And the move he made was only a twitch of discomfort at finding an enemy at his door.

				“You’re supposed to be in the north with the expedition,” Mamoru said accusingly. “You can’t be back yet, it’s impossible.”

				“We cheated,” Akakiba said. “You’re Marin’s new junior shinobi? How did that happen?”

				Obviously the samurai had no idea what had passed at his own clan house recently. Well, good. The entire thing had been humiliating. Bugs got trapped in vases, not people.

				Seeking a neutral answer, he went with, “You could say she cheated, too.” Then, remembering what Usagi was currently guarding, he added, “Are you here for the…stuff?”

				“If it’s stuff that explodes, yes,” someone said from behind Akakiba. It was a local sohei, looking tall because he was wearing high clogs rather than flat sandals, and looking familiar because he’d been with Akakiba in Kyoto. Jien, his name was.

			

			
				There was a second samurai, too—Yuki. He didn’t speak, looking around in the deceptively innocent manner of someone used to being the one watching his partners’ backs.

				“Come in,” Mamoru said neutrally. “Aunt Marin shouldn’t be far.”

				Marin dropped from the roof, landing lightly behind Yuki. “I’m here. Did you get the message? How many days will it take to travel where we’re going?”

				“We have instant travel,” Akakiba said. “Similar to Domi’s method.”

				Marin pursed her lips. “You expect me to go with you and hope I come out at the other end?”

				“We do need you to set it off properly. We wouldn’t strand you in between.”

				“So you say.”

				“I’ll take you through, Marin,” Domi said as he joined their gathering. “You can’t have everything. I can take a little risk to make you feel safer, or we can take the risk of trusting them.”

				“Half-half,” Marin said. “Domi can take me and one chest. They can take the children and the rest.”

				Children? Him and Usagi? He didn’t want to go anywhere with foxes. Especially if explosives were involved.

				“Don’t make that face, Mamoru,” Marin told him cheerfully. “I’ll avenge you if they get you killed. I promise.”

				“We’ll stay at the clan house overnight,” Akakiba said. “Or until the skies are properly clear. We’ll proceed to the site at that time.”

				“We have no choice, do we?” Marin said. “We’ll accept your hospitality but be aware I can ignite this stuff the moment we land if we step out into a trap. There won’t be much left of whoever might try to attack us.”

				“I thought samurai were the ones with the suicide fetish,” Jien said.

				“Oh, they are. But it is the shinobi way not to die without taking an enemy or two along.” Marin beckoned to them lazily. “Come, come. The stuff is in the back.”

				A fox Mamoru didn’t recognize took them through the spirit world. He and Usagi staggered back into the real world looking around for danger. They were on a deserted mountainside, with a tall wall and gates visible a little way off—the Fox clan house. The sky was grey, but not as threatening as it had been in Nara.

				Domi and Marin appeared seconds after them, the latter tense as a coiled snake. When she relaxed, it was a sign they could do the same.

			

			
				“I despise traveling this way,” Usagi moaned, leaning against him and breathing shallowly.

				He supported her gladly, taking in the pleasant smell of the camellia oil she used on her hair. He personally didn’t mind the other side, found it pleasantly familiar. Being half-spirit must have protected him from the travel shock that affected humans.

				Inside the clan house, they were greeted politely enough, though nobody smiled or made conversation beyond what was strictly necessary. It was understandable, given the bloody battle their clan had fought against theirs. They returned the politeness, and the coldness too. Except for Domi, who appeared to be the kind of person who was friendly with everybody unless and until they gave him a reason not to be.

				“Lovely gardens,” Domi observed as they were shown to their temporary quarters in what looked like an old storage shack standing apart from the rest of the warren-like network of buildings. It was nestled right up to the outer fortification wall and its floor was dirt hidden by new and fresh-smelling bamboo mats.

				Thank you, Kiba said. He was the only fox other than Akakiba—who had the task of ferrying the chests—to stay in close proximity to them. We spend much time tending them.


				“I was expecting to see the clan leader, but I understand why you wouldn’t want to expose him to us needlessly,” Marin murmured.

				Accidents happen, Kiba said. Should you have made a mistake with your explosives, you will unfortunately be the ones to suffer for it.

				Them, and a chunk of the fortification wall, and half the gardens, and maybe the next building over, Mamoru silently corrected. The foxes didn’t grasp exactly how big this explosion would be. That might be for the best. He didn’t want to sleep outside on the road.

				Marin sniffed. “I don’t make mistakes.”

				Food was provided. Marin looked from the spread to Mamoru. Chopsticks in hand, he dutifully took a few bites out of every single plate. “I don’t taste anything odd.”

				“We’ll wait a while,” Marin said.

				Domi looked tolerantly exasperated, but he nonetheless folded his hands to wait. “Such paranoia.”

				When Mamoru failed to fall over dead from undetected poison, the others reached out for sustenance.

			

			
				Marin wrinkled her nose at the cold soup and Domi laughed at her. “You wanted to wait. Now eat.”

				Usagi ate daintily, whispering between two bites, “Shall we tell them about Advisor Yoshida?”

				Hmm. If the person to whom Advisor Yoshida leaked information had sent men to steal the Soul Eater, they were probably far up north wondering where the expedition had gone. It wasn’t a problem.

				“They don’t know the swords are here,” he said. Usagi would understand the underlying reasoning.

				The monk named Jien appeared to have been delegated to play friendly guard, probably on the idea they wouldn’t be as wary of him as they were of foxes. As far as Mamoru knew, Jien had no specific grudge against them.

				“The clouds are drifting away,” Jien said, eying the sky outside. “We might be safe from rain tomorrow. I’d rather not sit near explosive stuff longer than I have to.”

				Marin patted the nearest chest. “It’s perfectly safe, as long as nobody starts a fire.”

				Usagi gave Mamoru a rueful smile. “I didn’t expect to come back here. I hope we can go home soon.”

				Was Nara “home” already? Well, they could have done worse. He smiled back. “The circumstances aren’t so bad. We’ll be fine.”

				As if to prove him wrong, half a dozen foxes spilled in the garden, purposefully moving their way. They didn’t look happy.

				“Trouble,” Mamoru said, to draw the others’ attention.

				Jien leaned out the doorway, calling out, “What happened?”

				A fox called back, urgently, “Did any of them leave? Do anything?”

				“No,” Jien said. “They’ve all stayed in here with me.”

				The fox samurai’s shoulders sagged. “But if they didn’t do it, who did?”

				“Do what?” Domi inquired.

				We’re missing the sword, Kiba said, bounding inside. Have any of them—

				“No,” Jien repeated. “They just got here and haven’t done anything other than eat.”

				The boy is half-demon. Has he gone unresponsive at any point?

				“I know what it looks like when people leave their bodies. He didn’t.”

				Mamoru was quickly taking a liking to this monk. It was refreshing to meet someone who didn’t assume all and any trouble could be blamed on the nearest shinobi.

				It couldn’t be so easy, Kiba said, sounding aggravated. Who, then?


			

			
				“How about the scribe?” Jien said. “He’s suspicious.”

				Inari says she’s been with him so often he’d have had no opportunity for it.

				Marin yawned theatrically. “You’re going about this the wrong way. It doesn’t matter who did it, what matters is finding where the Soul Eater went. Find out whether any of your suspects have left the clan house since the time you suspect the sword’s been missing. If they haven’t, then the sword is within the walls. Look under floors, under buildings, on rooftops, under vegetation, and in food stores.”

				“Listen to the shinobi,” Jien said. “They know all about thieving. I’ll go tell the men at the gate not to let any humans out for now. With me, boy.”

				Mamoru blinked. “Me?”

				“Yes, you.”

				He looked to Marin, who didn’t object. “Okay.” He took off after Jien—not quite running, but hurrying. He couldn’t help but ask, “Why me?”

				“You can’t sneak out of your body if you’re busy following me. And if your friends get spooked enough to try to leave Domi-style, we’ll still have you to tell us how to operate the exploding stuff.” He paused to breathe, added, “The foxes seem jumpy about you. Half-demon, they say. I don’t see the difference between you and them, but saying so probably wouldn’t make them any happier.”

				How ironic that the person least taken aback by, and least suspicious of, his special circumstances was a human and a monk. “Thank you.”

				The guards at the gate were women lounging with spears. They were wearing hakama, but otherwise didn’t attempt to pass for men.

				“We have a bit of a crisis going on,” Jien told them. “Don’t let any humans out the gate until Kiba or Takashi say the problem is solved.”

				The women looked at each other and one spoke up. “Hachiro went out moments ago with a friend. He said he wanted to go buy a gift to thank the clan for our hospitality.”

				Jien gaped. “Hachiro? Impossible. It has to be a coincidence. How long ago?”

				In answer, the women set their shoulders to the giant doors and heaved. That told Mamoru they were fox women, not human ones. Swinging outwards, the doors revealed two distant figures far down the road.

				“That’s them,” one woman said.

				Jien chewed his lips and looked at Mamoru. “You can take down a grown man, yes?”

			

			
				“If I have to,” he said prudently, “but I’m not willing to fight anyone with that sword.”

				“Great! Let’s go find out if this is a coincidence—if it isn’t, you take the smaller man and I take the bigger one. He’ll be the one with that sword.” To the guards he said, “Let Takashi or Kiba or Akakiba know what’s happening, right now. We might need help.”

				Jien took off. Mamoru followed, but he wasn’t certain why. Maybe because he didn’t want a decent person like Jien to get killed?

				Behind him, he heard one guard say to the other, “I never understood that monk. He says not to let humans through, and out he goes. You go see Takashi and find out what’s going on.”

				Mamoru didn’t have the legs Jien did, but he had an advantage he could draw upon to catch up.

				“Slow down,” he told Jien as they rapidly ate the distance between them and the potential enemies, who’d just gone around a bend on the descending trail. “They’ll be suspicious if we come in running.”

				“You’re right.” Jien skidded to a stop and started again at a sustainable jog. “I’ll pretend we’re looking to join them for shopping. That’ll allow us to get close and find out if they have the sword.”

				As they came strolling around the bend, Jien called out, “Hey, Hachiro! We want to go shopping too!”

				Until now, it hadn’t been apparent that the man named Hachiro was a hulking giant. But now they were much closer, it was quite obvious. The giant turned, waving. “My friend! Come, come!”

				“That’s not suspicious behavior,” Mamoru pointed out. “Is he a good liar?”

				“As far as I know, not at all,” Jien said. “I don’t—”

				While Hachiro was still waving, the man at his side punched him in the side, and fled into the forest.

				Now that was suspicious behavior.

				“Help Hachiro!” Jien said, and plunged into the forest.

				Hachiro, when Mamoru made it to his side, pulled a sharp, thin dagger from his flesh. “I don’t understand,” he said plaintively, staring at the blade. “Why?”

				Mamoru pried the blade from the giant fist and took a sniff. No poison, as far as he could tell. “I was told somebody stole a special sword.” He was not going to tell this intimidating man that he’d been under brief suspicion. “I think we just found out who took it.”

			

			
				Hachiro straightened. “The sword? Jien will need help! We must—”

				“You’re hurt.”

				“This is nothing! This—” Hachiro’s words died in a whimper as Mamoru poked the wound, hard.

				“Sorry,” he lied. “We’re not going anywhere except back up the road to get someone to see to this. We’ll tell them to send help.”

				Preferably before the excitable monk caught the thief and got skewered for his troubles.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Jien

				Grandmother Naoko was stingy. She’d healed his injured leg, but not completely. Something about letting him suffer for his mistakes so he might learn from them. Now here he was chasing down a man trying to get away with the rather important Soul Eater sword, and his leg’s muscles were already screaming.

				The thief clearly had no idea where he was going; his path wavered wildly and anyone could have tracked him by the noise he made. A trained shinobi this guy was not. Successfully stealing the sword wasn’t all that impressive either; the foxes had been so distracted since Inari arrived that they wouldn’t have noticed a parade of dancing bears going by.

				Grandmother Naoko appeared. Others are on their way, she said. I’ll direct them to you. Don’t worry about losing sight of him; I’ve had a good look at his aura. He can’t get away.


				He ran on and on. The area was growing familiar. That river here, was it—?

				When the first foxes showed up—four-footed, furry ones—he told them, “I have an idea. Can someone run ahead and find out whether there’s still a hot spring with a low, overhanging cliff?”

				A fox he didn’t know personally shot ahead in a red blur. When it returned, he got the confirmation he wanted; this was the place he remembered.

				“Great!” He looked at the other foxes, who were keeping pace with him. “Who wants to play ‘run the thief off the cliff and see what that does to his motivation?’ Everybody?”

				Eight foxes constituted a small army. Directing prey where they wanted it to go was no hardship; they spread in a half-circle and made sure the thief knew they were there. They kept pace, but did not attempt to catch or overtake the thief. Not yet.

				The thief’s stamina was failing him, and he would not stop looking over his shoulder as he stumbled onward. He would regret that, very soon.

			

			
				Just like Jien remembered, the low cliff was hidden by a thicket of evergreens. With eight foxes snapping at his heels, the thief didn’t bother checking whether there was something bad on the other side of the thicket; he merely pushed through.

				His scream of surprise was deeply satisfying. So was the almost simultaneous splash.

				Jien made his way down cautiously; he could afford to, since the foxes were already there, circling the pool’s low side.

				The thief, wet and limping and surrounded by half a dozen growling furry foxes, didn’t look optimistic about his chances, but nonetheless brandished the Soul Eater.

				“How about this,” Jien said. “You hand over the sword without fighting and I promise I won’t let them eat you alive.”

				The thief put the sword back in its scabbard. “I surrender,” he said weakly. He tossed it to Jien.

				“Great, thanks. Can we get the name of your employer, too?”

				“The person who hired me didn’t give his name, but he implied the mission was for the emperor. Please believe me.” He eyed the milling foxes nervously.

				“I believe you,” Jien said to placate him. It did sound logical.

				When Akakiba finally showed up, Jien gestured to the hot spring with a flourish. “There’s no hot spring under a cliff, you said. It’s impossible I managed to accidentally fall into a hot spring full of naked women, you said. I must be a pervert, you said.”

				“This is the place you twisted your ankle before we met?”

				“Yes. We herded Mr. Thief right off the edge after I recognized where we were.” He stared at Akakiba, who stared back as if he had no idea what was expected. Jien had to prompt, “Where’s my apology?”

				“I apologize for calling you a pervert.”

				“Thank you.” It’d only taken four years, but here it was at last, vindication!

				Perhaps he’d overdone the victorious tone, because Akakiba looked genuinely taken aback as he said, “It bothered you that badly?”

				“Only as much as it might bother you if I kept saying your hair’s pretty as a girl’s.”

				Akakiba twitched. “Is it?”

				“Possibly. But if you have a crisis about it and cut off all your hair, Yuki is going to murder me in my sleep.” It wouldn’t have been appropriate to mention he rather liked long hair on Akakiba, too, so he went with, “My death will be so gruesome it will contaminate every spirit residing in this forest and you’ll have a thousand Jien copies haunting you forever. No hair cutting.”

			

			
				“No hair cutting,” Akakiba repeated, probably hoping agreement would shut him up.

				They returned to the clan house, escorting their shiny new prisoner. Takashi was awaiting them at the gate, along with the entire clan and a few guests. Gossip moved very quickly in this clan.

				Jien brandished the sword. “Good news; we got it back. Bad news; he has no idea who hired him. They implied the order came from the emperor, which means it didn’t. Of course they’d say that to convince him to take the job.”

				Mamoru shuffled forward. “We suspect Advisor Yoshida knows who’s behind this,” he said reluctantly. “He isn’t as loyal to the emperor as he pretends.”

				Takashi’s eyes fastened on the shinobi. “We would be extremely grateful for any information you can give us on this matter. As soon as the swords have been disposed of, I will warn the emperor.”

				In other words, they still weren’t willing to trust the emperor completely, in case he really had planted a thief among his own men. Hachiro clearly hadn’t known one of his “friends” had a secret goal; he had the stab wound to prove it.

				The sad, remorseful eyes didn’t lie either. “Forgive me,” Hachiro said, speaking to—who? “I almost allowed this villain to make away with the Soul Eater!”

				Kasumi hooked her comparatively stick-thin arm around Hachiro’s giant one. “Father didn’t say you were allowed to walk off,” she said sternly, towing him away. “He wants Grandmother Naoko to take a look at your wound.”

				Jien was perfectly content to hand the evil sword over. It hadn’t bitten him yet, but he still didn’t like it. “I might as well go update Aito on everything.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				Akakiba

				For such an important event, it was a strangely peaceful one. It looked like a picnic; half a dozen people on the grassy shore of a glittering blue lake, talking and arguing and hauling objects around according to the directions of either Marin or the scribe.

				Akakiba lay on his back in the grass—it was oh-so-slightly damp, but he’d survive—and contemplated his uselessness. His sword was not needed and security was in the hands of others. Grandmother Naoko was busy investigating all and any human within a few hours’ walk, the two junior shinobi were kept under watch at the clan house, and Inari herself supervised the activities here. What was there for him to do? He might as well enjoy the peace.

				Jien flopped down the ground besides him. “All we’re missing is sake and this would be a cherry blossom viewing party.”

				“We’re missing the cherry blossoms, too,” Akakiba noted. Their immediate surroundings were plentiful in needle trees but lacking in leafy ones.

				“Not true.” Jien pointed across the lake to a slender tree dripping with the characteristic pink flowers. Their color stood out beautifully against the greens of neighboring vegetation. The tree stood alone, its seed perhaps once blown there by an unusually fierce wind.

				“I don’t believe cherry blossom viewing is supposed to be done so far away from the cherry blossoms that one has to squint to see them.”

				“Details, details. We should have brought sake.”

				“You can view all the blossoms you want at the clan house. The gardens are full of them.”

				“But everybody is here, not there. It’s not a party if it’s just me and a bottle of sake, is it?”

				Akakiba closed his eyes, enjoying the way wind and sunlight danced across his skin. “Feel free to pretend this is a party. But no poetry.”

			

			
				“Poetry is only fun after the sake, anyway,” Jien mumbled. “I’m sorry. About, you know. Four years ago. It was a misunderstanding.”

				The abrupt change of subject left Akakiba blinking against the sunlight, squinting to catch a look at Jien’s face. Where had that come from? “It was a long time ago.”

				“It was.”

				He waited, but if Jien had further thoughts on the subject he kept them to himself.

				He might have drifted off, because the next thing he noticed was a foot digging in his ribs.

				“Do you plan on missing everything?” Yuki said, peering down at them. “While the two of you lazed about, we finished the preparations.”

				“Why is your hair wet?” It was the wet of someone fresh out of the bathhouse, the excess water already squeezed out.

				“Oh, I went swimming. Grandmother Naoko had already looked, but I wanted to be sure there’s no dragon living in this lake.” He grimaced. “I didn’t enjoy it. The water’s frigid. Now come on, let’s get to the safe area.”

				There was now a tiny boat on the lake, loaded with the containers Marin had supplied. Sunlight glinted off the three blades half sunk into an open container of grey powder. The scabbards had been stripped from them because it was the metal’s surface, the glyphs, that needed damaging.

				A floating bridge was attached to the boat, supporting a long rope soaked with oil. The rope ran from the boat to the shore and all the way up to a large, ancient rock the spectators would use as a shield. This rope would convey the fire from the shielded area to the boat. The other option would have been to use a flaming arrow, but distance and wind could have made the operation needlessly long and complicated even if they did have excellent archers in the clan.

				“We’re outside the danger zone from the explosives and the water should keep the forest from going up in flames,” Marin explained once everybody had gathered round. “But I’m told the swords will generate explosions of their own, and we don’t know how big and dangerous those will be.”

				“I’m not sure explosion is the right word,” Domi said. “Energy packed tightly flattens everything in its path until it loses density enough to, ah, evaporate. The shockwave will travel onward, but without causing further harm.”

				“I’d rather not be flattened,” clan leader Takashi said dryly. He shouldn’t have been here, exposed to unknown danger, but Akakiba was nearly certain his father had already had that argument with him behind closed doors. There was a reason so few had been permitted to come. Should they have catastrophically miscalculated, the casualties would be limited to a few people and vast stretches of inhabited forest.

			

			
				Marin herded them to the rock and the safety of the hollow behind it. “Get in, get in. Do we have fire?”

				The scribe passed her a torch. A dozen people held their collective breath as Marin applied torch to rope. The fire latched onto the rope, racing down the slope towards the water as it greedily devoured the oil.

				“It’ll take a few moments to get there,” Marin said as she joined them into the rock’s shadow, “but don’t be stupid and step out of cover. I’m not your mother and I won’t go after you.”

				The warning didn’t stop anyone from peering around or over the top of the rock to follow the fire’s progress along the rope. Was it going to work? If it didn’t, they’d have to fish the swords out of the lake. It would be annoying, but not as difficult as it would have been if they’d tried this in the ocean.

				A furtive movement at the edge of the forest caught Akakiba’s attention. Foxes, but not wild ones.

				“Tell me those aren’t ours,” he said, feeling eerily calm. “Down there, near the fallen tree sticking out of the forest.”

				“Kits,” Takashi said, sucking in a breath. “The twins sneaked out.”

				Who else but kits would lack the most basic common sense? Grandmother Naoko was guarding the perimeter from humans, not from idiotic kits.

				Perhaps he made an involuntary move, because both Yuki and Jien wordlessly and firmly grabbed hold of his sleeves. Weird, that his instinct was to go after the kits. He would have thought either of his friends more likely than himself to want to do something so completely hopeless.

				“You can’t, Domi,” Marin said without looking at her lover. “The rope will burn faster than you can open the worlds both ways.”

				“Inari,” Takashi said sharply.

				She’d left cover without a word, her body a blur the color of spilled blood. It was rare, very rare, for a clan member to bleed red while in their fox form. They usually used the ability to gain strength for the purpose of fighting, not to gain speed for the purpose of running. Not even to run towards danger.

				Bleeding red, she might have managed to catch up to the burning rope and sever it. But she went straight for the kits instead, perhaps for fear she’d fail to stop the fire.

			

			
				“She’s fast,” Akakiba said, “faster than any of us.” He still felt calm, the icy calm of knowing there was absolutely nothing he could do. “She’ll get to them before it blows.”

				“She’ll have to open the other side very quickly,” Domi said, “but it can be done. Once isn’t as difficult as twice in a row.”

				Only a few moments passed, but each of them felt like infinity. The fire reached the shore, and burned onward onto the bridge.

				Inari reached the kits, gathering them to her with her paws.

				“Open it,” Domi murmured. “Open it.”

				“Heads down,” Marin snapped. “Now.”

				Akakiba didn’t move. He couldn’t, eyes fixed on the scene.

				Yuki and Jien, who hadn’t yet let go of their hold on him, yanked him down. Marin had done the same for Domi.

				The first explosion shook the ground with less strength than the last couple earthquakes he’d ridden. Almost immediately, there was another one, but this one was silent. The noise they heard, wood snapping brutally, was the result, not the origin. Akakiba’s skin itched furiously, as if he were feeling the wave of spiritual energy going out. Maybe he was.

				Jien recklessly popped his head over the rock, and dove back down. “I don’t see them,” he said shortly.

				It had to mean Inari had been successful.

				Unless they were pulp hidden under destroyed trees.

				“Stay down,” Marin snapped again. “That was only one sword. We can’t move until the others go off, or until we’re sure they aren’t damaged enough to—”

				Another sword’s glyphs failed, with less ensuing noise—the first blast must have cleared the nearest trees—and the same itchy feeling.

				Jien popped his head out again. If he hadn’t, somebody else would have.

				“Still don’t see them,” Jien said. “Shouldn’t they have come out?”

				“Shockwave,” Domi said. “If it went off while they were on the other side, it might have swept them away exactly like a big seawave would do to a boat.”

				“Can they, uh, capsize and drown?”

				“I don’t believe so,” Domi said, but his low-knit brows weren’t reassuring. “They may need to swim back, in a way.”

				“How much stronger is the original sword?” Marin asked. “Twice? Thrice?”

				“If not more,” Akakiba said. “Why?”

			

			
				“If the two that went off were the copies, I estimate the original one is strong enough to take out this area too.” Marin was looking out at the destruction. “I can see something sparking; it must be about to blow.”

				It was stupid and time-wasting, but everybody looked. There was indeed intermittent flashing coming from under the lake surface. It was like underwater lightning, gorgeous and deadly.

				“Domi can’t take everybody away,” Marin said. “I suggest we use our legs. Now.”

				They didn’t need to be told twice. They raced away like rabbits, more or less staying together. Jien was ahead of the pack, long legs serving him well. Akakiba slowed to keep pace with Yuki, who couldn’t keep up with those who were faster.

				“How far?” he panted at Marin. He reached back, snatching Yuki’s hand to keep him moving.

				“Don’t know,” she replied. “As far as we can. It must be of much better quality, to still hold.”

				The sword gave up before they did. They heard the crunch of splintering trees too late to flatten themselves to the ground, too late to be anything but leaves on the wind when it hit them in the back and picked them up.

				He rolled with it, pulling Yuki to his chest. Landing was almost gentle, all considered; they merely skidded along the ground until fabric ripped and flesh burned.

				Groans arose.

				“Names,” Takashi wheezed from somewhere near.

				A chorus of names rose.

				“Injuries?”

				“My nose,” Jien groaned, limping over with a hand over his nose and blood dripping down his chin.

				“Skin burns,” Marin said, staring at her bleeding legs. They looked skinned because they hadn’t been protected by so much as a single layer of fabric. “This will hurt very badly once the shock wears off.”

				Akakiba tried to sit up, and hissed as his arm flopped like a dead fish. “Broken arm,” he reported. He must have landed on it. He had skin burns too, on the arm and on his side.

				They cleaned up with what they had, using water to remove dirt from wounds and tearing layers of clothing to cover them. Akakiba stayed very, very still. Even breathing jolted his arm. They set it with branches, shifting the bones around until he wanted to weep with pain.

			

			
				“Sorry,” Yuki said. “We have to be sure it’s straight when it starts healing, right?”

				Two fox kits and one adult tumbled to the ground out of thin air. The kits were alive; the adult was not.

				“Inari!” the scribe said, scrambling over to press his hands to the motionless body. “She’s dead,” he choked out.

				The body was too old, Inari said wistfully. I shouldn’t have been bleeding red in it. I had to get out when it expired.


				Everybody turned around. Inari sat on the ground, as a pure spirit.

				Jien burst into laughter. “Life with foxes!”

				Domi, bent on the task of covering Marin’s legs, said, “I still think it would have been less dangerous to create an acidic solution, bury the swords with it, and wait for the blades to corrode.”

				“Hush,” Marin said. “That wouldn’t have been any fun.”

				“This was fun?” Domi repeated. “Fun?”

				“Well, yes. Very exciting. And fun. Aside from this part.” She gestured at her legs. “I’m starting to feel the pain. Ow.”

				Akakiba prodded his broken arm. How long until it set? He was so weakened it was pathetic.

				Yuki helped him up. “We did it,” he said. “How does it feel to have finally saved the day?”

				“So far, it mostly hurts.”

				They shared a knowing grin at the old joke.

				“I foresee a bath and a scolding from the healer in our near future,” Jien said.

				“And after?”

				“Anything we want. We’re heroes, remember? Aito is going to be so disappointed he missed everything.” He lifted his arm dramatically. “Onward, heroes! Let’s limp our way back home!”

				One of the twins complained, It’s not fair. We didn’t even see the explosion.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Epilogue

				Yuki

				There was a feast. That was apparently how it was done in the Fox clan. Do something heroic, have a feast. Even the shinobi were invited.

				Between Grandmother Naoko—finally returned from wherever the successive waves of spirit energy had blown her—and Inari—recovered from the shock of feeling a host body die—all severe injuries sustained after the explosions were healed. Marin strutted, displaying her perfect-again legs. Her junior shinobi trailed her, looking jumpy and distrustful.

				“I can feel it,” a faceless fox said authoritatively from somewhere near. “All the extra energy in the air. I feel stronger already.”

				The foxes kept saying that. Did they hope repetition would make it true? Inari was the authority on the matter and she’d already said to expect improvement over the next several years. There was a reason they’d broken the swords near the clan house rather than in the northern island’s vast dead area; the foxes wanted to strengthen themselves first. It might have been selfish, but it was a selfishness Yuki didn’t begrudge them.

				Jien groaned, head resting on his tray. “Ate too much. Going to die.”

				“I thought you wanted to drink sake,” Akakiba said. “They’re bringing bottles out now.”

				Jien groaned again. “No sake.”

				As empty food plates migrated back to the kitchen and tiny drinking cups appeared in everybody’s hands, Hachiro rose. He had a lengthy scroll in hand. “I would like to speak of heroes. One, who was born and bred to be strong. One, who became strong the day I found her in the burning remains of her bandit-ravaged village. Others, friends and comrades, who fell protecting us as we battled.”

				Akakiba’s frown deepened as the big man spoke on and on. “Who told him all that about Sanae?”

			

			
				“I told him what I knew,” Yuki said neutrally. “And your mother told him the rest. He asked about her, for his speech. I think he wrote it while we were busy making things explode.”

				“I see.”

				Akakiba didn’t, Yuki thought, look displeased to hear Sanae lauded to the heavens. They sat, and listened, and drank. And if, perhaps, they let a few tears escape, they weren’t alone in doing so.
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				Jien burst into the room brandishing rolled up scrolls. He threw one at Akakiba. “That’s for you, and this one—” he held up the other “—tells me Aito’s talking again! I need to go annoy Inari into getting me to Nara. Come meet me there later, why don’t you? We’ll find some new trouble to get into.”

				He scrambled out.

				“He’s energetic like a kit,” Akakiba said. “He tires me out.”

				Yuki poked him in the ribs. “You talk like an old man. Be glad for Aito. Who’s writing to you?”

				Akakiba unrolled the scroll and blinked at it as if waiting for the text to change. “The emperor,” he said at last. “He wants to know if I’ve decided whether his actions were justified.”

				“Have you? Decided?”

				“No. He was right to fear we would side with Inari given the chance. But it was wrong for him to choose not to interfere when the shinobi leader sent his clan against us.”

				Before Jien’s interruption, they’d been sitting drinking sake and listening to the soothing noise of rain hitting the roof. But the message had ruined the mellow mood.

				Yuki seized the scroll and threw it over his shoulder. “Don’t answer him. Let him deal with his guilt alone.” Snatching the hairbrush, he went after Akakiba’s damp, slightly tangled hair. It had grown too long to be easily manageable, but it was beautiful and it was pleasant to sink his hands in the silky mass. It made for a lovely distraction. “When are we leaving?”

				“I never said we were leaving. Jien can find trouble on his own.”

				“You never said you wanted to stay. If we go a month without finding a fight, you’ll get bored. We can come back anytime. More often than once every three years.”

				“True.” Then, after a beat, “Tomorrow.”

			

			
				“You forget Sakura’s wedding. We’re invited.”

				“The day after the celebration.”

				“Agreed.”

				They were both sore from their impromptus flying lesson because Grandmother Naoko did not believe in healing non-life-threatening injuries, but not so badly they couldn’t…do things. It was as good a time as any to be bold, and distracting.

				Gathering Akakiba’s hair, he tied it at the nape like usual and pushed the heavy mass of it aside. His hands curled in the yukata’s fabric, tugging until it slid off to expose vast expanses of skin and those deep, cruel scars running from shoulder to hip. Akakiba made an inquisitive noise, head turning to eye him sideways.

				Tracing the scars with the tip of his fingers, Yuki waited for an objection that didn’t come. Well then. He leaned forward, set his lips against Akakiba’s ear. “I would like to…” Embarrassment made the rest of his words a whisper, but he spoke them.

				Akakiba turned his head so far he might have just pulled a muscle in his neck. His eyebrows were high with surprise, his eyes wide with what one might hope was interest. Yuki met his gaze and tried to pretend he wasn’t flustered at all. He had no choice but to be terribly forward, because Akakiba was obviously too withdrawn to reach out and too stubborn to acknowledge anything more subtle than a flat statement of intent.

				“That,” Akakiba said at last, “can be arranged.”

				Yuki’s yukata didn’t stay on very long either.
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				The open veranda door afforded them a perfect view of the storm filling the sky with swift lightning strikes and angry thunder. Hunger would eventually force them out of the room, but for the moment they could pretend to be alone in the world.

				Yuki hummed thoughtfully. He might as well take advantage of the greater privacy afforded by a noisy storm overhead to get a few answers. Would-be eavesdroppers wouldn’t have any success in this weather.

				From his position sprawled on the floor like a child, Yuki reached to poke Akakiba insistently. “Tell me about Jien. He said you were almost lovers.”

				“It was a long time ago.”

			

			
				“Yet you’re still mad about what happened. Tell me. He already gave me his version.” He tugged on shiny black hair. “I have a right to know where my fox’s been.”

				“Your fox?”

				“Yes?”

				Akakiba huffed a laugh. “If you say so. Not that there’s much foxness left in me. I can’t shift at all.”

				“We’ll visit Ari and Chiyako often. Inari said energy sinks are the best places for strengthening, didn’t she? You’ll shift again, one day.” If he said it often enough, Akakiba might come to believe it.

				“Perhaps. I’ll live, either way.”

				After a moment, Yuki gave up trying to find a subtle way to ask, “Are you well? I thought it would be…difficult for you.”

				“I don’t like it, but it’s best to accept loses and not let them fester.”

				That sounded very much like advice received from somebody else, somebody Akakiba didn’t want to name. His mother or father, perhaps? “That may be true,” Yuki said, “but we’re still going to visit the girls to strengthen you.”

				“You just want to see Drac.”

				“That too. I miss him.” Yuki could foresee much travel in their future as they prowled the many roads between the clan house, the temple where Aito was recovering, and the mountains where Drac resided and the energy sink was located. They had few coins left, but surely there would be work to be found along the way.

				He tugged again on Akakiba’s hair, harder. “Back on topic! Tell me about Jien.”

				Akakiba grumbled further, but Yuki didn’t let him wiggle out of it. Finally, he began, “We first met before I turned fifteen, in the forest not far from here…”
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