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    Dedication


    For my fearless first reader Faren

    and for the infinitely supportive Mr. Frost.

  


  
    Prologue


    Akakiba — Three years ago…


    FLAMES DANCED IN THE DARK of a moonless night, reaching up to the stars as they devoured the shrine. Akakiba stood silent, the weight of failure on his shoulders. Demon blood dripped from his katana’s blade, but it was little consolation to slay a monster after the damage had been done.


    No help would be forthcoming, either. The shrine’s isolation on the mountainside saw to that. It hardly mattered since it would be impossible to extinguish such a raging fire no matter how many hands were lent to the task. The forest denizens were lucky: it had rained incessantly over the last few days, and the soaked forest was unlikely to be engulfed in flames.


    The boy stood a few steps away. His home was burning and, with it, his dead father. Disheveled hair cast shadows on his face, masking his expression, but his rigid posture and clenched fists spoke clearly of his pain.


    Fearing he already knew the answer, Akakiba asked, “Do you have any other family?”


    The boy shook his head mutely.


    Akakiba shifted, lifting his curved blade to wipe the blood on his sleeve. His kosode was already torn and bloodied against his chest—an additional stain hardly mattered. Returning the weapon to its sheath, he turned away. It was his fault that this young boy was left fatherless, bereft of the only family he’d had. Though unwillingly, Akakiba had drawn the demon here. What could he do to redeem himself?


    “Come with me,” he offered.


    What he would do with the boy, he hadn’t the faintest idea. Just like the younger sister he had left behind when he fled his clan’s ancestral home, this boy was at the delicate in-between age, no longer a child yet still a few springs from adulthood.


    Bearing nothing but the clothes on his back, the boy followed him into the darkness. Behind them, the flames danced on.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Akakiba


    “JUMP!”


    The warning left Akakiba’s throat unbidden, and he was glad it went unneeded. Yuki had already propelled himself high above the ground, barely avoiding the demon claws that meant to rend the flesh from his legs. The young man landed easily, swinging his sword back into a defensive position as he faced his oversized opponent. His eyes shone with far too little fear and far too much eagerness for Akakiba’s taste. He knew about the overconfidence of youth: at eighteen years of age, he’d only recently learned to overcome it.


    Akakiba twitched but held his ground; his hand closed tightly on his sheathed sword. He’d promised not to interfere, and this demon was, after all, only a minor one. At fifteen, Yuki was old enough by the clan’s standards to join the hunt. Although members of the Fox clan were trained to fight from a young age, and Yuki hadn’t come to it until twelve, the boy’s uncanny affinity for the art of the blade made up for lost time. The proof was before Akakiba now.


    Yuki’s enemy presented itself as a hulking bear-shadow with unnaturally large fangs and claws. It stared with scarlet eyes. It was a show, a shape meant to strike fear in human hearts.


    “Mind the weapons,” Akakiba often told him. The instruction seemed to have taken root, for Yuki’s gaze continuously tracked the claws.


    Uttering a deep growl, the creature charged. Nimbly, Yuki evaded by darting behind a pine tree as thick as he was. The claws flashed and bit deep into the wood; the tree groaned and oh-so-slowly began to collapse sideways.


    Yuki must have expected this opening, this brief instant when the demon was distracted by the tree, for he swung around the pine and brought his sword up.


    It was a good strike, slicing the demon cleanly in two. Stabbing hits were of no use against such creatures. One had to cut them to ribbons until they could no longer hold their shape and evaporated into nothingness.


    The demon came together again, both halves reuniting seamlessly. There was stamina in this one. Akakiba swallowed the urge to shout a warning. Yuki was neither blind nor dumb and hadn’t taken his eyes off the monster. His blade was up and ready for round two.


    The demon hovered, perhaps beginning to feel fear as it became clear Yuki was no helpless human.


    Akakiba turned his gaze to their surroundings, his usual caution at last overriding his worry. Where there was one demon, there might be more. It wouldn’t do to get caught by surprise.


    All was silent; beasts large and small had fled the vicinity, and the lake’s waters were calm and undisturbed. The forest road they’d been following all day curved near the lake, where they had found the demon harassing a dragon of female coloring. Yuki had immediately laid claim to the kill and went in recklessly.


    The dragon in question had long fled to the safety of the water, and Akakiba prayed she would survive to lay more eggs. Dragons had grown fewer in the last decades, and every female was precious.


    A cry returned his attention to the ongoing fight. Yuki stumbled back from his adversary, blood staining his kosode on the right side.


    Akakiba nearly drew his weapon but managed to rein in his protective instincts. Intervening now might forever damage Yuki’s confidence in his sword.


    Yuki’s knee touched the ground. A fall? No, a feint. The foolish demon rushed at what looked like an opening, and its opponent sliced off its limbs. Yuki rose without a pause, pushing his advantage before the demon could re-form properly. The human slashed and hacked wildly, his method imperfect but the results quite acceptable. The demon shrieked, unable to withstand so many wounds, and faded like smoke on the wind. The glyphs inscribed on Yuki’s blade glowed softly, ensuring the demon’s utter destruction. This one would never return.


    Akakiba stepped forward, uncurling his painfully stiff fingers from his weapon. When he spoke, his voice was even and untroubled, “Not bad for a first slaying. How’s that wound?”


    “It’s not serious,” Yuki said, kneeling down and peering at the gash. “It bleeds, but it hardly hurts.”


    “The rush of battle often dulls pain. Let me have a look.”


    Yuki dutifully wiped his sword and returned it to its sheath as Akakiba knelt and parted the torn fabric, inspecting the wound. It was shallow enough not to be life-threatening, but it was long, and blood loss was always a danger. Infection too, but that was a low-ranking concern at the moment.


    “We’re out of bandages,” Yuki said, “but we need to bind this.”


    “Your kosode will have to do.”


    Yuki winced as he shrugged off the clothing, proof the pain had finally hit. His face took a decidedly pale tint.


    Tearing up a piece of clothing to make bandages was harder than it looked and led to irregular shapes, but it did the job all the same. Yuki’s lower torso was soon well and tightly wrapped. Akakiba produced a vial from the pouch hanging at his waist and emptied it into Yuki’s mouth to dull the pain. He knelt in the long grass. “Get on my back.”


    “It’s not that serious. It’s nothing but a flesh wound, isn’t it?”


    “The last thing I want is for you to tear it open any further. Now.”


    “This is shameful,” Yuki murmured even as he gave in and let himself be carried away like a child.


    Akakiba suspected Yuki was far more distressed by the wound than he showed. Otherwise he would have complained much more at this indignity. Akakiba remembered his first severe wound: he’d thought he was going to die. The difference was that his wound nearly had killed him. He had the deep scars to prove it.


    Yuki was heavy on his back, slowing his pace, but it was better than making a wounded man walk. He’d carried heavier men before, other wounded comrades. He took a moment to find the trail and started on it again.


    “There’s a healing spring nearby,” he said. “The wound may not even leave a scar.”


    “I want a scar,” Yuki protested sharply. “If I must suffer a wound, I should get something to show for it.”


    “Scars aren’t supposed to be a good thing. They just show how often you’ve made a mistake and taken a hit. My father would say I’m incompetent since I’ve got three times as many scars as he does.”


    “Your father? You never talk about your father.”


    “You’ve never asked.”


    “I didn’t want to be rude.” Yuki paused, but the silence did not last. “I heard that in the Fox clan, the first slaying of a demon serves as a coming-of-age ceremony.”


    “Is that why you rushed in like an idiot? But yes. It does. Welcome to adulthood. How does it feel?”


    “So far? Painful.”


    “Serves you right.”


    He’d hardly gone ten steps before Yuki’s head came to rest on his shoulder. A smile tugged at his lips, but he repressed it.


    He walked until his own exhaustion became too severe to ignore, his feet stumbling. He moved away from the path and into the relative safety of the forest to find a suitable resting spot, careful to avoid low-hanging branches. He laid down his now sleeping burden on a bed of tall grass and lowered himself down beside him, grateful for the warm night and the absence of wind. It seemed early in the spring for such warmth, but he didn’t mind being spared the duty of making and tending a fire.


    Sliding an arm under his head to serve as a pillow, Akakiba spent a moment listening to the sounds of animal life going about its business in the darkness; there was buzzing, rustling, yipping, fluttering, hooting, and one sharp cry as some unfortunate critter became dinner for another. Secure in the knowledge that no danger was near—animals went dead quiet when they sensed demons on the prowl—he allowed sleep to carry him away.
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    Bird songs woke Akakiba too early for his taste. He nonetheless forced himself up and began to brush his clothes free of ants and other enterprising bugs that investigated his clothes.


    “Morning.” Yuki still laid on his back, an arm over his eyes to shield them from the sun rays filtering through the gaps in the canopy.


    “Did the pain wake you?”


    “It’s not that bad.” The denial, spoken weakly, wasn’t convincing.


    “You’re white.”


    Yuki closed his eyes. “You don’t have to be so blunt.”


    “You don’t have to be so proud. It’s no use complaining after you’ve died, is it?”


    Yuki snorted, sounding more like his usual self. “Don’t exaggerate. I’ve seen you walk with worse.”


    “It could be dangerous if it became infected or if you bled too much. You know that.”


    “I know I like it better when you’re the one injured and I’m the one taking care of you.”


    Akakiba winced. Yuki often washed and bound his wounds, it was true. But taking care of other people’s injuries was quite different from taking care of one’s own. Humans were prone to denial about how serious their wounds were, and that was dangerous.


    After a moment of watching Yuki ignore him out of wounded pride, Akakiba took out the remaining rice crackers, leftovers from a roadside meal the previous day, and forced them on his wounded companion. He frowned at the red that stained Yuki’s makeshift bandages but didn’t bother to look underneath. Demon wounds were always remarkably clean. The touch of spiritual energy kept even flies away. They could get infected, yes, but only if the wounded was grossly negligent. Well-covered, the injuries healed cleanly and quickly. Blood loss was the main concern—the reason he was adamant about keeping Yuki off his feet. The less blood he lost, the faster he would recover.


    “We’re not far,” Akakiba said, putting a knee on the ground so Yuki might get on his back. “Climb on.”
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    The sun rose higher and higher, accompanying them on their journey. Akakiba walked onward steadily, growing used to the weight and the strain. Had Yuki taken on weight or was it he who had grown soft? Once, he’d carried a grown man up a mountain overnight. The moronic monk had broken his ankle running away from angry women he had watched bathing in the forest. Akakiba hadn’t known the cause of the injury at the time and wouldn’t have bothered to help the man if he had.


    The trail widened, meeting and joining with another, and there were soon noticeably fewer rocks in the path. This spoke of frequent use by villagers, of people who cared to spend time tending the road. Because he’d once traveled through this area, Akakiba knew there was indeed a village nearby and, even closer, a healing spring. It was in a demon hunter’s best interest to know the location of as many healing springs as possible because the spirits residing in them could heal fatal wounds. There were even tales of especially strong or benevolent spirits bringing the dead back to life, but Akakiba thought those tales exaggerated. Death was final for everyone—animals, humans, and spirits alike.


    The healing spring was well-hidden. The trail he followed up to it was almost invisible, with so many roots running across it that he was in constant danger of tripping. This healing spirit was shy and rarely seen. To protect her from strangers, the villagers had never created a man-made path. Anyone who didn’t already know the spring’s location couldn’t have found the animal trails used to reach it.


    The sound of running water gave him a burst of energy to finish the climb. He stopped when he found himself standing on the edge of a pool of clear water nested in a rock outcrop. A stream ran to and from the pool, keeping its water clean and fresh.


    With his help, Yuki undressed and awkwardly settled in. Blood seeped, coloring the cool water.


    “Should I say something?” Yuki asked. “This is the first time I’ve visited a healing spring.”


    “Let me.”


    Akakiba reached up and removed one of his necklaces. He always wore them, not out of vanity, but for the express purpose of bribing spirits—or people—should the need arise. Few were the spirits or humans who would help for no reward.


    “Good spirit, I bring you a gift. Please take this necklace and be kind to my wounded friend, who needs your help.”


    He dropped the offering into the water and watched it sink. There were no other objects at the bottom of the pool, which meant that either the spirit hid her offerings elsewhere or that she had a preference for offerings of food and sake. Why did spirits like offerings of drink and food when they could enjoy neither? Perhaps they merely enjoyed the value they represented. Who could say with spirits?


    They waited for a long time, Yuki resting in the water, Akakiba crouching on the rocks. Wind rustled in the trees, water gurgled over the stones, and birds sang vigorously, but no spirit manifested itself. Yuki voiced no complaints, but his chattering teeth said it was time to go.


    “You should come out.” Akakiba removed his blue kosode and placed it on Yuki’s shivering shoulders. This left him bare-chested, but it was no hardship in the fair weather. It wasn’t proper not to wear a second layer, an underwear layer, but he never did, because he lost enough kosode in a year to clothe an entire clan. Demons had no respect for his clothing.


    He gazed at the clear water, seeking a sign and seeing none. If there was a spirit, he couldn’t feel it.


    “Maybe she’s gone,” Yuki said.


    “Could be.” Hearing footsteps, he turned. Someone emerged from the forest. Nearly bald and leaning heavily on a walking stick, the newcomer seemed too old and frail to go about climbing steep trails.


    “Good day, old man,” Akakiba said politely.


    “Good day, young ones. You’re looking for the White Lady, aren’t you? She won’t come. She hasn’t come in a long time.” Leaning on his stick, he gazed at the pool.


    “How long?”


    “Perhaps three years now since we last saw her. She used to dance around the pool at night. We know she’s still here, because the water can still soothe pain. It no longer heals, but it can provide an easier end when the time comes. Perhaps she’s grown old herself, the poor girl. She’s been here longer than I have.”


    Akakiba nodded. It was not the first time he’d heard such a thing. Everywhere he went there was a new tale of a good spirit gone missing. Spirits died like any other creatures but not in this manner and not in such numbers.


    “I see. Might you have a healer in your village? My young friend is wounded. I’d hoped your White Lady could help, but if she can’t, we’ll need to find assistance elsewhere.”


    Despite his age, the old man’s gaze was clear and sharp, and it lingered on Akakiba’s sword a long moment. “We have a healer. Always had one. We wouldn’t bother the White Lady for any small thing. Follow me.”


    Going downhill was easier but no less treacherous. It was easy to slip with Yuki’s weight destabilizing him. He stepped carefully and was amused that his laborious pace forced their guide to stop and wait. Aged the man might be, but weak he wasn’t.


    The forest ended suddenly, its edge trimmed away from the rice fields, where dozens of men and women currently worked. There was a dry, elevated path that ran between the rice fields and all the way to the village. The old man didn’t lead them on that path, instead they moved along the forest edge until they reached an isolated house. Since the forest was the provider of the herbs needed to make medicine, this location was sensible, but it gave Akakiba pause. People rarely lived apart from others without a good reason.


    “I can walk,” Yuki said. “This is embarrassing. They’re watching us.”


    “I’d rather injure your pride than your body. It’ll heal easier.”


    A woman came out of the hut and eyed them in a less than welcoming manner. She was younger than he’d expected, and her bangs hung low yet failed to conceal the ugly burn covering half her face. Healer by choice? Perhaps not.


    She looked him up and down. Neither the scars nor the sword seemed to faze her in the least. “Who have you brought me, Father?”


    “Traveling strangers I found at the White Lady’s pool. The younger one is hurt.”


    “Bring him in.” She disappeared inside, leaving the door open.


    Removing his sandals outside, Akakiba stepped up onto the wooden floor. The hut had but one room with a lowered fire pit in the center. A pot of water bubbled over it. The woman pointed to a straw bed that sat in the corner. It was sensible: straw could easily be thrown out when it got stained with blood. Akakiba stepped over, the floor creaking faintly under his weight, and laid Yuki down on the fragrant bed.


    The woman removed the makeshift bandages and peeked at the wound. “You angered a wild animal, didn’t you?”


    Yuki swiftly agreed with her assertion. “Can you help?”


    “I don’t see why I should, but yes, I can. It’s clean—but then you did bathe in the White Lady’s pool.” She flicked her fingers at Akakiba. “Get out and let me work.”


    After recovering his kosode from Yuki, who no longer shivered, Akakiba did as he was told.


    The old man stood outside smoking a long, thin pipe, the white smoke dissipating quickly in the wind. “That’s my daughter,” he said cheerfully. “Special, isn’t she?”


    “She’s…strong-minded.”


    The old man laughed. “You don’t know the half of it. That wound of hers? Self-inflicted. All because her mother tried to force her to marry a distasteful man. She threatened to burn off the rest of her face if anyone mentioned marriage again. She should have been born a man with that temper.”


    “I see.” A girl who refused marriage would naturally be shunned. Becoming the village healer must have been her only choice if she wished to survive. “Your fellow villagers don’t seem happy to see us here.”


    Three men approached. One was dressed in finer clothes than the other villagers—the man in charge, presumably. He said, “Why do you bring strangers to our village, old man?”


    Akakiba answered first. “Is there no hospitality to be found here?”


    “Forgive us, stranger, but we’ve had no luck with men with swords.”


    “Bandits?” Few other than samurai were allowed to bear swords, but bandits were not known for respecting the law.


    The answer was short and tense. “All sorts.”


    “Ah. You mean wandering samurai. The kind that threaten you if you don’t grant them shelter, food, and women, I expect.” There hadn’t been a war in a while, and many master-less samurai, even demon hunters like him, were short on work. Men without work were men without money, and men without money could be unpleasant.


    The villager’s expression went from unfriendly to alarmed. He bowed a polite fraction. “I would never imply a samurai acted dishonorably.”


    The old man cackled. “It takes an empty head like yours to insult a man like him, Tatsu. Introduce yourself, young man.”


    Sharp eyes indeed. He’d thought the fox mark on his scabbard was sufficiently obscured by the red cloth tied over it. No help for it now.


    He gave the shallowest of bows. “I am Akakiba of the Fox clan. Pleased to meet you.”


    Tatsu moved his mouth like a carp. He bowed so low he might have broken in two. “I never expected someone important to come here! Excuse my wretched manners. Please accept our hospitality in our modest homes. We can provide a fabulous meal for you, sir samurai, and anything else you might require.”


    “Anything else” usually meant women. The last thing he wanted was to be annoyed by interested females.


    “We thank you,” Akakiba said, “but my friend shouldn’t move, and I mean to stay with him. Do not trouble yourself on our account. We’ll be fine here.”


    The old man was still laughing his wheezy laugh when the three villagers retreated in shame. “That’s him, you know. The man my daughter hated so much that she burned herself rather than marry him. I don’t think his pride ever recovered! Hehehe.”


    “Proud men are foolish men,” a female voice said. It was the healer. “Your friend will be fine provided he stays put for a few days and lets it close up properly. We’ll be crowded, four in there. Why didn’t you take his offer? You’d be off my hands.”


    “Be nice to our guest, Fubuki,” the old man said. “He’s an important man.”


    “Yes, Father. Please come in, it’s time for tea.”


    Tea was served in delicate cups that must have been family heirlooms, for the pair hardly looked in a position to spend money on such things. They all sat cross-legged on the tatami floor, aside from Yuki, who was forbidden to move from his straw bed. There was a new pot on the fire now, and if the smell was any indication, it was rice cooking.


    Akakiba swallowed a sigh. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d had a meal with meat. Yuki liked to mock him, saying he had extravagant tastes, but he didn’t think it was unreasonable to desire variety now and then. They didn’t have the means to pay for much more than rice these days. As a demon hunter who regularly saw the horror that demons inflicted upon the innocent, he could hardly complain about their dwindling numbers. He simply didn’t fancy the prospect of having to go to his family if he couldn’t feed himself.


    There were other ways to acquire meat. Perhaps he would go hunting tomorrow. Yuki would certainly not appreciate being left alone here: he was clearly uneasy, keeping his eyes focused on his cup of tea. Fubuki must have made him nervous, being unlike any woman he was likely to have encountered before. There was nothing gentle or shy about her. She looked like she’d hit you if you angered her. She seemed quite competent, however; he had no idea what she had done while he was outside, but color had returned to Yuki’s face.


    The silence was broken by the old man. “Are you feeling better, young man?”


    “Yes, thank you,” Yuki said.


    “We’ll see about finding you a kosode tomorrow. We must have an extra one.”


    “Thank you. We’ll pay for it, of course.”


    “No need, no need,” the old man said. “Are you a samurai of the Fox clan too?”


    Yuki looked faintly embarrassed by the question. “Oh, no. My parents were Shinto priests. I was drafted in this trade after their death.”


    This caused eyebrows to rise and gazes to turn to Akakiba for an explanation. Samurai was generally a hereditary class, not something one became on a whim. There were always exceptions but the son of priests?


    “He has talent,” Akakiba said simply.


    The old man’s eyes lit up. “Ah, I understand. You train him as a demon hunter. It’s a trade close to his parents’.”


    Akakiba was startled. The idea had not occurred to him. He had thought Yuki accepted the sword for revenge. But it was true that Shinto priests fought evil just like demon hunters did, merely using different weapons.


    The healer put her cup down, her face alive with sudden excitement. “I knew the wound was odd! I must study it.”


    “Please keep up the good work.” The old man took a sip of tea. “We’ve been lucky. We’ve not seen a demon here for longer than the White Lady.”


    “It’s been like that everywhere,” Akakiba said. “Fewer spirits. Black ones, white ones, they’re all fading.”


    “It’s a cycle. They come and go. Don’t look so glum. There will always be spirits for you to fight. It’s not like they can disappear.”


    Akakiba wished he could believe that.


    The rice was served plain and unseasoned while, outside, the sun sank beyond the horizon.


    Yuki’s yawns were a sure sign he would have no trouble finding sleep. Wounds drained a person’s energy and made extra sleep a necessity.


    Since Yuki would be safe and asleep inside, he could go indulge himself…


    He put his empty bowl down, placing the chopsticks on top of it, and stood. “Please excuse me, but I’ll sleep outside. I don’t feel at ease inside buildings.”


    “Don’t be an idiot,” Fubuki said. “You’ll catch a fever, and I’ll be forced to take care of you.”


    “I’ll cause you no trouble.”


    “If you catch a fever, I won’t help you.” She turned away, muttering, “Men are morons.”


    Despite Fubuki’s harsh words, Akakiba perceived a certain relaxation in her stance, likely stemming from the realization that he didn’t expect her to provide nighttime entertainment. The villagers would assume it happened, but it wouldn’t hurt her standing. It might even heighten her popularity with the women, who were often embarrassingly curious about such matters.


    He stepped into the cool night air and stretched. A nice run alone was just what he needed to settle his nerves.


    The light of fires could be seen flickering here and there through doors and windows left partly open, but no villager would venture outside after nightfall without a good reason. Demons were growing fewer, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any lurking in the shadows.


    The darkness under the trees enfolded him, concealing him from prying eyes. Tension left his muscles as he shrugged off his obligations and public face. Human rules and manners didn’t matter when there were no humans present. He craved a lengthy chase, a hard kill. He craved meat that bled in his mouth and filled his belly to bursting.


    He craved sharing too. The idea of bringing back the carcass to feed his human was tempting, but that was never an option. Human religion and tradition both held that killing and eating animals was wrong, a prime example of human foolishness.


    He advanced, feet light and silent. He listened and pricked his ears, ready for anything. He inhaled deeply, seeking a scent trail of interest. Ah, there. A deer? Yes, yes.


    It would do.


    He raced into the new night, wild and free.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Akakiba


    “AND THEN,” YUKI SAID, “I hear growling. I follow the sound, and I find a pair of dogs barking up a tree. I look up, and what do I see? My teacher sitting on a branch and glaring murder at the animals!”


    There was general laughter in the crowded, outdoor area. Standing at the edge of the gathering, Akakiba sighed as Yuki continued to recount his embarrassing encounter. It wasn’t his fault dogs despised him!


    “I think my teacher has been a demon hunter for so long that he smells like a demon himself. That must be why it keeps happening.”


    A villager pounded Akakiba on the back. “Ah, sir samurai, what an exciting life you lead! Slaying demons, fleeing dogs…”


    There was more laughter. Half the villagers present were drunk, and the other half were on their way there. It was the Dragon Goddess’s Day, and sake was present in abundance. The fare was simple, largely composed of rice prepared with various flavors and stuffing.


    Several days under Fubuki’s draconic care had done wonders for Yuki’s health. Enforced bed rest and various medicines helped his body close the wound and replace lost blood. Today marked his first day away from Fubuki. This explained why the young human had been so eager to drink and make merry. His cheeks were pink with drink as he told story after story to a captivated audience.


    The crowd grew so drunk and noisy that Akakiba left in search of peace and quiet—two things he’d had little of lately. As soon as the news had spread that demon hunters were enjoying Fubuki’s hospitality, villagers had started buzzing about the hut like flies on rotten meat. His patience with humans was wearing thin.


    At the edge of the village, right where the rice fields began, an old woman sat telling the Dragon Goddess’s legend to a gaggle of children. The legend was usually told as a prelude to the primary tradition of the Dragon Goddess’s Day: the hunt for freshly laid dragon eggs. Caught by nostalgia, Akakiba stopped to listen.


    “It is said that, long ago, there was a terrible drought caused by demons. In that time, demons harassed humanity mercilessly, and there were no demon hunters to oppose them. In a village much like this one, everybody gathered to pray to the Great Sky Dragon, asking her to defeat the terrible demons and bring rain to save them from starvation.


    “In answer to their prayers, an egg fell from the sky. It hit the ground and shattered to reveal the Dragon Goddess, a creature half-human and half-dragon. She had the most delicate face, smooth dark hair flowing down her back, and magnificent black wings spreading from her shoulder blades. The villagers groveled at her feet, begging for her protection. Hearing their pleas, the Dragon Goddess gave everyone an egg and told them that a small dragon would be born from each. These dragons, if properly cared for, would reward their owners with loyalty and protection against demons.


    “The Dragon Goddess then took flight and returned to the sky, which had turned as black as her hair. A great storm came, saving everybody from the drought, and the eggs began to hatch. Thus began a new era, for people were no longer helpless against demons but had dragons to help and protect them.


    “And that is why, every spring, we celebrate the Dragon Goddess’s Day and search the forest for dragon eggs.” The old woman cleared her throat, her voice wheezy. “We haven’t found eggs in a long time, but if you look long and hard, perhaps the goddess will reward you. Are you ready to start the search?”


    There was a chorus of yeses from the crowd of youngsters.


    The old woman clapped her hands together. “Then pair up and go!”


    There was general mayhem as the children found partners and broke away in twos or threes. Akakiba circled the melee and approached the storyteller.


    “Excuse me, Grandmother, did I hear you say you haven’t found eggs in a long time?”


    “Many years, sir samurai,” the old woman answered, squinting at him. “We had to sell those we found back then, because there were several bad harvests. We kept but one egg, and the poor dragon died just last year along with its owner. It’s a shame. When I was a child, we found eggs every other year. Now they’re quite rare. We send the children to do it, because they have more free time. The adults would rather enjoy a day of leisure and drinking than look for something they’re unlikely to find.”


    “Grandmother,” Akakiba said, “do you know about the lake to the east? On our way here we saw a female dragon on its shore. She may have been returning from laying eggs in the forest. Your children may have better luck searching in that direction.”


    The old woman’s eyes lit with sudden interest. “Is that so, sir samurai? I thank you for the information.” She turned her gaze to the handful of children who had stayed behind, probably to eavesdrop on the adults. “You heard the man! Off you go! Look to the east!”


    Shrieking in excitement, the children dashed off.


    Akakiba looked at the clear sky; it was as good a day as any to hunt lunch. A rabbit would be perfect, but he’d settle for a bird if he must.


    [image: sword2.jpg] 


    Akakiba returned to the village at sunset to let Yuki know he hadn’t vanished into thin air. His belly was full and his mood cheerful.


    Yuki was standing to the side while the villagers conversed in low, tense voices.


    “What’s going on?” Akakiba asked.


    “One of the children hasn’t come back,” Yuki said. “They know they’re to come back before sunset. The adults worry he might have twisted an ankle or gotten lost.”


    Lanterns were distributed, and men spread out to search for the missing child in the forest to the east. Akakiba went along, worried that the boy might have decided to go all the way to the lake because of his comment about the dragon. What if the child had gone and then drowned?


    They had barely started searching when a woman shouted, her tone overjoyed, “We’ve found him! He has eggs!”


    The news spread like fire. By the time the boy was brought back to the village—nearly naked because he had used his clothes to carry the four eggs—worry had been replaced by elation. The merry-making was beginning anew, sake bottles circulating freely. The eggs were the size of a man’s fist and varied in hues from pale blue to almost purple. They were carefully set down in the middle of the village and inspected for viability.


    “They look alive,” the old storyteller reported. Despite her great age, she too looked excited. There was a great cheer. Four live dragon eggs was an amazing bounty.


    Akakiba conducted his own analysis afterward, touching each of the eggs in turn. He could indeed feel their life force. One of them resonated strongly, making his palm itch. A female, no doubt about it.


    While most of the village rejoiced, several men argued on the side, trying to decide what to do with the eggs. Tatsu, the man Fubuki despised, was at the center of the argument.


    Yuki knelt at Akakiba’s side, gingerly reaching out to the eggs. “They’re pretty. I hear they make a great variety of objects with the shell shards.”


    “You’re right. The shell is very hard, and the remains can become a vase, a bowl, a plate, or any number of jewelry pieces. Next time we visit a city, I’ll show you where they sell them.”


    “I’d like that…” Yuki caressed a pale-blue egg longingly. “We’re too poor to afford anything made of dragon eggshell, aren’t we?”


    Akakiba laughed. “I’m afraid so. Don’t get expensive tastes.”


    They began walking towards the quiet of Fubuki’s hut. He wanted to leave the villagers to their business, but people were suddenly looking at them and murmuring expectantly. The old storyteller elbowed her way to them.


    “We’d like to hire you,” she said gravely. “Bandits would love to get their hands on these eggs. We need strong men to escort the boy to the city with the eggs and escort him back with the money.”


    For a pair of jobless samurai, it was a perfect opportunity. “We’d be glad to be of help,” Akakiba said. “Our fee is one koku.” A koku was a measure of rice meant to feed a man for a year, more than enough to last him and Yuki until the next job.


    “That’s too much,” someone complained. Others muttered in agreement.


    Akakiba raised a single eyebrow. “You do know how much dragon eggs are worth these days, don’t you?” He told them, and their jaws dropped. “It’s not only bandits who’ll be after them—not after we arrive in the city and try to sell them. For a high-risk mission, I take a high price. If you prefer, I would accept a cut of the total sale price. A fifth to us, the rest to you.” One-fifth would be more than one koku, but if they liked that option better, he wouldn’t argue.


    The villagers clustered together, and there was, once again, heated discussion. The villagers tried to keep their voices low, but he didn’t even need his keen hearing to follow the gist of the conversation: Tatsu’s faction wanted to go to the city themselves, ostensibly to save the village the cost of hiring samurai, while others insisted that none but samurai could protect the eggs properly.


    “They don’t trust Tatsu,” Yuki said. “Can’t we intervene?”


    “It’s their village and their eggs,” Akakiba said. “It has to be their own decision, not a stranger’s.”


    Fubuki strode forward into the knot of arguing villagers and raised her voice above theirs. “What is it, Tatsu? You think Fox clan samurai would be dishonorable and steal the eggs from us?”


    The man began spluttering an angry answer, but she spoke over it. “Sir samurai,” she said, bowing to them extravagantly, “will you not give us your word to do right by us? Perhaps that will quell poor Tatsu’s fears.”


    “I give it,” Akakiba swiftly said and nudged his younger friend. As an adult, Yuki had the right to speak for himself.


    “As do I,” Yuki added.


    In a magnificent rendition of his carp impression, Tatsu opened and closed his mouth without saying a word, his face gone red. Would he dare refuse a samurai’s word?


    Tatsu gave a stiff, insultingly shallow bow. “Then it is agreed, sir samurai. We will entrust the eggs to you and pay you a fifth of the amount.” He stalked off.


    Fubuki spoke on behalf of the village. Either her authority was accepted because the villagers thought she had a special connection to the two samurai, or because nobody else was courageous enough to challenge Tatsu’s leadership. Perhaps both.


    “Your cut will be a fifth of the total,” Fubuki said. When a villager hazarded a comment, she snapped, “It’ll give them an interest in obtaining the best price possible.”


    “We could set out now,” Akakiba suggested. The sun had set, but they could salvage a few hours of moonlit travel before settling down for rest.


    Fubuki gave him the look. The one that couldn’t be interpreted in any other way than, You’re an idiot. “Children need rest. Recovering men too.”


    Ah, yes. The old woman had said something about escorting the boy along with the eggs. Allowing him to visit the city, however briefly, must be their idea of a reward.


    He folded, if only because he did want Yuki to be properly rested. “Early morning then.”
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    “Early” wasn’t all that early when mothers were involved.


    “We should go,” Akakiba said after the mothers in question had finished fighting over what foodstuff was best for travelers in a hurry. “The rice cakes will be fine.”


    “Rain coats,” one woman said. “We forgot rain coats!”


    “It’s not the rainy season,” he pointed out. That occurred in summer, not in spring.


    “That doesn’t mean it won’t rain!”


    Suspecting that arguing would lead to further delays, he let them add raincoats to their supplies.


    The egg-finder had meanwhile become the egg-bearer, fitted with a box to carry on his back. Inside it, the eggs nestled in fragrant straw.


    Tatsu chose that moment to reappear with five friends as backup. “Wait! We’ve decided to keep an egg! We haven’t had protection since the last bonded man died and his dragon stopped eating.” Tatsu made it sound as if the dead man were somehow to blame for the dragon’s behavior. Didn’t he know that a bonded dragon rarely outlived its human for long?


    “It’s a sensible idea,” Akakiba said mildly. Tatsu’s face fell—as if he’d hoped for opposition and a chance to claim that the samurai meant to steal the eggs.


    Tatsu’s gang conferred before making a choice. Akakiba was glad to see they didn’t pick the female. It would be best if she went to the city, where there would be plenty of mating partners. Bonded dragons laid fewer eggs than wild ones, but every egg helped the species.


    Fubuki appeared at his side. “I couldn’t talk them out of their stupid idea. Tatsu is going to keep the dragon for himself, the greedy bastard. He’ll make sure he’s alone with it when it hatches so it can’t bond to anyone else. I know he will.”


    “That’s likely,” he agreed. But perhaps he could do something about it. “Fubuki, fetch your old clothes. Straw is best as padding for the traveling box, but the egg that stays needs to smell humans in its nest. Else it might run away when it hatches, and that’d be worse for the village, wouldn’t it?”


    Fubuki’s sigh was a deep one. “Any dragon is better than none, even one bonded to that idiot.”


    Akakiba kept his mouth shut. It wasn’t time to explain the little-known fact that dragons didn’t bond to the first person they saw, as was generally assumed, but rather bonded to the first person they smelled…


    He waited until it was done, Fubuki’s clothes added in the bamboo basket that served as a nest for the egg staying behind. It should do the trick.


    “We should go,” he said, again. Taking advantage of the villagers’ preoccupation with discussing names for “their” dragon, he ushered Yuki and the village boy toward the road.


    They made their escape, followed by last-minute advice, such as, “Don’t forget to eat your rice cakes!” and “Be careful!”


    The village boy had spoken but two words so far this morning (“yes” and “mother”), seemingly overwhelmed by excitement. He was small, however, and his eager steps soon slowed under the weight of the box upon his back. Akakiba asked twice if the boy would like him to carry the eggs. He was refused twice. He and Yuki exchanged a look. They wouldn’t reach the city for days if they allowed the boy to set the pace.


    “He’s probably not terribly heavy,” Yuki said.


    Moments later, the boy was on Akakiba’s back, egg box and all. Their travel speed immediately doubled.
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    They walked from sunrise to sunset and kept going by moonlight for as long as they could endure. The village boy was already asleep by that time, and Akakiba laid him down carefully.


    He checked the eggs next, pressing his palm against each of them in turn.


    “Don’t hatch yet, girl,” he told the female dragon, fingers stroking the shell that stood between her and the world. To Yuki, who was watching, he explained, “When an egg gets as warm as this one, it’s a sign it’ll crack soon. I can’t say when precisely. It could happen tomorrow or in three days.”


    “What do we do if it hatches before we can sell it?”


    “Would you like a dragon? We could take it as payment if we sold the shell to make up the price difference.”


    “A dragon for me?” Interest was evident in Yuki’s voice. “Oh, I can’t. We need the money. Besides, they must be expensive to feed. They eat meat and fish, not rice. Why do you even ask me? If we were to have a dragon, shouldn’t it be yours?”


    Akakiba carefully secured the box cover over the eggs before answering. “My clan doesn’t approve of keeping dragons. What we do is dangerous, and they’d just get killed needlessly. Dragons are protectors, not warriors. They’re best left to people who need them.”


    “I don’t think nobles need dragons, but many have them.” Yuki stretched out on the grass, his hands seeking rocks that he tossed away from his chosen rest spot.


    “Yes. It’s a waste. They’ve turned dragons into a status symbol. It can’t be helped when villagers badly need the money and nobles are willing to pay so high.”


    The temperature was edging toward chilly. Normally they started a fire to make nights comfortable, but the straw raincoats provided by the mothers of the village kept them reasonably warm.


    Akakiba surveyed their tiny camp. The village boy was asleep with his arms around the box that contained the dragon eggs, moonlight outlining his peaceful features. Yuki still shifted about, and their modest travel gear and food supply was heaped nearby.


    Satisfied, the Fox clan samurai settled back against a tree with his katana in the crook of his arm and went to sleep in the space of an instant.
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    The sunrise was their wakeup call. They went on their way, the boy dozing on Akakiba’s shoulder.


    “It’s too early,” Yuki grumbled, stumbling along with bleary eyes. “I’ve barely slept.”


    “We’re in a hurry. Keep up, lazy.” Akakiba nonetheless adjusted his pace to accommodate the discomfort he saw in his companion’s face. Yuki kept fiddling with the sword at his waist. Its weight must have caused him pain, for it hung near the still-healing wound.


    They met no one on the road aside from a medicine man with a box of herbs and tools on his back. They paused to buy pain-dulling medicine. Fubuki had wanted to give them the rest of what she had, but it wouldn’t have been proper. What if someone in the village got injured before Fubuki could replenish her supplies? With that thought in mind, Akakiba mentioned to the medicine man that he might find business in the next village.
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    Sometime later, the boy woke.


    “I’m hungry,” he said shyly. “Are we there yet?”


    “Do you want a rice cake, um, you?” Yuki blinked. “Uh, you never gave us your name.”


    “I’m Taro, because I’m the firstborn in my family,” he explained as if they couldn’t figure out that a person named “eldest son” was likely to be the eldest son.


    After discovering Taro’s name, they also discovered that once he was finished being awed into silence, it was very difficult to get him to stop talking.


    “Why is your name Akakiba?” Taro asked. “Is it a warrior name?”


    “No. It’s the name I was born with.”


    “Why would your parents pick that name?”


    “My father is named Kiba, the fang. My mother is Akahana, the red rose. They compromised with Akakiba, the red fang.”


    “Oh. Do you always wear your swords?”


    “Yes.”


    “Even when you sleep?”


    “Yes.”


    “Even when you take a bath?”


    “No.”


    There was an all-too-brief moment of silence before Taro asked another question. “Why is it the Fox clan and not the Dragon clan? Foxes don’t fight demons, dragons do.”


    Yuki intervened, perhaps sensing Akakiba’s growing impatience. “Foxes fight demons too. Don’t you know the legend?”


    “There’s no legend with fighting foxes,” Taro asserted.


    “Is that so? Then I can’t tell you about it since it doesn’t exist…”


    “Tell me!”


    Yuki’s voice softened as he began. “A long time ago, when foxes were more than mere animals and possessed great powers, it wasn’t rare for them to take our likeness and live among us unseen. It so happened that a fox disguised as a beautiful lady fell in love with a strong and honorable samurai. They married and lived happily for a time.


    “One day, a dog wandered into their garden and started chasing the fox lady. So afraid was she that she turned back into a fox and leaped to safety on top of a wall. Having witnessed the scene, the samurai begged her not to leave, swearing to love her forever even if she were a fox. She heard truth in his voice and returned to him. They had many children and lived happily for a time longer.


    “In those days, demons were strong and cruel, and they despised foxes for their willingness to side with humanity against them. One such demon descended upon their home and killed the samurai before the fox lady’s eyes. In her anguish, she took up her husband’s sword and slew the monster.


    “The fox lady’s sorrow was, however, too great to bear; a wasting sickness took her, and she was soon on her deathbed. Sensing her death approaching, she told her children that they were to become slayers of demons, for nothing else would allow her to rest in peace. Her children obeyed and founded the Fox clan to honor their mother. Ever since, the Fox clan’s warriors have been fighting demons wherever they can be found.”


    Akakiba glanced at his friend with surprise. “I didn’t know you knew the legend.”


    “I didn’t know it before. Someone in the village told the story during the festival. You should have told me. It’s interesting.”


    Akakiba heard the unspoken reproach: You never tell me anything. But why should he? There was no need to speak of his clan. He himself hadn’t dealt with them in years, not since he rebelled, left the clan house, and found Yuki.


    Taro spoke up. “But how did the fox lady know how to use a sword?”


    Akakiba and Yuki sighed in unison. The road would be a long one.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Sanae


    RUMOR SAID THAT shinobi carried out their work in the dead of night, wearing black to disappear in the shadows, entering castles unseen and committing murder unheard.


    Rumor, Sanae found out, was wrong.


    When she noticed the intruder, it was merely late evening and the colors of sunset hadn’t yet drained from the sky. A gentle wind was tugging strands of hair out of the red ribbon at the nape of her neck, and the air was thick with the scent of spring and renewed life. It was a sudden noise, a thud that did not belong, that first alerted her.


    She knelt outside the clan head’s suite on the porch that opened on the gardens. She wasn’t wearing practical clothing like a real guard, but rather a bright-blue furisode with ample sleeves and a beautiful flower pattern. She wore no sword, but a knife was camouflaged in the colorful sash about her waist. Her function was to raise the alarm in case of danger. Fighting was for the adults, those who had undergone the coming-of-age ceremony and thus earned the right to bear a sword. She would soon be one of them, but not yet.


    Sanae watched from the corner of her eyes as the intruder became visible among the flowering plum trees. The sound that had alerted her must have been his landing after he’d jumped the wall, an impressive feat indeed. Twice as impressive considering this wall was the second of the clan house, created specifically to protect the clan head and his entourage. The first wall was taller and better guarded. How had this intruder gained access?


    Attacks on the Fox clan were so rare that it was considered an honor to witness one. For one to happen while she was standing guard for the first time was amazing luck, and her excitement was far stronger than her fear.


    The intruder was dressed in a plain manner that would not attract attention in the clan house, but he could not disguise that which betrayed him: his human aura. The only humans who lived in the clan house were women who did not bear swords. None but a shinobi, an assassin, would be so bold as to try this.


    Under normal circumstances, Sanae’s duty would have been to raise the alarm and watch as the intruder fled, discovered too soon to act. But there was no need to let the shinobi know he had been discovered; there was a fox in the garden.


    Sanae stared at the fox until she had its attention, then deliberately flicked her gaze toward the intruder. The fox slunk away to enter through a door out of the shinobi’s sight. She forced herself to remain calm, to pretend she hadn’t noticed a thing. After all, she was but a young girl watching the flowers in bloom.


    Her heartbeat quickened as the intruder approached, discreetly sizing her up. Would he attack, or would he seek another entrance to the rooms she guarded? There was no doubt he was after the clan head: assassins always were.


    Behind her, the clan head called so loudly that it was clear he meant to be heard by the intruder too. “Sanae, you may go. We do not require your services any longer.”


    “Understood.”


    Sanae indeed understood the message: she had to move before the idiotic shinobi could try to murder her. She gathered her furisode and slid her sock-clad feet into sandals before going the same way the fox had.


    The hidden door was a hinged wall section so narrow that no creature bigger than a fox could fit through. A pair of thick bushes hid it from view. It took but a moment for Sanae to focus and shift fox, enter, and shift human again. She was young and healthy so the transformation was effortless and her clothing undisturbed. It was best not to dwell upon the fact that it might not be so forever.


    The hidden door opened on a hallway where a pair of armed guards usually stood. But this time there were half a dozen sword-bearing men waiting in utter silence. The trap had been reversed, and the shinobi—along with any friends he might have brought along—was about to get a nasty surprise.


    The attack did not take long to come. The whisper of feet on the wooden floor was the signal for the defenders in the hallway to throw open the door and rush inside the room. Sanae, peeking from behind the armed guards, counted three confused-looking would-be assassins. The clan leader had lured them with his voice, but to shinobi eyes, there would be nobody present but a fox on a cushion.


    An additional Fox clan samurai had meanwhile sneaked behind the shinobi team to close and block the door, denying them the option of flight. The intruders were no amateurs; showing no distress, they fell back into defensive positions with kurai knives in their hands. At the first clash of weapons, a single sword came away bloodied—yet three bodies shortly fell upon the floor.


    “Cheaters,” one guard said, kicking the nearest body. “I thought we might be able to disarm one before they ingested the poison.”


    Sanae, who had watched breathlessly with a hand on her knife, bit her lower lip in disappointment. If the trap had worked, if they had taken a prisoner, how famous she would have become!


    “Their death is unfortunate.” Takashi, head of the Fox clan, had returned to his human shape. He hadn’t moved from his cushion during the fight. “I would dearly like to know who sent them and the ones before them. There’s no shortage of clans jealous of our status, but which of them would go this far?”


    The question went unanswered. Discreet inquiries had previously been made on this subject, but no definitive information had been received. It was, however, possible that the clan head did know who was responsible but wished to keep it a secret. Leaders had to be sneaky at times.


    “Well then,” Takashi said, “please dispose of the bodies and investigate how they came in. We caught them in time, but it could have been inconvenient. Thank you all for your hard work. It was well done.” His gaze lingered on Sanae as he spoke, and she colored at the acknowledgement.


    “They attacked early,” a guard observed. “The sun has barely disappeared.”


    “Perhaps they knew the guard changes around this time,” another man said. “It can be a weakness to exploit.”


    Sanae frowned. She didn’t like to think of how the enemy might have learned of such security details.


    “That could be,” Takashi allowed, “but in this case, it meant there were more men to help us. The new guards arrived at the perfect time, didn’t they? Perhaps the shinobi have heard we can see in the dark and simply didn’t dare wait for night. You all know we destroyed the last shinobi party that attacked us by moonlight.”


    The comment was greeted with smiles. Swords were cleaned and sheathed, and the gathering dissolved with much bowing to the clan head. Those not on night guard duty were sent to spread the news and conduct further searches on the premises—lest they find another intruder waiting for a second chance to strike.


    Sanae shortly excused herself—her guard shift also ended with the sun’s disappearance—and went away pondering the crucial question: who would send shinobi after them? The why of the attack was not difficult to guess, and the why now was no more mysterious: there had never been fewer active demons in the land. Perhaps some thought the Fox clan was no longer needed or that they could be replaced by less influential—and less competent—warriors. It was no secret that the Fox clan bred the best demon hunters and kept them alive the longest. Regular humans didn’t fare as well, having none of their advantages.


    The clan house was a warren of buildings and apartments surrounded by pleasant greenery and endless gardens meant to accommodate the privacy needs of dozens of families. These days, the clan house was half empty and privacy was not an issue, but Sanae still had to live with her parents. Youths did not qualify for their own quarters until the coming-of-age ceremony. Hers was close at hand now. Perhaps too close…


    “I’m home,” Sanae called as she entered and closed the sliding door behind her. No answer came, a disappointment. She would have liked to be first to tell her parents what had happened.


    They must have been drawn out by the ruckus outside; even now she could hear guards running and calling out to each other as they searched the grounds for potential hidden shinobi. They would find none, she was certain of it, but it was best to be thorough in such circumstances. In the common living area, a piece of scroll lay on the writing table. Might it be her father’s latest attempt at poetry? She investigated, but it was no poem, only a short list of names. Some she could recognize as third or fourth sons of a samurai family, others she guessed were names of promising young government officials. All of them were male names.


    Sanae made a noise in her throat and dropped the scroll. It had begun. Clenching her hands to her chest, she tried to recall the excitement she had felt just earlier: the thrill of danger and victory; the smell and sight of the garden in bloom; the odd sound that alerted her to danger; her rapid heartbeat as she waited for the shinobi’s move; and the sight of a real battle, blood spraying from sword cuts and bodies collapsing. All of these she imprinted upon her memory, for it might be the last battle she would ever experience firsthand.


    Soon, she would be fifteen and qualify for the coming-of-age ceremony. Soon, she would earn her sword. Soon, her parents would choose a name on that list and marry her off to some human. Soon, she would be nothing more than a baby-maker for the clan.


    She could see herself with cubs playing about her feet, but why couldn’t she be more? Hunter and mother at once? She wished the answer weren’t so terrible. Girls were too few and couldn’t be risked. She was to breed and raise her children in complete, boring safety.


    Such was her duty.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Akakiba


    TARO’S EYES WERE NEARLY THE SIZE of dragon eggs, as if he were trying to see the whole city at once. Neat rows of tiled roofs extended as far as the eye could see, divided by narrow streets full of people going about their business. Soon they were part of the crowd, mingling with merchants with boxes on their backs, ladies wearing layers upon layers of colorful clothing, and grave-looking government officials in puffy clothes and tall hats.


    The way Yuki’s head swiveled in every direction, taking everything in—especially the pair of giggling courtesans that went by—betrayed his modest origins. From anyone other than a newcomer, such behavior would have looked like paranoia, especially since they had increased their pace from a leisurely walk to a purposeful march.


    “Give me that,” Akakiba said, lifting the basket from Taro’s back and taking it into his arms. “There’s more theft at this time of the year than at any other. You can guess why. Follow me closely.”


    Taro didn’t complain, either because he was busy gawking at the city or because he remembered Akakiba’s threat that he had better be quiet if he didn’t want to be thrown into the nearest lake to be eaten by a great dragon. Wild dragons didn’t eat people, but Akakiba hadn’t told him that.


    Akakiba set his face into a murderous scowl to incite people to move out of his way as he led Yuki and Taro toward the market. The scent of grilled fish and stuffed buns wafted from food stands all around them. Sellers waved sticks with fish or squid speared on them, trying to earn a sale.


    Food would have done them good, but stopping now wasn’t wise. There would be time to eat later. They pressed deeper into the crowd and soon had to elbow their way forward. Dragon eggs were being sold, usually under heavy guard, and everybody crowded round to try to touch them.


    Dragon eggshells were an attraction in their own right, and jewelers and medicine makers could be heard bickering over the pieces for use in their wares.


    “Health is more important than jewelry!”


    “Destroying dragon eggshells is sacrilege! People die but craft is eternal!”


    “You’re a selfish bastard, helping to inflate prices when people are dying for want of affordable medicine!”


    “You’re a charlatan who sells overpriced and useless potions to people who are going to die anyway!”


    Some things changed and some didn’t. Akakiba had heard those very same arguments years ago.


    In many stalls, pieces crafted with colorful eggshells were on display: jewelry, bowls, vases, and tea and sake cups. It was a good time to get a bargain on objects that were certain to become treasured family heirlooms. Even his mother appreciated such things: she owned an entire tea set made of dragon eggshell.


    “Dragon egg for sale!” a man with a bull’s voice shouted. “Hurry, it’s the last one left!”


    The street was impassable around the stall where the “last egg” was for sale. Lords and ladies in rich silks stood surrounded by their guards and servants, screaming prices at the seller in increasingly frantic voices.


    Yuki picked up Taro and put him on his shoulders. It was a good idea, ensuring that they wouldn’t lose him. The boy, now sitting above the crowd, was in a perfect position to gawk left and right.


    “Where are we going?” Yuki asked after being jostled into Akakiba for a third time. “There are too many people here. We’ll get crushed!”


    “This is a perfectly normal spring day in the market,” Akakiba said. “Don’t shove anyone with a sword and there’ll be no trouble.” The last thing they needed was to be delayed by a fight. “We’re not far. Come.”


    They slipped into an alley to get around the knot of frenzied bidders, returning to the clogged street only to duck inside a narrow, quiet building. Jars full of leaves, potions, and creams were lined up on shelves against the walls, and a young girl knelt at the back, watching the door.


    “Welcome,” she said, rising. When she approached, her eyes widened. “My, is that you, Akakiba? We haven’t seen you in years!”


    She took his hands in welcome, and he peered at her face. “Sakura? You’ve grown!” He brightened: he was fond of her, as she was fond of him. They used to wander the city together as children.


    Her father had once tried to convince him she would make a wonderful wife, but he’d been able to wiggle out of it by telling sorrowful stories about his clan’s widows. He had exaggerated the truth, but it had been the only polite way to refuse.


    Sakura laughed. “Of course I have. It’s been three years since you last came to see us. Silly man.”


    “You’ve grown well.” He remembered a twig of a girl, but she looked womanly now with discreet curves to shape her kosode and an air of maturity about her narrow face. “How’s your father?”


    “He’s well,” Sakura said. “He’s hunting for bargains today. The jewelry makers are making it difficult for him. I swear they’re worse every year.”


    “I see.” Akakiba shook his head, forcing his mind back to his urgent task. “I came to ask…may we use your back room?”


    “Of course, as soon as you introduce me to your friends.”


    “Ah, yes.” He gestured vaguely. “This is Yuki. He’s my…apprentice.” It felt silly to say it to Sakura. She of all people would know he was antisocial and unsuited to teaching. “And this is Taro. We’re here because of him. But please, not here.”


    Sakura led them to the back and set about making tea while they crowded around the cooking pit. These walls, too, were lined with shelves, creating extra space to store such essentials as tea leaves and salt, cups and plates, needles and thread. The scent of medicine permeated the air. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell; so many leaves went into the making of medicine that it could be mistaken for some sort of tea.


    Akakiba explained the situation.


    “Ohh, dragon eggs? Three of them?” Sakura’s gaze slid to the box and stayed fixed there. When he opened it, her slender hands twitched and reached out. “May I?”


    He took one out. “Go ahead.”


    For reasons unclear, humans and dragons were definitely drawn to each other.


    “Oh, how pretty,” Sakura said, caressing the spotted shell. “I would so love to have a dragon. We could never afford one and certainly not this year…” She looked up. “You’ve been away for a long time. Have you heard about the dragon sickness?”


    His reply came out so sharp it was rude. “What sickness?”


    “Many dragons caught sick this winter. They would die suddenly; nothing could be done. The ones still alive are kept isolated. Some of them have been placed under the protection of a priest. They say it’s a curse or an evil spirit’s doing, but I think the Dragon Goddess is taking back her children because their owners are unworthy. Dragons are not meant to be used like…like jewelry,” she finished, sounding faintly indignant. Cheeks reddening, she glanced at Yuki. “Please excuse my hasty words. Let me pour the tea.”


    After pouring, Sakura excused herself to welcome a customer in the front room.


    “I see you’re not alone in disliking the nobles’ habit of owning dragons,” Yuki said.


    Akakiba grunted agreement. “They’ve grown rare. The ones we still have should be fulfilling their purpose and protecting the defenseless. Nobles are rarely defenseless. Sometimes they even hire samurai to protect their dragons from demons. Perhaps the creatures are dying of boredom. I would.”


    Yuki looked far too amused by the thought. “You? If you were a dragon, you’d run away from any master.”


    “If I were a dragon, I’d be a demon-hunting dragon,” Taro said. “With a sword. A small sword, because dragons are small.”


    Akakiba opened his mouth to reply, then decided against it. He drank his tea. This was why he didn’t want children: they were annoying and borderline insane.


    Sakura returned with news that the commotion outside had died; the “last egg” was sold and gone. She told them the price it had fetched, and even Akakiba was stunned.


    They set about preparing for the onslaught. Considering the unbelievable price they were certain to obtain for each of these eggs, setting up in the market itself without guards seemed suicidal.


    Akakiba studied the eggs with care, seeking any sign of a developing crack. Finding none, he took the warmest egg out first. It wasn’t the female, but a male that had grown more impatient.


    He outlined the plan. “I’ll stay in the back and handle the sales. Yuki, you stand at the door and call for buyers. Don’t let in anyone who can’t prove they have the money to afford it.”


    “I can help too,” Taro said.


    “Stay at the door with Yuki and watch for thieves.” That might keep the kid out of his way.


    “Okay!”


    Sakura briefly left on an errand to notify the nearest police officer they might need help. Akakiba thought it was a superfluous precaution—two samurai should be sufficient to discourage troublemakers—but Sakura was allowed to protect her home as she saw fit.


    Yuki cleared his throat and called out to the street. “One dragon egg for sale! Hurry, it’s warm and about to hatch! Interested buyers only! One dragon egg for sale!”


    The first prospective buyer to appear was a merchant who must have been incredibly wealthy to dare to try to compete with nobles. Showing good sense, he’d brought a pair of hard-eyed bodyguards.


    Led into the backroom, the merchant bowed, knelt, and offered a heavy box full of coins.


    “I apologize, but I cannot accept your offer,” Akakiba said after a moment of mental calculations.


    “I can offer no more. Take it or lose the egg. It’s about to hatch. It’ll be worthless then.”


    “If I cannot get a fair price, I would rather keep the dragon for myself. As you can see, I have none of my own.”


    On cue, a thin crack appeared on the egg. The merchant let out a faint nose, losing his composure, and prostrated himself on the ground. “Please, it’s for my daughter. She needs help…”


    A girl no older than ten appeared from behind the bodyguards, shuffling forward to peek at the egg. Her young features promised to gain sharpness and beauty in the coming years, and her shockingly pale skin made her seem as frail as a flower. Around her neck were piled a dozen protecting charms that set off alarms in Akakiba’s head. “This is your daughter?”


    “Yes. The bad spirits, you see. They come to her at night…”


    Another crack appeared, connected to the first. They were running out of time.


    Akakiba made his decision. “I accept your offer if you leave the eggshell to me. You can take the dragon away since he’s so eager to come out.”


    The merchant’s desperate look lifted. Was his desperation a sign that whenever nobles saw an egg for sale they forcefully rejected the competition of a lowly merchant, giving him no chance to even try to win it?


    “It’s agreed!” The man turned and motioned. “Come here, quick!” He put the egg in his daughter’s frail arms and indicated a corner of the room. “Kneel there, back to us. Make sure he can’t see anyone except you when he comes out. Go!”


    She went, eyes wide.


    They waited in tense silence, though not for long. The egg cracked loudly, pieces falling to the floor. When the girl turned back, her smile radiant, there was a blue dragon curled around her arm. It was easy to see that dragons were related to lizards with their long and supple body, four legs, and long tail. Hatchlings didn’t have them, but as they matured, dragons grew tendrils on either side of their mouth and a ridge on their back.


    The dragon climbed the girl’s clothing with his sharp claws in order to curl around her neck like a living necklace. He was barely long enough to reach around and nest his head in the hollow of her throat. Squealing, the girl petted the creature. His newborn skin would be softer than silk.


    “He likes you,” the merchant said, beaming. “Isn’t he a pretty dragon?”


    “Yes, Father, the prettiest.”


    “Be kind to him and he’ll protect you.”


    After the merchant had gone, Sakura enlisted Taro’s help to inspect the floor and collect every single piece of the shell, no matter how small.


    “We could have gotten more out of the merchant,” Yuki said.


    “Did you see the charms she wore?”


    “Standard evil spirit protection. Is that important?”


    “On occasion, a young girl or boy with frail health will begin to attract spirits. When the body is old enough to stand the shock, they try to possess it. If the danger is noticed in time, the child is sent to live in a temple or shrine, somewhere with strong warding against demons. A dragon is expensive but also far more effective.”


    “If my father knew of this, he didn’t have time to pass on the knowledge to me. I thought possession was always sudden, without warning.” A frown lowered Yuki’s brows. “I never understood it. If demons hate us, why would they want to be inside us?”


    “I would think it’s jealousy, not hatred. The sun is unkind to them; they can’t stand its rays for long.” He almost added, “The one you fought was probably weakened because it was daylight,” but thought better of it. It was not the kind of thing a young demon hunter would want to hear about his first kill.


    “Ah, I see. If they obtain a human body, they’re safe.”


    “There are pleasures only a human body can give them, too,” Sakura said, a mischievous spark in her eyes.


    Yuki made an odd noise. Akakiba suspected he was choking back improper laughter.


    “I know,” Taro said. “Pleasures like eating sweet red beans!”


    Sakura skipped away laughing, moving to hide the eggshell pieces in one of the various containers on the shelf.


    They sold the female’s egg to a stoic trio of samurai who paid the hefty asking price without arguing and wouldn’t disclose the name of the lord on whose behalf they bought it. They left with the egg camouflaged inside the bag that had previously held money—as if trying to pretend they hadn’t bought it. A thief would take risks for a dragon egg that he wouldn’t take for the same value in money. If caught with stolen money, a thief would be put to death. But if a thief obtained a dragon egg, and it hatched before he was caught, his life would be spared for the dragon’s sake.


    Even a noble whose dishonor was so great that it required seppuku was forbidden from performing it if he had a bonded dragon. For such men and women, the punishment for a severe crime was exile to a special Buddhist temple that incidentally served as a sort of dragon-breeding ground.


    Yet it was allowed for samurai with dragons to go to war and risk violent death. Humans didn’t always make sense.


    “I can hardly believe they paid without haggling,” Sakura said, staring at the pile of money. “Their master must be insane to spend a fortune like this without even laying eyes on the goods!”


    Akakiba privately agreed with her. But if the rich, who were already protected by layers of guards and servants, wanted to waste their money on dragons to let the world know they were rich enough to own one, he was glad to take it. The villagers would make better use of the money.


    The sale of the third and last egg, a purple male that didn’t seem eager to come out, was problematic. An old, dignified man inspected the egg on behalf of his master when a haughty samurai came in—forced his way in, in truth, his two followers shoving Yuki aside.


    Yuki grasped his sword and looked to Akakiba, literally quivering with what must have been anger or indignation. He answered with a hand signal that meant “Hold,” then stood up himself, resting his hand on his sword.


    “I’m taking the egg,” the samurai said. He bore the traditional hairstyle: the front of his head shaved bald and the long length of his remaining hair pinned up, but his clothes did not display his clan’s crest. He was likely a free sword, for hire.


    “We already have a potential buyer,” Akakiba said. “Please wait for him to make his decision.”


    The samurai’s hard eyes fixed upon the potential buyer. “You don’t want the egg, do you?” The rude words carried an obvious threat.


    “Forgive me, but I think this dragon isn’t quite the right color for my master’s tastes,” the old man said to Akakiba. Whether this was truth or not, he certainly fled swiftly.


    The aggressive samurai couldn’t have failed to notice the mark on Akakiba’s scabbard; he’d removed the red cloth that usually concealed it. He may not have liked to think of his family much, but he was aware the mere name inspired the sort of respect that could defuse tempers and avoid fights.


    In this case, the aggressive man’s demeanor did not change. He only gestured sharply, ordering, “Give it to him!”


    One of the other men presented a wooden box, lifting the top to show its contents. It was obvious at a glance that the money was less than the price he had accepted from the merchant.


    Face impassive, he said, “You offend me with your offer. Do leave.”


    The samurai snarled, spit flying. “Offend you! This is the proper worth of an egg! You’re trying to take advantage of me! Those damn peasants are thieves! Finding these eggs out there for free and trying to sell them at a price fit to ruin us!”


    The ringing sound of swords sliding out of their scabbards drowned out all others. For a moment the five of them held their positions, the three newcomers in front of the egg, Akakiba behind it, and Yuki by the door.


    Akakiba pushed the egg aside with his foot and jumped forward, blade already in motion. He allowed his opening move to be parried, giving Sakura, who had been sitting beside him, time to catch the egg and back away.


    The two underlings paid her no attention, busy as they were keeping him from slicing them to pieces, but the aggressive samurai advanced on her. Yuki slid in between Sakura and the approaching swordsman, his own sword held high. They backed into the front room, leading the swordsman away from his supporters.


    Akakiba focused on his own enemies. Two against one could hardly be considered fair, unless the single fighter was someone like himself. He’d been trained in sword fighting since he’d been able to stand upright, and he routinely engaged in mortal combat with monsters capable of ripping people apart. He was certainly a match for two self-important humans with swords.


    Conscious thought vanished from his mind, replaced by the automatics of fighting. Block when possible, duck when not. Watch your feet; watch theirs. Take the offensive; force the enemy to move with you.


    The fire pit in the middle of the room was both a danger to keep in mind and a way to force them to split to come after him, giving him more room to strike. In a flash of steel that was too fast for a real human, he stabbed the first man’s thigh at a precise spot, removing his blade so deftly that the wound left behind could have been mistaken for a shallow cut if it weren’t for the heavy bleeding. The man’s scream gave pause to his companion.


    “In the name of the law, stop this at once,” an unknown voice bellowed.


    Akakiba made a “Come here” motion with his free hand, but the uninjured man declined the implicit invitation to continue the fight: he instead grabbed his wounded companion and beat a hasty retreat to the front room and the safety of law.


    The idiot samurai who had started this mess wasn’t done being troublesome. He was complaining at the top of his lungs, “They ambushed us for my money, policeman! Arrest them!”


    “That’s a lie! He’s a bad man! He wanted the egg, and we said no, and he wanted to take it anyway!” That was Taro, out-screaming the samurai.


    Stepping into the front room, Akakiba looked around to locate the others. Ah, there was Sakura in the corner, her slender hands investigating a red stain on Yuki’s side. The demon wound must have been torn anew. The odd bulge in Sakura’s clothes explained where the egg had gone. A girl’s bosom was a fairly safe location, all things considered.


    The uninjured underling was also busy binding his fellow’s wound. Akakiba didn’t say so, but the wounded man’s survival chances were low; he’d hit a major blood vessel.


    The police officer in the doorway, likely the one Sakura had notified earlier about the sale, was young for the post. He looked apprehensive but determined to hold his ground as he said, “I’ve heard enough! Matsumoto, this isn’t the first time you’ve cause trouble for our citizens. I remind you that theft of an egg is a crime punishable by death. Harming an innocent dragon, born or unborn, is also a crime punishable by death. How is the egg?”


    Sakura took it out and surveyed it. “He’s all right.”


    The police officer gestured to the door. “Matsumoto, I suggest you leave and seek medical attention for your friend.”


    The uninjured men left, carrying the wounded one and giving Akakiba venomous looks all the way out. He returned their looks with open scorn. Let them come after him in a dark alley, if they dared. He’d enjoy it.


    “Thank you, Seiji,” Sakura said, addressing the police officer. “I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t come.”


    Reddening, Seiji flailed his arms about and eventually settled for rubbing the back of his head furiously. “Just doing my job. Glad I could help. I, ah, better get going. Have a nice day!”


    The way he left could have been called running away.


    Sakura rounded on Akakiba with furrowed brow. “Did you have to ruin my floor? That man bled all over my tatami. Come and help me clean up.”


    He felt cheered. This bossy Sakura was far more like the childhood friend he remembered than the flirtatious Sakura from earlier.


    Once the blood had been mopped up with rags and the tainted tatami turned over to hide the stains, they went on about the egg-selling business.


    The third buyer was a lady dressed in layer upon layer of multicolored silk surrounded by a gaggle of attendants. She paid and left crooning to the egg.


    “I’m glad we’re done,” Taro said. “I’m hungry.”
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    They weren’t the only ones who’d had a rough day. Akakiba was sipping tea in the back room when he heard Sakura’s father come in through the shop’s front door and mumble, “I’m home,” in an exhausted tone.


    “Welcome home, Father,” Sakura said. “How did it go?”


    “Those selfish jewelry makers have finally driven the prices beyond reason. We won’t have much to offer to those who are too poor to pay top price.”


    It was the perfect opening. Akakiba emerged from the living area with the wooden box that contained the eggshell pieces.


    “I believe we can make a deal,” he said.


    Sakura’s father was called Hiroshi. He was a tall man with an easy smile and a calm manner. One might have thought Akakiba dropped by every day for all the surprise Hiroshi showed at his presence.


    “Absolutely beautiful,” Hiroshi marveled. The bottom half of the egg was virtually intact; he handled it gingerly. “I can’t possibly turn this into powder. It’s too rare to get such a large piece.” His expression turned thoughtful. “I’m sure I can find a crafter who’ll be happy to take it in exchange for a bigger quantity of smaller pieces.”


    Once the bargain was concluded, Hiroshi fell into endless bowing, bobbing up and down. “Thank you, thank you.”


    “Please,” Akakiba said, his patience strained. “You’re embarrassing us.”


    “Nonetheless, I must thank you for the low price you offered me. With this, I’ll be able to keep providing shell medicine.”


    “What exactly do you make with dragon eggshells?” Yuki inquired. “I’ve heard it can perform wonders, but I’m not sure what’s truth and what’s plain exaggeration.”


    Hiroshi’s voice fell into the rhythmic pattern of a man repeating something for the hundredth time. “It can indeed perform wonders. Even a tiny piece of dragon eggshell ground into powder can raise a person’s vitality. That’s why it’s useful to give medicine with dragon eggshell to people who are weakened, to give them extra strength. It’s popular in times of war too. The vitality boost can be just enough to allow a person to overcome a nasty wound. But,” Hiroshi said with emphasis, “eggshell medicine is not miraculous. A deadly wound remains a deadly wound regardless of the medicine given.”


    Akakiba nearly added that the rich used eggshell powder to raise another sort of vitality, but held his tongue because Sakura was in earshot, busy cooking rice and fish to feed them. Sakura certainly knew about this special use, but a father could get upset if a man said such things in the presence of his daughter. He didn’t want to have to dodge another engagement.


    “I apologize for the simple meal,” Hiroshi said. “If I’d known, I would have arranged for something suitable.”


    Sakura sighed. “With what money, Father? At the rate you give medicine away, we’re lucky we can afford fish with our rice.” It was a rebuke but a gently spoken one.


    “I see things haven’t changed,” Akakiba said. They’d lived in this small home since before he’d met them. They didn’t even have space for a bathing area and had to use the public baths.


    They chose to sleep under Hiroshi’s roof. The large amount of money they had collected shouldn’t be carried around after nightfall. After quick calculations, Akakiba came to the conclusion that their fee amounted to so much money that he would be able to attend to certain shopping plans he’d been considering.


    Hiroshi pulled three old futon out of storage, and they laid them in the shop room. “Best go to sleep early,” he advised them. “We open when the sun rises.”


    Taro was mercifully quiet as Sakura put him to bed with a story, not even interrupting with questions. When he yawned, Sakura did as any mother would and sharply reminded him to put a hand in front of his mouth to prevent demons from entering his body.


    Yuki, too, fell asleep quickly, no doubt worn out by the afternoon’s excitement. Akakiba hadn’t thought much of it, but at fifteen, any fight was immensely stressful. Come to think of it, he had never before put Yuki in a situation where he might have to kill another person. He should remedy that: humans new to fighting had a tendency to shy away from killing their own. That made them easy prey for those who had long ago discarded such sensibilities. As if humanity didn’t have enough problems dealing with predatory demons, they had to worry about their own kind too! At times he had to wonder why he even protected humanity.


    Round-faced Taro was muttering nonsense, unable to stop talking even in his sleep. Somewhere in the city, an aggressive samurai and his cowardly companion were likely getting drunk and pretending they would one day get revenge on him. Elsewhere, men were surely raping and murdering, women verbally abusing their families and peers, lords planning bloody wars, and demons happily preying on the lot of them.


    There was enough moonlight filtering into the room that he, sitting cross-legged on a thick futon with the musty smell of long disuse, could see Yuki twitch in his sleep, a hand lying near his freshly re-bandaged wound. Three years ago, there had been as much baby fat in Yuki’s face as there was now in Taro’s. The fat hadn’t lasted, but Yuki’s face retained a slightly round shape and his large eyes, combined with his short stature, were likely to give him a youthful look all his life.


    Three years already. Three years of being…not worshipped, no, but emulated, being considered an ideal. Three years of feeling he must live up to a mere human’s expectations, never mind that he was hardly older, hardly wiser, than Yuki himself.


    To say he didn’t know why he defended humanity was a lie. Living up to Yuki’s expectations wasn’t a great and noble reason, but it was as good as any.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Akakiba


    AKAKIBA ALTERNATIVELY HUMMED, sighed, and frowned as he inspected the swords on display. The blades were engraved with glyphs meant to destroy weakened demons, and the hilts and scabbards were varied in their details. He paid no attention to the decorations, intent on the blades themselves. When he ran his fingers over the glyphs, they responded by glowing softly. Some, however, didn’t respond.


    “This one’s a fake too,” he said, tossing the offending weapon away. “No magic in it.”


    The seller was jittering. It was the third of his “guaranteed demon-slaying blades” that Akakiba proclaimed a fake. “I cannot fathom how we came into possession of improper blades,” he said, bowing deeply.


    “Blades not bought directly from the Great Temples are suspect,” Akakiba said, for Yuki’s benefit rather than the unscrupulous seller’s. “They take great pride in providing perfectly made demon-slaying swords. Here, Yuki. Make your choice.”


    He had narrowed down the options to two swords of quality: one with a hilt and scabbard of black lacquered wood, the other with a hilt and scabbard made of pale bamboo.


    When they exited the shop, the black sword hung in Yuki’s belt, replacing the drab practice sword he had been using before. The new sword had a companion, a shorter sword called a wakizashi.


    “You shouldn’t have spent so much money on me,” Yuki said, his boyish grin at odds with his words.


    “You wanted to use my clan’s coming-of-age ceremony for yours, didn’t you? After a youth has proved his worth in combat with a demon, the practice blade is taken away and replaced by a personal blade of high quality. Other samurai clans have different ceremonies, including a haircut, but we care not for such details.” No one could have forced Akakiba to give up his long ponytail and bangs anyhow; he was allowed this one vanity.


    “I’m not part of your clan,” Yuki said, grin gone. “Is this proper?”


    “No one will gainsay me. But if you’d prefer it, I can arrange for you to undergo the normal ceremony, so you may stand for hours and listen to old men tell you how to behave like a proper adult…”


    “No need! I’m satisfied and honored. I thank you for the sword.”


    Akakiba inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Now that we’re properly armed, we should make our preparations to leave…”


    When they arrived at Hiroshi’s medicine shop, they found Sakura speaking with a man that Akakiba recognized immediately. This man wore monk robes, and a long-bladed spear rested against his shoulder. The spear was the traditional weapon of the sohei, warrior Buddhist monks who fought for their respective temple. Such monks were impossible to mistake for anything else with their spear, shaved head, and distinctive clothing. They wore leg guards, arm guards, and two visible layers of clothing: a white one with wide sleeves with a sleeveless black one overtop. The two layers were tied at the waist with a thick belt capable of holding a sword, which the monks sometimes wore in addition to the spear. A straw hat was usually added to the getup to prevent sunburns to the naked scalp.


    This particular sohei was named Jien and belonged to the Great Temples, a monastic order that trained its members to forge glyphed blades, fight demons, and perform exorcisms. Monks that completed their training were sent out to patrol the country and help those in need.


    It so happened that Jien’s patrol area included this city, and that was one of the reasons Akakiba had been avoiding it for the past three years.


    Jien’s face lit up, and he bounced to his feet. “Hey, Aki! It’s been so long! Why haven’t you dropped by the clan house? Your mother sent me to say that you better haul your ass up there.”


    “How did you find me? And what exactly are you doing speaking to my mother?” he asked, not without suspicion. He knew of Jien’s improper interest in women, even for a monk whose order did not hold its members to celibacy.


    “Why, I spoke to your mother because I’m an honored guest in your clan house. We heard there’s been an assassination attempt on the clan head. A few of us came down to see if we could help track down the bastard who sent the shinobi.”


    “Assassination attempt? When?” As far as he was aware, the last shinobi attack on the Fox clan had occurred so long ago that he’d been a child at the time and therefore hadn’t been involved.


    “Days ago. It failed, of course. Those idiots are unlikely to trick the Fox clan anytime soon. I can tell something is going on, Aki. I want in on the fun.”


    “Stop calling me that.”


    “Calling you what, Aki?” Jien laughed and wound an arm around his neck. They were of similar height, but Jien’s wooden clogs made him appear taller. “You’re always so cold to your friends!”


    “We’re not friends.” Akakiba gritted his teeth.


    “See, exactly what I mean. You should be more like your sister. She’s adorable. Do you know, we sparred together, and she won! She’s fierce!”


    “Touch my sister and I’ll kill you.”


    Jien blabbered on for a moment before suddenly interrupting himself to stare at Yuki. “Hey, who’s this? And what about that Taro kid I met earlier? You acquired children while you were away?”


    “Don’t be stupid.” He contemplated booting Jien out, but Yuki was already politely introducing himself.


    “I’m Yuki, Akakiba’s apprentice. Pleased to meet you.”


    Jien elbowed Akakiba. “Damn, an apprentice! You took a liking to someone, Aki? I’m shocked! Pleased to meet you, Yuki. I’m Jien. I’ve known your teacher for years, and I never thought he’d want to spend time with anyone. For some reason he turned me down when I invited him to come with me on my wandering patrols. Eh, Aki?”


    “For some reason, yes…”


    “Now, Aki, you asked how I found you. Well, the news that a member of the Fox clan was involved in a fight over a dragon egg spread fast. Considering the description given, we could tell it was you. Your dear mother asked me to fetch you. Dead or alive, she said, so I hope you don’t plan to fight.”


    “I’ll come. Stop talking.” He had little desire to obey the call, but he wouldn’t be rid of Jien until he did. Besides, the news of the attack on his clan was worrying. It wouldn’t hurt to learn more. He spoke again, “Make yourself useful and help me bring this to the merchant house.” He entrusted Jien with a box of coins and took the other under his left arm, leaving his right arm free to draw his sword if need be. “Yuki, keep an eye on Taro. I suggest you visit the public baths while there’s time. You should have ample coins to pay.”


    If Yuki was disappointed at being left behind, he didn’t show it. “That’s a good idea. We’ll do that.”


    “Farewell, Miss Sakura,” Jien said dramatically. “Your company was a pleasure.”


    “Likewise,” Sakura said in a manner that sounded like she could have done without such a “pleasure.”


    “I shall visit again!”


    “No, you won’t.” Grabbing Jien by his clothes, Akakiba dragged him outside and away.


    Taro called out after them. “Have a safe trip, Aki!”


    Akakiba pondered murder as he heard Yuki burst out laughing. “I hate you,” he told the monk.


    Jien turned wide, sad eyes on him. “You wound me. What did I ever do to you, Aki?”


    After stopping to deposit the money at the merchant house, where it would be safe for later retrieval by the peasants, they started on the road winding up the mountain. Like many castles, the clan house was built on top of a mountain to make it as secure as possible. Trying to reach it any way other than by the road would be difficult at best. It could take a slow walker half a day to reach the gate, but, thanks to the horses Jien had borrowed, their progression was much faster.


    They came upon the first stone wall and its large gate while the sun was still high in the sky. A casual observer might have thought the security lax from the way the guards at the door merely waved them through. In truth, everybody in the Fox clan could see auras well enough to recognize their own kind at a glance.


    Inside the walls, well-kept paths led to various buildings with slanted roofs upturned at the corners and verandas around the exterior. Luxurious gardens occupied the space between buildings. Farther away, one could see the second stone wall, the one that protected the leadership’s residence. Since the clan house’s outer wall was too long to guard effectively against a determined enemy, the entire clan could retreat to behind the inner wall to defend their home if the need arose.


    When they entered the correct building, they were ambushed by a red-haired creature with a high-pitched cry. “Brother!”


    Akakiba nearly collapsed under her weight. “Sanae! You’re too old for this.” He put her down and nudged her back so he might study her, noting she had grown taller and fuller in figure. Her face had changed subtly, gaining the sharp features common in their clan, and her wild red hair was better tamed.


    Children born with red hair were extremely rare in the clan, and Sanae was the sole living female with the coloring. It was deemed a sign of good luck for both family and child.


    “You’re the old one,” Sanae said. “You’re lucky I remember you. It’s been years and years!”


    “Only a few.”


    “I was twelve the last time I saw you. Do you know how old I am now? My coming-of-age ceremony is near!”


    “Already?”


    “Everybody does it at the same age, Brother,” Sanae said slowly, as if he were particularly dense. “I’ll be fifteen in a week, hence the ceremony.”


    Had it truly been so long?


    Turning fifteen and undergoing the coming-of-age ceremony was the greatest source of pride and dread for young members of the clan. The elders did their best to locate a low-level demon fit for an untried hunter, but not everybody came back. Those who did return were presented with a new set of swords just as he’d done for Yuki.


    “I wish you luck,” Akakiba told his younger sister, feeling guilty he hadn’t been there to contribute to her training. Instead, he’d been busy training a human.


    “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’m not sure you’ll be fine though…Mother isn’t happy.”


    “She’s been angry with me for a long time. It won’t change anytime soon.”


    He would never have voiced such a disrespectful thought to anyone, but he suspected that his mother’s anger was rooted in jealousy. He could hunt, but she could not: she had long ago taken a severe wound to the ankle that left her unfit for travel. People said she’d been a good hunter once.


    The smell of flowers in bloom was strong within the clan house’s grounds, which must have contained over a hundred trees covered in cherry blossoms ranging in color from white to pink. Their scent brought back memories of playing under the trees with his baby sister while his father—back then still able to turn human—sat trying to write poetry. Key word: trying.


    As they entered the building where his parents had their suite, a feeling of dread replaced the pleasant memories. They removed their footwear at the door and moved along the corridor. After leaving his spear in the entrance’s weapon rack, Jien trailed them, keeping quiet for once.


    Sanae stopped before a closed door. She knelt on the wooden floor, slid open the door, and announced, “Mother. Father. Akakiba is here.”


    He went inside and heard the door close behind him. Thin as they were, these paper doors couldn’t stop anyone from overhearing a conversation. He had no doubt that both Sanae and Jien would be listening in.


    “Mother. Father,” he said, kneeling.


    “It has been three years,” his mother said frostily. She was young for a woman with two adult children, her pinned-up hair dark as night and her face showing few lines. On her right sat a fox on a red cushion.


    “It has,” Akakiba agreed. He didn’t try to defend himself. His mother knew why he’d stormed out. He fixed his gaze upon the golden-hued screen behind his parents, upon which a skilled artist had painted mountainous scenery where birds and greenery abounded.


    His mother wasn’t done. “Have you come back to your senses? Will you do your duty?”


    “My duty is to kill demons, not to lounge about making babies.”


    “There are enough hunters for the number of active demons. What we lack are children. That should be your concern.”


    “I believe we’ve already had this conversation, Mother.”


    “Let the child be, Akahana.”


    His mother glanced sideways at her husband and bowed her head. “Well then. If you are to be useless to us that way, Akakiba…we have a task for you, approved by the clan head. There has been a troubling number of abductions in the region. None in the city proper, but everywhere in the country. Young girls and young men simply vanish. No bodies were found so demons were not suspected at first, but we cannot see what else it could be. If it were bandits selling youths to brothels, they would have been found by now. We fear it may be a vicious, flesh-eating demon, one of those that leave not a bone behind.”


    “I shall look into it.”


    Silence reigned until his father spoke telepathically again. “Sanae is almost fifteen.”


    “She told me. Is she ready?”


    “I believe she is,” Akahana said. “None will oppose it.” Traditionally, the blade master and the youth eligible for the coming-of-age ceremony would spar before the clan so that the adults could evaluate the youth’s abilities. It was the right of adult clan members to demand that a youth be given extra practice time if they found his or her skills lacking.


    “It will be her first hunt, then,” Akakiba said.


    “Yes. We must choose a second for her.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “They finally agreed to it?”


    When he’d left, the clan had been divided on the subject. Half had supported the concept of sending a second, an older hunter, with youths going out for their first slaying. The idea had been put forward to end the unnecessary deaths and maiming that sometimes occurred from the first-time hunter taking wounds that he or she could not treat alone. The other half had clung to tradition and claimed that seconds would be tempted to cheat and interfere in the fight.


    “Yes,” Akahana said, not without a hint of smugness in her tone. “We won the argument. Our children’s lives are too precious to let them end this early. Interfering in the fight itself is strictly forbidden, but seconds may render any and all required aid once it has ended.”


    “Who do you have in mind to accompany Sanae?”


    “We were considering asking Jien to accept the honor,” Kiba said.


    “I see. A sohei is certainly qualified to give emergency care.” He left it at that. He wasn’t about to bring to their attention the fact that Jien was exactly the kind of person who would ignore the rules and interfere with the hunt. He’d prefer Sanae’s second to be someone like Jien rather than someone who would stick to the rules and let her die.


    Akahana looked displeased by his neutral answer. “As her older brother, it should be your task.”


    “You wanted me to offer? I can make no promise. I agreed to sell dragon eggs on behalf of a village, and I must return the money immediately. I might not be back in time for the ceremony, though I will do my best.”


    “Good. Then it is settled.”


    He had a suspicion his mother hadn’t listened to his words. If he didn’t return in time, she would likely reproach him for failing to honor his promise—even though he’d promised no such thing.


    The rest of the conversation was similarly painful, and he was happy to point to the lowering sun as a reason to excuse himself from his parents’ company. He found Jien and Sanae waiting outside, the latter wearing an expression too perfectly innocent to be genuine.


    Jien, on the other hand, wasn’t even trying to hide his eavesdropping. “I take it you’re still not interested in marriage, Aki?”


    “Don’t make me hit you.”


    “I’ll try. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”


    Sanae giggled, and Akakiba gave her an alarmed look. When a young woman started giggling at a man’s stupid jests…


    It wouldn’t be bad news for Sanae to be interested in the opposite sex since, as his dear mother said, they needed to produce all the kits they could, but Jien wasn’t a suitable candidate!


    Whirling round, he kicked Jien’s legs from under him. By the time the monk hit the floor, there was a sword inches from his face.


    Jien peered up at him. “Ow. What was that for?”


    “If you ever touch my sister,” he warned with all the threat he could muster, “I will dismember you, piece by piece, and I will leave the remains to feed wild beasts.”


    Sanae gripped his sword arm, trying to force it up. “Brother! Put that away!”


    “Please, Aki,” Jien said with a snort. “I knew that without you saying it.”


    “Good.” His sword slid home. What was it about Jien that rubbed him the wrong way? Everything, possibly.


    Lifting himself from the floor, Jien brushed and straightened his clothes. “You make it hard to be your friend.”


    “I’m not your friend.”


    “You saved my life. In my opinion, that makes us friends for life.”


    “If I’d known you’d be pestering me forever, I wouldn’t have bothered.”


    “Hindsight is such a wonderful thing, isn’t it?”


    Sanae was glaring. “Brother, that’s no way to behave with a guest! Jien is an honorable man, and I need no protection from him. I would also say you have no right to pretend to care about my virtue after abandoning me for three years! Honestly! What’s the matter with you?”


    It wasn’t his habit to defend himself, but in this case, it seemed important to tell the entire truth. “Jien’s about as honorable as a snake! When we first met he told me he’d been wounded by a demon and beseeched me to carry him over the hill to a village where he might get treatment. I later learned that, in truth, he’d been caught spying on bathing girls. Their guardian had beaten him up and thrown him out of the village so he couldn’t get treatment there!”


    “It was an accident,” Jien said. “I got lost, and hearing voices, tried to follow them. That’s how I plunged headfirst into the hot springs. And that old woman was as frightful as any demon I’ve ever seen! Besides, we both know that’s not the real reason you’re angry with me, Aki.”


    Sanae seized upon the mysterious comment with the speed of an eager gossiper, shuffling closer. “Oh? What’s the real reason?”


    “Ah, if you wish to know…” Jien leaned forward and whispered something to her. He spoke extra quietly, aware of their heightened sense of hearing.


    Akakiba’s hand twitched with the need to draw his sword. He couldn’t hear, but he could guess. “Don’t tell her that!”


    Too late. Sanae’s eyes widened. “Oh. Really? I see…” Her lips began to curl in a smile, and she lifted a sleeve to hide it. “I forgive you, Brother. Jien, you’re a bad man.” There was laughter in her eyes.


    He wondered, once more, if he couldn’t be forgiven one small murder.


    “I’ll do my best to be here for your ceremony,” he promised Sanae as they parted at the gate under the eyes of the guards.


    He was glad to escape Jien but sad to leave Sanae. He hadn’t realized how much of her life he had missed with his self-enforced exile, and seeing her again made him yearn to make it up to her. Unfortunately, it would have to wait.


    Returning to the city took a long time without a horse, but he hardly noticed, lost in the simple pleasure of running on four legs in a forest where every smell and sound was a wonder. It was too early for the cicadas to sing, but the wind made its own music, ruffling leaves and shaking branches.


    Somewhere out there, in this peaceful night, there might be a twisted spirit seeking human prey. If it were truly a flesh-eating demon he had to hunt down, did he dare put a tasty human like Yuki in its way?

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Yuki


    YUKI STARED AT HIS TEA, attempting to find in his empty head some thoughts worth speaking to Sakura. To say he didn’t have much experience with talking to women was an understatement. They were usually too busy trying to catch his teacher’s eye to notice his existence. Not that he blamed them: there was something striking about Akakiba’s sharp-featured face, permanently broody expression, and long, smooth ponytail. The well-defined muscles and deep scars didn’t hurt Akakiba’s appeal either. He, the scrawny trainee, inevitably seemed dull in comparison so women ignored him. He wished Sakura would ignore him too.


    Rescue wasn’t likely; Hiroshi was busy in the shop room, grinding ingredients for his wares and answering Taro’s never-ending questions.


    “It must be lonely on the road,” Sakura said, a faint smile on her lips as she watched him squirm. “You must be glad to come to a city, where companionship can be found easily.”


    He tried to pretend he didn’t understand her meaning. “Ah, this is the first time I’ve been to a city. We keep to villages normally. They receive us quite well.”


    He was saved from her reply by the apparition of a shadow at the back door. “I’m back,” Akakiba said, shedding his sandals and stepping inside.


    “Welcome back,” Sakura replied, a hand moving up to pat her hairdo. “Are you hungry? I saved you a bowl of noodles. It’s not much, but please accept it.”


    Akakiba ate swiftly, only pausing to say, “Yuki looks redder than usual. Is that your doing, Sakura?”


    “I don’t know what you mean. We’ve been conversing about your lifestyle. Yuki was telling me you keep him out of cities and away from women. Are you afraid we’ll eat him?”


    “That’s not exactly what I meant,” Yuki said weakly.


    Sakura hid her mouth behind her sleeve. “Don’t look so distressed, Yuki. I was only teasing.”


    He wished Sakura would go back to acting shy and proper. Now that they were acquainted, she treated him like…like a toy.


    Akakiba watched them, speculation in his gaze. “Yuki,” he said, “Let’s have a cup of sake in private. I have news to share.”


    Leaving Taro in Sakura’s care, they went and wandered through the streets until they found a drinking house.


    “Warm sake is perfect for windy evenings,” Akakiba said as they settled down in a corner and signaled the serving girl to bring them a bottle and cups.


    Three middle-aged men with the calloused hands and tanned faces of outdoor workers were gathered in the opposite corner, but they were too absorbed in their drunken conversation to pay the newcomers any mind.


    “You’ve never encouraged me to drink sake before,” Yuki said after they had been drinking in companionable silence for a while. “You said it’s a dangerous habit for a demon hunter.”


    “It is. However, it’s acceptable on special occasions.”


    “Is this a special occasion?” If it were, it must be special in an unfortunate way. His teacher seemed grim; what bad news had he brought back?


    Akakiba wasn’t looking at him as he spoke. “You’re of age now. I taught you the art of the sword, but you might have other interests you wish to pursue. Sakura would be a perfect bride. I could arrange it if it suits you.”


    “You’re trying to match me?” He could hardly believe it. What had he done to deserve this? “What’s wrong? You’ve never spoken to me like this before.”


    “It didn’t occur to me that I should. I’m not always in touch with others’ needs or feelings, you could say.”


    “I noticed.” Yuki refilled his tiny cup, hoping to find in the liquid the strength to settle his nerves. “I know I made a mess of my first fight, but Hiroshi says I’m healing well. I can start training again. I can improve my skills.”


    “This isn’t about your wound. I’m not trying to say you’re not capable of doing the work. It has simply occurred to me that there’s more to life than fighting.”


    He stared, his disbelief so plain that Akakiba must have felt compelled to amend his words with, “Would you rather I say that there are other people who believe there’s more to life than wandering through the countryside looking for a fight? Perhaps you’d be happier doing something else.”


    He sought extra courage in another cup. His teacher couldn’t possibly be trying to get rid of him, could he? “May I ask a personal question?”


    “I keep telling you it’s fine to speak your mind to me. Please do so, for once.”


    “Why do you fight?” He hesitated, his eyes darting back and forth between Akakiba’s face and his sake. “Did something happen? You hardly ever speak of your clan or your family…”


    Booming laughter wasn’t the answer he’d expected.


    “You mean like a tragic love story or a loved one torn to pieces before my eyes? No, nothing of the sort,” Akakiba said, making a dismissive gesture with his free hand. His fit of laughter had cleared the grim look from his face, leaving him with a faint smile and relaxed body. “I like fighting; that’s the whole of it. I don’t understand why people would want to labor in fields or shops for their entire lives and die a quiet, pointless death. But I understand the struggle of life, the imperative to kill in order to survive.”


    “But don’t you fight to protect people so they can, as you say, die a quiet death?”


    “I don’t understand it, but I respect it. Everyone makes their own decisions in life. Some have fewer options than others, but there are always choices. I protect their right to choose a quiet life and a quiet death. I—” Akakiba interrupted himself and sighed into his empty cup. “Sake makes me talk like an old woman. That’s why I don’t like drinking.”


    The flask was nearly empty by then. They waved off the serving girl who offered to refill it. It was for the best considering how queasy his stomach felt.


    “You said I should be honest,” Yuki said at length. “Then let me say that I like what you’re teaching me, and I see no reason to end our partnership. Don’t ask me if I’m being consumed with revenge or any such nonsense, because I’m not.”


    “Why would I ask?”


    “I don’t know, but Fubuki did. She told me it was unhealthy to pursue revenge.”


    “That woman has strong opinions, doesn’t she?” The cheer drained from Akakiba’s face as he added, “If you’re coming with me, I better tell you what my parents want.”
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    The flask of sake was eventually empty, a single drop left at the bottom. They returned to the wind-swept streets, hunching against the cold. A light rain began to fall, pattering on roof tiles and soaking through their clothes within moments. Neither complained: they got routinely wet on the road and were used to it. For Yuki, the possibility of a flesh-eating demon roaming the countryside was far more chilling than the rain.


    They didn’t even have time to say, “We’re back,” before Sakura began scolding them.


    “Ahh, you two! You’re dripping wet! Don’t you dare come up and drip on my tatami!”


    They obediently remained in the tiny entrance, an area that was always lower than the rest of the house, while Sakura ducked into the storage closet and returned with worn yukata in hand. “Here, change into these. They’re old, but they’re dry.”


    Hiroshi was sitting by the cooking pit, sipping tea. His amused expression seemed to say, “See, she would make a good wife.” Yuki hoped that expression wasn’t aimed at him. He didn’t want a wife!


    That night, the patter of rain lulled him into a deep sleep so restful that he woke in better shape than he’d been for days. His wound was but an itch to ignore, and he felt like he could defeat a flesh-eating demon all on his own.


    They said their goodbyes as the sun was still laboriously dragging itself over the horizon like an old man with pain in his joints.


    “Please don’t wait three years to visit again, you two,” Sakura said, dark eyes still cloudy with sleep.


    “We’ll try,” Yuki promised.


    Akakiba eyed him. “We will? That’s good to know.” He sounded amused, so it wasn’t a rebuke. “Farewell, Sakura.”


    “Have a nice trip!”


    In a startling departure from their normal travel habits, Akakiba decided to rent horses from a stable at the edge of the city.


    Yuki eyed his mount dubiously. The only thing he knew about horses was what they looked like. “Are you sure about this? I’ve never had riding lessons.”


    The horse owner’s grin was almost insulting. “Don’t worry, kid. That one’s perfect for new riders. She won’t kick, won’t bite, won’t fight. Show her the road, and she’ll follow it. You’ll have to check her when she gets hungry though, or she’ll slow you down by taking unscheduled snacking breaks.”


    “Here,” Akakiba said, coming over from examining his mount’s hooves. “I’ll show you how to sit in the saddle. Don’t worry about the horse. She’ll follow mine.”


    They set out, Akakiba and Taro on one horse and him on another.


    Rain clouds accompanied them on their journey, turning the ground muddy and putting the straw raincoats to the test. They rode hunched over their mounts, constantly adjusting their hats to better fend off the rain.


    Following the road instead of keeping to little-known forest trails had the disadvantage of making them visible to ill-intentioned watchers. Even though they had left the greater part of the money in the city, they had enough with them to tempt any manner of bandit. Even disguised as a supply pack, with bits of clothing poking out of it, the box strapped to Akakiba’s mount seemed too obviously important to fool bandits.


    Yuki couldn’t convince his muscles to relax. Part of it was fear of attack and part of it was because he was on a horse, a large animal he didn’t know how to handle. So far so good: she followed the road without his input and showed no inclination to throw him off and trample him. That didn’t stop him from clinging to the animal in a way similar to how Taro was clinging to Akakiba’s back.


    They traveled from dawn to dusk, subsisting on rice cakes prepared by Sakura, before stopping at a roadside inn for a warm meal and a dry bed.


    Drawing near Akakiba, Yuki had to ask, “Can we afford it?”


    “Would you consider it sensible to sleep outside with this?” He was indicating the fake supply pack. “The wet isn’t good for children and wounded men either.”


    The inn, being close to a major city, provided food and amenities of higher quality than one would usually expect from a simple roadside inn. They were offered a meal with several courses, a spacious room, and access to the bath.


    It was a luxury to shed their damp clothes, don the provided yukata, and go to warm their saddle-sore bodies in the steaming waters. Yuki couldn’t believe how much his backside hurt after a day’s riding. He felt a perverse satisfaction when he saw that Akakiba also walked gingerly.


    The men’s side of the bath was empty but for an older man with scars old and new crisscrossing his body. They exchanged nods, samurai to samurai. Yuki chastised himself for feeling proud to have a recent wound to display, as if it proved his worth.


    The moment Taro glimpsed Akakiba’s back and the deep scars marring it, he gasped. “Demon scars!” he exclaimed and wouldn’t be still until he heard the story.


    Taro was given a sanitized version of the event, different from the gory warning tale Yuki had been told years earlier.


    “The first time I fought a demon,” Akakiba began, “I was overconfident and foolish. I didn’t realize I was being toyed with until it was too late, and the demon’s large claws were digging into my flesh. Desperation made me strong, and I succeeded in killing the creature despite my terrible wounds. I spent the rest of the night dragging myself to a nearby healing spring, where a good spirit took pity on me. She worked hard to save my shredded muscles but didn’t have the strength to restore my back entirely. The scars remind me every day that fools die young.”


    Taro opened his mouth, and Akakiba scowled. “The road will curve by the river tomorrow. Ask another question and I’ll throw you into it. I hear the dragon there loves children, because they’re soft and crunchy.”


    “I’m not soft,” Taro protested. He nonetheless fell quiet.


    The second day saw them riding under a timid sun that hid its face behind the clouds like a shy maiden hides behind her fan.


    Unable to contain his curiosity any longer, Yuki had to ask, “Why are we in a hurry? Is the flesh-eating demon that terrible?”


    “It’s not that. My sister is undergoing her coming-of-age ceremony in a few days. I hope to attend.”


    “Your sister’s ceremony?” he repeated. “I see…even the girls are sent to hunt demons.”


    Akakiba responded stiffly. “Our women are trained more extensively than in normal clans, it’s true, but we have no choice. The men are often away, and the women must be able to protect themselves and the children.”


    “I hadn’t given thought to how a clan like yours would operate. That sounds logical. Demons can’t be predicted.”


    “Humans neither,” Akakiba said dryly. “You’re invited to the ceremony, of course. I’ve no doubt Jien has told my parents about your existence. They’ll want to meet you.”


    They rode hard the rest of the way, stopping for nothing else than to relieve themselves in the woods, in an attempt to reach the village in time for the evening meal.


    Their thundering arrival on horseback drew instant attention. Villagers abandoned tools and tasks to cluster around them.


    “You’re back! How did it go?”


    “Why the horses? Is someone chasing you?”


    “Where’s the money? You brought money, right?”


    “Did you buy those horses with our money?”


    Yuki couldn’t tell who had made that last comment, but he was willing to bet it was one of Tatsu’s friends.


    They presented the money to general gasps. They’d had the gold pieces changed for silver ones before leaving so that the money would be easier to spend. It could be dangerous for an average person to be seen in possession of gold, but silver didn’t arouse the same interest. As a result, the box seemed to contain an outrageous amount of coins. For people unaccustomed to riches, it was outrageous. Yuki was still trying to comprehend why people were willing to spend this kind of coin on dragons.


    Taro became a secondary center of attention as it got around that he was now the proud owner of a pendant with a fingernail-size piece of purple eggshell set in a pieced seashell. “The medicine seller gave it to me,” he explained to everybody who would listen and even to those who wouldn’t. “He said it’s a souvenir because it’s a piece of one of the eggs I found. Look how pretty it is!”


    It was indeed a pretty trinket, both modest enough not to tempt a thief to violence and fancy enough to be the envy of the village. Hiroshi had chosen well.


    Having no choice but to allow the horses to eat and rest before another day of hard work, they tethered the animals where there was grass to graze and went to beg lodging at the healer’s hut. When they entered, they found Fubuki methodically grinding plants in a bowl. Yuki was surprised to see a baby dragon, its hide the color of night, curled on her lap. How had she gotten it away from Tatsu?


    “Funny thing, isn’t it?” Fubuki said, not quite looking at Akakiba. “You ask me for an old piece of clothing to make a nest for the egg, and four days later the dragon hatches and refuses to pay attention to its supposed master. I went to collect the eggshell pieces, and it wouldn’t get off me. Tatsu was so angry he struck me.”


    “Shall I remind him that harming the caretaker of a dragon is a crime?” Akakiba said mildly.


    “You meddler,” Fubuki said. “What am I to do with a dragon? I would have been happy with the eggshell alone. Do you know how much powder a whole egg can make? I nearly had to beat the women back; they couldn’t stop whining about jewelry. I won, because they know this powder might save their children’s lives one day.”


    The dragon slithered to the ground as Fubuki stood up and went to pour the newly crushed substance into a waiting container. She rubbed her hands together to clean them of clinging bits of greenery and walked out, ordering, “Watch the dragon. I need to find my father.”


    The dragon made its way to Yuki, smelling him curiously with its long tongue. It looked harmless, but he knew better. Very much like snakes, dragons could produce poison; however, they didn’t spread it by biting, but by spitting. That was how they chased demons, spitting special poison that could affect a spirit’s very substance.


    He cautiously presented his hand to the curious creature. “Hello, little one. How do you like it here?”


    “They don’t develop an understanding of speech until maturity,” Akakiba said. “I suppose body language is an answer in itself. This one is contented. He’d hiss and spit if he weren’t. He’s also feeling confident enough to investigate a stranger in the absence of his bonded human.”


    “I see.” He reached out, daring to caress the soft scales with the tip of his fingers. “We had a dog when I was a child. My father always said that if you paid attention, the dog would tell you how it was feeling. I expect it’s the same for most animals.”


    “Don’t mention dogs.”


    Fubuki and her father returned enriched. He beamed, displaying two lengths of cord on which were strung silver coins. Most coins had holes in the middle for this purpose. “This is our share,” he said. “We won’t starve next time there’s a drought. Perhaps I could buy something nice for my wife. She might like an offering of jewelry for her grave.”


    “Mother never liked jewelry,” Fubuki said impatiently. “She said it was nonsense to waste money on such things.”


    “She said that to look brave, because we couldn’t afford anything nice. She would have loved a pretty necklace.”


    Fubuki turned away from her father’s melancholic expression. “It’s time for your tea,” she said, setting to the task of preparing it.


    The dragon returned to Fubuki, climbing her brown kosode with its sharp claws to settle on her shoulder. “Don’t tear my clothes,” she scolded, lifting a hand to pet it. “Are you hungry?” From a jar she took what must have been a freshly killed mouse and offered it to the dragon, who nearly swallowed it whole. “Careful or you’ll choke, you idiot.” When she turned and saw them watching, her features settled into her usual scowl.


    “Ah, Yuki,” she suddenly added. “I almost forgot. There’s a girl named Akiko pining after you. She asked me to convey to you an invitation to visit the healing spring, to leave an offering and see if the White Lady will sing tonight. She’s waiting outside.”


    “I, uh…” He stopped there, unsure what to say. Were girls throwing themselves at him now? Was it the new swords? “I’m afraid I shouldn’t—”


    “You should go,” Akakiba said. “You may be lucky.”


    What did that mean? Shouldn’t his teacher have spoken against his going? Shouldn’t he have said that wandering in the forest at night was unnecessarily reckless, especially with a vulnerable, unarmed person in tow?


    Annoyed, Yuki took his sandals and stepped outside.


    A girl stood three steps away, watching the door. “Hi.”


    “Akiko, right? Fubuki said you wanted to visit the spring.”


    Her answering smile lit up her otherwise plain features and soothed his irritation away. Maybe it would be an interesting outing.


    “Let’s hurry, the sun is setting,” Akiko said, boldly taking his hand. The simple gesture was more than he’d ever had from a girl and was unnerving.


    They went quickly, using the last of the day’s light to make the climb to the pool. Yuki could barely keep up, his backside raw from the day’s ride, but he refused to lag behind.


    They arrived as the sun disappeared for good, leaving the sky to a large, round moon. Kneeling by the White Lady’s pool with offerings in their hands, they waited for the moon to reach its apex.


    “The White Lady likes the moon,” Akiko murmured. “She sings more often when it’s full.”


    Akiko knelt so close that Yuki could smell the flower she had placed over her left ear, so close that he was sure she could hear his heart beating madly in his chest. There was no doubt now that she had invited him with a goal in mind.


    He cursed himself for not asking advice of Akakiba, then decided it made no difference: his teacher was more chaste than any monk he’d ever met. One of these days he might find out why, but tonight he was otherwise preoccupied.


    When the moon appeared in the pool, like a lady studying herself in a mirror, Akiko presented their offering of uncooked rice and cold sake. The grains of rice hit the surface with faint ripples and vanished before they had time to sink.


    “She’s here,” Akiko whispered, her voice vibrating with what could have been excitement or anxiety. Her kosode had slipped, showing a creamy shoulder, and Yuki wasn’t fool enough to think it an accident. This girl had definitely asked advice of someone.


    With sudden worry, he wondered if this was an elaborate ploy to force him into marriage. First entice him, then shame him into a match. He could imagine Akiko in tears at Akakiba’s feet, demanding he do something to restore her honor…


    Perhaps he had better let her know he was definitively not part of the Fox clan and certainly poorer than she might hope. Wait, wait. Akakiba couldn’t possibly have set him up, could he? First Sakura, now Akiko?


    Lost in his private worries, Yuki first became aware of the danger when the pool’s waters began to churn.


    Akiko recoiled, lifting her hands to her mouth. “What’s happening? Is she angry at us?”


    “We’ve done nothing she might object to. If not at us, then—?” A hard object collided with the back of his head.


    He came to moments later, his head ringing and his vision swimming. He could hear Akiko shrieking and struggling as if against a foe, but the noises were muted, distant. It was, he suddenly realized, because his head was underwater. His upper body had slumped forward into the water after the blow. Yet he could breathe.


    He threw himself back, gasping needlessly, and fumbled for his katana. There was a single enemy, a disheveled man of middle stature and shadowed features. The man had thrown Akiko over his shoulder and was trying to make away with her. He was thwarted in part by the shrieking and kicking girl and in part by the red fox biting and snapping at his legs.


    As Yuki watched, bemused by the spectacle, the man successfully took his sword out of its scabbard and began trying to impale the fox. It might have gone better for the man if he hadn’t been off-balance because of his kicking, hair-pulling burden.


    “Bite him, bite him!” Akiko called frantically.


    There was a splash in the pool. He looked even though he knew he would find no fish or rock that might have made the sound. He could recognize spirit activity when he heard it.


    “Yes, yes,” he said to the pool. “I’m going to help!”


    The fight, already unfair, became decidedly one-sided when he joined, his brand new sword at the ready. “Surrender,” he said as he parried the man’s clumsy attacks.


    The man’s right leg was bleeding badly, mangled by the determined fox, yet he made no sound other than grunts of pain. He merely continued to struggle with decreasing skill.


    “What’s wrong with you? Stop before you die!”


    The scent of abundant blood was nauseating, and he thought it wiser not to look at the mess that had once been a whole leg. Throwing up in the middle of a fight wouldn’t be very manly. The fox had started on the other leg with equal ferocity, but Akiko was breathing heavily and kicking less heartily.


    The man’s wounded legs buckled, no longer able to support him. Yuki caught Akiko’s hand to pull her up and away from the would-be abductor. With a last snarl, the fox bounded into the forest.


    Akiko leaned against him, her clothes disarrayed and her thoughts obviously far from seduction. “What’s wrong with him?” she said shakily. “He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t scream. Look at his legs…”


    “Don’t look.” He turned her toward the pool and sought to distract her—and himself, too—while the silent man bled to death. “The White Lady helped. She tried to warn us.” He ran a hand against the back of his head. By all rights he should have been bleeding and hurting yet his fingers found not a scratch on his scalp, and his mind felt as clear as ever.


    “She must have sent the fox, too.” Akiko bowed deep. “Thank you for your help, White Lady. I shall bring a better offering next time.”


    “We should go back to the village.”


    They turned and jumped, for Akakiba had appeared out of nowhere; he was standing over the dead man’s body, studying it by moonlight. “Akiko,” he said, “do you know this man?”


    Edging forward, Akiko took a long look at the dead body. “I think so, yes. He came by the village this morning, claiming to be a samurai looking for a wife. Fubuki’s dragon had to hiss at him to make him leave. How did you guess?”


    “Fubuki told me after you left. It worried me so I came to ensure your safety.” Akakiba glanced around as he spoke, a frown on his features. “Come along now.”


    As the two of them descended the path behind Akiko, Yuki whispered to his teacher, “Why are you tense? Is there a second man to worry about?” He kept his hand on his sword as a precaution.


    “Just the one. But I don’t like this. The man back there was possessed.”


    It took him a moment to grasp the implications. His whispering became almost inaudible as he tried to ensure Akiko wouldn’t hear. “Ah, I see. Your clan wants you to seek the source of multiple disappearances, and here we catch a possessed man trying to abduct a young lady. You think he was the culprit in the other cases?”


    “If he was, I can’t make sense of it. Why would a demon that already has a body seek to kidnap people? If it were eating their flesh while in a human body, remains would have been found.”


    Yuki considered the mystery at length, all the while paying close attention to the path they were traveling. He had to do so more with his feet than his eyes, for there was hardly any light under the trees. It would have been less than dignified to trip and break his nose on a rock.


    “Demon possession damages the body,” he said slowly. “Perhaps this demon is body switching, going from one to another when they begin to deteriorate.”


    “Perhaps.” Akakiba didn’t sound convinced.


    For good or bad, his evening with Akiko was ruined. He was wet and shivering, hair plastered to his head and kosode clinging to his flesh.


    “I’m sorry it turned out like this,” he said to her.


    “Thank you for saving me,” she said, planting a soft kiss on his cheek. “I need to go home. Good night.”


    Yuki was content to crawl into the pile of hay that had served as his sickbed while he was healing. The hay had been changed since, and the pleasant smell of it filled the hut. He was so tired that the nature of his bed mattered not. He could have slept well on bare dirt.


    “You can take my futon,” Fubuki said. Since her scowl was more or less permanent, it was difficult to tell whether it was an honest offer or one made out of a sense of obligation.


    “I’m too damp. At least the hay can be thrown out when it goes moldy.”


    Fubuki didn’t argue, merely moving to put out the cooking fire, which served double duty as a light source after nightfall.


    Akakiba took position near the entrance with his back against the wall, his right knee up, and his sword resting against his shoulder. It was the way he always slept when they were outside, sitting back to a tree and keeping watch over the camp. It was usually a reassuring sight, but why would Akakiba feel the need to keep watch when they were inside a building? Was it possible they’d get attacked here? His hand wandered over to check that his weapons were close enough to be snatched up in a hurry. Still, he went to sleep feeling confident that nothing could get past his teacher.
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    They slept late and only left the hut after the villagers had gone to work the rice fields. It was the best way to avoid being pressed for details about the previous night’s incident. Akiko must have told the story a hundred times already.


    Akakiba boosted him up on the mare before mounting the gelding. “We’ll ride as long as we can,” he said. “We’ve got time yet, but I’d rather be back early than late.”


    Yuki fully expected to find his behind reduced to puree within the day. From the way Akakiba cringed when he dismounted to relieve himself, one could assume he felt the same way. They must not have been sitting correctly. If riding were always this painful, surely it wouldn’t be so popular.


    This situation was a strange way to find out that Akakiba cared so much for his sister that he would endure several days of discomfort to please her. If he cared for her, why didn’t he ever talk about her?


    He had a feeling there were many things his teacher kept from him.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Mamoru


    TECHNICALLY, SPYING ON THE UPPER RANKS was forbidden and could be cause for elimination. However, it couldn’t really be spying when the leader’s right hand was speaking so loudly that they could hear every word from the next room over.


    Mamoru sat like a statue in the study. His fellow shinobi in training had gone motionless too, showing no signs of life other than faint, regular breathing.


    “To think of all the gold we were promised! You couldn’t even kill a single man! What do you mean he wasn’t there? Did you or didn’t you identify his voice before signaling the assassination team to rush in?”


    There was a pause as the shinobi team under fire offered an answer too low to be overheard.


    “You empty-headed fools! You were tricked! I warned you about the foxes, didn’t I? It only took one to see you and alert the guards! It’s a wonder you got away.”


    Mamoru exchanged glances with his comrades. Was the clan leadership mad to believe that members of the famous demon-hunting clan could speak to the animals they were named for? Or were the members of the assassination team to blame for not believing it and acting accordingly?


    How amazing it would have been if the team had succeeded in murdering the Fox clan’s leader! It would have been an infamous feat. It could have earned them a reputation and a name—Fox Slayers, perhaps? Being a tiny, nameless shinobi clan had its advantages when it came to avoiding notice and keeping customers’ business secret, but it didn’t do much for their coffers.


    None of the trainees spoke until the commotion died down, until there were no voices, footsteps, or creaking floorboards to be heard.


    “What a silly idea. Nobody can talk to animals,” Usagi said, pulling on her elaborate hairdo. “Ah, it won’t stop sagging. I wish I could let my hair down. I’m every bit as beautiful with my hair down, aren’t I?”


    Insofar as beauty went, Usagi was ready to seduce secrets out of anyone: her hair was smooth and shiny; her skin appeared soft as silk; her breasts, half-uncovered by the practiced and indecent way she wore her furisode off her shoulders, commanded attention. Who would have suspected she had knives and long needles hidden on her person? Mamoru only knew about them because he’d seen her pull them out during training exercises. Even the lacquered sticks holding up her hair were potential weapons.


    The problem, as he saw it, was that her weapon of choice was her tongue. Who would be foolish enough to trust a woman who displayed so little graciousness and kindness?


    He wasn’t stupid enough to say that out loud.


    “You look perfect regardless of what you do with your hair.” Suspecting that she’d fish for further compliments if he let her, he changed the subject back to what interested him. “About the foxes…”


    Usagi rolled her eyes. “What is there to talk about? Animals don’t have speech. End of discussion.”


    “Some dragons can speak.” Or so people said. The only dragons he’d ever seen were the small ones, which understood human speech but lacked the vocal cords to speak it. “Maybe other animals can too, in other ways.”


    “We’d know about it, if it were true.”


    “Not us. We’re not important. If the leaders say it is so, they must have information that proves it.”


    The third trainee stirred. Nagato was as plain and unremarkable in appearance as Usagi was beautiful, which made him well-suited to covert work. “I’m sure they talk to the foxes, but I’m not sure the foxes talk back,” he said. “They believe they’re descended from a fox woman, don’t they? Perhaps their foxes can become human like the legend says.”


    “That’s peasant nonsense,” Usagi scoffed. “That legend, if there’s any truth to it, must come from a spirit’s tricks. Spirits love to adopt the likeness of animals and people. It’s well-known. There must have been a spirit that used both a fox form and a woman form, and the story got twisted into saying it was a real fox turning into a real woman.”


    “You forget that spirits were stronger in the past,” Nagato said. “There are historical records that speak of giant demons rampaging through the country. That’s fact, not legend. Foxes would have been stronger back then too, wouldn’t they? Maybe it’s even true that they used to grow extra tails when they got older and stronger.”


    “That could be true…if foxes were spirits instead of real creatures! Really, Nagato. Think before you speak.”


    Mamoru sneaked out of the room, leaving them to the argument. If only he could ask one of the trainers whether he would soon be sent on a real mission. But if he did, he’d likely get a disappointed look and an answer along the lines of “If you have to ask, you are not ready.”


    He knew he was ready! He could be a gawking peasant, a proud nobleman, an assiduous son, a serious apprentice, an eager food seller. All of these roles he had learned to play in preparation for the day he would finally be asked to infiltrate an enemy stronghold to spy or to perform acts of sabotage.


    He absently checked his sleeves, satisfied to find his knives hadn’t slipped from concealment. They weren’t poisoned at the moment, but during a real mission, they would be.


    As Mamoru moved toward his bedroom, which he shared with Nagato, he saw a motionless figure in the middle of the hallway. Just standing, alone. Oh no. Not the leader.


    He made himself quieter, tip-toeing past, but he did not go unnoticed. Intense, dark eyes in a wizened face tracked him.


    Mamoru bowed deep and scuffled backward until he reached a bend in the hallway. Once he was safely around the corner, he allowed himself to shudder. The clan leader had grown strange lately, so strange it made him want to peer back and find out whether the leader had feet. Everybody knew ghosts had none.


    But if he looked, he might find that the intense, dark eyes were still staring his way. That would be worse than meeting a ghost.


    Somebody younger—and saner—was bound to replace the leader soon. But not yet, because it was the leader who had come into contact with their new client, the one who had a grudge against the Fox clan and wanted their clan head dead. Nobody else knew who the mysterious client was, but they had been promised that gold would rain on them if they succeeded.


    Mamoru hoped they would be asked to try again. Perhaps, this time, he would be sent along. He assuredly wouldn’t fail. After all, how strong could these pretend foxes be?

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Akakiba


    THIS TIME, AKAKIBA WAS EXPECTING Sanae’s ambush. He caught and lifted her off the ground, swinging her in a circle as if she were a child.


    She shrieked until he put her down. “I knew you’d make it!”


    “Shouldn’t you be meditating? The ceremony is a serious matter.” He hoped she wouldn’t point out that his own behavior undermined his argument. He hadn’t meant to do something so silly, but it felt natural to copy her mood.


    “That’s what everybody keeps saying.” Sanae straightened her clothing and bound hair, both of which had been disturbed by the short flight. “Do I look proper?”


    “You’ll do.”


    For the ceremonial sword fight preceding the coming-of-age ceremony, youths wore red kosode with red hakama. The color was meant to remind the wearer of blood and that their duty was to spill theirs in battle.


    He thought it melodramatic and misleading. The correct way to carry out a demon hunter’s duty was to live and fight for as long as possible. The less spilling of blood, the better.


    Sanae peered past him. “Oh, you brought your friend!” she said, clapping her hands. “You’re Yuki, right? Jien told me about you. You must come to my ceremony!”


    Yuki blinked, eyeing Sanae oddly. It was probably because of her hair. Normal human hair was dark, not red, and especially not fire-bright red.


    “I would be honored to come,” Yuki said, “if it’s allowed.”


    “If I invite you, it is.” Sanae clapped her hands again, fairly bouncing on her feet. “Oh, I should be getting ready. Hurry and go sit with everybody. Mother and Father are already there. They think I’m meditating.” She fled as quickly as she’d appeared, socked feet making no noise on the floor.


    They were in the entrance of the dojo, a building that comprised various weapon showrooms, two separate training rooms, and two tiny rooms reserved for pre-combat meditation. To find out which training room was in use, they needed only follow the buzz of conversation.


    Their arrival drew startled looks as Akakiba had known it would: Yuki was the sole person present who was neither a clan member nor one of their sohei allies. Of the latter he saw two, Jien and an older monk who was unknown to him.


    He would have preferred to sit anywhere else than beside his parents, but tradition dictated that close family members and special guests sit in the front row. Sanae would expect to see them there.


    Aside from family and guests, the front row was composed of those clan members who could no longer shift out of fox form. There was over a dozen of them, more than there had been three years prior. He dared not wonder how many of the clan members in human form were also unable to shift, never again to return to their natural shape.


    He went to kneel at his mother’s side, placing Yuki beside him.


    “You brought a guest,” his mother said, her voice betraying curiosity and shock.


    “This is Yuki, my apprentice. Jien didn’t mention him?”


    “Your apprentice!” Something suspiciously like hope colored her words. “Jien mentioned no such thing.”


    It was Akakiba’s turn to be shocked. “He didn’t?” Jien, the man who didn’t know what discretion was, hadn’t shared this bit of gossip with all willing ears? The monk had, after all, told Sanae.


    Akahana’s usual frosty expression was gone, like snow melted away by the sun. “Jien must have wanted it to be a surprise.” Clapping her hands in a manner disturbingly similar to Sanae’s, she moved to peer at Yuki and sketch a bow in his direction. “Forgive this informal introduction. I am Akahana of the Fox clan, mother to Akakiba. Pleased to meet you.”


    Yuki returned the quick bow. “I am Yuki. Pleased to meet you.”


    “Tell me, have you been with my son for long?”


    “Nearly three years now.”


    “Is that so? How interesting!” She shot an accusing look at Akakiba. “His father and I were worried about his solitary habits. I’m glad to see he has found companionship. Has he taught you the blade, then?”


    “Yes. I hope to be of help to him in his work.” Yuki’s eyes flicked around. “Ah, is your husband not here today?”


    Akahana shared a quick look with her fox-shaped husband, who was sitting on her other side. Akakiba cringed, expecting disaster, but she only said, “Yes, my husband is here, somewhere.”


    “I see,” Yuki said slowly, blinking. “Ah, you have so many foxes here. I’m surprised.”


    “Are you?” Akahana smiled. “Well, we are the Fox clan.”


    The conversation, along with every other conversation in the room, ended the moment the gong rang. It was beginning.


    The blade master appeared first, dressed in white. Opposite him, Sanae appeared in her red attire. She now had a sword at her side. Meeting in the middle of the room, they bowed to each other without a word. Drawing their swords, they fell into defensive stances: feet apart for balance, knees slightly bent, sword held forward.


    It was Sanae’s role to take the offensive. She threw herself at the blade master with a sudden cry, and the sound of metal on metal echoed in the large room.


    Akahana was fidgeting like a young girl. Finally, she whispered, “Is he your lover?”


    Akakiba was only surprised that she’d waited this long to ask. “No.”


    “No? But surely, in three years—”


    “Mother, please, not now.” Or ever. There was no good time for his mother to inquire about his sex life, or lack thereof.


    There was a collective gasp. His gaze sought the red of his sister’s clothes. He was startled to find her holding her blade to the blade master’s throat as he lay sprawled on the floor.


    Urgent murmurs rose.


    “What happened? How did she do that so fast?”


    “Didn’t you see? She tripped him!”


    “Is that a lawful move?”


    The blade master rose from the floor and put his sword away. The dojo grew quiet. The blade master decided what was allowed or not. He had the right to demand a rematch.


    “There are no rules in a fight to the death,” the blade master said, voice clear and carrying, “only defeat and victory.” He bowed to Sanae, deeply. “Victory is yours, young one.”


    What followed was painful. They had to stand with Sanae and wait while everybody crowded round to congratulate her. The foxes clustered close too, which drew a curious look from Yuki, but no one volunteered an explanation, and he didn’t ask. His iron politeness could be useful at times. Akakiba didn’t like lying to him, but the truth would be too difficult to swallow.


    Jien eventually waved off the crowd. “Shoo! Sanae needs peace and quiet before we leave for the big test!”


    “The demon fight?” Yuki inquired.


    Jien looked at Yuki, then at Akakiba. “Ah, he knows about that?” He confirmed, “Yes, the demon fight. We set out today.”


    “I see.” Yuki looked doubtful.


    Akakiba understood, because he too found it hard to envision sweet, adorable Sanae going on a demon hunt. He slid a glance at his sister. “Are you satisfied with your second?”


    “Absolutely. I told Mother I didn’t want you to do it. You’d fret. Jien is fine.”


    “Sanae needs to rest,” Jien said firmly, herding her away before Akakiba could frame a reply to the insult. “Tonight, she hunts. Go eat, both of you. I understand that they’ve laid a feast in celebration.”


    The feast had been conceived to please foxes and humans alike: miso soup with pieces of the rare shiitake mushroom, bowls of rice flavored with vegetables, fish raw or grilled, meat in strips or on sticks, sweet buns in prodigious quantity.


    Those who could use chopsticks did, and those who couldn’t use them put their muzzles in their bowls. Akakiba treated his dishes like he would his worst enemies, leaving none alive.


    “What happens now?” Yuki inquired between two bites. “Do they leave right away?”


    “There’s a short meditation period first. It’s meant to give youths time to reflect on whether they’re truly ready to face the challenge. In theory, they can still back out and ask for an extra year’s training time. Nobody ever does that, however.”


    “I’ll have a last sweet bun,” Yuki said.


    “That’s the fourth time you’ve said that,” Akakiba said, but Yuki had already gone.


    When Sanae reappeared, she looked different. With her hair bound and hidden under a wide straw hat, a flat chest, and men’s clothing, none would suspect her true gender.


    “I go forth today to slay a demon,” she announced to the gathering. “I shall not return until I have succeeded. May Inari watch over me.” Having spoken the traditional words, she spun on her heels and left in Jien’s company.


    If things went according to plan, the pair would be back late the next day. If they could not locate the demon meant to be the target, it could take longer. Demons were given to territoriality, often stalking a specific area until forced out, but they possessed enough intelligence to leave if they felt threatened.


    Akakiba reached for the sake. “I suppose we had better tell my mother about the possessed man…”
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    If there was one thing he admired about his mother, it was her ability to keep her expression under control in delicate situations. As Yuki related the “incredible” intervention of a red fox at the White Lady’s pool, no sign of amusement crossed her face.


    He knew quite well that on the inside, she was laughing.
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    Within the guest room assigned to them, they found futon, yukata, and a pot of freshly brewed tea. A lamp sat on the table, providing soft light, and the garden door was open, giving onto a pool in which koi swam sedately. The carps’ colors were varied: yellow all over, white with black spots, orange and black, red and white, or even red and white and black together.


    Somewhere in the garden, someone was playing the lute, the melancholic sound rising above the usual noises of nocturnal bugs and small creatures.


    As they both lay in the comfortably dark room, Yuki’s voice pieced the silence. “You’re tossing and turning. That never happens. What’s bothering you?”


    “My sister.”


    “You told me she’d be fine.”


    “I’m not always right.”


    “I know,” Yuki said, sounding amused. “But I believe you are this time. Busy your mind with a different subject.”


    “Such as?”


    Silence. Then, “Your mother thinks we’re lovers, doesn’t she?”


    Akakiba didn’t bother replying. Nothing he could say would make the situation any less awkward.


    “You never seek womanly company…”


    “Or any other kind,” he snapped. He shouldn’t have to point out the obvious! “I have no interest in strangers. You know that.”


    “Ah. I understand now.” Yuki fell quiet.


    What did that mean? Sometimes he couldn’t understand his human at all.


    The distraction did its job well, for he did not remain awake much longer.


    He dreamed of blood and his sister screaming.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Akakiba


    AKAKIBA POKED HIS HEAD out of the room early in the morning, looking right and left. Pond, fish, trees, birds…there was no one in the garden. No motherly ambush. Good.


    “I’m going to the dojo to train. Are you feeling up to it?” He phrased it to sting Yuki’s pride, because he didn’t want him to stay behind. What if his mother came by and found him alone here? She might decide it was a perfect opportunity to spill their secrets and bully Yuki into agreeing to marry into the Fox clan.


    “Exercise would be welcome, but I’d like breakfast first.”


    “Very well.”


    They stopped for miso soup and plain rice before heading for the dojo. They would have peace there, because it was considered dreadfully rude to interrupt practice for anything less than an emergency.


    They began by practicing moves alone to stretch their muscles. Yuki proceeded slowly, his free hand constantly touching his side.


    “It feels a bit stiff,” he reported, “but there’s no pain. Sakura said there was dragon eggshell in the salve she gave me. It must have sped the healing.”


    Their blades slashed the air again and again, metal flashing in the sunlight flowing through the open garden doors. The blades often returned to their scabbards to be drawn again in swift motions. Demons and bandits had no interest in honor and would attack without warning if the opportunity arose. A sensible man had to practice drawing his sword in a manner that allowed him to defend himself in a split second.


    Occasionally, he practiced moves with his wakizashi—the second, shorter sword—in his left hand, pretending to block a second strike from his invisible opponent. Samurai usually fought with a single sword, but demons fought with all their appendages.


    After a time, they turned to each other. They were alone in the training room, the birds in the garden their sole audience.


    Two yipping fox kits suddenly ran past the open door, one chasing the other. Hmm, whose kids were those?


    He almost failed to notice the sword slashing up at him. It was pure reflex that allowed him to angle his own sword to block it. He frowned at the impudent attacker.


    Yuki grinned. “What is it you like to say? Distraction in a fight is an unforgivable mistake?”


    “It’s true. Distraction is almost as bad as overconfidence.”


    He let his mind go blank, allowing his partner’s blade to become the center of his world. He moved around it and against it, dimly aware of Yuki’s body language, which he instinctively used to predict the next attack to counter. The shifting of weight from one foot to the other, the move of a shoulder backward or forward, the flickering of the eyes in one direction or another—everything was a clue, a sign to read.


    Practicing with a human while using lethal blades required all his skill: to fight well and smoothly, yes, but also to fight safely. Yuki’s body language told him when to block, when to push against a good defense, when to hold back against a clumsy parry. It wouldn’t do to wound his apprentice.


    “Break,” Yuki said, disengaging with a backward leap. He went down on one knee, breathing in gasps and massaging his side. “I wish I could understand how you do it, fighting on automatic like that. Your eyes grow so intent.”


    Akakiba studied his sword, embarrassed he’d let himself get carried away. It wasn’t right to push a recovering man. “I’ve been sword fighting for longer than you have. Keep working on it.”


    A raspy voice rose from the doorway. “Why encourage him? He has no more skill than a radish. It’s like you to keep bad company.”


    He didn’t turn, knowing what he would see: a tiny, gnarled man who hardly seemed related to the living. In the past, he’d held his tongue against such insults lest the old man decide to use his right to delay his coming-of-age ceremony. But now, what reason did he have to hold his tongue? None.


    “Yuki, this man is named Sora. He used to be our greatest samurai and our blade master. Now he’s a bitter man who likes to insult those he sees as having replaced him. That is to say he dislikes everybody with a sword and the will to use it. I advise you to pretend he’s no more than a ghost. Come, we deserve a soak in the baths.”


    They retrieved their sandals and left, ignoring Sora’s indignant squawks and shrill insults about their parents’ child rearing skills. Coming from that ill-mannered man, such insults were laughable.


    It was no secret that the people most sorely in need of a bath were those fresh out of practice. The dojo had therefore been built close to the bathhouse and was linked to it by a walkway with a roof but no walls. Such walkways connected various buildings together, making it easier to move from one to another. It was quite useful during the rainy season.


    They removed their sandals again at the bathhouse’s entrance and placed them on the footwear rack. Before them were two doors, one featuring the kanji for “woman” and the other the kanji for “man.”


    They passed through the second one and came to a changing room where wicker baskets were lined against the walls, awaiting their clothes and belongings.


    In the room beyond was found not a bath, but a hot spring limited on all sides by large rocks. The floor around it was stone. The hot spring had been there long before the clan house, and the bathhouse had been built over it. The thick mist in the room warned the unwary bather to proceed carefully.


    Coarse soap and buckets full of cold water were available to scrub body and hair clean from sweat, dirt, and other particles that shouldn’t be brought into the crystal-clear spring water.


    Once clean, Yuki dipped a foot in. “Hot!” He gingerly went about easing himself in. “This must be wonderful during winter.”


    Akakiba braced himself and sank in all at once, the water reaching up to his collarbone. “It is. The elders especially appreciate it. Pregnant women too. I’m told my mother took baths nearly every day toward the end, when she was bearing me. She called me her little fish when I was young.” Yuki was looking at him strangely. “What is it?”


    “Nothing.” Yuki averted his eyes. Was that a blush on his face or simply the effect of heat?


    “Stop thinking about what my mother said.” He hadn’t meant it to, but it came out sounding accusing.


    “I wasn’t! I was just counting your scars. I know what you said about them being signs of failure, but they look impressive.”


    There was nothing embarrassing about that comment itself, but the idea of Yuki studying the many scars, big and small, that adorned his body made Akakiba want to avert his eyes too. “You’ll have a scar of your own soon.”


    “Maybe.” Yuki’s right hand went down to the injury, tracing it. It started low on his side, running down toward the inside of his thigh.


    Akakiba looked for any sign the wound hadn’t healed as well as Yuki had led him to believe, but saw nothing worrying. The skin that had torn during the fight at Sakura’s house had healed over again.


    “You don’t have to stare,” Yuki said, sounding embarrassed.


    “I wasn’t staring.” The water was extremely hot, but his face was suddenly hotter.


    He looked away, closed his eyes, and pretended he was relaxing. This awkwardness was ridiculous and entirely his mother’s fault for speaking thoughtlessly.


    The silence wasn’t as comfortable as he’d hoped.


    Yuki broke it first, saying, “I was thinking that you’re unusually cheerful and talkative lately. Seeing your family is doing you good.”


    “Good? I flee my mother, and I insult elders.”


    “Your sister is fond of you. Surely you get along with some of the others as well.”


    He grunted evasively. He’d spent most of his childhood trying to avoid his clan, running away to play with Sakura or stalking the woods for small prey. If there was any clan member other than Sanae who liked him, rather than merely tolerated him, he couldn’t name them.


    Yuki closed his eyes and sank deeper, barely keeping his chin above water. “This wasn’t how I imagined I would learn about your clan, but I’m glad for the opportunity. It’s nice here.”


    Translation: why ever did you leave?


    The good thing about indirect questions was that he didn’t feel obligated to answer them. At least now they were having a normal, non-awkward conversation. “The bathhouse is wonderful.”


    Finally he was able to truly relax and let the hot spring do its work.


    The heat was unrelenting, stripping bathers of pain as well as strength, leaving them boneless and light-headed. Before long they were both nodding off and in danger of drowning. Lifting themselves out with an effort, they returned to the changing room to use some of the many towels and yukata stored there. Belongings in hand, they headed back to their room.


    They passed a fox. Recognizing her as one of his cousins, Akakiba gave her a nod—the fox version of a quick bow—and received one back.


    Yuki stopped and turned, watching the fox continue on its way. “I could have sworn I saw it nod to you.”


    “Of course you did.”


    Yuki gave him a suspicious look. “Don’t laugh at me.”


    They left their clothing at the room’s door, to be taken away and cleaned, before going in search of food to appease their growling stomachs. Families had their own cooking area, but clan members usually ate in a common area set next to a large and separate kitchen with several fire pits. The clan’s human women typically worked there, and children—boys and girls alike—were often sent to help so that they may, at the very least, learn to cook rice. Hunters on the road couldn’t always find someone to cook for them.


    They each received a tray from the woman on duty and settled down on comfortable cushions to eat.


    Yuki eyed his tray on which sat a bowl of miso soup, a bowl of seasoned rice, a grilled fish, and a heap of half-cooked meat slices. “What’s the meat?” he asked, sounding as close to revolted as a polite man could.


    “Rabbit. It’s delicious. Here.” He swapped his fish for Yuki’s meat, more than happy to shove bleeding food in his mouth.


    When asked, the guards at the front gate reported they hadn’t seen Jien and Sanae yet. Akakiba settled to wait on a large, flat rock. He would have told Yuki to go and do something else, but he wasn’t sure what he could suggest. Besides, he didn’t want a clueless human wandering alone in the clan house; it could lead to trouble.


    “Isn’t that your mother near the shrine?” Yuki asked.


    The shrine in question was tiny and nestled against the wall. It comprised a source of water for the purification of hands and mouth, a red gate marking its entrance, and a building no larger than a man’s spread arms that hosted the altar. The addition of two fox statues marked this shrine as one dedicated to Inari, the fox god.


    Even from afar, Akakiba could see that offerings had been added recently, likely by the woman who knelt nearby with her hands folded in her lap. She was aiming her gaze at the front gate. It was indeed Akahana.


    The three of them watched the road and the forest that framed it. It was not heavily traveled since it led nowhere but to their clan house.


    The sun was well into its downward curve when a figure appeared in the distance. At first, he did not pay attention. He was looking for two figures, not a single one. Then pessimism gripped him, and he looked again. One figure? Was that a simple staff it held or was it a spear?


    Soon he could tell it was a person carrying another on its back and that it was indeed a spear the figure held, leaning on it as it limped.


    He left the rock to go stand in the doorway, near where the guards were staring and murmuring. By custom, they were bound to wait until the returning youth crossed the line into the clan house.


    Finally, Jien was there, crossing the threshold. He was bent low by Sanae’s limp weight. They crowded around to offer help.


    Akahana laid a hand on her daughter. “Sanae? Where are you hurt?”


    Sanae opened her eyes and lifted her head from Jien’s shoulder, squinting at them. She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Oh, we’re back. Good. I twisted my ankle.”


    “I’m dying,” Jien moaned. “She’s so heavy!”


    The sound of flesh brutally hitting flesh resounded. Akakiba stared at his mother. Had she just smacked Jien? She had.


    “You carried her all the way back because she twisted her ankle? Fool!”


    “But it hurts! Look at it!” Hobbling on one foot, Sanae showed them the other. The ankle was twice the size it should have been.


    “I think it might be broken,” Jien added, looking sulky with his red cheek. “I didn’t want her to make it worse by walking on it.”


    “Help me, Yuki,” Akakiba said, moving to support his sister on one side. Yuki took the other, and together they lifted her off the ground to bring her inside.


    “Aki,” his mother said. “She can walk!”


    “If the ankle is broken, we can’t risk it healing wrong.” It would have been needlessly cruel to add “like yours did,” so he refrained. “You know how Sanae is. She’d worsen it.”


    Sanae slapped his arm. “Hey! I’m brave and great, that’s how I am! I took not a scratch you hear? I slew it without it even touching me!”


    “She tripped on a rock afterwards, when she was dancing in triumph,” Jien explained.


    “Jien! You didn’t have to tell them that!”


    “Sanae, the great demon slayer,” Akakiba said dryly, “wounded by a rock.”


    “Oh, I remember in what state you came back, Brother. You were a complete, ugly mess. My young and innocent self was traumatized for hours! I, on the other hand, return blood-less. Take that.”


    Their bickering was interrupted by the arrival of the clan healer, a man of middle age hobbling on a fake leg that was little more than a wooden stick attached to a metal contraption that covered the stump. Wounded young, Maru had been forced to change his career quickly. He liked to say healing was better suited to his nature, but Akakiba suspected the loss of his leg had been a devastating blow. Most seemed to share his sentiment, and Maru was treated with careful respect. It was uncommon for a hunter to lose an entire limb and survive: blood loss was a terrible enemy and a lone hunter had limited resources. There was the healing sleep, but it had its dangers.


    Akakiba left Sanae to Maru’s care without worry. People suffering severe pain rarely found it in them to jest as easily as she was.


    “Your sister really looks like a man, dressed like that,” Yuki whispered. He was studying her, brows low. “You have good tricks…”


    “You could say that.”


    Oh, wonderful. Yuki was starting to notice things were not as they seemed. There was much about his clan that he didn’t wish to disclose or discuss, and the best way to keep the secrets secret was to leave the area altogether.


    He walked away and spoke over his shoulder, “Our clothes should be returned shortly. I mean to leave before dawn.”


    “So soon? I’ve yet to meet your father.”


    “I’ve seen enough of my parents for one visit.”


    That, at least, was pure truth.
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    “Wake up, wake up, wake up.”


    Each softly spoken word was punctuated with a poke from something hard. He opened his eyes and saw it was the butt of Jien’s spear.


    Akakiba grabbed the offending weapon. “Stop that. I’m awake.”


    “Clan business. Come.”


    They left Yuki asleep: he wouldn’t be welcome if it was indeed clan business. Akakiba took the time to dress properly, tying his hair and settling his two swords in place.


    “One of ours arrived just earlier,” Jien explained quietly as they walked. “He was trying to recover a kidnapped young woman and his search led him to a camp of armed men near the coast. He thought the matter too urgent to wait until he reached the temple so he came here to report.”


    “Whose army is it?”


    “He couldn’t identify them. No flag, no clan emblem.”


    An armed force moving through their home province? So soon after an assassination attempt too. “Could the Fox clan be their target?”


    “Maybe, maybe not. That’s probably what they’re talking about right now.”


    They reached the meeting room. The door was closed, which meant the clan head wasn’t ready to address them yet. He must have been talking with the news bearer. Men, women, and foxes stood by, waiting for news. Half had the sleepy look of people hastily roused, wearing a casual yukata rather than proper kosode and hakama.


    His parents were there, naturally: his father was a close adviser of the clan head. He went to them, speaking low. “Is there news?”


    Akahana had bags under her eyes, but her clothing was immaculate as always. “No more than Jien could tell you.”


    “Father, do you think this might be related to the assassination attempt?”


    Kiba flicked his tail. “I cannot say. We know too little.”


    They remained in ignorance until the door slid open. Takashi, the clan head, surveyed those assembled. “Ah, Kiba, you’re here. Good. The rest of you—” He paused, frowning. “No, I shall not keep this secret. You may come in and spread the news in the morning.”


    They filtered in and settled down in ordered ranks. To the side knelt two sohei: the young news-bringer and Jien’s elderly companion. Akakiba hadn’t previously paid attention to Jien’s companion, but he realized now that a monk of that age must hold a high rank, if only because he’d outlived all his superiors. He’d therefore have the authority to make decisions and pledge help if it were needed.


    Takashi took his place at the head of the gathering. “This man,” he began, indicating the young monk, “was seeking an abducted young woman. His search led him to discover a village taken over by strangers near the coast. He could not identify them and decided to inform us at once. We shall take immediate actions to learn their identity and their goals. I have already sent a messenger to the emperor to inquire if he knows who they might be. While we wait for an answer, we will dispatch a team to investigate. If they are enemies converging here, we need to act fast. I’m troubled as to why they haven’t been noticed earlier.”


    Takashi paused, his expression growing grimmer. “There is also the issue…There’s a possibility demons are involved. The monk reports he felt intense demon activity in the camp, although he deemed it unsafe to investigate any further.”


    There was a stir at those words, but none dared interrupt.


    “This might not be an army, but a demon cult the like of which we haven’t seen in a hundred years. You’re all familiar with history. Those cults were brutal and murderous. It would explain the abduction of young men and women, to serve as sacrifices. If this is one such cult, it is our responsibility to stop them. The Great Temples have pledged their help if it should be necessary.” Rising, Takashi concluded with, “Please go back to bed and rest. There will be time to discuss the situation tomorrow. Kiba, do stay. I would like to speak with you.”


    Akakiba cast a sidelong glance at Jien. “Interested?”


    “I’m in.”


    While everybody else was walking out, they stepped up to the small group composed of Takashi, Kiba, and the elderly sohei.


    “If I may,” Jien said with utmost politeness, “I would like to volunteer for the reconnaissance mission.”


    “Earlier you asked me to look into the disappearance of young men and women,” Akakiba added. “I was troubled by my encounter with a possessed man at the White Lady’s spring. I suspect we have now found where he came from. I volunteer also. We can leave at once.”


    “I thank you for your offer,” Takashi said. “Kiba, your opinion?”


    “I believe them suited to the task. They have worked together before.”


    The clan head turned to the elderly sohei, who spoke slowly and carefully, “Jien is a little high-spirited, but he is skilled. I do not object if he wishes to go.”


    “Then it is agreed,” Takashi said briskly. “If the two of you are willing to go and scout, I accept. Since speed is of the essence, you will take horses. The news-bringer will go along to guide you. He will hold back and wait for news. If you do not come back, he will return and report so.”


    “Understood,” Jien said.


    “Understood,” Akakiba echoed. “But I wish to bring my apprentice as well.” Leaving Yuki here alone was bound to lead to disaster one way or another. He absolutely did not want his mother to get her hands on him.


    “The human boy? Are you sure of him?”


    “As a priest’s son, he may be of some help if demons are involved.”


    “Then do as you wish. Now, do get some rest. We will have everything prepared so you may leave early.”


    His instinct to partner with Jien was correct even if he dreaded the thought of spending entire days near him. Samurai weren’t trained in spiritual matters and couldn’t save a victim of possession. Monks like Jien, however, were trained in such arts. Yuki, as a priest’s son, might know helpful chants. Even if he didn’t, it would be good to have an extra sword at their back.


    He always trusted his instincts. Now, they told him to prepare for excitement.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Akakiba


    THE SUN STILL HID beneath the horizon when they were roused and told to go to the stables. Akakiba tried to explain the situation plainly enough for Yuki’s sleepy mind to comprehend.


    “A demon cult,” Yuki repeated, yawning as he stumbled alongside him in the dark hallway. “It sounds so…unbelievable. Father said cults were a thing of times past, a barbaric thing that wouldn’t be seen again.”


    “Your father was overly optimistic. There are always people looking for power over others, people willing to court powerful demons to obtain it. The sole reason these cults stopped blossoming is that we have a merciless way of handling them.”


    A lamp was lit near the stables, a courtesy for the humans in the party. Jien and the other monk were already mounted on horses loaded with modest supply packs.


    “Hurry,” Jien called, waving. “There’s no time to waste. I’d wager the emperor will send spies of his own, and I’d like to get there first!”


    Akahana was there, the tiredness in her expression indicating she hadn’t gone to bed yet. She had likely prepared the supplies herself. She’d even thought to bring a plain sword to replace his own, which was marked with the Fox clan’s emblem.


    He eyed the horse presented to him, a large stallion with a black coat and thick mane. “That’s Kaze, isn’t it? Has he become any gentler?” He recalled an ill-tempered beast with a tendency to bite the unwary.


    “Not at all,” Akahana said. “But he can bear two people easily. I assume Yuki is unfamiliar with horses and would prefer to ride with you.”


    He eyed his mother the same way he’d eyed the horse, doubtfully. Was that an honest answer or did she think riding double was somehow romantic? Well, it wasn’t a bad idea. Yuki would be safer with him.


    Grabbing the saddle with one hand and the reins with the other, he vaulted astride. “Here, Yuki,” he said, extending a hand down. When Yuki clasped it, he hauled him up. He kept an eye on Kaze, expecting an attempt to kick or bite, but the horse limited his misbehaving to pawing the ground.


    “Let that one go at his own pace,” Akahana advised. “He’ll be easier to control once he has tired himself out. The others will follow his lead.”


    “Understood.”


    “Return safely.” She stepped back from the impatient, dancing beast.


    The moment called for some sort of filial acknowledgement, perhaps a “Don’t worry, Mother,” but when he opened his mouth, it was to curse Kaze—the horse had yanked the reins out of his hand and taken off for the half-open gate. Clan horses were always given poetic names, but this one seemed eager to live up to his, which meant “wind.” With only pre-dawn light to see by, the beast thundered down the mountain road. The others followed at the same breakneck pace.


    Yuki clung to him and muttered impolite words. “Aren’t we going too fast? What if he breaks a leg?” He didn’t sound sleepy anymore.


    Akakiba couldn’t resist teasing, feeling invigorated by the speed and the air whipping his face. “Are you scared?”


    “I have specific ideas about what’s a decent, safe travel speed!”


    The pounding of hoofs served as a warning to the few city residents who were up and about this early. Many stepped to the side without even looking at them. By the time they left the city behind, Kaze had slowed down to a walking speed better suited to travel.


    Despite the change in pace, Yuki didn’t seem inclined to loosen his hold. He was a warm, comfortable presence pressed close against Akakiba’s back. Maybe he was worried the big stallion might rear without warning and throw him off.


    They sustained a steady pace most of the day, passing many travelers on foot. They met a party of riding samurai going the other way, the two in the lead dressed in rich, embroidered fabrics. These two pretended not to see them, and Akakiba nudged Kaze off the road to avoid a collision. In normal circumstances he wouldn’t have moved aside, but they were in a hurry and there was no time to play with idiots.


    “I hope they get eaten by a demon,” Jien said, looking back at the rude riders over his shoulder. “They saw our spears and decided they didn’t want to be polite to sohei! If we had time, we could teach them a lesson.”


    “Nobles are always jealous,” Aito said. “They want the fame and respect without the hard work. It’s a waste of time to try to teach them better.”


    “I’d enjoy trying.”


    Akakiba grinned, reminded that there were things he did like about Jien.


    When the horses began to show interest in the greenery growing on either side of the dirt road, it was time to stop to stretch and enjoy a meal of pre-made rice balls, dried fruit, and sake.


    They clustered close to talk even though there was no one to overhear.


    Aito described the location. “The forest comes reasonably close to the village and will provide adequate cover to observe their movements. The fox—” He looked at Akakiba. “—might be able to sneak in at night to learn more.”


    “That’ll be risky if it’s a cult,” he said unhappily. “Demons are sometimes sensitive enough to auras to identify us.”


    “I could try to infiltrate the group to find out who or what they are,” Yuki offered. “I’m unremarkable, and I don’t look threatening.”


    “Too dangerous,” he said quickly. “You’d be more likely to end up dead than to find out anything interesting. If anyone tries that, it should be Jien. He has longer legs.”


    Jien grinned. “He means I can run away faster.”


    Tipping his head back, Yuki glanced at the sun. “We should get moving, shouldn’t we? It’s no use making plans before we get there.”
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    They slept at an inn, likely the last one they’d see on this trip. They ate plentifully. If they had to face days without eating, best face them with fat to spare. Afterwards they soaked in the bath for a long time, recovering from hard riding.


    Yuki, collapsed on the edge of the bath, didn’t seem inclined to move anytime soon. Similarly, Aito seemed content to meditate in the water. Jien and Akakiba left them there, returning to their rooms.


    They’d rented two six-mat rooms and opened the sliding door between them so that they might remain in sight of each other. There was no reason to fear an attack, but being overly cautious was better than the opposite.


    The futon were already waiting, and their clothes, left behind at their arrival in favor of the inn’s yukata, had been cleaned and laid out for morning. Each room had a table with a steaming teapot on it.


    “We’re making good time,” Jien said. He came to sit with Akakiba, pouring himself a cup of the aromatic tea. “I do wish Aito weren’t so quiet and distant. I’ve never met him before, and it’s difficult to tell whether we can rely on him if something happens.”


    “He does look preoccupied. You should speak with him. There might be more than he told us.”


    “I’ll handle Aito.” Jien drained his teacup in a manner better suited to drinking alcohol than tea. “And you need to handle your apprentice. He likes you.”


    “I don’t understand why everybody is intent on speaking of it.”


    “What is there to understand, Aki? This is what my teacher called ‘the pressure of society to force the individual to conform’ or something pretentious like that. He’s your protégé. You’re a samurai. Everybody expects you to make a move, especially him.”


    “Everybody expects me to get married too.”


    “Hey, you could kill two birds with one stone.”


    Akakiba wished he’d asked for sake. Talking with Jien made him want to drink heavily. “He’ll get over it in time.”


    “Ha! I doubt it. He was clinging to your back all day long. He probably thought we wouldn’t notice he was taking advantage of the situation. He’s got a bad case of hero-worship.”


    “I’m no hero,” he snapped. “Yuki knows that.”


    Jien glanced at him sideways. “What happened? Oh, don’t scowl. I’m certain Yuki will tell me if you won’t.”


    “Why don’t you shut up? I’m losing patience.”


    “I’m just saying, it’s not kind to lead him on.” Jien left him alone after that, drinking quietly.


    Perhaps he should have thought about it more carefully before deciding to go on a mission with Jien. But if they ended up needing an exorcist, it would be worth it. Even the worst spirit couldn’t out-stubborn that monk.


    Or out-talk him.


    Hours later, he had his head hidden under his futon, because Jien would not stop talking. It would have been easier to scold him if Yuki hadn’t been the other side of the conversation. If he told them to shut up, Yuki might take it personally and not talk again for three days. If there was one thing he’d learned early on, it was how seriously Yuki took his criticism.


    Maybe Jien was right about the hero-worship thing. And wasn’t that a depressing thought. The two of them were talking about the general population’s misconceptions about spirits or something useless like that.


    “You’re right about that,” Jien said to Yuki. “At the base, there’s no difference between spirits and demons. They’re all spirits with different behaviors. Helpful spirits get called ‘good,’ hostile spirits get called ‘evil,’ and spirits strong enough to materialize and eat people get called ‘demons.’ Some good spirits are every bit as strong as so-called demons, they just don’t use their strength that way. You could almost classify the Fox clan as a spirit branch too.”


    “Huh? What do you mean?”


    “Oh…I forgot you didn’t know about that.”


    “About what?”


    Akakiba rolled over to interrupt them before Jien started spilling secrets that didn’t belong to him. “There’s a legend that hints that we’re descended from the union of fox spirits and humans. Nobody knows how true it is. Now go to sleep or you’ll fall out of the saddle later.”


    He hadn’t lied. There was such a legend. He just hadn’t mentioned the part where he, and those like him, were provably different than normal people. Maybe they were literally half-spirit like Jien had suggested. Most of the clan believed it was so. Others thought they were closer in nature to dragons, because dragons possessed abilities that no other animals had, the same way that those of his clan possessed abilities than no other people did.


    Who could know the truth, really?
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    They rode another day. To Akakiba’s dismay, Jien rode nearby and spent a great deal of time talking to Yuki and sharing tales, some of which weren’t his to tell.


    The story of their first collaboration wasn’t a problem. Long ago, Jien had run into an evil spirit bigger than him and a not-quite-fifteen Akakiba had given assistance, removing the wounded monk from the haunted house.


    “I was in bad shape, but I held on,” Jien said. “While Aki carried me out, I protected the both of us with powerful mantras. We made it to safety and—”


    “That’s not how I remember it,” he protested. “You weren’t really conscious, you were muttering nonsense. If those mutters were supposed to be protective spells, they couldn’t be very good ones, because I got slashed across the back.”


    “Don’t interrupt, Aki, it’s rude. Right, so we took the time to recover and went back in—”


    “And you got hurt again,” he helpfully added.


    Now it was Yuki who chastised him. “Let Jien finish.”


    No, that wasn’t a problem story. The problem stories were the ones Jien told about events that had occurred at the clan house, events that he’d witnessed because Akakiba had brought him there so he could recover from the psychic wounds he’d incurred during their aforementioned adventure.


    There was a story about a fight he’d gotten into with a rude cousin who’d mocked his preference to wear his hair long and, worse, one about dogs. Those damned dogs that could tell he was a fox and hated him for it.


    “Up a tree? I saw him do that too!” Yuki said, laughing. “I’ve never seen anyone as disliked by dogs as he is. It must be his scent.”


    “They’re all like that in the family,” Jien said, “but Aki’s extra-special. In truth, I heard this story from his father. He found the incident hilarious. His mother wasn’t as pleased. Oh, I have another! That one time—”


    He couldn’t bear to hear another “Let’s humiliate Aki!” story. “Allow me to share a story too,” he interrupted. “It’s the story of how a certain monk was found drunk and naked in the pond, claiming he was a koi.”


    Jien nudged his horse into a gallop. “We should hurry, the enemy is waiting!”


    Kaze didn’t need to be urged to catch up. Akakiba raised his voice as he began, “It started as a bet that Jien couldn’t out-drink a girl cousin of mine…”


    By the time he was finished recounting the event, ending with, “And that’s when I fished him out of the pond and slapped him back to sobriety,” Yuki was laughing so hard he was nearly crying. Aito, who’d caught up at some point, was similarly affected, his shoulders shaking.


    Jien huddled on his horse. “You’re cruel, Aki.”


    That was the end of embarrassing stories.
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    They left the main road the third day, Aito in the lead, and reduced their pace. From here onward, they were in potentially hostile territory and couldn’t risk a horse’s injury.


    The dense forest swallowed them, surrounding them with walls of brilliant spring greens that could have hidden anything. Akakiba rested a hand on his sword, gaze sweeping back and forth and ears listening to the murmur of animal life to detect any disturbance.


    A river slashed through the forest like a sword cut, its waters rushing fast and furious over large rocks. The horses went to drink and so did their riders.


    “There’s a great dragon in this river,” Aito said. “We’re safe.”


    He relaxed, less worried now that the sound of water might cover the sound of an approaching enemy. Cultists would stay far away from a dragon’s residence.


    “We’ll have to cross,” Aito went on. “There’s a bridge upstream, but they might have posted a lookout. I suggest we leave the horses here and wade through.”


    “Dragons don’t eat people, do they?” Yuki asked quietly.


    Jien laughed. “That’s just a story told to bad children.”


    “Oh, good. Then perhaps you should all turn around.”


    They did. The top of a great dragon’s head was visible, horns and eyes rising above the surface. Or simply eye, for the left one was missing. The creature’s true size was revealed when it rose farther above the water, its long, blue body showing terrible scars likely caused by territorial fights.


    Their mounts whickered nervously, shying away. The great dragon was bigger than the three horses put together and could have eaten one for lunch.


    “Good day, old mother,” Akakiba said with a deep bow. “We didn’t mean to disturb you.”


    “You’re one of the foxes,” the dragon spoke, her voice deep and resonant. She crept partway onto the bank and peered at him with her cloudy eye. “Do you hunt the demons, fox child?”


    “Yes. Have you seen them?”


    “Seen?” The dragon reared. The only reason the horses didn’t bolt was that Jien and Aito had hastily tied them to the nearest tree. “They attacked my eggs! Two of my children are dead, and this one soon will be too.”


    Akakiba noticed then that the dark thing curled on the great dragon’s head was a baby. Not quite newly born, but close.


    “He cannot live underwater at this age, but if he goes to the forest they will hunt him down,” the dragon said mournfully. “I cannot stay awake and swim at the surface permanently, but I have tried for the sake of my last child.” She jerked her head up, nostrils flaring. “Are those humans I smell? Yes, you brought humans! Come forward humans, come.”


    The humans edged forward, Jien first. “Hello, old mother.”


    “Take my child,” the dragon commanded.


    “Ah, er, I would love to…” There was a but hanging in the air, and Akakiba knew what it was: low-ranked sohei were forbidden to own dragons.


    “Yuki, come here,” he beckoned. “You’d love to raise a dragon, wouldn’t you?”


    Jien pushed Yuki forward in a manner that looked suspiciously as though he were hiding behind the younger man. “Yes, indeed. This man will take good care of your little one, old mother.”


    Pushed within touching distance of the great dragon’s face, Yuki had no choice but to reach out to the baby. Its mother rumbled in encouragement, and it crept into Yuki’s hands, then climbed up to hide in his thick brown hair.


    A great sigh came from the old dragon as she sank back into the river, water roiling around her. “Find the demons that crushed my eggs, fox child, and punish them. You will find them to the east.”


    Catching Yuki’s arm, Akakiba dragged him forward as he said, “If you permit, old mother…”


    Using the dragon’s scaled body as a bridge, they crossed the river easily, barely getting their feet wet. Afterwards, the dragon dove and was gone.


    “She had big, big teeth,” Yuki said with a gulp. “I’m glad they don’t eat people. But what am I to do with the little one? I thought great dragons were wild and didn’t take to people like the small breed does.”


    “Not usually, no. But his mother told him otherwise,” Akakiba said. “He’s already adopted you. Stop walking so slowly. He won’t fall off.”


    “That aside,” Jien said, “she confirmed our suspicions, didn’t she? If there are demons nearby, it must be a cult we’re dealing with.”


    Aito grunted. “They could be worse than mere demon worshippers. Now come.” He stalked off into the greenery.


    Jien explained, speaking in a low voice now that they were on the move, “Aito thinks he saw them cut a girl’s arm. If they’re that kind, it makes sense.”


    “What kind?”


    “Oh, well. Certain cults offer human bodies as tribute. Live ones. Demons tend to possess people through the mouth, but there are ways for a person to resist that, like by biting down. That’s why cultists tend to provide demons a safer way in by injuring the person.”


    Aito shushed them. “We’re close.”


    He led them to a stream that had over time bitten deep into the earth so that its bed was much lower than its banks. They walked into it to be better concealed. Cold water rose halfway to their knees, wetting the hems of their clothes and forcing them to reduce their speed to a crawl to avoid making splashing noises.


    They knew they had arrived when they began hearing the distant murmur of human speech. The sound of rushing water had faded, the current moving sluggishly, but Akakiba couldn’t hear any birds singing. Something was scaring them quiet.


    That was when Aito stopped and, after trading a look and a word with Jien, turned back. His duty was to report if the mission went amiss and for that he could not stay with them.


    “Sunrise,” Jien repeated. That was the cut-off time. If they failed to return by then…


    Crawling out of the stream and to the edge of the forest, Akakiba laid down behind bushes for cover. Ahead, the stream snaked in the open. In one spot, its left bank had been dug into a slope for easy access.


    It was no temporary camp that stood here, but a village with two dozen tidy homes and the usual rice fields beyond. Less usual was the high number of men and women wandering in the village instead of working the rice fields. A great many of them were young adults. Children and elders were strangely absent. Furthermore their auras were strange, tainted with demon energy. How many demons did it take to taint dozens of humans to this extent?


    “There’s something wrong with these people,” Yuki murmured.


    Jien crawled to join them. “Are you developing a sensitivity to auras, Yuki? It wouldn’t be surprising with the company you keep. The air around them is distorted by something you can almost see but not quite, right?”


    “Yes, it’s like that.”


    “We need to get closer,” Akakiba said. “I want to know what’s in that animal pen and why it’s guarded.” Why would an animal pen need walls taller than a person? Were there horses in there? Weapons? An altar covered in the blood of sacrificed victims?


    If there were demons in the village, they would sense a fox quicker than they’d sense a human that didn’t belong. Knowing this, he said nothing when Jien slipped away without his too-distinctive spear. He’d dressed normally for the mission rather than in sohei clothes, but the straw hat didn’t entirely conceal the fact he was shaved bald like, well, a monk.


    The villagers didn’t greet each other in passing, and the women walked like men, without femininity or care for their clothing. Nobody came to wash clothes, the riverside deserted. He would have liked to confront a cultist or two, but he couldn’t do so if everybody stayed in the village together.


    The sun drifted across the sky, and still they laid waiting. When a mouse scurried past, fooled into complacency by their prolonged immobility, he seized it for the baby dragon’s lunch. They themselves made do with the supply of rice cakes they had brought.


    A cry went up. Jien darted out of the village, pursued by a handful of men. He was coming toward the forest but angling to enter it far from their position to keep them safe from discovery.


    Yuki rose to his knees, grasping Jien’s spear. “We have to help!”


    Perhaps it would have been logical to sacrifice Jien so the two of them might remain undiscovered, but Akakiba’s sense of honor wouldn’t allow it. Jien was one of his humans and therefore his responsibility. The monk might also possess the information they sought.


    They retreated from the edge of the forest to remain unseen and ran toward the point where Jien would reach the tree line. The five men in pursuit would be no match for the three of them together.


    Akakiba yelled wordlessly as they approached, drawing the pursuers’ startled attention. Targeting the largest man, he dove in for the kill. The man’s blade came up to block, and Akakiba’s eyebrows rose. Who was this man who wielded a blade like he knew how to use it? A samurai in a demon cult or a peasant with natural skill?


    Jumping back, he angled his sword just so and poured strength into a downward slash. His opponent tried to block, but the poorly-made sword shattered under the blow. Metal bit deeply into flesh, once, twice—and he was kicking the corpse off his blade. The other men were down, also slain.


    A quick look back showed that a larger party was on the way, a dozen men and women armed with swords, knives, or farming implements. Jien had hardly had time to catch his breath, and Yuki was so pale he might have been be in shock from his first human kill, but they had no choice but to flee now and rest later.


    It was difficult to run in the forest, where rocks, low branches, and thick roots abounded. He took the lead, breaking branches and trampling bushes to smooth the way. He glanced over his shoulder: Yuki was on his heels and Jien in the rear, spear in hand.


    Farther back, the mob was in pursuit. They said nothing, screamed nothing. They only came, following the path he was so conveniently making for them.


    “The river,” Jien gasped.


    If they could get there, the dragon’s mere existence would give the cultists pause. Dragons didn’t normally eat people, but the old mother might make an exception for the people who’d crushed her eggs.


    The sound of rushing water guided them back toward the river, but they couldn’t get close to the bank, for there were several figures standing between it and them. Had it all been a trap? How had they known?


    Without consulting each other, the three of them veered right in an effort to go around the bulk of the enemy line. With the heat of battle-frenzy spurring them on, they prepared for the clash, blades drawn and ready to strike.


    The trap was much more elaborate than Akakiba had anticipated. He realized this as the ground disappeared from under his feet, sending him face first into a camouflaged hole. It wasn’t deep, not meant to kill, but he hit the ground hard, and his shoulder dislocated under the impact. Not his sword-arm shoulder: he had instinctively protected that one, turning it upward.


    He scrambled to his feet despite the pain. Yuki was on the ground, stunned, but the monk was absent. “Jien?”


    “He vaulted over with his spear,” Yuki said, after spitting out a mouthful of dirt. “Like an acrobat. I don’t think they’ll catch him.”


    “Good.” Akakiba hoped the information Jien had uncovered was worth their death, for it seemed inevitable now. The cultists were aiming bows at them. Bows! Where had they gotten those? When had they learned to use them?


    Still, a fox didn’t go down easily. He tensed and prepared to unleash his full strength. He could exit the hole in one inhuman leap, taking the enemy off-guard. Surely he could take down half of them, perhaps enough to afford Yuki a chance to escape. The river was so close…


    A man stepped forward. His face was as expressionless as the others, aside from a glint of smugness in his gaze. “Do you surrender?”


    Normally, a captured samurai would be ransomed. These people might prefer to sacrifice him to their demon lord. Might it not be better if they killed him now rather than bring him back to the village where a demon might recognize what he was? Was it too late to care about secrecy? The cultists had likely found out that Jien was a monk. From there it wouldn’t be difficult for a person of average intellect to make the link to the famous demon-fighting sohei of the Great Temples and to their samurai allies, the Fox clan.


    Yuki touched his sleeve, speaking quietly. “Potential death later is preferable to certain death now.”


    Translation: we can still escape.


    “Perhaps.” Akakiba dropped his sword to the ground and fervently hoped he hadn’t doomed them both to a long, painful death.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Jien


    IF THERE WAS ANYTHING WORSE than leaving your friends behind to an almost certain death, Jien didn’t know what it was. Akakiba had saved his life once, and it hurt not to be able to return the favor. He would have tried, regardless of the odds, but the mission took priority. Someone had to make it back to report.


    Pursuit was half-hearted, for he was closer to the river than the cultists dared venture. Arrows flitted by, but the trees and their numerous low branches protected him.


    He galloped downriver, keen to increase the distance between himself and the cultists and hoping it was the right direction to meet up with Aito. How far had he drifted during his flight?


    The forest parted to show what passed for a road, a dirt trail snaking through the high grass. In the river, rocks piled up on one another formed a narrow but solid-looking way across. Was this the upstream bridge Aito had mentioned? If so, he was going the wrong way.


    He beat a hasty retreat before any potential bridge sentry could spot him and come after him too. It was time to put the river, and the great dragon’s teeth, between him and the enemy but not by taking the obvious, exposed way across. He studied the flow of water, wishing he could tell whether there were murderous currents at work underneath the surface.


    Placing his hands palm to palm, he whispered the ritual prayer. “Great dragon of this river, I apologize for disturbing your peace. Please allow me to cross, and do me no harm.”


    Some people, generally those who had never seen a great dragon, thought the prayer was ignorant superstition since dragons didn’t attack humans unprovoked. Jien believed in caution and respect, especially since he’d seen the big teeth living in the river.


    He made the crossing, practicing a form of swimming that he’d have described as “underwater flailing.” The spear strapped to his back didn’t make it any easier. After reaching the other side as a soggy mess, he crawled under the cover of the thickest bushes. He meant to rest, dry, and watch for pursuit. If the cultists dared cross, it would be at the bridge.


    When pursuit failed to materialize, Jien relaxed tense muscles and breathed more freely. The sound of a voice, coming shortly after, filled him anew with energy. He grasped his spear, eyes wide open and muscles ready to spring. The voice, however, was coming from the wrong direction, heading toward the village rather than away from it.


    “Don’t touch me!”


    The speaker was a female facing two men who both possessed the dirty aura of the demon-touched. One of them spat at her. “Be quiet, that damn river dragon will hear.”


    The other man, who looked as though he hadn’t taken a bath in several months, spoke no more kindly. “Walk faster if you don’t want help.”


    The men fell back on either side of the woman and continued on the path. Her stance was slumped and her pace laborious. Jien crept close and considered taking action. There were no other enemies in view, no one who could stop him from rescuing this poor woman from a terrible fate.


    He charged, spear aimed chest-level. Upon noticing him, the first man drew a sword. The second cowered behind the woman.


    A vicious jab to the stomach sent the first man to the ground screaming and holding his open belly. The other shoved the woman at Jien. He dodged the woman. If he’d caught her, the possessed man might have seized the chance to shove his sword through her body to injure them both. Jien lunged, his spear piercing the possessed man’s throat, preventing him from screaming his pain. Wild, terrified eyes regarded him a moment before dimming forever.


    He silenced the first man’s cries by breaking his neck and bent to inspect the woman, who had folded to the ground without a sound. A thin trail of blood ran down her forehead, leaking from a minor wound to the scalp. He knelt and shook her gently; she moaned without waking. He couldn’t risk delaying so he lifted her on his wet back and hurried away.


    “This woman-carrying had better not become a habit…”


    When Jien finally emerged near grazing horses, he whispered a fervent prayer of thanks to the world in general. There was a pain in his side and a weakness in his knees that made every step a nightmare. His body was so warm from the sustained effort that his damp clothes brought him relief rather than misery.


    Aito appeared from his hiding place and took the unconscious woman from him. “What happened?”


    He waved a hand, trying to convey he couldn’t speak right then, and collapsed in the long grass. When he could breathe again, he said, “The others got captured, but I have the information we need. As for this woman…on my way back I saw her being escorted to the village by demon-tainted men. I thought there was no sense in allowing them another victim.” He sat up wearily. “You were right. This one’s a bad cult. I heard them talking about whether it would be feasible to attack another village to gather ‘enough bodies’! We can’t have them rampaging through the countryside!”


    “We’ll ride as fast as we can.”


    He fidgeted, looked back. “Can’t you go alone? If I go back, maybe I can—”


    “They’re alerted now, and their demons will be coming out soon.” Aito indicated the lowering sun. “You wouldn’t get close enough to be useful. If the fox can get away, he can do it without you.”


    Aito’s words were logical and sensible, but he didn’t want to be sensible! He reluctantly mounted up, settling the unconscious woman in front of him. Perhaps she would be able to give them further information when she woke.


    The big stallion named Kaze was paying them no attention, grazing along the river. “Best leave him,” Jien said firmly before Aito could say otherwise. “If they do get away, they’ll need a ride. If they don’t…he’ll find his way back. It’s not like anyone would be able to steal him.”


    The Fox clan didn’t possess as many horses as other samurai clans, but the ones they owned were specially-trained. He’d heard tales told in the clan house, tales of horses that would kneel to help a wounded rider mount up or rear at the enemy to protect a fallen man. Kaze wouldn’t let a stranger touch him.


    “I’m concerned our little cultists might go into hiding while we’re not watching,” Jien tried, his conscience gnawing at him. “Maybe I should stay and keep an eye on them.”


    “That won’t be a problem.”


    “But—”


    Aito’s gaze was strangely compelling. “Trust your own.”


    Jien interpreted his colleague’s words as meaning “I’m not allowed to tell you the truth, so just trust me that it’ll be fine.” Sometimes it felt like his fellow sohei were trying to mimic the foxes by accumulating and cultivating secrets. Finding no other excuse to justify his desire to stay behind, he bowed his head in surrender.


    As they thundered away into a disgustingly beautiful sunset of reds and pinks, he tried not to think about his friends’ fate.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Akakiba


    THEY WERE NEITHER QUESTIONED nor searched for hidden weapons—pity they had none. They were merely tied up and thrown into the wooden pen that had been the object of their curiosity.


    Akakiba’s dislocated shoulder was jolted by the fall, making him hiss in pain even as he hauled himself to a sitting position. From outside, the pen might look like an enclosure for a prized horse or cow, but from the inside the story was quite different. There was a handful of bloodied hair, a great many different sandal imprints in the mud, a few forgotten copper coins and, most telling, traces of blood on the walls. Akakiba tested his bonds, but the cultists knew how to tie up a prisoner so well that there was no chance of escape. For a human, that was. Fox paws would slip through, but he didn’t dare transform with the two guards constantly checking on them. Nobody appeared to have noticed what he truly was, and he wished to keep it that way for as long as possible.


    Not to mention that shifting fox might startle his apprentice.


    Yuki’s voice reached his ears as a barely audible murmur. “If you can’t fight them, join them.”


    Akakiba gave the tiniest negative grunt. The cultists would never believe such a sudden change of heart. A pair of muscled men entered the pen. One held a rusty knife in his meaty hand. Yuki hobbled near, ready to follow him into anything. Yet here he stood, plan-less and sweating. Then again, pretending to join them might not be such a bad idea…


    He stepped forward, forcing the cultists to deal with him first. They took away the rope that bound his hands but not the one that bound his feet, preventing him from taking normal steps.


    “Your arm,” the cultist with the knife said.


    Akakiba lifted his uninjured arm and didn’t flinch as the cold metal parted his flesh. It wasn’t a large or deep cut. It didn’t have to be.


    Please let the demon be too eager for a body to take the time to study me…


    The cultists dragged him away. Yuki didn’t interfere, likely thinking his teacher had a plan in motion. Akakiba wished his plan didn’t sound so idiotic.


    Their destination was the nearest hut. Men were gathered there, talking. Among them was a wispy shape that radiated darkness but not strongly. This was no demon lord, but a weakened spirit, one more of those slowly fading away.


    The sun was on its way downward, illuminating the sky in reds and pinks, but still far from disappearing. Why would an already weakened demon waste its remaining strength by manifesting in sunlight?


    “Here’s the next one,” one man said. He was the oldest man in sight yet he was hardly past his prime. Looking at the wispy shape, he added, “You’re lucky he’s so young. Mine’s half dead already.”


    A thinner man spoke. “It’ll last you some years. We can get younger ones later. We’re not about to run out of humans.”


    These men were possessed, that was evident from their words. Akakiba studied them, wondering at the easy way they stood in their stolen bodies. The classical sign of a possessed person was abnormal behavior: incomprehensible speech, awkward body movement, or sudden aggressiveness. These men, however, seemed perfectly normal. Even their auras were—


    Sudden realization stole his breath. Their auras were no different than the other villagers’!


    “Mass possession,” he whispered in shock. This was why the village stank of demon so strongly. There weren’t a few possessed humans here, there were many. Dozens of them, if not hundreds.


    They spoke of spending years in a body, but how could that be? A demon’s powers shredded a human from inside. They were too strong, too full of energy, too—Wait. Demons weren’t strong anymore, were they? They were weaker than they’d ever been, just like all other magical creatures. Good spirits vanished, foxes lost their ability to breed, and demons…hid in human bodies?


    Akakiba looked around wildly, seeing possessed men and women everywhere. Demons were creating an army, just when foxes were losing theirs.


    “Look at that, a smart one! Figured it out, did you?” The cultist’s laugh was strange, as though it came from someone who laughed for the first time and wasn’t sure how it should sound.


    They shoved him into the one-room, dirt-floor hut. Turning, he saw the wispy shape coming at him. Irrational terror sent him bouncing around the room as he fought the instinct to shift and flee. No shifting in panic. Absolutely no shifting in panic!


    He hit walls. He smashed against blocked windows. He tried to beat down the door, all the while knowing there was no escape. One couldn’t very well fight what was essentially fog.


    The demon was soon on him, on his arm, on the wound. It squeezed through the parted flesh, and it burned, it burned, it burned. Shoving his arm into a fire might hurt less. He could have fought it, rejected it. But that was not the plan. That would not save Yuki from this very fate.


    Screaming was a permissible outlet, a safe one, so he screamed in response to the fire invading him, burrowing inside him like a creature meaning to devour him from the inside. The pain spread and dimmed as it went.


    The demon presence, which he felt like fire in his veins, suddenly began…panicking? It had infiltrated his entire body, but it could not control him. He was no mere human to be possessed and used like a doll. The demon was trapped. Had such a thing ever been done before? There were stories of foolish demons that tried to possess fox samurai, but they always ended with the warrior ejecting the disgusting thing from his body and slaying it. Who in their right mind would allow the demon inside and attempt to keep it there? Nobody who had a better choice—which he didn’t.


    There was a rap on the door. “Are you done?”


    “Come and untie me,” he answered, using all his self-discipline to keep his tone flat and calm. The older man came to take the ropes away and look him over. “Take it easy,” he said, mockery gone from his tone and replaced with friendly concern. “It can be hard to get used to these bodies. Is that arm broken?”


    He’d forgotten about his shoulder, so much stronger was the pain within. He pretended to be clueless. “Ah, yes. I think. I can’t move it.”


    The cultist investigated the injury with gentle fingers. “Not broken. I can fix it.” The old man grabbed his shoulder with one hand, his collarbone with the other, and pushed hard. The bone returned to its rightful place with a sickening pop. “That should do it. Don’t strain it for a while.”


    “That’s better,” he said, fighting to keep his face free of expression, pained or otherwise. These men were possessed by demons so weak that they couldn’t recognize a fox staring them in the face! “How did you know what to do?”


    The old man tapped the side of his head. “In time you’ll learn to interpret what you find in here. Now, I see you’ve done this before. You’ve got speech and body movements down perfectly. Do you feel at ease?”


    “Not yet. But it’ll come.” He casually took the knife from the possessed man and used it to cut a strip from his clothes to wrap around his bleeding forearm. “Let’s go and get the other one.”


    Another dark wisp floated nearby, waiting for its turn.


    The two strong men followed him back to the pen. They didn’t take the knife back. Counting the single guard who had remained at the pen, it meant three against one. He could do it. Kill them, take Yuki, and run like the wind.


    Inside his body, the demon fought to escape. He held it down. Releasing the creature would alert the others. He tried not to wonder whether the excruciating pain meant his body was being damaged. There was a peculiar throbbing in his head as if that damn demon was trying to drill holes in his vulnerable brain.


    He motioned at the guard. “Open.”


    “Up and about already?” The guard unhooked the pen’s latch. “My body was rolling on the ground for a long time before I got it under control.”


    “I’m good at this,” he said, striding in.


    Yuki’s eyes, upon seeing him, narrowed in suspicion. The demon’s presence must have disturbed his aura. It would be awkward if Yuki ever became sensitive enough to realize that even his natural aura was different from a normal person’s. But why worry about it now? They might not live long enough for it to become a problem.


    Knowing himself watched, he stretched his lips coldly and hoped Yuki could tell he was playacting. “Your turn, kid.”


    The two strong men positioned themselves on either side of Yuki, ready to restrain him if he resisted.


    He sliced the rope off. “Give me your arm.” He’d pretend to be about to cut flesh, but instead he’d strike the man on the right, then the one on the left. Speed and precision were key for their quick and silent death. He raised the knife, readied himself for a burst of speed and—


    Something scaly rose from Yuki’s hair and spat acid in his face; he flinched at the unexpected pain. In the space of a few heartbeats, Yuki stuck a knife in the right man’s throat and elbowed the left man in the face with such strength that something snapped, and he collapsed.


    “Yuki, wait—” He was still trying to wipe the acid off with his sleeve when his own apprentice snatched the knife from his grip and kicked him in the face.


    He fell to the ground. The pain from the kick was inconsequential by itself, but it added to his internal agony and made it unbearable. He bit his lower lip to keep from screaming and blood flooded his mouth, warm and coppery. Holding the demon was like trying to keep hold of a slick fish: the more he squeezed, the more it felt like it was about to shoot out of his grasp.


    Stay in control! Focus!


    By the time he’d struggled to unsteady feet, Yuki had killed the guard and was fleeing at full speed. “Yuki! Wait! Idiot!” He looked around, sighting their swords abandoned by the pen’s door. Shoving them in his belt, he ran.


    Cries of alarm were already rising. “Get the human,” Akakiba gasped at the possessed he passed. “He’s escaping!”


    Warm liquid slid down his cheeks from his eyes. When it reached his lips, he tasted more blood. The pounding in his head felt about to turn lethal. Should he let go? If he did, the demon would tell the others he was a fox and, knowing themselves discovered, they might attempt to hide elsewhere. If he held on long enough, he’d be able to release and kill the demon somewhere out of sight.


    Lost in his private world of pain and hazy thoughts, he didn’t notice the horse until it nearly trampled him.


    “I’ll catch him,” the rider said as he passed. It was strange to see a possessed man riding a plow horse: animals feared demons. Evidently they could be fooled too.


    Akakiba stopped and turned. There was a second rider coming. This one was mounted on a thick-legged horse better suited to pulling carts than carrying people. The moment the horse was at his level, he leapt.


    Good momentum and a push of inhuman strength was all it took to grab the saddle and swing his feet up to kick the rider off. The woman fell, and he was left in a strange position, hanging off the side of the horse with a handhold on the saddle and a leg over it. The saddle was beginning to shift sideways under his weight. Grabbing a fistful of the horse’s mane with his free hand, he hauled himself astride.


    So much for not straining his sore shoulder. It was a good thing he couldn’t pick out individual pains anymore.


    Ahead, the first rider had just disappeared into the forest. Akakiba was soon in the woods too, branches slapping and scratching his exposed, acid-burned face.


    He strained to locate Yuki and his pursuer, but he could hear nothing but the rush of blood in his ears. His sight, too, was going, lost behind a crimson veil. Perhaps it was time to let go of his angry guest? No, he could hold on longer. Just a little more…


    His spooked mount ran straight past another horse and kept going.


    He felt himself slide off and fall to the ground. There was no pain, only a dull pounding throughout his body. The remains of his mental faculties agreed this was not a good sign. He let go of his metaphysical grip on the demon and ejected it from his body as a drowning man expels water from his lungs.


    The pain lessened so suddenly that he could have cried in sheer relief. Sound returned to him and sight in some measure. He laid on his back, dazed and weak, and watched a wispy black thing rise in the air and vanish. Stupid demon.


    Footsteps approached. “Akakiba?” Yuki was keeping his distance, eyeing him.


    “You kicked me in the face,” he said accusingly. “Is that how you respect your teacher?”


    “Your aura was weird. It’s a bit better now. What happened? Was it a demon on you?”


    “In me. It escaped.”


    “Ah? Aren’t you the one who escaped?” Seemingly having made up his mind that it was safe, Yuki tried to help him up. “We have to go. There’ll be more looking for us.”


    “Go on. I can’t walk.” Staying conscious felt like an achievement. “You have to tell the clan—”


    “Tell them yourself. Come on.” Yuki had pulled his arm over his shoulders and now struggled to keep them both upright. They stumbled forward like drunken friends.


    The baby dragon peeked out of its hiding place and looked at Akakiba as if wondering whether it should spit in his face again.


    “People are coming on foot.” His keen hearing had been restored, but he couldn’t say the same about his sight: the world spun alarmingly. “Leave me.”


    “Don’t argue. Walk.”


    At this speed, they wouldn’t outrun a turtle. He had to do something. “I suppose there’s no reason…They already know, why shouldn’t you? Don’t panic.”


    He let go of everything. Reality shifted, and he was no longer human. He was small, furry, and red.


    “I thought Jien was jesting,” Yuki said, eyes widening.


    “What? What did he tell you?”


    “It’s amazing. How—” Yuki shook his head hard and looked over his shoulder. “Ah, this isn’t the time!” He ran onward, clutching a fox to his chest.


    They reached the river safely, pursuit vanishing as if by magic. Yuki well nearly thrust his entire head in the water, drinking in gulps. Akakiba stiffly crawled over and did literally put his head under, hoping to remove the blood before it matted his fur.


    “Hey!” Yuki stared at the river. “The baby jumped in! I thought he couldn’t live underwater yet?”


    “He can still swim a little. Maybe it wants us to follow. We should cross the river in any case. If they left Kaze behind, he’s on the other side.”


    “How do you do that?” Yuki said, looking bemused as he held a hand against his ear.


    “Do what?”


    “Talk in my head!”


    “You’ve just learned that I’m a person who can turn into a fox, and you’re concerned because I can mind-talk? How should I know how I do it? It’s a natural ability.”


    “So, your family?”


    “Yes.”


    “Your clan?”


    “Yes.”


    “The rabbit meat…”


    “Yes.”


    At that moment, the baby dragon returned. It didn’t return alone.


    The great dragon surfaced noisily. “Have you found them, fox child?”


    “Yes. We killed several, but there are many more. They’re assembling a demon army.”


    “Demons do not work together.”


    “They do now. They’re possessing humans and preparing an army. We must return to my clan as fast as we can to gather reinforcements.”


    “They must pay for crushing my eggs. Come.”


    Yuki hesitated only a moment before picking Akakiba up and climbing on the dragon’s scaled back. It was humiliating to be carried by one’s apprentice, but he needed rest more than he needed pride. If he couldn’t recover sufficiently, they wouldn’t allow him to come back and fight with the rest of the clan. He’d be forced to disobey. Again.


    The baby dragon climbed back to its preferred nest on Yuki’s head and emitted a tiny snorting noise that it probably thought was quite fierce.


    The mother dragon dove forward without warning, forcing Yuki to grab one of the horns to steady himself. She kept her head just above the surface, allowing them to breathe. Her powerful muscles propelled her body forward as fast as a horse could go.


    A horse’s whinnying caught Akakiba’s attention. Kaze was galloping along the riverside, keeping up with them. He shook his mane, perhaps in excitement or perhaps in challenge.


    “Go home.”


    Kaze ran on. For a time, horse and dragon were evenly matched. The sound of hoofs battering the earth and the splashing of water covered all other sounds. But the old dragon was not done accelerating. She soon left the horse behind.


    Nobody had ever measured the maximum swimming speed of an adult dragon. They were known to be strong swimmers—some of them even lived in the sea—but they usually dwelled at the bottom of the water with no reason to race along at the surface.


    The water displaced by the dragon created waves that crashed on either sides of the river. Wildlife fled at their approach: fishing birds, drinking deer, especially fish—some of which were snapped up as a snack as the dragon passed. Trees flashed by at a dizzying speed.


    They halted when another great dragon reared above the water. Its brighter coloring proclaimed it was a male. “This is my territory!”


    “Demons crushed our eggs,” the old mother reported. “They’re gathering an army to kill us and crush all our eggs.”


    “Our eggs, crushed? How dare they!” The male hissed low. “Show me where they are!”


    “They have an army on land. Bring the fox child to his own. They will come. They will kill the demons and protect our eggs.”


    The male took them on his broad back and showed them how fast a younger dragon could go. By the time they reached the next dragon’s territory, Akakiba’s fur was drenched flat against his body.


    The scenario played itself again and again. The mention of eggs crushed by demons, and the possibility of a demon army gathering to destroy their precious eggs, angered the creatures. A succession of great dragons took them further and further west.


    Yuki and he were both shivering, huddled together to share warmth.


    Yuki’s fingers began scratching behind his fox ears. He pretended not to notice. Saying something about it would be awkward, and, besides, it felt nice. It was good to know he could still register pleasant feelings when everything inside throbbed painfully. He curled up tighter on Yuki’s lap and tried to ignore Jien’s phantom voice in his head, “It’s not kind to lead him on.”


    But this wasn’t “leading him on.” Yuki surely had no idea how embarrassingly intimate it felt to be scratched behind the ears. Nobody had touched him like that since he’d been a fluffy little kit. If he didn’t say anything, maybe Yuki would keep scratching, keep making him a little less miserable…


    To his great shame, he fell prey to exhaustion, later waking to find the sun had risen.


    They were lucky: the river led towards the clan house. There were detours, but at the speed they were traveling, it mattered not. They sped through forests, villages, and rice fields. Stunned villagers watched them pass, children squealing.


    When they stepped off the last dragon’s back, cold and starving, they were but half a day’s walk from the clan house.


    Akakiba was in human shape once again, pushed to it by pride. He set about dragging his sorry self onward.


    “I seem to recall someone telling me not to be too proud to accept help when I was wounded,” Yuki said. He was barefoot, his sandals lost in the river.


    “It was only psychic damage,” he lied. “I’m over the shock.” He hid his shaking hands in his soggy sleeves. “You hardly look better than I do.” That was truth: Yuki’s red-rimmed eyes and unsteady footsteps proved he hadn’t had any sleep.


    Following his nose, he found a restaurant. There were stares, for it was a sunny day and they looked like they had fallen in the river and been savaged by a dragon. It was close enough to the truth. Warm sake was ordered, along with obscene quantities of miso soup, fish, and rice balls.


    “Shouldn’t we have gone to the clan house immediately?” Yuki asked guiltily, staring at the laden plates a serving girl set before them. “To warn them?”


    “Feeding us won’t be their priority when we get there.”


    They set upon the food like the starving men they were. Occasionally, Yuki would raise his chopsticks to offer a piece of raw fish to his hair.


    When they were done eating, Akakiba dropped coins on the table and stepped outside, feeling slightly less dead. He commandeered the first horse he saw by grabbing and removing its modestly dressed rider. The man seemed torn, certainly wishing to protest but wary of men with swords, especially men with swords who wanted something of his.


    Removing his katana, he gave it to the man. “Bring this to the Fox clan house, and you will receive two gold coins.” The man bowed low and clutched the sword as they left. Akakiba hardly cared if it wasn’t brought back, but he’d have to remember to notify the guards about his promise in case it was.


    It was in such a state that they arrived: wet all over, mounted on an old, ugly horse, he missing a sword and Yuki both sandals. The men on guard duty let them through without questions when they said they had urgent news.


    What happened next was fuzzy in his mind, the accumulation of pain and lack of sleep fogging the world and rendering his limbs heavy as metal. They were brought inside and given dry clothes. They told their story several times, starting over each time new people arrived. He had to be forceful to make them believe he was not delirious.


    “I don’t care if you think it’s impossible,” he snarled. “All of them are possessed! They tried to make me one of theirs! Yuki saw them too.”


    “What did you see, boy?” the clan head asked.


    Everybody’s attention shifted to the single human present, who did not seem to appreciate the sudden attention. “I could see a light around everybody, like…” He paused, rubbing his exhaustion-reddened eyes. “Like it was leaking from them at the edges. Jien said I was seeing their auras. There were dark spots on them. When Akakiba returned, his aura had spots too. But when the demon left, the spots got dimmer. I can’t see them anymore.”


    It was Maru the healer who saved them, stepping forward to interrupt. “Jien and Aito should arrive shortly, as I’m certain they’re riding as hard as they can. You can question them when they do. I’m taking my patients away. Can’t you see they’re swaying? They need to be in bed.”


    After the clan head, Maru had the most authority. What he said, was done.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Akakiba


    AKAKIBA SLEPT LIKE THE DEAD but, unlike the dead, he eventually woke up. The first thing he noticed was the sweet smell of grilled meat wafting from a tray by the door. He was alone in the room, but there was a rolled futon nearby, which must have been Yuki’s. A traditional pair of swords—one long and one short—waited. They were his own, returned from wherever they had awaited his arrival.


    How much time had passed while he laid unconscious? It was daytime now, birdsongs and sunlight filtering through the rice paper door, and his stomach was insisting he investigate the delicious scents coming from the tray.


    He rose stiffly, muscles screaming at being put back to work, and devoured the food. It was cold, a sign it had waited there some time, but he’d have eaten it even if it were half-rotten.


    These rooms, meant to accommodate samurai who did not live at the clan house in permanence, usually contained certain important objects, such as combs, hair ribbons, and sharpening tools. He combed out his hair and was surprised to find few knots, for it had been a wet and matted mess when he had gone to bed. It could have been his mother’s doing, or Yuki’s. He wasn’t certain which possibility would be the least embarrassing.


    He put his hair up in its usual ponytail, leaving only his bangs free, and dressed with the clean clothes left out for his use. He inspected his face in a palm-size mirror. The acid marks had faded, proof that he had recovered well: serious injuries would have gotten priority over cosmetic details like the burns.


    Ready to face the world, Akakiba slid the door aside and stepped onto the veranda to fill his lungs with fresh air.


    A passing fox greeted him with a nod, and he bowed in answer. Its appearance, that of a sickly old thing with thin fur, made it easy to recognize Naoko, the clan’s eldest living member. Few knew her true age, and of those, none would tell.


    “Ah, child, it is good to see you on your feet again. Your sister worried.”


    “How long has it been, Grandmother?”


    “You have been in a healing trance for an entire day.”


    A healing trance was a form of sleep so profound the sleeper could not be awakened, because his body’s entire strength was focused on repairing physical damage. It was the reason samurai of the Fox clan often recovered from injuries that would have been debilitating for a human. However, it was not all-powerful: it could restore neither Maru’s missing leg nor his mother’s destroyed ankle.


    If he’d been out of it for an entire day, it meant the demon had done severe damage to his insides. If he hadn’t gone into the trance when he had, he might have died from internal bleeding. The thought was sobering.


    “Grandmother, have you seen Yuki? My human companion?”


    “I expect you will find him with Sanae. She drafted him into practice sessions. She is quite excited about the battle. The red-haired ones are always so eager…”


    “Thank you, Grandmother.” With another bow he went on his way.


    How could he have forgotten? Having successfully undergone her first kill, Sanae was now considered a hunter. If the clan went to fight the demon-possessed, she had the right to participate. She, who had never killed a human being and had no experience of battlegrounds, might become one of the first casualties if she were allowed to join.


    He strode to the dojo, intent on giving his sister a good talking-to, but did not find her there. He checked the bathhouse, ducking into the male side. There, he found Sanae and Yuki soaking and chatting.


    “Brother, you’re awake!” Sanae rose from the water, displaying a flat and utterly male body.


    “You told him,” Akakiba accused.


    “I had to. He wouldn’t stop saying he couldn’t fight a girl. Isn’t that a terrible excuse? I’m only a girl when I want to be.” Sanae turned. “Hey, Yuki, do you want to see me shift female right now?” She laughed as the human turned crimson.


    “You’re terrible,” Yuki said.


    “You’re too easy.” Sanae beckoned enthusiastically. “Come on in, Brother. We have the place to ourselves! Everyone is running around panicking or planning or both. I don’t know how the Great Temples’ monks send messages, but it works fast. They said they’ll send fifty men so we need to wait for them to arrive. There was something about the emperor, but I stopped listening.”


    “The emperor replied to the letter inquiring whose army Aito had stumbled upon,” Yuki filled in. “He said he has no idea who they are and that the clan has free reign to handle them appropriately.”


    “I see.” Having undressed, Akakiba began vigorously scrubbing his body. “That’s good, considering what we found out about them.”


    When his skin was clean and pink, he poured a bucket of cold water over his head to clear the foam. Finally clean, he settled in the bath with the others. The prickling sensation of extremely hot water was delectable, and he couldn’t keep back a groan of bliss.


    He eyed his sister. “Is there anything else I should know? Did you tell Yuki all our secrets?”


    “Not all. But if you want me to…”


    “Oh, be quiet. Yuki, any news of Jien and Aito?”


    “They’re expected any time now.”


    “I’ll enjoy seeing the look on Jien’s face when he learns we arrived first.”


    “Oh, oh,” Sanae said, splashing closer to grab his arm. “Brother, you have to see the swords Mother and Father gave me. They’re gorgeous! They said they special-ordered this one from Jien’s temple so they could get the blade inscribed like they wanted. I’ve been practicing with the katana, and its balance is amazing. I can’t wait to use it for real!”


    It reminded Akakiba that he hadn’t come here to relax. There was a war brewing, and he didn’t want his baby sister involved. Despite the form she was currently using, she’d been born a female fox, and usually presented herself as a female human. It was natural for a fox to prefer their birth gender, although clan rules dictated that wandering samurai must always appear male.


    He’d yet to decide how to broach the subject when Sanae stepped out of the bath and headed for the door, saying, “I’ll go see if Jien’s been sighted yet. You two work out whatever it is Yuki’s been moping about, okay?”


    “Moping?” Akakiba repeated.


    “I was worried, that’s all. You slept a long time.” Yuki looked aside and swiftly changed the subject. “I wanted to ask: can dragons read minds?”


    “I wouldn’t say that exactly. But the human-dragon bond works a little like that, yes.”


    “He brought me the knife I used to get free, you know,” Yuki said, evidently talking about his dragon. “I was thinking about that knife they had when they came for you, wishing I was the one who had it, and he went and got me one. Almost the whole time you were gone I was frantically trying to cut the rope around my feet so I could run when they came for me. I wasn’t very good at it, but it didn’t matter because he dribbled acid on the rope to help me. I never said a word, but he understood what I was thinking. Can a baby really do that?”


    “That’s interesting.” He searched his memory, but he couldn’t recall hearing much about newborn dragons. Maybe only the great dragons had such intellect. “I’d wager that your dragon didn’t exactly understand what the knife was for, but he could match the image in your mind to an item so he brought it. I’m no expert on dragons, however. I could be wrong.” He lapsed into silence, eyes closed, and waited.


    Any moment now Yuki was going to blurt out whatever it was that bothered him. Any moment…


    “Do you think I’m a coward?”


    “Why would I think that?”


    “I left without you. Whatever your plan was, you came back for me. My whole plan was running away to get Jien.”


    “It was sensible,” he said approvingly. “If I were a normal person, there was nothing you could have done to free me from the demon.”


    Instead of looking reassured, Yuki slumped.


    “What’s wrong? You did what I would have expected from you.”


    “That’s just it,” Yuki said. Picking up his dragon, he left the room.


    Akakiba was left alone and baffled.
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    When Aito and Jien made it to the clan house, the news spread like fire. Half the clan was already there when Akakiba arrived. There was a stranger standing with the monks, a slim woman who looked like she should have children in tow. She had an air of frailty about her, and her aura was demon-touched—but so lightly it was difficult to ascertain whether she was possessed or not.


    The woman’s aura hadn’t gone unnoticed; other clan members slid him and Yuki sideways glances.


    Oblivious, Jien introduced the stranger to the crowd. “This is Hana. I rescued her from the cultists. Hana, this is the home of the Fox clan.”


    The woman recoiled at the name, betraying herself.


    “Yes,” Yuki said in the ensuing silence. “She’s exactly like the others.”


    The crowd closed in. The woman tried to flee, but there was nowhere to go.


    Jien was trying to wade through the crowd. “Hey! Leave her alone! What’s with you people?”


    Akakiba laid a restraining hand on Jien’s arm. “They aren’t cultists. The men and women we saw in the village are possessed by demons, every single one of them. This woman is too.”


    Jien opened his mouth, but no words came out for a while. “Aki? How—” He glanced at Yuki, then away from them both. “I thought I had left you to die. Forgive me.”


    “What is there to forgive? You did your duty.” First Yuki, now Jien? What was it with everybody acting like he was unable to take care of himself?


    “I’m glad you escaped.” Jien’s smile returned as he added, “I thought you were a fox, not an eagle. Have you learned to fly to get here so fast?”


    Akakiba explained what had passed after Jien’s escape and their capture while, in the background, much fuss was made over the possessed woman.


    Takashi, arriving on the scene, gestured for silence. He looked at Aito. “Explain.”


    “We thought we had rescued a woman from the cultists, but there is reason to believe she may be possessed by a demon with a startling grasp of human behavior. Her aura is clearly disturbed though not much more than it might be through regular contact. I gather that the consensus is that the demon is too weak to leave a bigger mark on her.”


    Everybody else immediately weighed in with facts, speculations, or their personal opinions. It was fair impossible to understand any of it.


    “From now on, it will be best to assume that anyone with a disturbed aura is possessed,” Takashi declared at last. “Take the necessary actions when such a person is spotted. Furthermore, investigate any rumor of anyone gone crazed, even temporarily. Villagers rely on dogs, horses, and dragons to alert them to the presence of a possessed person, but it appears that the weaker demons escape notice.” A man whispered a comment that Takashi must have picked up. “Yes, it is interesting that the human boy seems to read auras more clearly than we do.”


    “It’s that great dragon of his,” old Naoko said. “When it bonded with him, it expanded his awareness of the world beyond. The effect is often seen with the small breed, but it doesn’t usually happen so quickly. I expect that the boy’s sensitivity will increase further with time.”


    “We shouldn’t delay!” a faceless voice shouted. “Have the monks exorcise her before the demon damages her further!”


    Another voice shot back, “We don’t know how long it’s been in there! She might die if it leaves. We need to question it first.”


    “I’m sure she was normal when I first saw her,” Jien said. The gathering rippled as everybody turned to him. “She had, how can I say, a feminine way of moving. She lost it afterwards, and I assumed it was because she was distrustful of us. I think that when I slew the men, the demons inside escaped, and one of them slid inside the woman. In her near-unconscious state, she wouldn’t have been able to notice or fight the invasion.”


    “She wouldn’t have fought,” the captive woman said. She knelt in the middle of their meeting, legs and arms tied, hair falling in her face.


    The clan head turned and locked gazes with her. Her, or it? Had the woman’s mind survived these past days? Was she looking out at them right now, trapped and helpless?


    “Explain,” Takashi said.


    “This human’s body is sick,” the possessed woman said. Her tone and expression were normal, creepily so. “She was willing to come and share her body with one of us so that her life would not end.”


    “What illness plagues her?”


    “I don’t know if it has a name. I do know that this body does not function properly and that only my presence keeps it running as well as it does now.”


    Takashi’s tone was filled with skepticism. “You pretend you can heal a human’s body?”


    “I don’t know how. I can, however, contain damage and keep the body alive.”


    Sinking to a crouch, the clan head searched the possessed woman’s eyes, looking for—what? A sign the original owner was in there? “This woman, is she alive within you? Is her mind still present?”


    “Her consciousness? Yes.”


    “Will you not agree to return her freedom to her?”


    “Why? She would die and so would I. Neither of us wishes for that.”


    Rising, Takashi turned to an underling. “Take her to Maru. I want to hear his opinion.”


    The demon-possessed woman was led away. A formal clan meeting was called, but as there didn’t seem to be anything new to say, Akakiba preferred to leave. Yuki came with him, looking troubled, but didn’t say what was on his mind. Likely it was the same thing that weighed on his own: the picture he was getting from these possessed people wasn’t what he’d expected.


    The demon in the older man’s body had showed compassion, had cared enough to fix his shoulder and offer counsel. And here was a demon that claimed to be extending the host woman’s life. Worse, it claimed the woman welcomed its presence.


    “Everybody is going to fight, aren’t they?” Yuki said.


    “Yes. You should stay behind this time. You would be at a disadvantage among us. You know why.”


    “Sanae told me. But they may no longer be there when you arrive. An army is slow.”


    “True. They may be gone. They may also remain, preferring to prepare their defenses and wait for us.”


    A third voice interrupted. “And whose fault is that?”


    Akakiba twitched at the rough, unpleasant voice. He didn’t deign to turn. “You’re still alive, Sora? Pity.”


    “You cannot hide this time, young fool,” Sora said. “You have failed an official mission and brought shame upon our clan.”


    “Shame crushes me, truly.” Ignoring the old man, he addressed Yuki. “I mean to have a private word with my mother.”


    “Of course. I’ll be in the dojo practicing.”


    “Have a care for your injury.”


    “Sanae was right. You do fuss.” Yuki’s amused expression softened the remark. “Go see your mother. I promise not to hurt myself.”


    “Ah! Unless an idiot dies, he won’t be cured!” Sora shuffled off, no doubt angry at his inability to engage their attention.


    “Hmm,” Akakiba said, “I agree with that saying.”
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    He’d seen his father in Takashi’s entourage, but his mother had been absent.


    He searched and located her in a secluded area of the gardens, practicing sword forms in a male body—her battle body. She moved slowly and carefully, favoring her weak ankle. Under her sandals were strewn the last cherry blossoms of the season, now rotting to provide nutrients to the earth.


    Akahana stilled at his approach. “News?” Her male voice was hard like steel.


    “Some.” He recounted the events surrounding Jien’s arrival, ending with, “The demon says the woman wanted to be possessed because it was the only way for her to survive an illness. There’s no telling if this is true. Maru will attempt to investigate.”


    “I see.” Akahana returned to her practice, her movements precise and her forms perfect as she slid from one battle stance to another. Steely determination was evident on her face, and Akakiba knew then that nothing would stop her from participating in the battle. He didn’t want his mother to put herself in danger, but he could hardly fail to respect and admire her determination. She’d often called him stubborn and worse during arguments, and it was good to be reminded that he’d inherited it from her.


    “Mother,” he said formally. “Sanae is too inexperienced for this fight. I ask you to forbid her to come.”


    “Don’t be foolish. She has successfully carried out her first hunt. I cannot forbid her to fight. This,” she added, angling her sword so the sun shone on its polished metal, “will be a family affair.”


    “You know what they will say about your ankle.”


    “I can fight on horseback. You spoke of riders chasing you. If their dim-witted horses do not fear them, ours certainly will not.”


    “True, but there were demons without bodies as well. Those would spook any horse.”


    In one lightning fast movement, Akahana brought her sword up in his direction, the tip gleaming inches from his nose. “Think before you speak. We will attack during the day, not at night. Those body-less demons will not dare appear. I will do my part.”


    There was a wild look in Akahana’s eyes, a look hungry for battle. It made Akakiba feel guilty. He’d been doing the selfish thing, wandering the world as he pleased, while his mother had been forced to put aside hunting and stay home to play the dutiful wife.


    “As you wish,” he conceded. “But Sanae…she has never fought a human being, and she has not been prepared to fight in a war. She will be vulnerable, easy to overwhelm.”


    “We will all be,” Akahana said. “When have you last been on a battlefield? When have I? It will be as new to us as it is to her. Our clan rarely takes part in such battles these days. We know only small-scale fighting, one or two hunters against a single demon. Nonetheless, no matter our limitations, we will fight.”


    Akakiba folded before his mother’s stubbornness. He knew all too well that attempting to change her mind would prove an exercise in futility. Usually, their roles were reversed. “As you say.”


    His sister was inexperienced, his mother was crippled, and his father couldn’t shift human. What a team they would make!


    He pulled out his own sword and joined his mother. If they were to be in a battle together, it couldn’t hurt to practice side by side.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Jien


    JIEN COULDN’T FIND old Tadashi, the monk with whom he had first arrived. He hadn’t been among those who welcomed them on their return from the mission, and that was strange.


    As Jien headed toward the older monk’s assigned room via the veranda, hoping he wouldn’t find the old man taking a nap or some such embarrassing thing, he heard footsteps catching up and passing him. It was Aito.


    “Do you also wonder why Tadashi didn’t greet us?” he said, picking up the pace to match Aito’s. Their feet thudded rhythmically on the wood.


    “I’m told a pair of young monks arrived earlier and asked to meet with Tadashi. They must still be in conversation.”


    “You sound displeased.”


    “I have suspicions.” Aito was strange but reliable. During their trip back from the scouting mission, he had insisted that they take turns keeping watch at night, which, now that Jien thought about it, was likely the sole reason the demon-possessed woman hadn’t slit their throats and slipped away.


    When they reached the old monk’s room, Jien called through the thin door. “Master Tadashi? Are you there?” No sound came from within. “Maybe he’s napping…”


    Aito, his brows drawn down in a grim expression, threw open the sliding door.


    A futon was laid out, and Tadashi lay seemingly asleep. Seemingly, for the smell of blood told a different story. Jien cursed and stepped inside, keeping an eye out for possible traps.


    He knelt to confirm what he’d already guessed: the old man’s throat had been slit, his life long extinguished. The futon hid blood-soaked tatami. A murder hastily camouflaged.


    Bowing his head, he murmured a prayer, then quickly rose, for there was no time to waste. “Those two monks were disguised shinobi, weren’t they?”


    “No doubt about it,” Aito agreed. “I suspected as much when I couldn’t recognize their names. Those fool foxes should never have allowed them to meet alone.”


    Jien gripped his spear, glad to have brought it with him instead of leaving it in a weapon rack, and looked up and down the veranda. He didn’t forget to check the roof, having heard quite a bit about shinobi tricks.


    After closing the door, they walked away to find the nearest fox. They had to give the alert, preferably without bringing the shinobi down on their heads.


    Jien hoped neither of the assassins had seen them enter Tadashi’s room. Else he was likely to die from a poison dart to the back. That was the problem with shinobi: they were cowardly backstabbers. They hid in darkness or under disguises, sneaked everywhere, and struck when no one was paying attention. The foxes, abuzz with the news about the so-called demon cult and expecting more sohei to arrive, would have been easy to fool. Old Tadashi, however, would have quickly realized the truth—hence his quick death.


    Without consulting each other, they altered their course to make a beeline toward the first fox they saw in the garden. Its color-muted, ragged fur spoke of great age, and it sat near the koi pond in a contemplative pose.


    Jien fervently hoped that the assassins had not realized the true nature of the foxes that wandered freely in the clan house. Best to pretend the enemy remained ignorant of the truth…He knelt by the pond and reached for the sealed pot that held food for the fish, trusting Aito to watch his back.


    “Friend fox,” he said as he cast food into the pond, keeping his eyes fixed on the multicolored fish. “We have a problem. Two shinobi disguised as sohei have infiltrated the clan house and murdered Tadashi. They could be anywhere now.”


    “What, again? Those human fools never learn. When I get my paws on the idiot guards who let them in…” The fox twitched its ears. “I do not hear anyone near. Everybody is in the meeting room at the moment, I believe.”


    “Yes. Will you warn them while we attempt to track down the shinobi? They don’t know we’re aware of them. We may be able to take them by surprise.”


    “These old bones should be able to do that much. Be good boys and capture those rude intruders, eh?”


    The fox got to its feet with evident difficulty and limped away. The sight filled Jien with remorse. They should have found a different fox to bother. He’d never learned to tell foxes apart from their mind voices, but he could guess at mood and gender, and this fox sounded cranky and female.


    “Come,” Aito said, turning to follow the garden path.


    If only the Fox clan didn’t have such a terribly huge clan house! These days it was so lightly populated that it could be difficult to find a group of foxes outside of the usual gathering places. He kept his head level, moving his eyes unceasingly and vigilantly, but noticed no living creature other than a pair of bickering birds.


    “We’re wasting time,” he said. “They might be assassinating the clan head at this very moment.”


    “The man should be safely surrounded in the meeting room,” Aito said. He sounded strangely distracted. “The shinobi will have no chance to strike. We’ll get the guards at the front gate to help us seek them out.” He stopped suddenly, gasping, as if witnessing something horrible.


    “What is it?”


    Aito sprung forward at a dead run. “Hurry!”


    Jien sprung after his colleague, puzzlement lasting until they reached the front gate. There, they found guards lying in their own blood, dead or dying, while two men with shaved heads and monk clothes were trying to push the thick wooden doors open.


    The morons couldn’t have known, but the doors were made to be opened by a pair of men with a fox’s strength. For mere humans, it was hard-going; the doors were mere inches apart at the moment. It was enough to glimpse the several dozen men waiting outside, all of them armed. Some came forward to grab the edge of the doors and help pull them open.


    Aito cursed, his cool gone. “Get help!”


    Leaving the two fake monks to his colleague, Jien sprinted toward the nearest building, screaming at the top of his lungs. “Shinobi attack! Defend the front gate! Shinobi on the move! Defend the front gate!”


    He hadn’t gone far when he met and was swallowed by the crowd coming from the meeting room. The old fox had accomplished her task, alerting them. The crowd fell quiet after he yelled his urgent news, awaiting the clan head’s directions.


    Orders came swiftly. “Those without weapons, find one! Women, secure the walls! Men, defend the gate! Children above twelve may fetch weapons for their mothers, younger children and humans to the meeting room.”


    Those orders were obviously meant to account for birth gender, not apparent gender, for several seemingly male warriors broke away with the women. Many women who had first appeared unarmed were pulling knives and short swords from their sleeves or sash.


    The handful of human women who lived here, brides to members of the clan, would have been trained with the spear like any other samurai wife. The task of defending the children would logically fall to them, just as was customary with other clans.


    Jien naturally included himself in the men’s defense group. They spilled out in the courtyard, the sandy ground crunching under their many feet.


    At the front gate, Aito was a fast-moving whirl, spear jabbing the hands grabbing at the partly opened doors and feet kicking at people who tried to squeeze through the gap. They were reversed doors, opening outward so that it was impossible for attackers to push their way inside. There were no handholds on the outside, no easy way for the enemy to pull them open. Enemy fighters were throwing grappling hooks, either meaning to use them to pull the doors open or simply to climb over.


    By all logic Aito should have been stricken down by poisoned arrows or throwing stars, but he was still standing, defended by two bright trails of light that zipped back and forth to intercept and deflect dangerous projectiles. Jien almost stopped in his tracks, but the crowd pushed him forward as unrelentingly as a tsunami heading for shore. He could hardly focus on the army at the gate so stunned was he by the discovery that Aito had familiars. Spirits rarely served humans, but when they chose to do so, it was for life. The human’s life, that was. It explained a great many things, among which how Aito had known of the attack before anybody else.


    Aito backed away from the doors, unable to defend them alone any longer. They were finally pulled wide open by a multitude of eager hands, revealing a hundred armored men.


    The foxes’ lack of armor put them at a slight disadvantage, but they rushed ahead as if they didn’t even notice.


    Jien screamed his challenge and plunged ahead with them.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Mamoru


    MAMORU WAS DEVELOPING A CRAMP in his leg. Maybe he should have thought twice before deciding to hide up a tree. The view was good, but he could barely stretch his stiff limbs without the risk of falling off or getting noticed by one of the guards patrolling the Fox clan’s wall. Things were already going badly; if he made the situation worse, senior shinobi would murder him.


    The original plan had called for the infiltration of two teams disguised as sohei inside the Fox clan house: one to create a diversion by making a direct attempt on the clan head’s life and the other to use that distraction as a cover to open the gate and let in everybody else. The assassination team had been expected to fail, although success would have been a useful outcome. The original plan had also called for the attack to occur past dusk, but Mamoru doubted they could wait until then.


    The arrival of real monks had upset everything, partly because they were likely to unmask the infiltrators in short order and partly because of the intense activity their arrival had set in motion. It was like a buzzing hive in there.


    “I wonder what they’re all excited about,” he whispered. “Is that woman they brought someone important?”


    “No idea, but it’s too dangerous to send the other team in now,” Nagato whispered. He was crouched on a different branch of the same tree. “Damn monks. If there hadn’t been so many witnesses, we could have intercepted them.”


    There was indeed traffic on the road today, mostly messengers on horses and ox-pulled carts full of food and weapons. This increased activity fit with the rumors of the Fox clan’s intention to go to war, although none of their spies had found out whom they wanted to attack.


    “Look,” Mamoru said, nodding upward, “they’re giving the order.”


    A hawk had been released. True to its training, it circled high in the sky. No one would find a circling hawk strange, but it was a message to the team within the clan house.


    If the team could get to the gate unseen, the situation could be salvaged. Once the bulk of their forces were inside the walls and able to take hostages, it would be over. That was the plan anyway.


    An eternity later, the guards on the walls moved away from the front entrance and began to patrol. There was their opening. The signal came in the form of a single sandal sailing over the front wall.


    “Uh, was that the ‘go’ signal or the ‘mission aborted’ signal?” Nagato inquired.


    “They’re going for the gate. Get moving!”


    They climbed down to join the other shinobi who were pouring out of the forest, jumping down from trees, or springing up from concealed positions on the ground. Their leather armor didn’t jangle like samurai plate, and their form-fitting footwear didn’t slap against the ground like sandals. They moved quickly and silently to mass at the front gate.


    The handful of people coming up the road swiftly turned back.


    Small teams broke off, heading to predetermined positions from which they would swarm over the walls with grappling hooks. The men in those teams wore monk robes to confuse the enemy; the women wore casual clothing. Those women who hadn’t been chosen to fight were gathered in a nearby location, preparing to care for the injured. Usagi had been relegated to the support role of patching wounds, which gave Mamoru a certain satisfaction. He would be sure to remind her often that he had participated in the assault and she hadn’t.


    “Why isn’t it open?” Nagato murmured, earning a stern “Be silent” hand sign from an older shinobi.


    The two doors were moving agonizingly slowly. The front ranks began to help, shoving their hands in the narrow opening to pull at the doors. Cries of pain rose.


    “Is someone defending the gate?” Mamoru asked his taller friend.


    Nagato stood on the tip of his toes. “I can’t see. Everybody is in the way.”


    An authoritative voice finally called, “Get those doors open! Now!”


    The doors, now revealed to be as thick as a person, swung aside as many hands were lent to the task. But instead of facing an empty courtyard, there were armed and battle-ready defenders racing to protect their home.


    “Attack!” The battle cry sent them surging forward, some calling out to the enemy mockingly.


    “Here, foxy foxy!”


    “I’ll make a nice fur coat for the winter!”


    Fear froze Mamoru’s insides, but he didn’t allow it to freeze his feet. He charged along, twin knives in hand. They’d been told to take whatever weapons they were most comfortable with. For shinobi this meant short swords, knives, and throwing stars, the weapons they usually wore concealed on themselves.


    It took many wild heartbeats for him to reach the gate and pass through. They were not favored by the situation: frontal attacks weren’t what they were trained to do. But the leader had been firm in his intention to overwhelm the foxes with their entire strength. He would hear no argument. It was like the leader was possessed, obsessed with the Fox clan and his mysterious, rich client.


    The ranks of his comrades parted before Mamoru, and he glimpsed Nagato, who had somehow gotten ahead, engaged in battle with a girl with astonishing red hair.


    Nagato went down clutching a knife embedded in his belly, the worst place to take a wound. The knife seemed to have gone through the thick leather armor as though it hadn’t even been there.


    “Nagato!” Mamoru shot forward, shoving bodies aside in an attempt to come to his friend’s aid, and came face to face with the red-haired girl. Screaming wordless hatred, he thrust his weapons toward her flesh.


    She jumped back and swung her katana so fast he was barely able to block the gleaming blade with his knives. In her dark eyes he saw complete confidence—and perhaps a hint of pity. For him.


    Fear took him then, its coldness numbing his wits. She was stronger than a girl had any right to be, and his arms trembled with the effort of holding her blade away. She had killed Nagato so quickly, so easily. He defended himself with desperation, blocking and deflecting the blade that sought his blood.


    His sluggish mind tried to remember how to find a weak point, how to exploit it. He knew a dozen ways to kill an unwary person, but this was a very wary person. His thoughts were panicked, his arms growing tired and weak from parrying her strong thrusts. He stood his ground, parrying over and over. If he held on a heartbeat longer, someone would help. Someone would save him.


    Mamoru’s reflexes were well-honed, but they had never been pressed so hard. He was too late to block her knee as it targeted a delicate part of his anatomy. The sheer unfairness of the move made him gape even as his eyes filled with tears of pain.


    “I have no shame,” the red-haired girl told him. “Sorry!” She elbowed him in the face, driving his head back hard, and he heard bone snap.


    Mamoru collapsed to the ground, knowing he wouldn’t get up again.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Akakiba


    AKAKIBA HEARD THE CLASH of weapons and the cries of the wounded long before he saw the battle. It was those noises that sent him and his mother hastening for the gate. Who in the world would dare attack them?


    Fear for his family surged inside him at the sight of the melee filling the courtyard. Everywhere he looked humans and foxes were locked in combat, spilling the crimson of life. Where was his father? His sister? His human? He viciously stamped down his fear. Fight now; panic later.


    They joined those who had formed a wall in front of the main building, preventing the enemy from penetrating any deeper into the clan house. They filled a weak spot in the defenses where a man with an arm sliced to the bone was in the process of being dragged away by two fellow foxes.


    The wounded man resisted. “It’s just a flesh wound! I’ve still got another arm to fight with!” His fellows, who clearly had better sense, hauled him away.


    Despite the chaos of battle, attackers weren’t difficult to tell apart from defenders, both because of their human aura and because they wore dark leather armor. In contrast, the defenders largely wore everyday clothes. A few foxes who had been caught wearing feminine and elaborately decorated furisode had ripped off the inconveniently large sleeves and now fought arms bare.


    Akakiba estimated the enemy’s visible numbers close to a hundred, a match for their own hundred and some battle-fit foxes. That number included the fox-trapped, who were currently helping by savaging legs and feet, but not the children and elders. The women on the walls were cutting off grappling hooks, proof they were dealing with sneaky shinobi. Rope-climbing wasn’t a samurai skill.


    He tried to fall into his usual blank-mind battle state, but he couldn’t let go of the reality that his home, the one place in the world that should have been safe, was under attack. He was unable to focus, unable to stop looking wildly around as if the whole scene might suddenly prove to be a bad dream.


    Two men came at him, playing off each other to prevent him from landing a blow on either of them. He parried their bloody knives over and over, katana in his right hand and wakizashi in his left. His flesh escaped their metal, but his clothes didn’t, his sleeves soon full of holes. Their eyes were hard, determined. The moment he made a mistake…


    An arrow appeared in the eye of one of the two men, a gift from an archer on the wall. The other shinobi didn’t notice the loss of his partner quickly enough. Akakiba’s sword tore into his stomach.


    He took a step back, panting and overwhelmed. He’d never been in this type of large-scale battle, had never been told that it felt like riding a deadly storm, not knowing when a wave might sweep you under. While physical strength was on their side, many foxes were clutching a limb on which an inconsequential wound had been inflicted. Poison.


    His own mother fell from such a treacherous injury. One moment she stood at his side, the next she had a knee on the ground and a growl on her lips.


    “Mother?” He hated how weak his voice was.


    Akahana pulled a tiny dart from her shoulder. “I’m fine.”


    He doubted that. Whatever poison it was might not have been fatal on its own, but non-fatal effects could be quite deadly when the enemy was waiting for a weakness to exploit.


    Teeth bared, he stood in front of his mother until a three-legged fox hobbled by with a necklace of strung vials.


    “Antidote,” Maru announced.


    “Thank you,” Akahana said in a strained voice, seizing a vial.


    Maru moved on to the next impaired fighter. He was not alone in his work: at least one other fox was carrying vials across the courtyard, a wizened fox that Akakiba was surprised to recognize as Sora. Too old to fight, perhaps, but not too old to help.


    “Do you need rest?” Akakiba swallowed the word “Mother” this time. She was in male form, and there were outsiders present. He circled her protectively still, sword high, his expression an effective deterrent.


    “I’m fine.” Akahana stood, swaying like a reed in the wind.


    “You’re not.” He took her arm and pulled her away, inside the building. “Come.”


    The fight had spread out, many shinobi having slipped by the main line of defense, but the meeting room should have been kept secured to provide a safe haven for the children and the wounded. They had to step over several bodies to get there, all clad in leather armor but one, a young woman he recognized as a close cousin. He averted his eyes. Feelings of sorrow were to be ignored until the end of battle. Doing otherwise might hasten his own death.


    Ahead in the hallway, two fox kits were harassing a shinobi disguised as a monk, sinking their sharp teeth into the man’s heels. The kits were yipping, no doubt thinking themselves great heroes. The shinobi’s hands meanwhile disappeared inside hidden pockets. That couldn’t be good.


    Akakiba left his mother leaning against a wall and charged, his heavy steps catching the fake monk’s attention. He deflected a throwing star with his blade and sliced across the shinobi’s chest, splitting him open like a piece of fruit. The body hadn’t yet hit the ground when he turned on the kits.


    “Your parents will hear about this!” he snarled. “You two get back to the meeting room immediately, you hear me?”


    They scampered off in the right direction with lowered ears and tails.


    “Hikaru and Kaoru,” Akahana said, having caught up by leaning against the wall. “Twin terrors already. Their poor parents.”


    “We’re almost there,” he said encouragingly, sliding under her arm once more.


    As soon as they crossed the meeting room’s threshold, a girl of thirteen or fourteen came to assist them. He could hardly recognize her face, but he thought she was Maru’s daughter. Her eyes were solemn as she took Akahana’s pulse.


    The girl proffered a cup of tea that smelled rotten. “Drink this and take a nap.” She left, moving on to the next patient.


    Akahana gagged on the first sip.


    “All of it, Mother.” He stared until she brought the cup back to her lips and drained it. “I’m returning to the courtyard. Don’t follow until you’re fit to do so.”


    She didn’t answer, which he took as an acknowledgement that he was right. Later, after the shinobi were dead and he’d made sure Yuki and Sanae were safe, he would take the time to enjoy this rare victory.


    On his way out, he nodded his respect to the human women guarding the door with spears. Their eyes were no less determined than anyone else’s, for their children were in this room and their husbands fighting outside.


    “Beware the fake monks,” he told them in passing.


    Outside, he surveyed the fight and saw that now that the full strength of the Fox clan had come to bear on them, the shinobi couldn’t hold. They were losing ground, leaving behind a trail of dead bodies and blood-soaked gravel.


    Cries of pain and sounds of weapons clashing abounded, but the fighters were otherwise eerily silent. Shinobi were trained to it, and foxes were quiet by nature. Here were the two types of warrior most feared in the land: the murderous shinobi and the mysterious fox samurai. The story of this battle would be told and retold endlessly, mostly by people who were making things up as they went.


    He raised his bloody sword. There was work to be done, namely, finding Sanae and Yuki.


    When he spied a flash of red hair, he spared a thought for the poor fools who stood between him and her. Then, he dove in.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Yuki


    “WE’RE UNDER ATTACK! Defend the wall!”


    By the time Yuki heard the call to arms, mind-yelled by an amazingly old-looking fox with thin, pale fur who hobbled past, he’d already tired himself out with an intense bout of practice. There was sweat on his brow, a twitch in his left calf, and a painful dryness in his throat.


    “Terrible timing,” he groaned. “Grandmother, where should I go to help?”


    The fox paused to study him. “You’re the human boy who sees demon auras, eh? Go help Tate near the Mirror Pond. That demon-possessed woman may try to escape.” She sat on her haunches. Though her mental voice was alert, her breathing was shallow, and she was trembling.


    “Are you well, grandmother? Here, I have water.” He knelt to share his flask and cup with her.


    “These old bones haven’t worked so hard in quite a while, that’s true. There will be plenty of time to rest if they kill us all. Now hurry. We must not lose her.”


    “I’m going.” He sprinted in the direction she indicated with her paw. He heard fighting on the walls above, where women armed with bows, swords, and knives repelled climbers. A man in leather fell to the ground screaming, the impact shattering bones and leaving him writhing in agony in the shade of majestic plum trees. An arrow zipped down to silence him.


    Yuki hurried on. His destination was in sight. There were no holding cells in the clan house so the demon-possessed woman had been wrist-tied to a post in the garden. There was but one guard standing by, presumably the man called Tate.


    Tate watched him approach with narrowed eyes. “Who are you?”


    “I was told to come help. I’m Akakiba’s friend.” The dragon in his hair reared up with a warning hiss.


    Upon seeing the dragon, Tate relaxed. “Oh, it’s you. You witnessed Sanae’s ceremony, didn’t you? I remember now.”


    “Is everything alright here?” He cast a cautious look around as he spoke, aware trouble could creep up on them at any moment.


    Thick bushes, huge rocks, and tall trees ensured the area was secluded, out of sight from any building and far enough from the defense wall to avoid falling shinobi. Small rocks had been used to delimit a pond too shallow for fish—the so-called Mirror Pond—and the possessed woman sat beside it.


    “She hasn’t made any trouble.” Tate slumped down on a conveniently sized rock. “Ahh, everybody is out there fighting, and I’m sitting here uselessly.”


    “Every job is important.” He gazed round for a suitable seat. His muscles needed a moment’s rest. He finally settled near the pond with the woman. She glanced his way, then quickly averted her eyes. Her back was rigid, her hands knotted together.


    “Don’t be afraid,” Yuki said, feeling uncomfortable. “I won’t hurt you.”


    “The foxes will.” She huddled on herself, wrapping her arms around her knees like a child. “I wish the shinobi would kill them all.”


    A low hiss came from his hair. He reached up to remove the dragon, which, as Akakiba had predicted, had already grown heavy enough to give him neck pain. “Yes, I know,” he told the creature. “You don’t like demons. Go for a swim.” The little one eagerly slid into the pond’s cool water.


    “I hate dragons,” the woman said. “They hate us, but why? We don’t go out of our way to attack them.”


    Yuki started to reply, then thought better of mentioning that the first demon he had slain on his own had definitely gone out of its way to harass a dragon. Instead he offered, “Foxes aren’t without their own natural enemies. Dogs hate them with a passion. Instincts are powerful. Humans are still slaves to them at times. They make it hard for us to overcome fear of the unusual. I remember once…”


    He searched his memory for the shreds of information he needed and marveled that they seemed to come from so long ago. Back when he had heard this story, his father had been alive. “There was a strange child born in a nearby village. Her hair and skin were white as snow, and her eyes had a red tint to them. The villagers didn’t know whether they should worship or fear her so they avoided her. She lived such a lonely life that one day she went into the river and didn’t come out again. The villagers should have been able to see she was a normal person inside, but their instinctive fear of her strangeness interfered.”


    The possessed woman turned sideways and observed him without meeting his eyes. “Why are you telling me this?”


    “If we tried harder, maybe humans could see there’s a person inside a demon too.”


    No emotion registered on the woman’s face. It was a while before she answered, “We’re dying. The way we’ve found to save ourselves is one that humans won’t forgive. A few will hide successfully. The others will die.”


    “You said this woman you’re inside was willing. Why can’t you take those like her?”


    “She was willing, because she was desperate. There are far more desperate demons than desperate humans. We have no choice but to be enemies.”


    Yuki looked up at the darkening sky, wondering how long the battle would last. The walls were quieter now. Was that a good sign? “It wasn’t a question of survival before. Why was there never peace?”


    “Why?” She seemed surprised by the question, insofar as he could interpret such a stiff face. “There was never a need. Only fools attacked humans and attracted the hunters’ attention upon them. The rest of us were unconcerned. Also…we changed. Those of us who settled into human bodies, we changed.” She met his gaze and held it. “I can have this conversation with you now, because I understand how humans communicate. We had to learn how to thrive in these bodies, how to keep them safe. Before, I couldn’t have understood you.”


    “I see. So we’re a first, you and I. In that case…” He gave her a quick bow. “I’m Yuki. Pleased to meet you.”


    The woman returned her gaze to the pond. The formerly placid surface was now disturbed by one tiny dragon’s antics. Her bound hands twitched in her lap. “Don’t. We’re not friends.”


    Yuki tried, but she would say no more.


    “What did you expect from a demon, anyway?” Tate said. “Step away from her. It makes me nervous that you sit so close.”


    A cry went up. A shinobi was descending into the garden with the help of a grappling hook. A female archer was trying to take him down from afar, but his swinging trajectory made it impossible, and the arrows bounced harmlessly off the stone. The shinobi disappeared from view behind the garden’s greenery.


    Tate’s eyes shone. “That one is mine! You watch the woman!” He took off, charging through the bushes with an arm raised to protect his face.


    “Ah, wait!” Yuki took a few steps forward, his hand raised toward Tate’s disappearing back, then stopped. The bushes were so high and thick that he couldn’t see what passed on the other side. What if Tate were killed and the shinobi came after him next? He couldn’t hear any fighting, which made him fidget in worry. Shinobi were known for killing unheard and unseen.


    He called out tentatively. “Tate? Hey, Tate? Are you okay?”


    He heard a rustle and whirled around, but there was no darkness-clad shinobi trying to kill him. There was, however, a pale kosode disappearing behind a large rock. The pole and rope stood alone, their prisoner gone.


    “Hey, wait!” he ran after the demon-possessed woman. She zigzagged like a panicked rabbit, trying to lose him in the gardens or by entering buildings. He was younger and healthier, and she couldn’t outpace him unless he let her. He couldn’t do that for fear a fox would catch her if he didn’t.


    Cornering her in an empty room, he held out a hand. “I won’t hurt you. Come with me. Please.”


    She sounded calm, even if her breathing was ragged. “Perhaps you mean it. But your friends will kill me, sooner or later. We want to live, both of us.” She punched through the thin rice-paper wall and escaped into the next room. He chased her back into the gardens, irritated by the large spaces as he ducked around rocks, ponds, and trees.


    They had gotten turned around somehow, and they were back where they had started, near the empty pond. By then the archers had noticed the commotion, and the nearest one was taking aim at the fleeing woman.


    “Don’t!”


    The arrow took the possessed woman in the shoulder. She collapsed in the pond with a strangled sound, her body arching in agony and her hands grasping for the shaft. A red flower bloomed in the water.


    He splashed in. “Don’t yank on it! It’ll be worse.” He knelt and took her hands away from the arrow. “Here, here. Let me see.”


    “It hurts. It hurts.” She breathed in gasps, her eyes wild. Her voice suddenly changed, filling with emotion as she pleaded, “I don’t want to die. Don’t go, don’t go. No!”


    He didn’t know to whom she spoke until he saw blackness ooze out of her mouth and into the water, where the young dragon set upon it with much hissing and acid-spitting. The demon was fleeing its dying host, but why? Hadn’t it said it would die if it left? It hadn’t been lying; within seconds it had disappeared, as if diluted.


    The entire pond lit up, shining a pure white that hurt the eyes. He raised an arm in protection, squinting against the light. A shape stepped out of the pond, a female wearing clothes with sleeves that nearly reached the ground. She held a long sword in her right hand. The light dimmed in the pond as the figure left it. She was made of water, her features recognizable as human but much too smooth to be real. She had the look of a statue, perfect and beautiful, and her hair was so long that it brushed the ground.


    Tate, who had somehow returned without Yuki noticing, fell to his knees before the apparition and prostrated himself. “My lady!”


    The water lady turned her head toward the front gates. From here, the sound of battle was faint, distant. The spirit gazed away for a moment, perhaps thoughtful, perhaps seeing farther than physical bodies could. Then, she exploded. Thousands of water droplets flew outwards, and she was gone.


    Tate rose from the ground with a wide, foolish-looking grin plastered across his face. “I can’t believe it! She woke!”


    Yuki stared at where the apparition had stood. “Are you saying that’s the spirit who likes to take the likeness of the founding lady?” Did it mean that the stories Sanae had told him were real? There had truly been a special half-fox woman who had spawned an entire clan?


    “Yes! We weren’t certain she was still alive. I can’t miss this!” Tate took off as fast as his feet could carry him, which was much faster than a mere human could possibly go.


    A soft moan returned Yuki’s attention to the woman he held. The shoulder wound shouldn’t have been fatal, as the Fox clan didn’t poison their arrows, yet she was beginning to shake. There was no sign of consciousness in her open, unseeing eyes. When she stopped breathing, he pulled her limp body out and laid her on the ground, trying to arrange her waterlogged clothes in a dignified manner.


    “I’m sorry.”


    He looked toward the front gate, as the water lady had done, and hurried away. If the Mirror Pond spirit felt it necessary to appear after decades of quiet, the situation was bad. Akakiba would surely be in the thick of the battle.


    An unhappy dragon hissed, causing him to backtrack hastily. “Sorry, sorry!” Dragon in hand, he ran.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Akakiba


    AKAKIBA HEARD THE CROWD’S COLLECTIVE GASP. He had to turn cautiously to avoid giving a shinobi the chance to stab him in the back. Thankfully they seemed to have run out of throwing stars and daggers.


    There was a water spirit on the battlefield, its nature obvious as it was of a gleaming, translucent blue and lacked the detailed features of a physical creature. Its likeness was that of a woman in long flowing clothes with a katana in her hand, tip pointed toward the ground. As she advanced, the crowd parted for her.


    “What’s that?” Jien asked. True to his clingy nature, he hadn’t taken long to locate Akakiba, who, in turn, had located his sister.


    “The lady’s look-alike spirit,” Sanae said, repeating the awed whisper that spread through the crowd.


    “She’s a bit late,” Jien noted. “We’re crushing them.”


    That much was true. The shinobi were on the edge of breaking, seemingly holding for no other reason than to give their wounded time to get out of the way. Poison wasn’t enough to give the shinobi the edge they needed to fight on equal footing with angry fox samurai.


    The spirit stopped at the gate, standing over the crumpled form of a fox who had taken such deep and terrible wounds that Maru hadn’t wasted the time to attend to him. Akakiba had thought the fox dead and had previously been careful not to look too closely at the bloody form for fear of recognizing his father. Now the fox stirred, perhaps sensing the spirit’s eyes upon him.


    As if reaching a decision, the spirit raised its sword until the tip pointed at the sky. It stood motionless as it began to glow, brighter and brighter, until everybody had to shield their eyes and avert their faces. Squinting against the pain, Akakiba attempted to watch.


    At the height of its brightness, the water spirit…exploded. Water droplets flew in all directions, splattering on every surface, person, and fox. Shinobi began to scream or whimper as the droplets burned their exposed skin, leaving ugly red marks. An especially unlucky human, who must have been too stunned to think of widening the distance between himself and the spirit, clawed at his eyes and howled.


    Akakiba touched the droplet that had reached his cheek: it was warm and harmless. No, harmless was the wrong word. Hadn’t there been a cut on his face? His fingers quested for the wound without finding one.


    Sanae gripped his forearm. “Brother, look!”


    The fox who had seconds earlier been at death’s door, with entrails peeking out of a gash in its belly, was rising on shaky legs. Its fur was matted and bloody, but there was no other sign of its former injuries.


    Other members of the Fox clan who had collapsed to the ground or were struggling against the effects of poison straightened, calling out with un-fox-like enthusiasm that they were healed.


    “The lady’s grace!”


    “The lady blessed us!”


    It was too much for the enemy: the shinobi broke and ran, fading into the forest.


    An order came like a whiplash in his head, the mental voice recognizable as Kiba’s. “After them! Let none escape! Bring prisoners!”


    Permission was implicit. Springing into pursuit, many changed their shape when they reached the cover of trees to go onward as fast-footed foxes. They were, after all, predators. The hunt was on.


    Shinobi were notoriously difficult to capture alive. They kept poison capsules in their mouth and would bite down if they thought themselves trapped. The wounded ones left on the ground were dead already from their wounds, their own poison capsule, or a comrade’s questionable mercy.


    Sanae bounded off. Akakiba made as if to follow, but he had no energy left for a chase. “Cursed red-haired child,” he muttered as her stunningly bright fox-form disappeared in the forest.


    “Let her have fun while she can,” Jien said. “Nobody’s going to be happy once the fallen are counted.”


    He shuddered. He didn’t want to know who was dead, as if he could deny reality with ignorance. What if…“I should find Yuki,” he said abruptly.


    “Yuki’s fine.”


    “How would you know?”


    Jien pointed. Across the courtyard, on what had earlier been the edge of the battle, a mixed group of women and children was organizing itself. Yuki appeared to have been drafted to help; he was holding a bucket and nodding along to some instructions. He looked slightly damp but otherwise in mint condition.


    Those who mattered to him were all alive and accounted for. The fear in his heart, when it left, took the rest of his energy with it. He hurt, and he ached. He was tired and hungry, but there could be no rest yet.


    “Help me,” Jien said. He was prodding unmoving bodies with the butt of his spear, seeking to identify any who may still be breathing. Akakiba joined in, and they slowly made their way back across the courtyard, poking and probing.


    “This one’s alive!”


    There was a young shinobi on the ground, unconscious and bleeding but alive.


    Akakiba thrust his fingers into the boy’s mouth and removed the poison capsule. “Get Maru. We need this boy to survive long enough to speak.”


    Jien rubbed his face, smearing blood that came from a minor scalp wound. The spirit’s water hadn’t affected him in the least, neither harming nor healing him. “Going, going.”


    Maru arrived as a human, covered in blood not his own and hauling a bag of medical supplies. After sedating the shinobi, he went to work examining and bandaging his injuries.


    “Stable,” Maru said at last. “We can move him without killing him.”


    He gestured to a pair of foxes to carry the youth and disappeared inside after them.


    Akakiba and Jien went on seeking survivors. Once all of the living had been found and given medical attention, for many had been too far away from the lady to fully benefit from her intervention, they turned to the dead. Shinobi bodies were put in a pile outside the main gate to be handled later.


    Gradually, order was restored. Wounds were seen to, and the bodies of their own were laid in neat rows. There were twenty corpses, few compared to the perhaps sixty shinobi bodies outside, but that didn’t alleviate the pain.


    “Father, she’s stopped breathing!” That was Maru’s daughter, still at work.


    Akakiba went by quickly, unwilling to look inside and see which distant family member was fighting for her life. She would make it, or not, without his interference.


    Elsewhere, a woman wept endlessly. Two foxes, an adult and a young one, sat at her feet. Akakiba recognized her: Hatsu, who had always lived in sorrow for giving birth to the first fox child who could not turn human.


    “Hatsu can’t shift fox anymore,” Sanae whispered, popping at his side to cling to his arm. “Once you’re trapped, it’s forever.”


    In the past, foxes had retained their ability to shift until death. These days, losing the ability was frighteningly common.


    Akakiba eyed his sister, checking for unreported injuries. “Your ankle is swelling again.”


    “Oh, it’s nothing. I was too eager to catch a shinobi, and I tripped again,” she said, sounding strangely subdued. She must have seen the bodies too.


    “You should go and eat something. I can smell rice cooking.” He slipped his arm free and nudged her in the right direction before wandering back outside to find something to do. Gather wood, perhaps. They would need a pyre, a big one.


    Somehow not one of his close ones had been lost. His father had attended the clan head the entire time, his mother had been resting half the fight, and his sister had suffered nothing worse than that twisted ankle. Yuki was untouched, and while it was true that Jien had gotten somewhat battered, a salve sprinkled with dragon eggshell would do wonders.


    Still, he stared at the dead and couldn’t understand how such a thing had come to pass. Each dead body was a reproach, proof he hadn’t fought hard enough and well enough.


    Now that there was no more work to keep people from dwelling on their losses, anger began to seep into the comments whispered around the courtyard.


    “Takashi is a fool. He should have ordered us to bleed red from the start.”


    “Yeah. We would have crushed them!”


    “He never even suggested it!”


    “Why didn’t you go ahead and do it then?” Akakiba snapped. “Must you be told everything?”


    It was no use reminding those idiots that there were good reasons why they were taught to contain themselves and never use their powers openly. The last thing they needed was for humans to be scared of them because they had strange inhuman powers.


    Night had fallen when they lit the funeral pyre. Among the burning bodies was old Sora’s fox form, broken and bloody.


    Long after the others had gone to bed, stumbling with exhaustion, Akakiba remained where he was, staring at the fire. He vaguely recalled telling Yuki to go to bed, that he’d follow soon.


    “What a shame,” a voice said.


    Akakiba looked up, startled, to find old Naoko standing near. In her human form she was a short, bent woman. What few hairs she had left were bone-white, and her hands trembled constantly. She, too, stared into the fire.


    “Grandmother?” he said gently.


    “I tried to compose a haiku for Sora, but I never had the skill he had for it.”


    “He wrote poetry? I didn’t know that.” Human samurai wrote poetry, but foxes were unskilled in such things, try as they might to understand.


    “There’s a great many things you don’t know, child.” Naoko gave a deep sigh. “I wish you to know…old Sora was one like you. When he was born, so very long ago, we did not yet know we were in crisis. By the time we realized how badly we needed new blood, Sora was too old to make children. He tried but could not. He was forever bitter, believing his selfishness had hurt the clan. The hate he showed you was but a reflection of the hate he felt for himself.”


    Akakiba sat up, abandoning his slouch. The revelation hurt like an unexpected slap. The one person who had been like him, the one person who might have understood, had preferred to reject him. “I never knew…”


    “Of course not,” Naoko said. “Secrets are meant to be kept. I kept this one long enough. I believe it was wrong, what was done to you. The clan tried to force you to be other than you are, and you could not help but rebel. I see the guilt and anger in you. Have a care you don’t become bitter like Sora.” She gave him a look that didn’t feel entirely friendly and wandered away.


    Akakiba drifted off to sleep, sitting against the wall, wondering why fire was always so merry when it danced over the dead.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Jien


    THE SCREAMS LEFT NO ONE INDIFFERENT. That much could be deduced from the grim, tight-lipped expressions of those walking by. But none of them went over to try to make it stop.


    Jien stood far from the scene, but he could still hear the shrill screams. It had been going on the entire morning. If the single shinobi they’d captured alive knew anything, he’d talk sooner or later.


    Yuki sat near him, head bowed. “He’s no older than I am.” The baby dragon huddled on his lap, possibly sharing his human’s misery.


    “You should go to the kitchen. It’s mealtime.”


    “So that I can’t hear it? No. I won’t pretend it’s not happening.”


    Jien made no further comment. It wasn’t his place to criticize. The already weakened Fox clan was now even weaker. If they fought the demon-possessed as planned, the survivors may not be numerous enough to be called a clan. They would fight anyway, of course. They were impossibly stubborn that way. He could only hope that they could give themselves a greater chance of victory by gathering such shreds of knowledge as the young shinobi might possess.


    It was depressing. Supernatural creatures were declining and only the evil ones had found a way to survive. What would humanity do without the protection of half-fox demon hunters? Without the help of good spirits and dragons? How would humanity fight demons that took over human bodies? It would be up to the monks of his order to handle it.


    The screams stopped with a dreadful suddenness. Jien rose. “I wonder if it was worth it.”


    They went to listen as the news—and rumors—spread.


    “The night guards should be disciplined. A hundred shinobi in our forest, and they never noticed?”


    “They were clever. They sneaked in overnight a few at a time and hid. By the time the sun rose, birds were used to their presence and sang like usual. That’s why nobody noticed.”


    “The attack itself was still idiotic! What did they think would happen? They attacked just because their crazy, old leader said so!”


    “We got interesting information out of him,” a young man told Jien animatedly, his hands dancing in the air as he spoke. “His testimony supports what we already suspected, that their leader is demon-possessed. He couldn’t justify the attack; he just told them to do it.”


    “He might not be possessed,” Jien said. “He could simply have been bought. Given enough money, a greedy man might be willing to sacrifice his men in a senseless attack.”


    “Who else but the demon-possessed would be desperate enough to offer the kind of money that would take? The timing can’t be coincidence. We’ve discovered their camp, and they’re scared, so they sent the shinobi after us!”


    Jien thought the timing rather supported the theory that the two groups weren’t related—there hadn’t been enough time for messages to fly between the demon-possessed people’s camp and the shinobi clan. Besides, where in the world would demons—or the peasants they inhabited—have found money to hire assassins? He didn’t bother sharing his thoughts: the youth was certain he was right and wouldn’t be convinced by anything as ordinary as logic.


    “What happened to the shinobi?” Yuki asked.


    The young man shrugged. “Dead. They’re disposing of the remains.”


    “What was his name?”


    “His name? I think it was Nagato or something like that. Doesn’t matter now, does it?”


    Jien saw Yuki’s expression turn ugly and herded him away. “Don’t take it so hard. War happens. There’s no helping it.”


    “I don’t think torture is necessary.”


    “They couldn’t risk missing critical information. Their survival may hinge on it.” Seeing his words weren’t having any effect on his companion’s expression, he tried another approach. “The shinobi had a belly wound. It would have gone bad and killed him regardless of what anyone did.”


    “I went with Akakiba to become a hero. I expected to feel like a slayer of evil, a protector of the innocent. I didn’t expect to become the kind of person who sits idly by while someone is being tortured.”


    Jien leaned on his spear, which he couldn’t bear to be without today, and swallowed a yawn. He wouldn’t have admitted it, but he’d spent the night lost in nightmares filled with invisible shinobi. “You should know by now that life is more complicated than that.”


    Glancing at the sun, which shone inappropriately bright on this bleak day, Yuki said, “I need to find Akakiba. He never came to bed last night. I think he’s hurt and won’t say.”


    “That’s likely. He’s a stubborn, proud idiot.”


    They wandered through the garden, addressing anyone they passed. “Hey, have you seen Akakiba?”


    They came across a man who appeared to be hiding behind a rock. He flinched at being addressed but answered, “Oh, I think I saw him sleeping in the courtyard. Near the pyre.”


    “I see. Thank you.” Jien turned around, courtyard-bound. A few steps later he said, “I wonder why that guy was so jumpy.”


    “You didn’t hear? That’s Tate. He was in charge of watching the demon-possessed woman when she escaped. People haven’t been all that nice to him about it.” Yuki sighed. “I was there too, but they’d rather blame him than blame a guest.”


    “Ah. So he’s hiding because he’s ashamed. Samurai are too concerned with their honor, honestly. We sohei are far more concerned with helping the weak and defenseless than with questions of honor and shame. You should change your career.”


    In the courtyard, they found Akakiba slumped sideways against the wall in a pose that was unlikely to do his back any good. The children working to clean the mess left by the funeral pyre spoke among themselves in hushed voices.


    Cleaning the ashes of dead people wasn’t a task Jien would have assigned to children, even if these were on the edge of adulthood, and it led him to wonder if there was a purpose to it. Were these unusually reckless youths being given a lesson? Maybe the foxes were simply trying to keep them busy and away from the badly wounded whose survival was still in question. Who knew with foxes?


    “I shouldn’t have left him alone,” Yuki muttered, kneeling to poke and prod Akakiba. “He was acting weird, but I was so tired…Hmm, I don’t see any wound.”


    “The problem’s in his head,” Jien said, settling down cross-legged in the dirt. “He didn’t take yesterday well.” Nobody had taken it well, but some had taken it harder than others. “Yuki, do me a favor. Fetch food for us three. It’s not a good time to neglect our health.”


    “Oh, of course. Don’t let him escape if he wakes, okay?”


    Yuki hurried away.


    “You know what, Aki? Your little protégé is so helpful it’s perplexing. I understood from what he told me that you basically got his father killed by drawing a pissed-off demon to their home. I’d expect him to be resentful of you, but instead he’s all understanding and forgiveness. It’s almost creepy.”


    Akakiba responded by beginning to snore.


    “You’re lucky to have friends like us, Aki. You could show some appreciation.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Akakiba


    THE MOMENT AKAKIBA OPENED HIS EYES, he wished he hadn’t. “Go away,” he said, without much hope of being obeyed.


    Jien poked him again. “Do you want to hear the news or not?”


    “What news?” He shifted forward and regretted it as his back burst into flames—the result of sleeping in an improper position. Gingerly settling back against the wall, he repeated the question.


    “It’s my fault,” he said after Jien had stopped relaying the news. “I let the demon escape my body, and it told the others I was a fox. That’s why the shinobi made this desperate attack.”


    “Do think it through, Aki. They would never have had time to plan and implement this attack if they’d started organizing after our visit. This began long before.”


    “I—”


    Jien waved a hand, babbling right over his attempt at a reply. “I’m aware it’s impossible to stop you from blaming yourself. Yuki’s been trying for three years, and he hasn’t had any success. Be quiet and let me talk. That way we won’t get in a fight.” He proceeded to wave his other hand, which was bandaged. “See this? I grabbed a throwing knife right out of the air before it hit one of your ladies in the back. Not bad for a human, eh?”


    “Wasn’t it—”


    “Poisoned? I think it was. I wasn’t feeling very well while I tried to find one of those foxes with the little vials. I need to find out what’s in them. It works wonderfully.”


    “Maru—”


    “Good idea. I’ll ask him about it later. You know, I’m glad I’m well-known to your clan. I wouldn’t have wanted to be mistaken for a shinobi. I heard they sneaked a couple fake monks over the walls while we were busy up front.”


    Yuki appeared, precariously balancing three trays on his arms. “Help before I drop them.”


    The meal consisted of plain, unseasoned rice and unevenly cooked meat. Whoever was on cooking duty had settled for the easiest food to make in great quantity—rice—along with the food that would give foxes the most energy—meat.


    Picking up his chopsticks, Yuki began shoveling rice in his mouth. Akakiba more or less did the same with his meat, sinking his teeth into the tender food with great relish. Rabbit again but delicious rabbit. Jien, watching them, seemed amused; he was eating his rice with no special hurry.


    “Jien, are you going to eat that?” He pointed at the meat with his chopsticks.


    “My religion doesn’t approve of killing helpless animals to devour them.”


    He took that as permission to help himself. “Your religious order encourages you to fight and kill spirits and the occasional human. How is killing rabbits any worse?”


    “We kill creatures that do harm. I’ve never seen an evil rabbit.”


    “I have. They bite hard.”


    “You eat them. Biting you is self-defense.”


    Akakiba turned his attention to Yuki’s tray next. “Your rabbit for my rice,” he proposed, making the switch.


    “Wait.” Yuki reached to recover a piece of the stolen meat and lifted it above his head so his dragon could seize it. Seemingly satisfied by the single piece, it disappeared again. It was disturbing how easy it was to forget there was a dragon in Yuki’s hair. Dragons were by nature lazy creatures, likely to spend entire days basking in the sun, but that one was crazy if it thought it could get carried everywhere forever.


    “He’s not going to be able to hide in there for long,” Jien commented.


    “My neck agrees.”


    The front gates creaked as they were opened. Akakiba turned in instinctive alarm, half-expecting to see another shinobi mob coming at them. What he saw was far easier on the eyes.


    Sohei were coming up the road, dressed in leather armor and walking in ranks like a well-trained army. Row after row of raised spears gleamed in the bright sun. They were all on foot but for the rear-guard, who were mounted on dark horses, and the old man who led them on a pale steed. Walking with the front ranks were dragons of the usual small breed, each following its bonded human.


    These monks, the kanji on their banners said, hailed from the Great Eastern Temple and the Great Western Temple, the two Buddhist temples that had long ago come together to create the monastic order of the Great Temples. No other Buddhist order trained its sohei as extensively as the Great Temples did, and no other required them to wander the country and protect those in need.


    “Is there a Great Northern Temple? And a Great Southern Temple too?” Yuki inquired.


    “They exist,” he confirmed. “No one ever accused monks of having an overabundance of originality.”


    Jien snorted. “Next time we’ll certainly ask the Fox clan’s help in finding a less obvious name. Ah, you’ll have to excuse me.” Rising, he went to meet his brothers.


    Akakiba remained where he was, watching the ranks come up the mountainside and pour in through the gate. It would have been difficult to host so many visitors if they hadn’t brought their own supplies: at the very rear came two dozen carts drawn by oxen.


    The dimmest child could have guessed what was going to happen next. The clan head and the sohei’s leader would meet and talk at length, exchanging news and drawing up plans. Then, they would march in haste. It would take days to reach the village where the demon-possessed had gathered, and it was foolish to think they would simply sit and wait. In the end, it wouldn’t matter. The demon-possessed could flee as far as they wanted: they would be found and destroyed.


    He went to his room intending to lie down and rest. The night’s sleep had enabled his body to see to the numerous minor cuts and muscle strains sustained during the fight—along with filtering out any trace of poison in his blood—but fast healing always left the body tired.


    Yuki, who’d followed him, said, “Shouldn’t you wash at some point?”


    “I’m aware I smell like a dead animal.” A mix of dirt, sweat, and blood had gathered in his clothes and on his skin. The sensation, now that he paid attention to it, was truly repulsive. To rest or wash first? “The bathhouse is far…”


    “They left buckets at the door, didn’t you see?” Yuki hauled in a bucket of soapy water with a washing cloth laid over its side and looked at him pointedly.


    Washing first, then.


    Most of the dried blood covering him wasn’t his, and some had gotten into his long hair, requiring much scrubbing and untangling. Afterwards, he tossed out the revoltingly dirty water and slid into clean clothes. The soft fabric was positively luxurious against his skin.


    Now he could rest.


    “Brother? Are you awake?” Sanae slid the door open a crack and peeked in. “How are you feeling?”


    He grunted, which his sister appeared to take as “I’m feeling great and wonderful and require no sleep at all.”


    “Good. We have visitors.” Sanae slid the door open the rest of the way and ushered a pair of humans inside. “They said you know each other.”


    The visitors were Sakura, who had on her back the square box with many compartments that medicine sellers used to carry their wares on the road, and Seiji the police officer.


    “Look, Seiji brought dragon shell powder,” Sanae said after they had finished greeting each other, showing the jar she held in her hands. “Maru will be pleased.”


    Akakiba raised an eyebrow at his sister. That much dragon shell powder was worth a fortune. Why would a police officer bring such a pricy gift? And why was she on a first-name basis with him?


    “We had tea with Seiji’s family while you were gone,” Sanae explained.


    Stifling an exclamation of surprise, he gave Seiji a long, hard look. That lanky, soft-looking man was a potential match for his sister? Seiji fidgeted and wouldn’t meet his eyes.


    “We thank you for this generous gift,” he said at last. “I cannot deny we have a pressing need for powder. We are in your debt.”


    “No, no,” Seiji replied, his manner equally formal. “The Fox clan has always protected the city, and we are grateful for it. This is but a small token of appreciation for your hard work.”


    It was also an easy way to rise in their parents’ esteem. He glanced at Sakura, trying to catch her eye, but she averted her face. The room felt thick with unease, Sanae, Seiji, and Sakura avoiding everybody else’s eyes. Yuki’s face was politely blank, likely hiding puzzlement.


    “Oh, forgive our rudeness, we didn’t offer tea.” Sanae touched the pot on the table and grimaced. “Ahh, it’s cold. There must be fresh tea elsewhere.” She jumped to her feet to leave.


    “No, no, please,” Seiji said. “Don’t trouble yourself on my account.”


    “Or mine,” Sakura murmured.


    “Perhaps Seiji would like to see the gardens,” Akakiba said. It wasn’t a suggestion. “Why don’t you give him a tour, Sanae?”


    “That would be most interesting,” Seiji agreed hastily.


    “Oh, yes.” Sanae slid the door leading outside. “Yes. This way…”


    When the pair had gone, Yuki laughed. “You should have seen your face. You looked about to murder the poor boy.”


    “The ‘poor boy’ is older than you.”


    “He’s not much of a fighter,” Sakura said. “Too gentle.” The tenderness in her voice revealed her feelings to any who heard.


    The silence stretched awkwardly until he ventured, “Why did you come together?”


    “Oh, Father wouldn’t let me come alone, but he couldn’t close the shop to come with me. When Seiji dropped by asking if we had dragon shell powder to sell, I guessed where he was going and demanded to come along. I’m glad you’re well, the both of you. The rumors were so terrible, but it appears I’m not needed.” Sakura patted the large medicine box. “Had I known, I wouldn’t have dragged this heavy thing so far.”


    “Thank you for your concern,” he said automatically, his thoughts elsewhere. Finally, he offered, “I could object to the match. Why should I allow my sister to marry a man from a lowbred family?”


    “Oh, you can’t! It’s important to his family.”


    “Why should that concern me?”


    “You don’t understand. They’re in a difficult situation, because his father has gambling debts. Because my family is no richer, I’m not a suitable match. But if they marry their eldest into the famed Fox clan, the younger daughters could marry well despite the lack of a dowry.” She paused, fidgeting, and her voiced dropped to a whisper. “They must marry them off quickly. One of their creditors threatened to take the youngest as payment. She’d be put in the brothels. I don’t want that to happen.”


    Yuki emitted a noise that was strangely reminiscent of his dragon’s warning hiss. “Nobody’s going to sell anyone while we’re around! Right, Akakiba?”


    He settled for a firm grunt, ashamed to realize that Yuki was convinced he would fly to some stranger’s aid. The truth was, he didn’t consider protecting humans from other humans part of his duties. Because conforming was less painful than breaking Yuki’s illusions, he said, “Give me a name, Sakura. This creditor, who is it?”


    An expression of hope flickered across her face. “Do you remember the man who made trouble over the egg? That’s him. Matsumoto Jun. Dreadful man.”


    The name caught Akakiba’s attention as surely as a rabbit catches a fox’s. “That Matsumoto? He’s trying to take revenge on Seiji for intervening in his dispute with me, isn’t he? It takes a rare fool to attack our clan’s allies. Leave it to us.” He’d have a word with his mother. She’d be furious to hear of this, and the problem named Matsumoto would disappear, one way or another.


    Sakura rose to her feet, and they followed suit. “Thank you for your kindness,” she said, bowing low. “I should go and let you rest.”


    “Yuki, would you escort Sakura and Seiji to the gate? I need to speak with my sister.”


    When Sanae heard him say the same to her moments later, she looked apprehensive. They were soon alone, the others gone.


    “I’m sorry, Brother,” Sanae said, kneeling and fussing with her clothing. “I didn’t know there were romantic feelings between Seiji and your friend.”


    “That’s their problem.” He’d done what he could for Sakura. “I’m worried about you. Mother and Father are trying to match you already?”


    “I’m an adult now. It’s inevitable.”


    “You don’t have to do as they wish. You’re your own person.”


    “Someone has to help the clan survive.” Sanae’s voice had gone uncharacteristically soft and gentle. “You can’t do it so I will. I do want children. I would have preferred to wait, but it can’t be helped.”


    He shoved his instinctive defensiveness away. His sister spoke the truth, and there was no condemnation in her voice. Staring at the wall, he said, “You’re stronger than I am.”


    “I’m not criticizing you, Brother. If it makes you happy to live as you do, then it’s good. When you decide to have children, I’ll foster them for you and teach them our ways.”


    “I don’t want children.”


    “You’ll change your mind one day. When you do, I’ll be here.”


    Not liking where the conversation was heading, Akakiba swiftly changed the subject to one of a less personal nature. “You’re intent on participating in the fight, aren’t you? I would rather have you stay and protect the young ones. Surviving shinobi may return for revenge.”


    “They’ll be fine. Grandmother Naoko will see to it. Even shinobi would never find the tunnel.”


    Sanae meant the fox-dug tunnel that led from the clan house to a cave that served as a refuge during wartime. Those left behind when the clan went to war—human women, children, and the elderly—were often in need of a secure location to discourage potential attackers. The tunnel hadn’t been used in recent memory, but it had been maintained, if only because kits loved to sneak in there to play. It wouldn’t do to have the tunnel cave in and bury unlucky kits.


    “There’s also the fact,” Sanae added, “that this might be my last chance to participate in a real battle. I expect I’ll be busy with children next time there’s an interesting conflict. You’re not allowed to tell me not to come. Besides the ‘if we lose we die’ part, it’s my last selfish wish before I become a dutiful wife.”


    “As always, you fight unfair.” As a person who lived his entire life selfishly, he could hardly oppose her wish. “I’m glad you’re on our side, little cheater.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Yuki


    YUKI SURFACED FROM SLEEP with a dry heave, trying to spit out something that wasn’t there. “Disgusting!”


    “Bad dream?” Sanae’s voice inquired. By now Yuki knew her well enough not to be surprised that she would sneak into a sleeping man’s room. He was far more surprised by his own subconscious.


    “I dreamed I was eating something alive! I can still taste it!” He rubbed his tongue in an effort to get rid of the phantom taste.


    “Oh, um.” Sanae stared at him, then at the squirming frog in her hand. “I thought your pet needed to learn to catch live food. I didn’t want to wake you so I went ahead and gave it one. You don’t think…?”


    “That’s not possible.” He eyed his dragon, who was staring at the remaining frog. “Is it?”


    Sanae wordlessly put the frog down on the floor. The dragon dove forward and snapped it up.


    Yuki propelled himself out the open garden door to throw up over the edge of the veranda. Knowing it was a phantom feeling, that the kicking frog wasn’t in his own mouth, didn’t help one bit. A diffuse contentment seeped into his mind, so out of place it couldn’t belong to him.


    “Out of my head, out,” he said between gritted teeth, willing his mind to close against the alien sensations. It appeared to work or, at the very least, the frog taste and the contentment vanished, and he was left feeling only his own nausea and bile-burned throat. He flopped back on his futon. “Oh, good. I can make it stop.”


    “That’s interesting,” Sanae said. “Should I go get my brother?”


    “Please, no. We’re not telling him about this. He’ll use it as an excuse to tell me I can’t come along. The army leaves today, doesn’t it?”


    “Why do you think I’m looking like this?” Sanae said dryly, spreading her arms. She wore a yellow kosode with a stylized fox head on the breast, black hakama pants, and a male body. Her new swords were at her side, the lacquered scabbards catching the light. “The scouts already left. Aito’s leading them.”


    “Why not Jien? He saw the enemy up close.”


    “Oh, Jien says Aito has familiars. He must have left one behind as a spy. It should be easy for him to find the demon-possessed if they’ve moved.”


    “Ah, is that why he’s always staring at nothing? Is he looking at his spirits?”


    “I wouldn’t know. Spirits don’t bond with foxes.”


    Yuki had never met a man with familiars before, but he’d heard stories aplenty. Such a bond was a strain on a human’s attention, because it was like having extra senses that the human brain wasn’t made to handle. When they met again, perhaps he could ask Aito if his spirit bonds were as strange as his developing dragon bond.
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    In early afternoon, rows upon rows of Fox clan samurai and Great Temples sohei marched out of the clan house. The giant doors swung shut after the supply wagons lumbered out, and those left behind watched from the walls in silence.


    Since asking for permission to be included would likely result in a refusal, Yuki didn’t ask. He merely took place in the ranks near Akakiba and Sanae and endeavored to look as if he belonged. Akakiba eyed him sideways but didn’t argue.


    When they marched through the city, the streets were deserted but for stray dogs barking wildly. Skittish residents watched from windows or doorways.


    “Didn’t anyone tell them what’s happening?” Yuki said. “They’ll worry war is coming.”


    “That’s what happens in a clan where secrecy is as much rule as habit,” Akakiba said. “They won’t even tell you where the outhouse is unless they must.”


    Now and then, they caught sight of people who hadn’t sought cover. Most were samurai who looked on with expressions of puzzlement or interest but a few weren’t. One woman in particular waved as they passed.


    Yuki waved back. “Look, there’s Sakura and Hiroshi.”


    She was still waving the last time he looked, a tiny figure standing at the edge of the city.


    The army moved swiftly. The well-guarded supply wagons fell behind during the day but caught up at night. Seven days passed as they marched onward at a pace Yuki found difficult to sustain, legs and lungs burning with effort. He’d thought himself fit, as he was used to walking all day long, but the monks put him to shame.


    “Are you well?” Sanae inquired once. “You’re out of breath.”


    “Some of us aren’t half human and half mythical being of surpassing power,” he muttered in answer, nursing his wounded pride.


    “Oh. I thought it might be the other thing.”


    “I’ve got it under control.” He hadn’t thrown up again, at least.


    Travelers and villagers who crossed their path inevitably dove for cover off the road. It might have helped if they’d displayed banners to identify themselves. Nobody seemed to have given thought to the fright they would give the general population by marching off like this. Foxes really were overly secretive.


    They slowed down on the last day. A pair of monks, certainly scouts, came out of the woods and met with the front of the column where the leaders rode. The army didn’t stop, walking past the village where the demon-possessed had previously been. The scouts led them onward.


    Not long thereafter, Yuki sighted the old mother dragon’s corpse on the riverbank, her good eye gouged out and one of her front paws hacked off. The rare parts of her that hadn’t yet been eaten by scavengers were a mess of open wounds. The remains of a dozen human bodies scattered about her were testament to why one should not anger a great dragon, not even an old one.


    The baby dragon’s quizzical concern was a caressing touch upon his mind. Plainly the little critter couldn’t truly read his mind—or not yet. If he hadn’t been busy worrying about dying in the upcoming battle, the recent developments in their bond would have bothered Yuki a great deal more.


    “I’m fine,” he murmured, fingers caressing soft scales. The creature settled back around his neck, tightening possessively. “Hey, hey, let me breathe.”


    The rest of the scouts were waiting near a village that was deserted but for a few scavenging birds that fled at the army’s approach. The birds had been feeding on what remained of the villagers. Angry murmurs rose in the ranks at the sight of the small, twisted bodies lying in piles.


    “They killed the children,” Akahana said as she joined them. She, like the other women, traveled as a man. Due to her weak ankle, she’d made the journey on a horse.


    “The elders too. They were unfit for their purposes,” Akakiba said. “The rest they must have taken to use as bodies.”


    Sanae was staring at the piled remains, looking ill, and Akahana touched her shoulder.


    “How many villages?” Yuki wondered aloud. To think he’d felt sorry for the demons!


    “No other village fell,” a new voice said.


    Sanae turned to the approaching fox. “Father. Do you know what the scouts said?”


    “They report the massacre was fresh when they arrived. They were able to frighten the demons into preparing for battle rather than trying to seize more bodies elsewhere. The good news is that they have not harmed any more humans; the bad news is that they have been preparing their defenses for days now. They took this village’s entire rice supply, so starving them is no longer an option.” Kiba looked toward a nearby hill, presumably where the enemy was located. “How they learned to prepare for battle is beyond us.”


    “Wait,” Akakiba said, “I recall them saying they could learn from their host’s knowledge. Peasants might not have practical knowledge of war, but they’d understand the theory.”


    They set up camp around the village. “Setting up camp” was loosely defined as the act of claiming a dry patch of ground to sleep on and going about one’s assigned task. Some handled the villagers’ remains, some made and distributed food, and some set a perimeter to guard during the night. If the enemy knew about battle preparations, they might also know about surprise attacks.


    The evening meal was freshly made rice—tastier than the day-old rice balls that served as midday meal—and dried fruit. Dried meat was available for the foxes. The dragon was less than enthusiastic about this new diet and preferred to slither off to find suitable prey. Yuki shivered in second-hand delight as the dragon slid into the rice field’s cool water and cavorted about.


    As the sole person in the camp with no assigned duty, Yuki endeavored to make himself useful by tagging along with Sanae for food distribution. Afterwards, they sat together in silent contemplation, waiting for Akakiba to finish assisting with burying the dead villagers. A burial wasn’t as proper as a pyre, but it was better than leaving the bodies unattended.


    Night had fallen, and the stars were bright in the clear sky. Part of him was watching the stars and part of him was enjoying a fat mouse, gulping it down in gory chucks.


    Yuki pulled back from the dragon’s mind, nauseated by the ghostly feeling of bloody meat in his throat. In this heightened state, he felt Sanae’s inhuman power like a pulse against his skin, like wavelets against the shore. The aura hugging her body was red, while Akakiba’s was yellow. Why the different colors, Yuki couldn’t tell. The human aura didn’t seem to have a color, or perhaps he had yet to become sufficiently sensitive to detect it. Considering it had taken perhaps ten days for him to go from nothing to “I can see, smell, and taste what my dragon’s eating a mile away,” it was logical to expect further developments in his abilities.


    “Still no rain,” he said to break the silence. “We’re lucky.”


    Sanae made a vague noise.


    “What’s on your mind?”


    “I wonder what will happen if we can’t stop them.”


    Her voice was female, proof that she had relaxed back into her natural gender under the cover of darkness. He knew it was a breach of protocol, for he’d heard Akahana scold her about it two days prior, but he wasn’t about to tell on her.


    “It’s not like you to be pessimistic,” he said.


    “I know we can’t prevent every single one of them from escaping. As long as one of them is free, they can start over. There were dozens of children in that pile…”


    “They need large numbers to do that to a village. If we prevent them from working in groups, they can’t do it again.” He searched for words to raise her mood. “Demons are fading, aren’t they? Soon they’ll be gone and the children safe.”


    “You know what we are. When demons are gone, we’ll be gone too. We pretend it’s not so bad, that we can survive, but it’s getting worse, and we’re fewer and fewer.”


    He had no soothing words to offer in answer. What if Akakiba got trapped as a fox like his father? Since the ongoing dwindling of magic also weakened dragons, how would his be affected? Their bond might dissolve, whether they wanted it to or not.


    Sanae hurled a rock into the darkness. “It’s not fair.”


    Yuki watched the stars, which would remain in the sky long after Sanae’s kind had gone. What would become of humanity after both its allies and enemies vanished like mist? His dark brooding was interrupted by a certain little reptile nibbling on carrion. The sudden taste of rot in his mouth made him gag. “I told you no old food! No!”


    Sanae patted his arm. “He’s doing it again, huh? Did you ask the monks about it? A lot of them have dragons too.”


    Yuki applied himself to separating his mind from his dragon’s. He didn’t want to know what the dead thing was and especially didn’t want to smell or taste it. “I tried,” he said bitterly, “but they looked at me like I’m crazy.”


    “Ah. Great dragons must be different.” She patted his arm again. “Are we still not telling my brother about it?”


    “I’ll tell him after the battle.”


    If we’re both still alive.


    By the time Akakiba arrived, Sanae had fallen asleep under her blanket. There wasn’t enough light for Yuki to see Akakiba’s face, but he could guess that conversation wasn’t welcome. Whatever could they have spoken about, anyway? How it felt to bury dead children? Nobody should ever have to do that.


    They sat together watching the stars and listening to Sanae’s regular breathing. They’d settled a little bit apart from everybody else, far enough to have privacy under the cover of darkness but not so far that they were outside the safety perimeter. There was no one close enough to notice his hand rise and reach for Akakiba’s ponytail.


    Akakiba made an inquiring noise.


    “Bug caught in your hair,” Yuki said.


    His fingers combed through long, soft hair, chasing invisible bugs.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Sanae


    THE MORNING DAWNED cool and clear as if nature itself were on their side. What body-less demon would dare appear when the sun shone unhindered? Sanae rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and fell into a series of stretching exercises that served the dual function of warming her muscles and reminding her that her center of balance was different when she used a male shape. By the time she was done, she felt ready to take on the world.


    News filtered through the crowd slowly. Cousins chatted, pieces and bits of their conversation reaching her ears.


    “Scouts say there’s more of them. Maybe as many as three of them for every two of us.”


    “That’s easy as twisting a baby’s arm. You get one, I get one, and we share the third.”


    “Don’t be an idiot. We’re not supposed to kill them; we’re supposed to disarm and exorcise them. That’s harder.”


    “Is that the entire plan? Go in, grab them, and exorcise until we run out?”


    “Why are you asking me? Takashi will explain when he wants to.”


    Takashi was probably still consulting with the monks’ leader, an old, wizened man who seemed so frail the wind might break him. That’s what leaders did: they talked, and they planned, and they made things work.


    “Don’t worry,” Akakiba said. “We have the advantage. They have no battle training, and we do. No matter the changes they’ve undergone, they can’t have learned discipline so quickly. They’ll be clumsy with their weapons, sloppy at holding a line, and easy to frighten into panic.”


    Sanae forced her lips into a grin. “Do I look worried? We’ll be fine as long as I’m here to save the day.” But she still couldn’t stop wondering who would burn on the funeral pyre this time. Everybody around her was a cousin to some degree or another.


    A sohei approached, clad in thick leather armor and wearing a white hood that hid everything but his eyes. His sharpened spear shone, and he wore a long katana at his side. His arms were full of armor pieces, which he dropped at their feet.


    “Some friends you are,” Jien said, removing his hood. “I didn’t see any of you during the march.”


    “I’m not your friend,” Akakiba said.


    “Who said I was talking to you, grumpy?” Jien ruffled Akakiba’s hair and ignored the resulting snarl. “Here, Yuki. I brought the extra set for you.”


    With help, Yuki fastened on the various pieces: first the armguards, with pieces that extended to cover the back of the hands; then leg guards to hold the wide hakama pants tight against the legs; finally a chest piece with squared shoulder pads and four rectangular pieces dangling at the bottom to cover the rear, the front, and the sides.


    “Your sleeves are a bit long, but it’ll do,” Jien said. “We’ll skip the hood for you since you’re not bald,” he added as the displaced dragon climbed back on Yuki’s shoulders.


    Jien wore his own set of armor as awkwardly as Yuki wore his, likely having no more practice. Neither the foxes nor the monks had been involved in a true war in living memory. In matters of warfare, Jien and her older brother were as green as she was. She couldn’t decide if the fact should make her feel smug or concerned. Her hand sought her beautiful new katana’s hilt.


    A voice began to bark orders. “Get moving, foxes! Cavalry over here! Archers, group up! Is that all of you? Everybody else get in the back, move!”


    The cavalry took position at the front in single file, the horses snorting and stomping restlessly. They were few and their role flexible—they could be enemy-herders, charge leaders, swift rescuers. Archers took position behind the cavalry, the majority of them women—biologically, if not in appearance. Archery was a popular pastime among homebound clan women and many became skilled shooters.


    The samurai on foot came next, forming loose ranks.


    “I better go. Later!” Jien took off to join his own, waving over his shoulder.


    Her father Kiba went past, repeating the same instructions over and over. “The monks will be working in three-man cells to perform exorcisms. Stay just ahead of them so you can deliver disarmed possessed into their care. Don’t get too far ahead. Don’t get isolated from everybody else. The sun is strong today and should prevent these weakened demons from trying to retake the rescued or trying to go after the monks, but it’s not impossible. Keep an eye out for trouble. If you hear the conch—”


    Wheels creaked. Looking over her shoulder, Sanae saw Maru, his wife and daughter, and a handful of others surrounding a cart pulled by a horse with grey hair and sagging skin. That would be the medical supplies. Good. They’d take care of hurt people.


    “I feel out of place,” Yuki said ruefully. “Everybody keeps saying ‘the monks’ and ‘the foxes,’ and I don’t fit in either group.”


    “You count as one of us,” Sanae said cheerfully, leaning against his shoulder. “You’re practically family, right?” Yuki colored without answering, and she eyed him. “Is it supposed to be a secret?”


    “Leave him be, Sanae,” Akakiba said. He tugged on her ponytail to pry her off his human, obviously jealous.


    Oh, she could tease them later. She turned her attention to the hill. She couldn’t see any movement, but the enemy was up there, waiting.


    Looking in the same direction, Yuki said, “We’ll be winded when we get to the top.”


    “I think we’re going up through the forest. That’ll give us cover, and we won’t have to hurry.”


    “They could set fire to it and retreat.”


    Sanae stiffened at the idea. “They wouldn’t dare! Setting fire to a forest, really!” No creature issued from the spirit world would deliberately set fire to a forest, for it would mean destroying the home of hundreds of lesser spirits. Even demons would balk at such wanton destruction. Wouldn’t they?


    Takashi rode in front of the ranks, surveying his troops. Lifting a hand, he pointed, not up the easy side of the hill where the tall grass offered no cover, but toward the forested side, a steeper but safer way up. A handful of fox-form samurai shot out ahead, her father among them. Probably scouts seeking hidden traps.


    The march uphill began, the pace so slow as to be a crawl. Sanae longed to run ahead, but doing so would have been beyond foolish. She had to keep her energy for when they encountered the enemy. Emulating her fellows’ slow pace allowed her to conserve her breath. She watched her footing as she went: she was absolutely not going to twist an ankle again!


    An eerie feeling brought her head back up. It was as though all animal life had deserted the forest: birds were unheard and critters were unseen. The leaves no longer rustled, the wind itself gone into hiding. The only noises were those made by their own forces, and those decreased when the others noticed the forest’s stillness and went still in turn.


    Spirits stood watching them. Human shapes, animal shapes, and nameless shapes abounded. All were translucent and impossible to mistake. Sanae shivered under their gazes and didn’t know why. What were they expecting? There were dozens of them, far more than she’d ever seen in one place. These weren’t the friendly spirits that were usually seen, but the neutral ones that normally never showed themselves to humans.


    “What do you want, spirits?”


    “Why are you here?”


    “Are you trying to help them?”


    If an answer was given to any of those questions, Sanae didn’t hear it. The translucent figures made no move to help or hinder them. Yet the entire army stood as if paralyzed by their presence.


    “Focus on the fight ahead, you two,” Yuki said, elbowing her and her brother. “Distractions will get you killed.”


    Sanae elbowed him back. “Don’t you wonder what they want?”


    “I expect they’re paying attention, because there’s an unusual concentration of spirit energy here, between your clan and the possessed. They don’t worry us, so ignore them.”


    Us? Sanae quirked an eyebrow at the dragon. It looked alert, tilting its head this way and that, but it wasn’t hissing.


    “Onward!” Takashi’s voice was shockingly loud in the surrounding stillness. “This isn’t a picnic!” He kicked his horse ahead, running through one of the spirits. Between one moment and the next, the spirits faded from sight. The army resumed moving.


    They were near now, the forest thinning ahead. They stopped at the treeline, catching their breath and steeling their nerve. No traps had been set off on the way, but that may have been because the scouts had disabled them.


    A gap between two horsemen allowed Sanae to glimpse the demon-possessed’s work. They hadn’t built up: they’d dug in. The big trench dug deep into the earth must’ve been meant to stop horsemen, the men and women in it gripping long spears that would make short work of any horse that tried to jump over. A shallower trench had been dug behind the first: archers were positioned there. Both trenches formed a complete square, so that the possessed might defend from any direction.


    In the middle, there stood a wide, wooden wall that served as cover for an unknown number of possessed. Perhaps because of a lack of time, there was but one wall, the other three sides unshielded.


    “They’re taking this fight seriously.” A knot of anxiety formed in the pit of her stomach, worry for her clan. Prying these people out of their trenches would cost lives.


    Having a good, strong voice wasn’t a necessity to be a clan leader, but it certainly helped when there was a need to shout at a few hundred people. Takashi’s voice carried well.


    “Nobody moves until my signal! Archers will begin with disabling shots. If you come across a possessed with an arrow, do not remove it from the wound! Humans aren’t foxes! Leave the arrows for the healers! Remember: disarm when you can, kill only when you must, and bleed red at need.”


    “I always bleed red,” Yuki said dryly. “I’d rather not bleed.”


    Akakiba snorted. “You’ll see what he means. Stay with me. You too, Sanae.”


    “I’ll protect you, Brother, never fear.” She gripped her katana tight.


    They watched each other across the vast expanse of long grass, as if both sides were unwilling to be the one to begin. Or, perhaps, as if both sides were hoping for a miracle, for the enemy to fall down dead or for a god to intercede in their favor.


    A possessed archer shot first, the arrow landing harmlessly in the ground before their massed forces. Someone in the back laughed, the sound high and brittle. The spell was broken. The possessed raised their bows and more arrows followed, a few that became many, like raindrops turning into a downpour.


    Takashi raised his voice. “Archers, aim and shoot!”


    Sanae had never had the patience to become skilled at shooting, preferring the intimate thrill of sword fighting. Watching the archers make stunningly precise shots that left enemies clutching an arm or a leg, she now regretted it.


    “Careful,” Akakiba said when she failed to dodge an incoming arrow that came so close it tugged at the edge of her clothing.


    “They’re incompetent. It’s unlikely they’ll hit me on purpose.”


    The incompetence was undeniable: she couldn’t see anyone felled by an arrow.


    “Cavalry, go!”


    Two dozen mounted men and women thundered ahead, the noise drowning anything else Takashi might have said. The riders split in two groups, going around the trenches, not over. The move seemed calculated to force the enemy to spread out to cover the other sides lest the riders jump over at undefended points.


    Takashi raised his fist, and the foxes surged forward.


    Then, the wooden wall rushed them. It was portable, dozens of feet visible under the edge as the bearers ran, crossing the trenches by running on wooden planks that the spear-bearers swiftly removed afterwards. Holes in the wall allowed for weapons to be placed through, so that it was a wall with teeth that came at them.


    Takashi bellowed over the din. “Foxes, catch it!”


    “Get back, Yuki!” Sanae called out, setting her right shoulder forward and stepping back to be in line with her brother. The wall plowed into their line and stopped as Fox clan samurai strained against it. Some had already begun bleeding red, the root of their hair gone crimson, the color slowly seeping down the length of their hair.


    Sanae dug her heels into the ground. She heard the grunts of effort from the possessed men on the other side. Akakiba seized the nearest spear sticking out of the wall and yanked it out before shoving it back pointy end first. There was a scream.


    “Pull it down!”


    Samurai jumped to grab the upper edge, using their weight to pull back. The wall came down with an earth-shaking shock, and they stood face to face with the enemy.


    Sanae didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this, a crowd of bedraggled men and women in torn clothing awkwardly clutching weapons. Their faces showed emotions ranging from rage to fear to blankness.


    But what she saw wasn’t the enemy. These people were merely hostages to the things in their heads.


    Between one breath and the next, the two sides clashed.


    Deliberate thought fled her mind, leaving her brain free to process instinctive fighting moves. The first man to cross her fell with a crushed face, the hit accidentally made too hard. The second earned a shattered sword wrist—that one she seized and threw bodily at the monks following behind.


    Her brother was to her right and Yuki a step behind. She caught a glimpse of his human eyes; they were unfocused, as though what he saw was not as important as what his other senses told him. The dragon spread across his shoulders spat at those who threatened its human. Elsewhere, other dragons did the same: the hiss of spit acid was occasionally heard, along with the expected screams.


    A lone monk went down with a slit throat. The dog-sized dragon at his feet lurched forward and seized the demon-possessed man’s ankle with its needle teeth, nearly severing it. The man fell screaming and was savaged until he lay still. Its duty to its dead master done, the dragon fled to the forest.


    One by one they disarmed the enemy, softening their blows to avoid crushing human skulls, turning their sword before it bit into soft flesh. When they met strong resistance, they worked together to crush it. In the time it took to safely disarm a man and hand him over to the nearest monks, they each could have killed three men. The slowness chafed, but mistakes risked the lives of helpless hostages. That was the thought Sanae held onto to will herself to patience.


    An odd noise rose, one she only belatedly identified. Somebody was blowing into a conch shell. Oh, hadn’t they said something about using a conch to convey orders when shouting couldn’t reach everybody’s ears? Maybe she should have listened.


    “That’s ‘fall back and regroup,’ isn’t it?” Yuki said.


    Akakiba spat red saliva, looking round the field with wild eyes. “We’re spread out too thin. We do need to fall back. Move.”


    “Too late,” Yuki said. “Incoming.”


    Sanae whirled around to face the threat. They were isolated, their allies busy retreating, and a group of seven enemies was moving to cut their retreat.


    Disarming seven men was impossible. They’d be overwhelmed. Sanae shifted her blade, ready to kill, and sensed her brother doing likewise. They were of a similar mind in battle, united in purpose in a way she had never experienced before.


    She hurled herself forward with a cry and pulled her hidden strength into the open. Eyes blazing with such power as she had never before held, she brought her katana down on the first man. The blade slid through flesh like a knife through butter. Tricked by the lack of resistance, she couldn’t keep herself from stumbling forward with her own momentum—right onto another man’s blade. She jerked back too late and felt the metal slide out of her belly.


    Oh. What an idiot I am.


    The man was as shocked as she was, staring at the bloody blade. She took his head with a twitch of her wrist, helped disable the two men Yuki was holding off, and turned to find her brother already done with the rest.


    “Brother, I slipped.” Strength left her, and she slowly folded to the ground, belly burning.


    “Sanae!”


    “Brother, it hurts.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Akakiba


    SANAE LAID WITH HANDS pressed to her stomach, blood drenching her clothes and more seeping out with every labored breath.


    Akakiba fell to his knees at her side, yanking his kosode off to serve as a compress. Belly wounds were the worst, nearly impossible to stabilize, difficult for fox magic to heal before death came. “You need a healing trance,” he said, fumbling to hold the compress down and seize his pouch at the same time. The pill looked like nothing more than a bit of dried grass, but it contained a slow poison that, when given to one of their nature, triggered a healing trance. He pushed it between her lips and watched her swallow.


    “Go to sleep and heal.” Though his voice was firm, it was a plea.


    “I don’t want to die,” she whispered, eyes shut.


    He pressed down as hard as he dared, but the blood would not stop, soaking through the wad of clothing. It was her very life slipping between his fingers, and he could do nothing but hope to trick her into an easier end. “You did well. Go to sleep.”


    Instead of allowing the drug to take her into unconsciousness before she emptied herself of blood and life, Sanae resisted. Her body jerked violently, her eyes open and shining red as she fought. After a final violent spasm that bent her body so far her bones should have snapped, the color vanished from her eyes, and her muscles went slack.


    Akakiba cradled her close, ignoring the clash of swords and the cries of the wounded. He couldn’t find tears to shed or anger to howl. He was dry and lifeless inside.


    A shadow, startling and unwelcome, fell upon him. “We’re isolated here. I can’t hold forever.”


    He said nothing.


    “Please, you have to get up.” When he failed to respond, the voice turned harsh. “You’re going to let them kill us too?”


    His hand sought his sword’s hilt and tightened on it convulsively. “No.”


    Straightening slowly, he called out the power that dwelled inside those of his kind, the power of his inhuman half. It came to him like battle fever in the blood, heating body and mind. He felt the color bleed out into his hair, turning it a shade similar to his sister’s. Many on the field had also called upon their hidden strength, but few had a color as vibrant as he. He kept pulling until his eyes filled with color, and strange red markings appeared on his skin. He halted there: his body would tear itself apart if he went too far.


    A new body had appeared in the mud, the death so fresh that the wounds bled freely, and Yuki’s breathing was battle-quick. He stared. “What happened?”


    “He tried to sneak up on us.”


    Crimson rage washed across his vision. This man had tried to sneak up and stab them in the back while they were attending to Sanae! The bastard was lucky he was already dead!


    Akakiba laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder and struggled to speak evenly. “Thank you for watching my back.”


    Yuki flinched, raising a hand to protect his eyes. “Your aura’s blindingly bright. And your face…is that normal?”


    “I told you you’d see.”


    The approaching men never had a chance. Filled to bursting with pure energy, Akakiba moved faster than human reflexes could handle and hit harder than a human body could stand. Because he had practiced in secret before, in those rare times he was well and truly alone, he knew how to handle the extra speed and strength and never once stumbled. Bones shattered and flesh parted like water under his strikes. The glyphs on his katana shone bright, responding to the spirit energy that flowed from him.


    He sought more enemies to kill but found nothing but broken weapons and corpses nearby. The battle had moved back toward the edge of the trees, the two fighting forces decreased in number. The largest group was the non-fighting one—the healers, wounded fighters, and exorcised humans—and the battle had turned to one of defense as monks and foxes sought to keep the enemy away from those unable to protect themselves.


    “Fools,” he said contemptuously.


    He saw and understood everything now. The clan had never fought like this, parent with child, wife with husband. They lacked the discipline for it and could not refrain from turning to help those they knew and loved. When they were thus distracted, the enemy pounced.


    He watched foxes stumble and make fatal mistakes. It was so obvious. Tiredness, once it settled deep into the muscles, was a terrible enemy. It took their advantages and dulled them, forced them to be more careful with their superior strength. Disarming the enemy became a difficult and dangerous task. Still they tried and took too many wounds in the process.


    Why had they accepted this foolish plan? They were saving human lives at the cost of their own, but why? Sanae had been worth more than a few human lives. These humans were fools too, or else they wouldn’t have been turned into slaves. They weren’t worth saving.


    He shifted his sword backward in his grip and began to run.


    Yuki kept up, his sword also out and at the ready. He spoke, his tone alarmed, but his words were without meaning.


    Akakiba fell upon the enemy like a fox upon baby rabbits and showed them no more mercy. He was the god of death come for them. He taught them fear and the horror of battle. He taught them pain and the weakness of flesh bodies. Their screams and pleas went unheeded as he turned them into hacked meat. The directive, to wound rather than kill, was meaningless now. He fed his vengeance with blood, and it called for more.


    His sword descended toward a screaming youth and met resistance, another blade blocking the deathblow.


    “Stop.” Yuki grunted in effort, his human strength insufficient to contain him for long. “It went out. The demon went out.”


    Akakiba pulled back, blinking rapidly to refocus his gaze. “What—” The return to reality was like a fall from a cliff, swift and brutal. Strength and color drained from his body, and he almost forgot to keep breathing. He swayed on his feet with the sudden acknowledgement of the energy he had expended. This did not stop him from seeking another enemy to fell, but there was no one left to stand up to him. The living remaining in the vicinity were unpossessed humans who cringed away from him.


    “You scared the demons right out of them,” Yuki said to his puzzled expression. The boy watched him warily, as if afraid he might butcher the helpless humans regardless.


    Which is what he’d been doing all along. How many had he murdered? How many had he left crippled for life, missing a hand or an arm?


    “They weren’t skilled,” he murmured, surveying the battlefield, which now was almost quiet with the wind covering the moans of the injured and dying. “We were having difficulties, because everybody was trying to be careful.” The others had wanted to save the possessed humans, and he’d gone and slaughtered them.


    Clan members and monks were picking their way through the field to offer care or mercy to the survivors of his frenzy. Nobody looked at him or spoke to him.


    He didn’t know he’d moved until he recognized the broken body before him. There he sat after arranging her body as neatly as he could, gazing at her untouched face with its halo of wild red hair and feeling his sanity threaten to break anew.


    Yuki limped over and collapsed on the ground, his face so pale that Akakiba stirred out of his self-pitying haze to ask, “Are you hurt?”


    “I can’t help it if I’m entirely human,” Yuki snapped. “This body isn’t meant to keep up with idiots with inhuman strength who go charging around like they seek death.”


    Once he had noticed Yuki’s state there was nothing the human could say or do to stop him from investigating every scrape and cut and treating them as best he could with his meager supplies. He shredded his clothing to provide bandages and cleaning rags and spread numbing salve on the two most severe wounds: the cut on Yuki’s leg that caused the limp and a wound on his shoulder, where the armor had been pierced. The dragon made distressed noises all the while.


    The work done, Akakiba sat in the mud, saying nothing and thinking even less. His world had imploded, and he couldn’t put the pieces back together.


    A high, keening wail interrupted his non-thinking. His mother approached, her clothes torn, her hair dirty with more than blood, and her limp grown severe. She held in her arms the battered fox shape of her husband.


    “Not my baby, not my little girl…” Akahana bent to Sanae’s still form, shaking.


    Kiba crawled to nudge his daughter’s hand, once, twice, thrice.


    Akakiba walked away from his parents, disgusted by their grief. They hadn’t listened to him. They’d brought this pain upon themselves.


    “Will you please stop stumbling all over the place?” Yuki said, the words slurred. “I’m tired, thirsty, injured, and weary of caring for a man who won’t get out of battle shock or at least suffer his battle shock sitting down.”


    “Honestly, Brother. You’re embarrassing me. You need to sleep and heal.”


    Akakiba gazed at the fire-red fox sitting in front of him and understood from its unsteady edges that it was a spirit taking his sister’s shape to taunt him.


    “Sanae…”


    “Get some sleep already! I’m in better shape than you, and I’m the one who died! Oh, good, here comes Jien. He’ll handle this.”


    The spirit faded away. He stared dumbly at where it had been.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Mamoru


    MAMORU LAID ON HIS futon, awake but too weary to rise. Usagi had been assigned to assist him in his recovery, but so far she’d done more crying than assisting. Her sobs would sometimes stop for hours at a time, only to start anew later. It was difficult to accept that this bedraggled and grief-stricken girl was the same Usagi he knew, the one with perfect hair, exquisite makeup, and haughty attitude.


    Then again, perhaps it wasn’t so surprising considering the situation: Nagato had left forever and with him most of the men and women they called friends and family.


    Mamoru owed his life to a fellow shinobi’s kindness. Someone had seen he was still breathing and carried him to the healers. He didn’t know who had done it, but the man must be dead, for none of the survivors claimed the deed as their own.


    The red-haired girl’s hit had broken not his neck, as he’d thought before passing out, but his jaw. He wouldn’t be able to talk or eat much more than miso soup for a while, but he would live.


    “You were lucky,” Usagi told him in between sobbing fits. “Since you were brought to us early, we evacuated you via a raft on the river before we even knew we were losing. The last raft was so full, we couldn’t bring all the injured with us.” She started sniffing again. “Few others got away. It’s mostly us women who were on healing duty and the injured we got on the rafts.”


    Mamoru didn’t ask for names. He didn’t want to know who had been left behind with a poison pill shoved down their throats. That was what shinobi had to do with seriously injured comrades they couldn’t evacuate.


    “It’s about time,” a voice said in the hallway. “I was getting nervous the bastard would flee before we were ready to handle him.”


    “We had to be certain we’d gotten away cleanly first. It wouldn’t have helped if samurai showed up here while we were busy fighting each other over the leadership! We were watching the old bastard, anyway. He wouldn’t have gone far if he’d tried to run.”


    “Right, right. We—Oh, wait. We forgot to tell the kids.” The speaker, one of their ex-instructors, stuck his head inside the room. “Usagi, Mamoru, you should come.” He disappeared without waiting for an answer.


    Mamoru rose to his feet and went. Usagi followed, drying tears on her sleeve. Unable to offer words of comfort with his jaw in the sorry state it was, he reached back for her hand instead. She accepted the gesture, squeezing his fingers hard.


    The survivors—the mobile ones—gathered like wolves around the leader, whose face was an emotionless mask as he said, “Decide among yourselves who is the best to succeed me, and send him to my chamber. I shall be waiting.” He turned and left, seemingly unconcerned about the possibility of taking knives in his back.


    Unable to weigh in on the topic and not caring about the outcome—anyone would be better than that crazy old leader—Mamoru silently retreated from the room.


    Like any other shinobi, he had long ago discovered and explored their hideout’s shortcuts, hidden passages, and other interesting components. The leader’s chamber, too, had its secrets. He knew some of them and planned to take advantage of it.


    He wiggled into a space so narrow he could hardly fit through and crawled his way to a secret passage that provided an escape route from the leader’s chamber to the outside. Normally, the passage could only be opened from the leader’s chamber, but Mamoru had come across this unintended crawlspace access during his youthful explorations. He slid down into the passage, daggers in hand. He couldn’t open the door from this side, but he could wait to see if the old man tried to flee while everybody else was busy arguing. He wasn’t willing to trust a crazy man’s honor.


    He stepped up to the door, which was conveniently outfitted with discreet peeping holes, and settled in to wait.


    Footsteps eventually approached. It was Yoshio, a quiet man about whom Mamoru knew little. He had a flattened nose, an ugly patch of burned skin tissue near the ear, and a chilling smile. At the moment he also sported a deep cut on the cheek and an exhausted expression. Since he was one of the least severely wounded, he must have worked hard over the last several days.


    In Yoshio’s hand was a sake bottle marked with the kanji for poison. It had been understood from the leader’s manners that he was asking for a second to witness his suicide.


    The leader was kneeling at a low table, facing the wall behind which Mamoru hid. He gestured, saying, “Be seated, Yoshio.”


    “Your time is over, Shinichi,” Yoshio said, rudely using the leader’s name instead of his title. “Before we begin, I must know who the client was. You kept it a secret from us.”


    “You wish to know? I shall tell you. It was Advisor Yoshida.”


    What? A man from the emperor’s inner circle wanted the foxes dead? But why? The foxes had never moved against the emperor, and the intelligence indicated that he trusted them.


    If Yoshio was surprised, it didn’t show in his voice as he asked, “Was he the one who required the mass attack?”


    Shinichi, soon to be their ex-leader, grunted affirmatively. “We were disappointed by the result, but it will have to suffice. The fewer foxes, the better the plan will proceed.”


    “The plan? What do you mean?”


    “It is none of your concern. Let us begin.”


    “As you wish.” Yoshio handed the poison-laden sake over. “Very strong,” he advised. “Five breaths before it begins to act, ten more before lucidity is lost.”


    The old man smiled. “Very well.” After gulping down the sake, he put the empty bottle aside and folded his hands together. Five breaths later, he opened his mouth wide. A black mist came pouring out of his throat.


    Jumping back, Yoshio cried, “Demon!” He snapped his mouth shut on the last syllable as if suddenly understanding the danger. But he hadn’t thought to cover the cut on his cheek, and the demon latched onto it.


    Yoshio began to thrash on the floor, keeping his mouth shut and flailing at the demon. But mist couldn’t be stopped with fists. A glyphed blade would have done the job, but of the few they had, none were in this room. It might not have been a coincidence.


    Mamoru stood transfixed, watching the battle on the other side of the thin wall. The mist was inexorably seeping inside the open wound. Would Yoshio prove stronger and succeed in expelling the demon, or would he become the demon’s slave? In the stories, brave men always succeeded in repelling demons. But Yoshio was wounded and exhausted, hardly in any shape to battle evil.


    An eternity later, the struggle ended. Yoshio rose and stretched, rolling his head and his shoulders. “Ah, a young body. How wonderful.”


    Mamoru had been trained by the best. He was certain he made no noise as he stood up to retreat. And yet, the man who was no longer a man turned his head and stared right at him.


    Not good.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Akakiba


    SO MANY BODIES littered the ground, so many more lay wounded and in need of care. Peasants, monks, foxes, all dripping the same red blood. A handful of demon-possessed men and women had fled the battle, pursued by those who were fox-trapped. The other able-bodied saw to the needs of the wounded. Maru and the monk healers went from one patient to another without pause, saving those they could, drugging those they couldn’t.


    The peasants who had been exorcised were sobbing or staring or praying. Monks circulated to offer comfort, but there were victims who turned their faces from them. Other peasants were catatonic, responding to no stimuli, and others appeared to be insane, believing themselves to be the demons.


    Akakiba sat nowhere near the peasants, but his hearing was painfully sensitive, and he caught enough bits of conversation to understand what the saner peasants thought of him.


    “Over there, that’s the mad one. Don’t go near him.”


    “The Mad Fox, yeah. He was laughing on the battlefield.”


    “I heard him. Laughing with his face covered in blood. He’s dangerous.”


    “I didn’t know they had people like that. I always heard they were a nice clan.”


    He’d have moved farther away, but his muscles screamed if he so much as twitched, having been pushed too far too fast. Besides, he deserved to hear their fear and hate.


    There was a bowl of rice in his hands, and he didn’t know how it had gotten there. It was warm, but his stomach wanted none of it.


    Maru came by, pills in hand. “Have you changed your mind yet, you thick-headed fool? You’ll be useless for weeks if you don’t go into a trance.”


    “I don’t need it.”


    “Liar,” Maru said, cuffing him behind the head. “Don’t try to walk around or I’ll come back and shove these pills down your throat.”


    Fine, he did need healing. But he didn’t want to go to sleep, not here and now. Judging by the dirty looks he kept getting from people, it wouldn’t be safe for him to be unconscious. What if someone came to try to slit his throat and Yuki tried to fight them?


    His Yuki, who at that moment came back from crisscrossing the battlefield to sort out the living from the dead. He’d volunteered to do it, the idiot. “I think we found everybody,” he said in a numb voice as he dropped to the ground. “So tired.”


    “Here.” He put the bowl of rice in Yuki’s hands. “Eat.”


    The human fell asleep before the bowl was empty, slumping sideways against Akakiba’s shoulder. The dragon opened an eye and closed it again.
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    The sun was on its way down when Jien came over to poke him with the butt of his spear. “Hey, Aki, message from Maru. They’re organizing groups of wounded to visit the nearest healing springs. It’s for people too severely hurt to heal quickly but not so badly hurt that traveling might kill them. Maru said you qualify, so you should go with the fox group.”


    “Understood.”


    His torn muscles were beyond a nap’s healing, and he had no desire to stick around for longer. Since Maru had the kindness to send someone to warn him, he shouldn’t waste the chance.


    Jien was eyeing him with an odd look. Was that concern?


    “I could come along,” Jien said. “Just in case.”


    Yuki yawned widely. A moment later, so did his dragon. “Don’t worry. We’ll go with him.”


    Jien went back to the sohei half of the camp.


    Yuki left and returned, leading two saddled horses. “Can you ride? There are carts too, but I thought you’d rather have a horse.”


    “You were right.” His body didn’t like it when he mounted up. Water blurred his vision, and he bit through his lower lip. Oh, this was not going to be a fun ride.


    “You could shift and ride with me,” Yuki offered, watching him with a worried face.


    “I’m fine.” It was a tempting idea to shift fox and crawl onto Yuki’s lap—maybe he’d get scratched behind the ears, too—but he certainly wasn’t going to be seen doing that in front of his peers.


    They fell in with the group as it was starting out, bringing the total to a dozen men and women of whom only three could be considered able. The last rider, an older cousin named Ryota whose right arm currently hung limp, glared at them until Yuki’s dragon started hissing.


    Had Sora still been alive, he would no doubt have been screeching what Ryota must be thinking: how could you murder those we sacrificed ourselves to save? How dare you allow yourself to wallow in vengeance when the rest of us had to swallow the pain of our own dead family and cling to our duty?


    The group set out on the local dirt trail, setting the fastest pace the wounded in the carts could tolerate. They wouldn’t follow it for long: healing springs were often situated in hidden, hard-to-access locations. Only organized groups like theirs were able to keep records about them.


    Akakiba hadn’t had a chance to look at the clan maps recently, but he suspected there would be even more springs stricken out.


    They arrived at their first destination moments before night blanketed the world. The spring was tiny, hardly fit to hold more than two standing persons at a time, and hidden among several other equally tiny springs.


    The man in charge of the tiny group was older, a hunter who’d been out on the road so often that Akakiba couldn’t quite recall what his name was or where he fit in the clan genealogy.


    The man was peering at his map, relaying the information on it. “We have a record of strong activity at this spring a year ago. It should still be active.” He cleared his throat as if he were uncomfortable and said, “This one is an old man’s spring.”


    The laughter that followed sounded forced, the sound painful to Akakiba’s ears.


    “Old man’s spring?” Yuki repeated.


    “You know spirits have varied tastes in what they’ll accept as offerings. There’s a variety of spirits we call old men because they don’t want sake, food, or jewelry; they want to see young, naked women. We’re unsure if they truly appreciate womanly beauty or if they merely desire to be offered something private and precious.”


    “Interesting…”


    Akakiba wasn’t surprised that half the party was now eyeing him in an expectant manner. His hurts were internal, so he didn’t look as battered as the women in the party. It was infuriating that, for the purpose of pleasing this spirit, he counted as a female. But since he did count, he couldn’t very well force an injured woman to do it instead.


    “I’ll do it,” he said.


    Some of those idiots—his own cousins—had the nerve to look surprised. Did he look like someone who enjoyed letting women suffer needlessly?


    He removed his sword and his clothes with slow, careful movements, and concentrated. He needed to focus and will himself to change. Focus…He hadn’t shifted female in years and yet it came easily. Too easily for his peace of mind. His sense of self changed, and there were suddenly curves where there hadn’t been any before. The scars remained and several marred the beauty of small breasts.


    Hoping the spirit didn’t mind scars on his offerings, Akakiba gingerly stepped into the water. He waited, shivering, while his wet bandages seeped pink. This was no hot spring, but as long as he didn’t move, he didn’t hurt.


    “Is it there?” someone asked.


    Someone else grunted. “Maybe it’s gone. Wouldn’t be the first.”


    Akakiba jumped and hissed in pain as his muscles protested the sudden motion. There wasn’t anything in the pool, not a single fish, but something had touched his behind.


    He crossed his arms and scowled at the water. “If you’re done, old pervert, start working. Why would you let a poor wounded woman wait like this?”


    His body went cold, so cold it burned. It lasted no longer than a breath. He twisted to look at the flesh wound on his hip—and found it gone. The pain in his muscles had gone too. “Thank you, spirit,” he said. “If I may request your help for my companions as well…” He warned them, “He’s a freezer.”


    He stayed in the water as they proceeded with triage, the most severely wounded going in first. One by one, they slipped into the water and winced when they felt the strange cold-burn before the wound was healed. At last the spirit stopped responding, and Akakiba was able to climb out and escape the embarrassing situation.


    Yuki handed him his clothes, not looking at him. “Here.”


    “What are you blushing for? Sanae showed you the trick, didn’t she?”


    “She didn’t parade naked in front of me as a woman.”


    “Poor boy’s never seen a naked woman before, has he?” someone said. Certain rude suggestions were made to general laughter. It sounded less forced, as if life were reasserting itself.


    “Shut up, all of you.” He’d shifted back and put his clothes on by then.


    “Your poor mother,” another said. “She was so hopeful when you showed up with a man. She thought you’d finally found a husband!”


    There was more laughter, the sound mocking rather than friendly.


    Yuki’s dragon raised its head and hissed in the others’ general direction, prompting some to shy away. Not even the bravest man would relish an acid-shot to the face.


    Akakiba stared until the laughing died, silently daring them to push him, daring them to take him on if they could. What was one more murder?


    “Yuki, shall we go?” He mounted his horse and nudged it in a trot down the nearest path, caring not if he had little coin on him and no supplies. Even the yellow kosode he wore was borrowed, his left behind with Sanae’s corpse.


    The spirit who had usurped Sanae’s shape leaped on top of the horse’s head. “Where are we going?”


    He ignored it, staring straight ahead. Surely it would leave if it were given no attention.


    “Oh, very well. I’ll return once your brain is functioning again. Really, Brother, I wonder about you sometimes.”


    The spirit vanished like smoke.


    Yuki caught up. Akakiba, his eyes acclimated to the moonlight, saw that the human’s brows were furrowed.


    “I have to ask,” Yuki said. “What’s your birth gender?”


    He gave a long, drawn-out sigh. He’d known it would happen sooner or later.


    “You could have told me you’re a woman!”


    “I was also born fox form,” he said bitterly. “Does that make me an animal?” Humans never understood.


    He urged his mount onward.


    No attempt to explain would prevent the inevitable shattering of their relationship. Sooner or later, Yuki would abandon him.

  


  
    Epilogue


    Sanae


    DEATH WASN’T AS TERRIBLE as Sanae had expected. The fear and pain had been overwhelming in her last living moments as she paradoxically clung to life and sought escape from her broken body, but it had ended the moment she broke free of flesh.


    It had taken time to define the boundaries of her new self and of her new world, to find the line between the physical world and the spirit realm. From there, she’d learned to cross over so she might speak to her brother—who was too deep in denial to consider her non-death in a rational way. She’d have to come back later.


    She pulled the cloud-like shroud of her existence about her and floated through the spirit realm, attempting to understand it. Here, sight and hearing had no meaning, and the nature of touch was questionable. Was it touch when she felt other energies, other spirits, brush against her own? She perceived other spirits but communication was beyond her, so she could only turn her attention on herself.


    Though she had no easy way to tell where her self ended—skin was useful for that, and she missed it—she noticed something tugging at the edge of her being. Focusing, she perceived flecks of her power trying to break away. Shocked, she pulled herself in tighter. No matter how tiny the flecks were, if she allowed herself to fray at the edge, she would eventually be reduced to nothingness.


    Just like the other spirits.


    Was this it, then? The cause for the spirits’ slow death? Curiosity overtaking fear, she relaxed and watched—insofar as the word could apply to her sightless observation—the flecks break off and float away, drawn elsewhere.


    If she followed, if she found out where her flecks of power were going, what else would she learn?


    Only one way to know…


    End
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