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


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Prologue

				Yuki

				Years ago…

				The samurai stumbled out of the forest and into the shrine’s courtyard, the two swords at his side proof of his rank. His ponytail hung askew and wild bangs obscured his face. His clothes were no better; his kosode had once been blue and whole, but it now featured numerous rips and a dark stain spreading from the shredded left side. The hand pressed against the wound was coated in blood and every lurching step provoked the fall of fat red drops that splattered on the dusty ground.

				The sight compelled Yuki to rise from his kneeling position on the veranda, morning meditation forgotten, and step outside with no sandals to protect his pristine white socks. His steps, at first slow and hesitant, grew hasty when the strange apparition failed to vanish. It was real.

				A howl tore out of his throat. “Father, quick!”

				Yuki had seen wounds before, generally caused by beasts or accidents, but not often enough to desensitize him to the sight of abundant blood. The cloying scent assaulted his nose and he could smell nothing else. Struggling to remain calm and composed, he lent his support by sliding under the stranger’s arm on his unwounded side.

				“Thank you,” the samurai said with a sigh, leaning down so heavily Yuki feared he would collapse on the spot. If that happened, how would they ever get inside? There couldn’t have been more than a few years between them, yet the stranger had muscle enough to weigh twice what he did.

			

			
				“A little further,” Yuki encouraged the samurai, whose head was bent low and whose breathing came in uneven gasps.

				His father appeared in the doorway and disappeared again, presumably to fetch emergency supplies. They seldom had visitors, but when they did, it was often the villagers seeking help for problems beyond their knowledge, problems that were sometimes of the bloody kind.

				After navigating the three steps leading up to the building’s entrance, they stumbled inside. As soon as they were past the threshold, the stranger’s legs buckled and his weight brought them both to their knees.

				“Don’t die!” Yuki blurted. “We don’t even know your name!”

				“Put ‘Akakiba the Idiot’ on the grave marker,” the samurai said. It was spoken too bitterly to be a joke.

				Yuki’s father returned with his arms full of supplies, among them hot water and needles trailing thick thread, and set to work with steady hands. “Hold still now,” he said. “This must be sewn shut.”

				Though he knew better than to interrupt with a needless question, Yuki itched to ask what had happened. Weapons didn’t shred the flesh like this.

				The morning sun, undisturbed by human affairs, had meanwhile continued its steady rise in the sky. Its warm rays entered through the open door and fell upon the samurai’s sword, rebounding off a seal even the dimmest wits would have recognized. This seal, a stylized design of a fox’s head, proclaimed the sword’s owner to be from the Fox clan. Their specialty? Demon hunting.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter One

				Yuki

				Yuki knelt in grass damp from recent rainfall, gazing at his family’s grave and the numerous names on it. Most had been Shinto priests and shrine maidens, generation after generation. Would they resent him for breaking tradition?

				The last time he’d been here, the latest name carved in the stone monument had been his mother’s. Since then, someone had added both his father’s name and his own. The villagers must have presumed them both dead in the blaze that had transformed their tidy shrine into ruins and ashes.

				They’d only been half wrong. When the demon had set the place afire in an apparent attempt to take revenge upon the wounded samurai it sheltered, Yuki had been able to escape. His father, however, had never emerged. There had been no blood-curdling screams such as a man burning alive might have made; because of this Yuki dared hope his father had gone in his sleep, suffocated by the smoke.

				A shadow fell upon him. He looked up to find Akakiba holding out a handful of wildflowers.

				“Thank you.” Taking the flowers, Yuki laid them next to the bottle of sake and the burning incense he had brought as offerings.

				Akakiba hovered awkwardly, never straying far.

				“I can almost hear you blaming yourself,” Yuki said. “Stop it. It wasn’t your fault.”

				“I brought the demon here.”

			

			
				“Demons come and go as they will. If you want to assign blame, blame my father and me. This was our shrine and we should have been able to protect our guests and ourselves. We failed you, not the other way around.” Not wishing to allow Akakiba to argue the point any further, he continued on a lighter tone, “I should have realized right there you’re not entirely human. In the morning you were nearly unconscious with blood loss, in the afternoon you slept so deeply I wasn’t sure you’d ever wake up, and that very night you were back on your feet and fighting a demon. I was so naïve it’s embarrassing.”

				Akakiba’s scowl didn’t lift. “I could have fallen into a healing trance in the forest, away from your shrine. It would have been better.”

				Ah. So much for avoiding the subject. “It wouldn’t have been better for you. The demon would have taken advantage of your vulnerability. You knew it and it’s why you kept going until you found the safety of a shrine. I’m right, am I not?”

				It was no mystery why Akakiba would blame himself; he was that kind of person. The mystery was why the demon had been able to attack the shrine. Yuki had no clear memory of what the shrine’s defenses had been, whether glyphs or other methods used by priests, and so he would never know what had gone wrong.

				It took an effort to make his voice cheerful again. “We can’t change the past. I’m glad you came and we met.”

				Akakiba didn’t reply, his expression dark. He was doing it again, using stubborn silence to win an argument. If previous occurrences were any indication, he wouldn’t talk again until a new subject came up.

				Yuki silently bid his parents goodbye before rising and turning away from death and the past. “Thank you for agreeing to the detour. I know it brought us off path.”

				“We’re in no hurry. I’m not convinced the spirit told the truth.”

				Oh, not that again. How many times must he tell Akakiba “the spirit” wasn’t pretending to be his little sister Sanae, but truly was? When her human body had died, the spirit part of Sanae had escaped. Yuki believed this to be truth because he could see auras and he couldn’t have mistaken hers.

				Akakiba could see auras too, but denial blinded him. He’d overcome it in time. Hopefully.

				Sanae must have been lurking near for she chose that moment to shimmer into existence. When she had first manifested after her human body’s death, she had looked like a real fox with fur and fang, given away by nothing except the transparent quality of her body.

			

			
				These days she was still fox-shaped but lacked the lifelike details: her coat was a smooth red color without fur, her eyes were shining black oblongs without pupils or iris, and her nose was a black spot serving no breathing function. The most striking difference was in the number of tails. No longer had she a single tail; five of them fanned behind her.

				Yuki couldn’t tell whether this last detail was a conscious change, possibly made to reflect the legends that claimed the number of tails on a fox spirit indicated its strength, or an unconscious one. If it were the latter, did it mean there was truth to the legends?

				We should be on our way, Sanae said, her words blooming in their heads without the intervention of their ears. The longer we wait the more magic it steals from us.


				“You don’t even know what ‘it’ is,” Akakiba said for the hundredth time.

				That’s why I need you to go look, Brother, Sanae replied for the hundredth time. Now hurry up!


				She vanished in the same manner she’d appeared.

				“Well then,” Yuki said after shouldering the traveling pack that contained their food supply along with other essential items, “let’s go and find out what ‘it’ is. Are you coming, Drac?”

				The dragon, who had slumbered in the sun all afternoon, bestirred himself. Yuki felt his grumpy reluctance almost as if it were his own and he answered by broadcasting his amusement the same way. He couldn’t have explained how the mental bond worked, no more than he could explain how he breathed.

				Drac had grown big enough that he could now mount up on his own, provided the horse didn’t spook when he reared to grab the saddle with his front claws in order to haul himself up. This time, the horse didn’t even lift its head from the grass.

				“Good boy,” Yuki murmured, patting the horse’s neck. To Drac, who was now draped half into his lap and half on the horse’s hindquarters, he said, “If you grow any bigger you’ll need your own horse.”

				“I’m done growing,” Drac said. Feelings were easy to convey through their mind bond but spoken words were better for conversation.

				Yuki eyed his scaly companion. “Certainly not. Your mother was bigger than a horse.”

			

			
				“She was sexually mature. I won’t allow myself to become mature for some time.”

				“Ah? Allow yourself?”

				“I’m yet unsexed. Unless I choose to trigger the process that’ll bring me to sexual maturity, I shouldn’t grow much more.”

				“Oh. That’s good then.”

				If Drac grew no further, then his weight shouldn’t be a problem. Unless he did choose to leave and mature.

				Sensing his concern, Drac sent him reassurance that, were it spoken in words, would mean “I won’t abandon you.”

				They left behind a clearing in which remained no overt sign of human habitation besides the family grave and a single red gate at the top of a flight of stairs carved into the mountainside. All other remains were hidden by the long grass.

				The trail they followed took them deeper into the forest, into places where humans seldom went and trees extended branches across the trail to slap at mounted travelers.

				Yuki watched the woods, practicing his newly developed skills. Being able to see the life sparks of living creatures didn’t mean much if he couldn’t learn to distinguish them or read their details. There was a certain tree just ahead, too large for human arms to encircle, with discolored spots on its leaves. Was it sick? Was that why its spark seemed faded?

				“Yuki!” Akakiba was no longer in sight, hidden by the trees ahead, but his voice carried back.

				“Sorry!” He urged his mount to greater speed until they’d caught up, then fell back into his thoughts. What he could see in living creatures, that spark, it felt like the same energy that made up spirits. Dead things didn’t have it.

				If Sanae was right, she’d found an object that sucked spiritual energy from the world. This mysterious object had to be responsible for weakening supernatural creatures of all kinds. It felt hungry, Sanae said. What would that mean for physical beings and their little sparks? What was the nature of the sparks? Souls? Life itself? What would happen if they got eaten too? He didn’t want to find out the hard way.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Two

				Sanae

				Sanae had come to the conclusion that losing one’s physical body and existing as a pure soul, a spirit, wasn’t all that bad. People with bodies knew nothing of the way forest spirits sang, the melody not so much a sound as a feeling, one that reverberated in her essence. People with bodies had never experienced the complete freedom of drifting through the world like a leaf on the wind. People with bodies were limited by their physical eyes. Human words were inadequate to describe the things she could now see.

				But people with bodies had one undeniable advantage: they could eat dessert.

				Sanae stared at the tiny roadside shrine. Someone had left a sweet red bean bun before it as an offering. Whenever she tried to close her jaws on it, they just went through it. She couldn’t even smell it.

				This is ridiculous, she ranted at the world in general. Why do people leave offerings of food and sake if spirits can’t taste them? How did it get started? Offerings were supposed to be about respect, but this felt like taunting. Look at this delicious bun you can’t have!

				Very well, then. She glowered at the bun before turning round and “walking” away.

				What to do now? It was boring waiting for Yuki and her brother to arrive. Physical bodies couldn’t go very fast. Perhaps she should go and ensure her discovery hadn’t undergone any change since she’d last visited.

				She shifted to the other side of reality, to the spirit side. Applying human words to this place was inaccurate but she had no better words to use. Everything was layered in different shades of what she might as well call gray. Living things from the other side were paler than shadows here, barely noticeable except for the fact they had little lights—soul sparks—in them. But even those lights were dim compared to the lights of spirits who existed on this side. The other spirits here were like her, bright and free. They floated or zoomed past, each about its own business. She didn’t try to talk to them. She had tried, at first, to ask them about her mysterious discovery and what they knew about it. They hadn’t seemed to understand her questions and she certainly hadn’t understood a word of their answers—not that they used anything that could be called words.

			

			
				Ah, she’d have time enough to learn about her fellow spirits’ way of thinking after she found out how to end the draining of spiritual energy from the world. By following the flecks of her spirit body that broke away when she didn’t guard herself closely, she’d found out from where the pull came.

				But knowing where it was didn’t tell her what it was, for the simple reason she couldn’t approach it. If she went too close, whether in the physical world or in the spirit realm, its power began to suck at the edge of her being with frightening strength. As she had no desire to be sucked into what might be complete and final death, she had to rely on others to investigate.

				The area around the mysterious energy-eating object had the look of a wasteland. Spirits had fled or been consumed and living things that couldn’t move had their soul sparks sucked away slowly, so the trees and plants were dead or dying. Even with the limitations of flesh, Yuki and Akakiba would know when they were near.

				Sanae paced at the edge of what she considered the safe zone, the area where plants were yet clinging to life. The mysterious thing was calling to her essence in an insistent way, but she wasn’t fool enough to get any closer. Just fool enough to come back again and again, to fret and wonder. What was it? Why was it stealing spirit energy? Could it be stopped? What if it was a living being rather than a thing? Must they kill it?

				Sanae froze. Without really noticing, she’d taken a few steps toward danger. Lingering here, where the object of her obsession might lure her to her death, wasn’t such a good idea.

				Ahhh, I need a distraction! Her exclamation was a tiny ripple of life in this deserted place, noticed by no one but her. She forced herself away from the fascinating pull.

				Held back by no such constraints as physical distance, she could go anywhere she wished and still be back before Yuki and Akakiba arrived. It had taken her time to understand how to travel to a physical place via the spiritual realm, but now it was as easy as breathing. Or as easy as it had been, back when she actually had the body parts needed for breathing.

			

			
				From within the spirit realm, Sanae sought her father’s spiritual signature. It was like picking out a specific star in a sky of millions. She could only do it with people whose spiritual signatures she knew intimately. Once she’d found the distant flicker of her father’s existence, she headed for it.

				Neither wind nor physicality held her back, so she streaked away like a shooting star, faster and faster, feeling her existence stretching infinitely long, feeling the passage of other spirits through her, and her through them. The contact tickled, reassured. She was not alone here, but one in a million, in a billion.

				When Sanae reached the spark of spiritual energy that was her father’s presence in this realm, she stopped and focused, seeking to once again ooze through the veil between the worlds like light through thin curtains. She pooled herself into a coherent whole on the other side, adopting the shape of a fox with multiple tails.

				She stretched, delighting in her return to the real world, and took in her surroundings. She was in the gardens, near the Mirror Pool, and her father sat there in contemplation. He was in his fox form, for he had no choice: he’d lost the ability to shift to human years before.

				She retreated to allow him to finish his meditation, moving on to patrol the halls as she had taken to do recently. It was after the evening meal, a stretch of time normally reserved for gathering with family and friends after a day’s chores and training. She ghosted along, keeping her presence in the physical world to a minimum so passing foxes would see no more than a shimmering in the air. These days, few seemed to notice much. Their eyes were haunted and sunken with lack of sleep and their frames were thin, beginning to lose muscles that needed to be maintained with near-daily training sessions.

				The children she saw seemed subdued. Sanae could only guess at how they felt. Their once-solid world had fallen apart and left them to cope with the still-recent loss of several parents, siblings, cousins, uncles, and aunts. They also had to cope with those remaining loved ones who had been profoundly changed by those same events. Six months was too short a time to heal everybody’s wounds.

				She sought the children, all cousins of hers to one degree or another, and found a few in a hidden tunnel meant for emergency escapes. She twirled about the pair of whispering twins in her mist form. Good afternoon, Kaoru, Hikaru.


			

			
				They knew who she was and therefore addressed her in the manner of children speaking to an older female relative as they complained, “Stop it, Sister! It tickles!”

				What mischief are you planning now?


				“We’re not planning anything,” Hikaru said.

				Is that so? She manifested, fox shaped, and stared. And stared.

				“We’re going to help cook dinner tomorrow. We want to put a lot of wasabi in everybody’s food,” Kaoru admitted.

				Sanae contemplated the mess it would cause and said, Wonderful idea. Do it. You’ll have to tell me how it went next time I visit.


				The twins eyed her as if they weren’t certain she was serious.

				I’ll leave you to your planning. Good luck.


				If their little prank succeeded, it might bring some cheer to this gloomy clan house.

				Sanae misted back to her father’s location and manifested fully at his side with her tails curling about herself. She didn’t speak right away, contemplating their reflection in the Mirror Pool’s water. Here sat a fox of flesh and blood and one of neither. Father and daughter, sitting close enough to touch and yet unable to do so.

				I wonder what the spirit of this pool makes of you, her father said.

				I did try to ask her, Sanae said, feeling foolish for admitting it. I thought she might actually be the First Lady. I was wrong, though. This spirit has never been human and doesn’t understand our speech. She’d realized that the moment she tried to address the pool spirit and got the same not-using-words answer as she got from the other spirits. The First Lady, their ancestress and the founder of their clan, was long gone.

				One day she’d figure out how to communicate properly with spirits. On that day, she would come here and ask the pool spirit whether any other members of the Fox clan had escaped their flesh upon death and continued their existence as spirit beings. If there had been others like her in the past, surely the pool spirit would have been aware of it. She was of two minds about the matter, both yearning for companionship and wishing to be an intrepid adventurer going where no samurai of her clan had gone before.

				Your mother mourns still, Kiba said at length.

				Should I show myself to her?


				I cannot say. She may react as your brother did. Denial would not help.

			

			
				You said it would be easier for her to accept my new existence after she’d finished grieving for the physical me…

				So I did. But I begin to wonder whether that will happen. She has little interest in food or sleep.

				Just like the others who wandered the clan house with dead eyes, Sanae thought. It was the result of what they called The Last Battle. Such fools they are, giving in so easily! We are warriors and we expect to die on the battlefield. Doing it one by one or all together hardly makes a difference. Besides, death isn’t so bad.

				Kiba barked a laugh, a strange sound coming from a fox throat. You would say that, you red-haired child. But you have no children. When one grows old, one begins to put a great deal of importance in the idea of continuity, of legacy. We are now faced with the reality that our legacy will die, that we are doomed to disappear despite our best efforts. Our remaining children may live full lives, but there will be too few grandchildren after them and only the looming darkness of extinction after that. This knowledge robs us of direction, and life without a goal is hardly worth living.

				Sanae made the best non-committal noise she could produce without the use of a physical throat. One didn’t argue with one’s father. Not when he was in this strange mood.

				How’s your brother?

				Besides the irrational denial? she said with exasperation. He’s safe on the road. They visited Yuki’s family grave today.

				I see. No sighting of any possessed?

				No. I looked and listened, but there’s no sign. Perhaps they learned their lesson.

				Ah, daughter. The enemy never gives up. We’ve unearthed interesting information.

				Sanae’s ears perked. Tell me.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Three

				Jien

				The Great Eastern Temple and the Great Western Temple were both situated in the city of Nara, barely far enough from each other to be considered distinct. Yet sohei were fiercely loyal to their home temple and rarely visited the other one outside of official business. The best way to start a fight in Nara was to claim one temple was better than the other. When he’d been in training, Jien had considered fight-starting a good way to alleviate his boredom.

				Jien belonged to the Great Eastern Temple, having trained there for long years before finally being allowed to escape into the wild to do as he pleased on the roads. He had no choice but to return occasionally, if only to beg a change of clothes. He couldn’t say he hated visiting, because the temple would always be home to him, far more than the hovel where he had lived the first few years of his life while his sick parents lived their last few.

				The bowing and scraping got on his nerves. Monks of his age and rank were most often found on the road, meaning the majority of the ones found at the temple were either trainees (who bowed to him obsessively) or old men above his rank (who expected him to bow to them obsessively).

				At the gate, two guards and one dragon inspected him. The latter wasn’t a member of the great breed, the one that grew bigger than oxen and lurked in deep rivers, but of the small breed that didn’t get much bigger than a cat.

				“The dragon’s new,” Jien said.

			

			
				“Weren’t you at the battle with the demon-possessed?” one of the guards inquired, suspicion coloring his voice. “Everybody is jumpy because of it. We inspect every visitor now.”

				The dragon rumbled contently and went to curl on a cushion strategically placed to catch sunlight.

				“Clear,” the guard said. His demeanor brightened at the confirmation Jien wasn’t possessed, his previously tense expression relaxing into a smile. “Do you require any assistance, Brother?”

				Jien ignored the side-glance they gave to his bedraggled clothing. He still wore the same clothes he’d gone to war in six months back. He couldn’t be blamed if they’d grown stained and tattered.

				“I seek Aito,” he said to the guards. “If you could pass a message for him to meet me by the Buddha hall…”

				“Certainly. I’ll send a runner.” By which the guard meant he’d ask a trainee to run in circles until Aito was located. Jien had once been the trainee most often favored with this chore. He didn’t miss it.

				Jien thereafter headed for the Buddha hall, the largest wooden structure in the land and likely the whole world too. Similarly, the Buddha statue within was the largest of its kind. Various other statues and important relics were also housed in the temple. Surely his teachers had told him what they were, but he’d long forgotten.

				He sat by the purification fountain and rested, nibbling on a crumbling rice cake that was the last of his supplies. The cool water in the fountain was meant strictly for purification of hands and mouth, not for drinking, but he furtively drank it anyway.

				Within moments, a voice called, “Good morning, Jien.”

				He turned to greet Aito, whose clothes were far cleaner than his travel-stained ones. “That was quick. Were you watching the gate?”

				“Yes and no. I had a familiar watching the gate.”

				“Ah, I should have expected that.” Jien spared a thought for the unfortunate trainee currently trying to find Aito before focusing on the business at hand. “I got your message. I have no idea how it found me on the road, but it did.”

				The way Aito shifted position before answering seemed to speak of unease or guilt. “I sent a familiar after you, long enough to know which road you chose to follow. I was concerned when you took off without warning. I didn’t mean to spy.”

			

			
				Jien didn’t hide his wince. He’d abandoned Aito, leaving him alone to report everything that had happened. “I owe you an explanation, don’t I?” He looked away, jaw working. Thinking about those long-gone events still angered him. “I had to leave before I pummeled the next person to call Akakiba the ‘Mad Fox.’ You must have heard them, speaking in that disgusting tone of ‘Look, a fox who isn’t perfect! Let us vilify him and use this as an excuse to feel superior to those weird half-humans!’ Saying things like that about someone who’d just lost a sibling… I would have punched someone if I’d stayed.”

				Even enraged beyond words, he’d known it would have been a terrible idea. The fight would have been noticed, foxes might have gotten involved, and Akakiba might have heard of it. Leaving had been the better choice.

				There was no telling where Akakiba and Yuki were now, but one might hope they were doing well.

				“I understand,” Aito said. Maybe he did, or maybe it was an empty reassurance, but Jien was grateful for the implied forgiveness either way.

				Jien waved a hand as if to chase off his unhappy thoughts. “Enough about me. You sent for me and here I am. I’m honored the great and mysterious Aito wishes for my help, but the message didn’t say why. Curiosity is killing me.”

				A smug look briefly animated Aito’s normally impassive features. “I did hope curiosity would hasten you along. Walk with me, please.”

				Turning away from the Buddha hall, Aito headed for a much smaller building. It was pleasantly cool inside and it smelled of oil and accumulated dust. Preserved scrolls rested on pedestals and a great many demon-slaying swords covered the walls.

				“Our blade makers’ greatest works are hung here,” Aito said, his eyes grown distant. After a moment he added, “There’s no living being nearby at the moment. It’s safe to talk.”

				Jien couldn’t help but grin in anticipation. Aito was keeping secrets from other monks? Oh, this was going to be good. “My curiosity grows. Tell me.”

				“Look at these blades,” Aito said, gesturing around the room. “On most of them you’ll see the same glyphs, the ones that weaken and ultimately destroy the coherence of spiritual energy, effectively causing the death of any spirit creature struck with it. We call them demon-slaying blades but they could slay a white spirit just as easily. These are the glyphs we know now, the ones we deem safe enough to use. There are many more glyphs our order has worked to condemn to oblivion because they’re dangerous and have been put to unwise uses in the past.”

			

			
				“Like the Soul Eater,” Jien said, glad to be able to show he wasn’t completely ignorant, even if this tidbit of knowledge had come to him from legends heard at drinking houses rather than from the mouths of his teachers. “How did that story go? A long time ago…”
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				A long time ago, spiritual beings were frighteningly powerful and conflicts between them and humans were common. In those times, a single spiritual being could grow to god-like strength by devouring others to strengthen its own power. The emperor’s army fought long and hard, but they grew tired and fewer in numbers, and the emperor came to fear his land would be lost to raging beasts of surpassing powers. He went to the monks of the Great Temples, who held the secrets of every glyph known, which in those times were much-needed items of everyday survival, and asked them to help.

				“We cannot survive this assault for long,” the emperor said. “We are a small island nation and cannot flee the ravages these monsters do to our lands.”

				“We will do what we can to assist,” the monks promised, for they too had suffered heavy losses since they had begun to train and send out sohei, warrior monks, to battle.

				The monks conferred, pouring over their scrolls of secret knowledge, and set upon the ambitious task of forging a weapon that absorbed spiritual energy rather than dispelling it like normal glyphed weapons did. In this way, they reasoned, the sword would grow more powerful the more monsters it slew, and even the worst spiritual beast would be brought down by its bite.

				The best sword makers bent to the task for weeks upon weeks, creating and testing dozens of different swords, until at last they were satisfied they had created the perfect weapon.

				The highest ranked monks went to the Imperial Palace, which in those times was in Nara, to present their work to the emperor.

				The emperor witnessed the sword with joy. “At last, a weapon that will turn the tides. Come forth, Okuninushi, and take this sword as your own.”

				Okuninushi was already then a great hero, for he had led countless armies to battle and never suffered more than superficial wounds. It was said he could cower spirits with a gaze, and stare into the eye of the most terrible creatures without fear.

			

			
				With sword in hand, Okuninushi led many more battles, against berserk spirits or mutinous lords or mainland invaders. When his sword bit, the person or spirit died, their vital energy sucked out. With the worst spirits laid down to rest, the land gained such calm and peace as it had rarely before known.

				As a result of peace with spirits, battles between humans became more common. But whenever Okuninushi appeared on the battlefield with the sword named the Soul Eating Sword, the enemy bowed to his will, for no man wished to lose his soul to that terrible weapon.

				The emperor called Okuninushi to court and said to him, “I have three beautiful daughters. Take one as your wife as proof of my gratitude for your loyal services. With that sword you could have felled even me, but you did not. Wed one of my daughters and become my son.”

				“I would wed your third daughter, for she is so beautiful spirits blush to see her and so clever no fox would dare try to trick her.”

				So it was Okuninushi wed a princess who was as clever as she was beautiful and who protected him from countless assassination attempts by jealous rivals. It was said small spirits loved her so well they served her and protected her from harm.

				There was but one thing from which the princess could not protect Okuninushi: the sword itself. Every time Okuninushi wielded the sword in battle, he returned home a little more tired, a little grayer in the hair. One day he came home carried by his men, uninjured but too exhausted to rise, and the princess could stand it no more.

				The princess went to the monks and said, “What ails my husband? Is it the sword?”

				The monks conferred and had to agree. “It is the sword. Its power is so great it now eats its bearer’s soul, bit by bit. It must be put away, and never used again, or it will kill him.”

				Taking this to heart, the princess hid the sword and would not give it to her husband, no matter how much he begged or threatened her. Years passed, and Okuninushi remained a superb general even without the Soul Eating Sword. A son was born and they were glad.

				But there arose a new berserk spirit, one so large and fierce it destroyed the sohei army sent to kill it.

				“Wife, I need the sword,” Okuninushi said. “None other can stop this beast from ravaging the countryside. I beg you, let me use it this one last time, or the beast will fell me.”

			

			
				Her heart heavy, the princess surrendered the weapon. She waited weeks for him to return, praying to any god who would hear her.

				Alas, Okuninushi had wielded the sword one time too many, and as he plunged the sword into the berserk spirit, he fell to his knees and expired along with the beast.

				The sword was wrapped thickly, for none dared touch it directly, and brought back to the princess, who cried and raged for days, so deep was her sorrow.

				“I will cast this sword into the sea so it may never again bring such tragedy!” she declared. She went forth and threw the sword into the ocean’s depths, where it could harm none.

				So it was a weapon that had saved countless lives killed the hero bearing it, and was discarded forever after.
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				“I think that’s how the story is told,” Jien finished. “You mean that sword?”

				Aito didn’t smile but he thawed. Relaxed, even. “You didn’t have to narrate the entire story. I’m glad you know it. Your version is essentially true. The part that isn’t generally known is the sword was recovered. It was hidden here, among the other swords. It was supposed to sit forgotten until it turned to dust.”

				Oh, here was the good bit. “I take it something happened?”

				“The so-called Soul Eater was stolen years ago. We were both fresh trainees at the time, if I’m not mistaken.”

				Jien thought back on his training years. “I never heard of a theft.”

				“It took time before anyone noticed. It was then decided the news should be kept quiet. No sense encouraging rumors.”

				“If that’s so, why were you told? You’re hardly higher ranked than I am.”

				“I was one of a few men chosen to search the premises in case the blade had been hidden somewhere. Because I have familiar spirits, I have far more spiritual energy than any normal person. In theory, I should have felt a pull if I’d wandered close to the sword. But we never found it. The theft was eventually blamed on shinobi. It’s an unsatisfactory explanation.”

				Jien grunted in agreement. “How would outsiders have known of it, when so many who live and train here don’t? One of ours would have had to leak the information. It’s old history though. Why is it important now?”

				“Recent events have me worried it may have been stolen with a goal in mind. Think on it—here is a blade that would make short work of a fox samurai. The smallest wound may prove fatal. Now that the Fox clan has been weakened, consider what a blade master could do with such a weapon. There are those who would seize the chance.”

			

			
				“I see your point. While it does disturb me, I don’t understand what you think I can do about it.”

				Aito made a gesture of annoyance. “I was getting to it. I hope my familiars will enable me to track the stolen sword. But I’m not confident I could handle the new wielder if I found him. Backup is essential. I can’t trust the higher-ranked, as one of them may be our thief. I know few of those our age and none well enough to trust them. But you, you’re friendly with the Fox clan. Even after the incident with Akakiba…”

				Jien presumed Aito meant the incident on the battlefield that had earned Akakiba the nickname “Mad Fox” among the other sohei. He didn’t like to dwell on it. The entire thing angered him. He wasn’t used to anger, didn’t know what to do with it.

				“The bond of friendship between the two of you is obvious,” Aito said.

				“Between Aki and I?” Jien couldn’t help it, he laughed and laughed.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Four

				Mamoru

				The demon entered through Mamoru’s mouth, which was held open by a metal contraption. It made its way down his throat, caring not at all that its would-be host kicked and screamed. It felt like inhaling smoke, but smoke that writhed like a living thing. It spread from his lungs to the rest of his body, burning its way along veins and nerves.


				His body stopped kicking as he lost control of it. The demon shoved him aside, trapping him into a corner of his own mind. Though it had been eager to enter, it didn’t seem to know what to do with a human body. Mamoru’s limbs now thrashed against the ground and incoherent noises came from his mouth.

				Clan leader Yoshio looked down upon him with an air of disgust. “I was hoping for a minimum of competence. Can you hear me, demon? I give you one day to acquire the basic skills to pass for a human. If you cannot, you will perish with that body.”

				Left alone with the presence in his mind, Mamoru screamed in helpless fear and rage. But his tongue no longer obeyed him and no one could hear him.

				Mamoru woke suddenly, feeling like he was suffocating. He would have called his dream a nightmare, except nightmares weren’t supposed to be real.

				He wished he could rise from bed and go outside for fresh air, but he hadn’t been in control of his own body for months now. He was almost used to it. He could even be considered lucky, since he’d yet to be completely ejected from his body. His resident demon was so afraid of Yoshio’s death threats that it was willing to compromise—the human didn’t fight too hard and the demon didn’t assert itself too strongly.

				It was far from ideal, but it was still better than death.
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				Yoshio, known to all as their clan leader and to Mamoru as the demon-possessed man who threatened to kill him if he proved an insufficiently pliable host, gave him the occasional lesson. Oh, the lessons were meant for the demon inside of him rather than for him, but he listened and learned along.

				He—they?—presently knelt on the tatami floor and waited to be addressed. His body kept twitching, proof his resident demon was anxious in Yoshio’s presence.

				“Tell me,” Yoshio said, “how humans usually identify a possessed person and how you can avoid these problems.”

				By now, Mamoru was used to the weirdness of hearing his own voice speak without his input. His demon answered, “Normal humans do not sense demons, but they do notice when a person suddenly seems to forget speech or struggles to show proper facial expressions. Learning to behave like a human is essential to avoid detection.”

				“What of animals?”

				“Dogs and horses are said to shy away from possessed people. They can however be fooled, as what they perceive is more a strangeness in manners than anything else. If they do react strongly, it’s best to act annoyed and blame the animal for the odd behavior. Because dragons are sentient, they’re very difficult to fool and must be avoided.”

				“How can you learn to act appropriately to avoid suspicion?”

				“It is done by obtaining the knowledge from the host’s mind. General human behavior, personal habits, and personality traits can be drawn from the mind. This knowledge enables a demon to respond appropriately to social situations and blend in human society.”

				Yoshio grunted in approval, a reaction so very human that Mamoru would have shuddered at it if his body had been under his control. How could anyone realize what was going on when the demon inside Yoshio was so good at imitating human behavior?

				The lesson wasn’t over.

				“What have you learned from your human’s mind recently?” Yoshio asked.

				“I have been practicing to learn this body’s reflexes as my own. I have also learned what he knows about poisons, such as which one to use for what purpose and how to save myself if I am poisoned.”

			

			
				Mamoru had given that information away freely because one of his fears was he—they—might be “disposed of.” Whatever little things he could do to protect his life, he would do.

				“Describe the status of your personal relationships,” Yoshio said.

				“This human has few social connections. I have not detected suspicion in the woman Usagi, although she has sought my company lately. She has also begun to behave in a way meant to be sexually provocative. The human’s mind tells me this behavior is to be expected with her and I should not attempt to reciprocate. Violence may ensue if I do.”

				Watching his demon grow confused and flustered around Usagi was always fun. It was one of his few entertainments, as a prisoner inside himself.

				Yoshio smiled. His smile stretched and emphasized the scar on his cheek, a scar left by the wound that had enabled the demon to sneak in and take over. “Ah, yes, women. You will learn much about the interactions of men and women, and yet you will remain confused. Such is the nature of human mating processes; they mystify even humans. I suggest you avoid engaging in reproductive behavior at this time.”

				“Understood.”

				“You may go. I have much to attend to today. You will, of course, inform me if you have any further problems with your host.”

				Mamoru was aware of his body going tense, betraying his demon’s worry, even as his voice said, “Understood.”

				“Learn from him quickly so you may destroy him. It’ll be roomier in there when you do.”

				Mamoru curled up in a tiny ball of existence in an attempt to hide from Yoshio’s knowing gaze. He didn’t want to be found, or to be destroyed. His current life wasn’t so bad as to make death preferable.

				“Wait.” Yoshio went to the next room over and started pulling a futon out. “A last task for you today. Stand guard. Tell everyone I am exhausted and require rest. Do not let any of them attempt to wake me. I will return shortly.”

				Yoshio lay down as if to sleep. Mamoru didn’t see it happen, but he somehow understood the demon had just…left. Yoshio’s body had taken on an eerie stillness that spoke of emptiness.

				The human Yoshio was really gone, then, killed. His body remained, a shell for a demon that went in and out at will.

				Mamoru and his demon shuddered together. It was creepy.

				We could slit his throat, Mamoru suggested.

			

			
				Like that wouldn’t get us in trouble with the rest of the clan. That’s just a convenient shell, to him. He’d take somebody else’s body and come after us.

				True…

				A long time passed, enough so that hunger gnawed at their shared belly, but neither would have suggested they leave without permission.

				Finally, the abandoned body jerked and its eyes opened. “All seems well,” Yoshio said. He gestured sharply. “Go away. I have work to do.”

				The demon riding his body sent it—them—back toward Mamoru’s room, where it usually hid from the other humans while practicing such things as reading, writing, and exercising. This demon had a different temperament than the one that possessed Yoshio, and Mamoru was glad of it. He had no doubt Yoshio’s demon had invaded his host’s mind all the time, squeezing out his every last crumb of knowledge before getting rid of him. His demon, at least, mostly left him alone.

				The room wasn’t empty. Mamoru detected the sounds first, and sent a general wave of alarm at the demon sharing his brain. The demon stilled and listened a moment before calling out, “Who’s there?”

				The door slid open, revealing Usagi and her perfect upswept hairdo. She’d taken the loss of Nagato hard, but she’d eventually returned to her habit of presenting herself at her best at all times. Her best grew better by the day, as her body put the finishing touches on her transformation into a woman.

				“I need to talk to you,” Usagi said, shifting aside to let him in.

				The demon spoke warily, an attitude of which Mamoru approved. “Talk? What about?”

				They knelt face to face on the tatami floor, the demon trying its best not to stare too overtly at Usagi. Mamoru was aware, and amused, that his demon had recently begun discovering the involuntary part of human sexuality, the part that could make a man’s body react to a woman’s whether he liked her or not. Having been trained in such arts, Usagi was skilled at inciting desire.

				It was in the way her chest rose high when she breathed—she shouldn’t have needed to breathe so deeply while sitting down; in the way her kosode might slip from her shoulder to show creamy flesh; in the way she lifted captivating eyes to his. When she tilted her head to the side, the eye was drawn to the curve of her neck and the mind imagined nuzzling it to better capture her scent.

				Perhaps it was because they were both experiencing a similar feeling of attraction toward Usagi that their minds—human and demon—suddenly tried to meld. For a brief moment, Mamoru saw Usagi as the demon did, as a mysterious being of troubling beauty that evoked both fear and fascination and stirred desires unknown and forbidden.

			

			
				They both recoiled from this sudden intimacy, ending it. Mamoru was left with the startling insight the demon wasn’t merely experiencing physical attraction, but falling in love—or as close to it as to make no difference.

				The poor guy—thing?—had no idea. Falling in love with Usagi was like becoming enamored of a bear. It couldn’t end well.

				“I’m leaving soon,” Usagi said. She was obviously too self-centered to have noticed anything amiss. “My mission is to infiltrate the Imperial Palace. You know what that means.”

				“Oh.” The demon began to riffle through its host’s mind, trying to understand the context.

				Irritated by this rudeness, Mamoru shoved the demon back. It retreated like a kicked puppy. For a supposedly evil creature, it was strangely shy and averse to confrontations.

				When their minds were in close contact, it was easy to send thoughts through the thin barrier separating human mind and demon mind. Mamoru thought at the demon, Women shinobi are long-term spies. They spend years pretending to be someone they’re not and not seeing their own. Usagi may never return here.

				Consternation filtered through the barrier. “Do you have to go?” Not-Mamoru asked Usagi.

				“Don’t be an idiot. It’s my job.”

				“I could go with you.”

				“They wouldn’t allow it. Yoshio’s taken an interest in you, hasn’t he? He kept you in isolation for months and now you have personal lessons with him. He must mean to assign special missions to you.”

				That was not a cheerful thought. The demon sighed, stewing in misery so intense it filtered through the barrier.

				“Thank you for caring,” Usagi said. She picked at her clothing, eyes looking everywhere but at him. “I wasn’t nice to anyone because I didn’t want it to hurt too badly when I had to leave, but it hurts anyway.”

				The demon poked at Mamoru’s mind with a request for “long-distance communication methods.” He supplied it with the concept of mail.

				“Write to me,” the demon said.

				“If I can.”

				“If you write asking me to come, I will. Even if Yoshio won’t allow it.”

			

			
				Usagi looked up, wide-eyed. “Truly?”

				The demon nodded jerkily.

				Usagi leaned forward and left a butterfly kiss on their lips, a kiss Mamoru felt as vividly as his demon. She rose and left hastily, as if embarrassed by her unusual behavior.

				Feeling the blush rise to his body’s cheeks, Mamoru could only do the equivalent of groaning mentally. The demon had it bad. It was no use trying to tell it Usagi was probably acting, encouraging a doomed crush to amuse herself. That made more sense than thinking she’d suddenly become nice!

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Five

				Akakiba

				The days on the road were each the mirror image of the last, consisting largely of sleeping, eating, and riding. Summer had long gone and with it, the oppressive heat. The current autumn weather was mild and refreshing. The first fallen leaves of the season spotted the path and the trees were adorned with hues of red, orange, yellow—and green, too. It was yet early and some trees took their time.

				“I hear water,” Akakiba said. “We’ll rest when we find it.” He led them onward, following his ear.

				The source turned out to be a rivulet, only deep enough to come up to the ankle. It was good enough to refill their water bags.

				Yuki’s pet dragon muttered an indistinct complaint about the size of the stream—the annoying creature was welcome to find its own stream next time—before wading in and rolling around. The crystal clear water turned disgustingly muddy after this treatment.

				“Better?” Yuki inquired.

				“Less itchy,” the dragon said. “But now I’m covered in mud.”

				“Don’t move; I’ll rinse you.”

				By the time Yuki was done, Akakiba had had time to attend to certain bodily functions, feed the horses, and finish his own meal.

				“I’m glad it’s not summer anymore,” Yuki said between two mouthfuls of food. “It was horrible.”

				Akakiba fully agreed. At the worst of the summer heat, the dragon’s hide had been dull and cracked, and its mood so irritated it poisoned Yuki’s too. It was good to be past that, because he had no desire to experience a second shouting match. He hadn’t known sweet-tempered Yuki was capable of fighting with anyone, even less with him! He couldn’t quite recall what it’d been about, but it had entirely been the dragon’s fault. One could hope the annoying creature’s growth would soon force it to leave land and find a nice lake to call its own. Mature great dragons were simply too heavy to live on land.

			

			
				The weather held fair as they rode eastward and watched for the signs of dying life described by the Sanae impersonator. So far, the trees all had vibrantly colored leaves and the wildlife was no scarcer than usual, singing and chattering and scurrying.

				Glancing up at the sun, Akakiba tried to determine how far they might have strayed off course by following this trail instead of cutting through the forest in a straight line. Riding in the tangled undergrowth surrounding the trail would be harder riding than he liked. His expertise was roughly limited to the basics of not falling off the horse.

				“We should have begun to see some evidence by now,” he said.

				“Hm?” Yuki blinked as if coming out of a daydream. He must have been absorbed in a mental exchange with the dragon again. “I’m sorry? What did you say?”

				“Do pay attention when people speak, would you?” Akakiba straightened in the saddle, facing forward so his scowl wouldn’t be visible. He tried to be patient—that cursed dragon had to leave sooner or later!—but repeating himself constantly was irritating. “I said I don’t see any sign of sickness.”

				Yuki studied the forest left and right. “I have to agree. The sparks are present and bright here. But it shouldn’t be much longer before we find the place.”

				“Assuming there’s something to find.”

				Yuki either ignored his words or didn’t hear them—probably “talking” to his pet again.

				By the end of the afternoon, Yuki watched the trees with his head tilted. “I think the sparks are getting a little dimmer.”

				By the time they stopped on a gentle slope for an evening meal and a night’s sleep, Akakiba had begun to believe. Dead or sick trees were in evidence everywhere he looked, covered in black growths that were hard to the touch. It could have been a natural sickness running wild, but it didn’t look right. If the Sanae impersonator had told the truth about this, perhaps it had told the truth about the “mysterious object” as well.

			

			
				To find the reason spiritual energy was draining from the world, to find a way to reverse the process… It was the stuff of legends, the kind of quest meant for heroes. He was a fool for allowing himself to dream they might succeed, but it would take a worse fool not to try. The survival of his kind was at stake.

				A red fox popped into existence. Finally, you’re here! Physical travel is so slow. It turned its slanted black eyes upon him. Do you see what I mean now, Brother? This is only the beginning. Further on, it’s worse.

				“I begin to see,” he allowed. “How far can you go?”

				Not much farther. Being here is already unpleasant. Don’t you feel anything?

				Akakiba stood quietly, listening to his instincts, but he perceived nothing unusual except the lack of animal noise. Where were the singing birds and chirping squirrels? Where were the buzzing bugs?

				“I’m a bit uneasy,” Yuki said. “But I think it’s because the life here is all dying. It looks wrong.”

				You’ll feel the cause of it soon enough. Tomorrow you’ll have to go on without me. Please, be careful.

				It was so easy to trust the familiar voice, which is why Akakiba couldn’t afford to do so. He had to remember the hard truth—nobody in living memory had ever “survived” death. It was true the spirit’s aura was indistinguishable from Sanae’s, but that didn’t mean it was her. It could have been an especially strong ghost.

				Contrary to popular belief, ghosts weren’t souls unable to move on. Rather, ghosts were spirits tainted by human deaths to the point they thought they were the person. It was a sohei’s job to cleanse ghosts, to free the spirits from the taint and allow them to return to their proper existence.

				Ghosts weren’t supposed to be functional, independent entities like the Sanae lookalike was, but maybe that was because they of the Fox clan were different than humans. Or maybe—he disliked the thought the moment it formed—a spirit had somehow absorbed or copied Sanae’s soul. He’d never heard of such a thing, but it was less farfetched than the idea anyone could survive death.

				How could he discern the truth? Ask Jien to cleanse the lookalike to see what happened? There might not even be a way to find out for sure if this entity was Sanae in any real way. If he were foolish enough to believe his baby sister was here with him, only to discover otherwise later… That would hurt worse than anything.

			

			
				With these troubling thoughts swirling in his head, Akakiba returned to his meal, the roasted leftovers of a pair of rabbits he’d caught the previous night. Good thing he’d gone hunting then, as he wasn’t sure there was game to be found in this sickened area.

				The dragon munched on a bone without interest; it’d eaten plenty earlier in the week and, like a snake, it didn’t require daily feedings. Yuki, too, was eating rabbit. He looked guilty, but that would fade in time. Being part of the cycle of life was no reason to feel guilty, regardless of what human religion claimed.

				The horses usually grazed to supplement their daily feed but tonight they barely nibbled. Perhaps they were sensitive to the wrongness here, although not to a degree sufficient to act out. They’d have to be watched.

				The fox-shaped spirit hadn’t left. It currently sat on its haunches on the other side of their modest fire. I have news to share. I’ve been speaking with Father, and he says Mother has uncovered troubling information about a man named Matsumoto. Do you recall him?


				“I do,” Yuki said. “He made trouble when we were selling dragon eggs last year. An officer had to intervene. Matsumoto harassed the officer’s family because of it.”

				“I asked Mother to handle the matter,” Akakiba said, his curiosity roused. “If you know what happened to him, do tell.”

				Oh, the man became fish food months ago. However, Mother discovered he’s been blamed for bringing the dragon sickness to the city. People recall that when he first came, he had with him a dragon that slept all the time. He carried it everywhere, paying courtesy calls to everyone of importance and offering his dragon’s breeding services. His beast was one of the first to die of the sickness.

				“Are you saying he knew it was sick and deliberately sought to contaminate the others? Humans would call that heresy.”

				Yuki hissed in concert with his bonded dragon. “That bastard.”

				It’s what Mother believes. He’s a nobody and he shouldn’t have had the money to afford a dragon in the first place. It would explain why he was so anxious to get another one, after. The sick dragon must have been supplied to him.

				“I see a few possibilities,” Yuki murmured.

				As did Father. We agreed it’s likely the same person or organization who sent the shinobi. They wanted to weaken our defenses any way they could. Perhaps they’d hoped to sneak possessed people into the city itself.


				“There may have been other subtle moves made we weren’t aware of,” Akakiba said.

			

			
				Yes, that is a possibility. The spirit produced a sound comparable to a sigh. If Mother had known to extract information from Matsumoto before arranging his accident, we may have been able to learn who it is behind all this.

				Since the source was questionable, this information may or may not have been true. But it sounded plausible and didn’t seem worth lying about, so Akakiba elected to accept it at face value until he had a chance to obtain proof one way or another.

				They slept soundly and rose early, eager to go on. The Sanae impersonator turned back when the ground dipped into the valley it called the dead zone, a place where absolutely everything was lifeless. It was from the middle of this area, the impersonator believed, that spiritual energy was being stolen.

				Be careful, it called after them.

				They rode onward, staring round. The trees were naked ghosts pointing at the sky or lying broken down. All that should have been green was brown and shriveled. Not a single living creature was visible, not even a bug. Everything that could flee had evidently done so and everything that couldn’t had died. The reason the trees still stood was there were no bugs, mushrooms, or mold to eat them until they weakened and fell.

				They made their way through the dead landscape holding the reins tight, for the horses shied and danced ceaselessly. The dragon hissed but didn’t speak.

				“I feel...itchy,” Akakiba said. “Yuki?”

				“Itchy is a good description. I also feel jumpy and eager to leave, as if there were terrible danger lurking. Which is unlikely, since there’s nothing alive…”

				This gave Akakiba the mental image of being attacked by dead things, a wildly unlikely possibility that nonetheless increased his unease exponentially.

				The sound of wind running through dead trees was like a distant, pained moan, as if the forest’s ghosts were still here. Knowing such ghosts couldn’t exist hardly made it less unnerving.

				“Stay close to me, Yuki,” he murmured, urging his mount onward. Normal horses might have bolted; these war-trained ones could yet be persuaded to go on. “Good boy,” he said, patting his mount’s sweaty neck. “It’s safe.”

				That could have been a lie. How should he know? Almost despite himself, he drew his sword to be ready to handle any enemy that presented itself. He pictured dead things rising from the ground to grasp at them with bone hands and paws.

			

			
				They wandered, trying to locate the center of the dead area, until finally they spied something shiny in the distance. They approached with caution, watching their surroundings with hawk-like attention. Not a thing moved.

				The shiny thing was a sword half buried in the trunk of a dead tree. Akakiba tied the horses before starting forward to inspect it, worried the animals might bolt if anything should happen.

				“Who could shove a sword in wood like that?” Yuki wondered.

				“I could do it with my full strength,” Akakiba said dubiously, “but why would I or anyone else want to do this?”

				“It must be the thing Sanae felt.” Yuki’s hand went to hover near the blade. “It does pull on me.”

				“Don’t touch it,” Drac hissed from horseback, for he hadn’t dismounted. “I don’t like it.”

				“How did it kill everything?” Yuki stepped back to study it at a safe distance. “It’s a demon-slaying sword, isn’t it?”

				The exposed part of the blade had familiar glyphs on it, that much was true. They were even glowing faintly, as if they were in use. Frowning, Akakiba crouched to study the glyphs and compare them with the ones on his own sword. “These aren’t right.”

				“What do you mean? Badly carved?”

				“They’re entirely different glyphs. I can’t tell what they’re meant to do. We’d need Jien for that.”

				“Can we bring it back and show it to him? Maybe he could explain how it works. Maybe he could reverse it.”

				Akakiba reached out gingerly, allowing his palm to almost touch the blade. No pull, as far as he could tell. It was odd that he, a half-human and half-spirit being, seemed to be less sensitive to an energy-stealing sword than his human friend was. Maybe it was the dragon bond screwing things up again.

				He moved to touch the sword’s hilt and paused: it was coated in a thin film of a substance that looked like grime. He took a good sniff.

				“Poison,” he said in surprise. Reaching for the water gourd, he emptied it over the hilt. He produced a rag to wipe it down, working carefully and tossing the rag away afterward. Once satisfied, he grasped it. There may have been traces of poison remaining, but his metabolism would be able to filter it out if any got into his blood. Planting his feet on the dead tree trunk, he heaved.

				The sword refused to budge.

			

			
				“If I must…”

				Akakiba bled red. He didn’t need to see himself to know his long hair, normally jet-black, turned redder than the fall leaves. Or that his face became covered in strange markings and his eyes filled red as if with blood. With that strength, he pulled.

				The katana slid free of the tree trunk. In that moment, as he held the blade while exposing his inhuman half’s power, he felt the pull. The glyphs flared to brilliant life as the sword attacked. It began to feed, sinking its teeth in his life force. Real teeth in his real flesh would have hurt less. He couldn’t even scream.

				“Drop it!” Yuki screamed, lunging forward.

				That sounded like wonderful advice, but his muscles were locked in place, his fingers as well as frozen against the object trying to eat him alive.

				Yuki hit Akakiba’s hand at the juncture of his fingers, loosening his grasp. The sword fell and the pain vanished, leaving behind only a dull throbbing. Akakiba stopped bleeding red immediately, hiding his secret half deep within his human flesh, where it would be safe.

				“Cursed thing!” he swore, eying the sword malevolently. Then, more calmly, “Thank you, Yuki.”

				He didn’t say anything dramatic like “you saved my life,” but he thought it. If there hadn’t been anyone to get that thing out of his hand…

				They couldn’t leave it here, much as he would have liked to do just that. His hand wrapped in his sleeve for protection, he picked it up under Yuki’s watchful gaze. “I feel nothing amiss now.” He didn’t trust the feeling. The general unease they had been feeling was almost certainly this thing’s work, a sign it was trying to leech their strength, nibbling at the edges of their life energy. Proximity to this sword had killed the forest; in time, it might do the same to them. They had to get this thing contained as fast as possible.

				After wrapping the blade in a blanket, he shoved it into one of the packs hanging over his horse’s flanks. “We should leave.”

				“Agreed,” Yuki said, mounting. “I saw…” He swallowed. “It was trying to eat your life spark.”

				“I noticed.” He shuddered, remembering that split moment of pure agony.

				Their modest riding skills were taxed by the effort of keeping their horses from galloping away, as they clearly wanted; they snorted and pulled at the reins. It was too easy for a horse to break a leg when running on uneven ground. Still, they hurried away from that blighted place.

			

			
				Sanae reappeared when they stopped for food and rest. She didn’t coalesce into a fox and didn’t come closer than necessary, appearing as a bright flicker between the trees.

				You have it! What is it?

				“It’s a strange sword,” Akakiba replied, almost shouting to be heard. “The Great Temples would know what to make of it. We’ll bring it to them so they can neutralize it.” If the monks didn’t know how, then nobody did.

				I’d better get away; this is too close for me. I’ll tell Father. It popped out of existence.

				Yuki looked at him. “If you don’t believe she’s truly your sister, why are you telling her vital information?”

				Akakiba opened his mouth and found he couldn’t frame a coherent reply. He’d somehow slipped and treated the spirit as his sister. His poor dead sister, who wouldn’t come back to life simply because he wished it.

				What a cursed fool he was.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Six

				Jien

				Jien sat cross-legged before the writing table, painstakingly writing down the names of those Aito considered “suspicious persons to investigate.” The list included anyone of a rank sufficiently high to have known of the energy-siphoning sword’s presence in their temple, along with most of the sword makers.

				Jien shook his cramped hand. “Why am I doing the writing? I’m terrible at it.” The Great Temples ensured their wandering sohei had minimal skills in writing and reading, but Jien rarely had reason to practice. His brush lines were unsteady and his kanji leaned every which way.

				“I never learned the skill,” Aito said stiffly. “I couldn’t focus sufficiently.”

				“Lucky.”

				“That’s not what people say when they hear about an illiterate monk.”

				Jien paused. Monks, along with priests and samurai, were expected to be learned men. Yuki had surely learned the basics from his father. Akakiba—well, he could probably read. But it wouldn’t have been entirely out of character if he’d refused to learn these skills because they wouldn’t help him slay demons. The man was obsessed.

				Samurai could be forgiven shaky literacy since they did most of their thinking with their sword. For monks, who were supposed to be wise and able to pass on their wisdom, literacy was of greater importance.

				“Even monkeys fall from trees,” Jien said, using the idiom that meant “nobody’s perfect.” “I can’t get familiar spirits; you can’t write. That’s how it is.” He glanced at his scroll and the disgraceful scrawls on it. “Are we done? I’m running out of room.”

			

			
				“That should be all.”

				“That’s hardly comforting, when ‘all’ means dozens and dozens of names. Where do we begin?” They considered the matter in silence until Jien suggested, “Can’t your familiars act as spies to overhear incriminating conversations?”

				“What do you think I have been doing these past months? The matter is too old for that tactic to work. The guilty party or parties have no reason to speak of it.”

				Jien drummed his fingers on the writing table, scowling at the list as if it might shrink to please him. “If your hunch is correct, the sword is now in the hands of a possessed person. I see two possibilities: either we have a traitor who sold the blade for money or there’s a possessed spy within our midst. It would be easier if the culprit was possessed, wouldn’t it? With the dragons they now put at the gates, he’d be caught sooner or later.”

				“Unless he deserted,” Aito said. “Everybody who went missing in the year after the theft was investigated as best as possible, often with my participation, but a wise spy would have waited longer before vanishing. We would have marked him down as missing in action and forgotten about it. The last three names on the list belong to such missing persons; they’ll be hardest to investigate.”

				“Let’s be optimistic and say our hypothetical possessed thief and spy is still here gathering information. Has anyone taken to staying in the temple since they began guarding the gates with dragons?”

				“Some of the elders never go far. And—”Aito’s head jerked up. “The trainees. They’re forbidden from leaving the grounds.” A monk’s training took ten years, meaning a trainee could have performed the theft all these years back and still be here. “They also have no or little contact with the monks who have dragons. If one of them were possessed, we might not notice.”

				“A trainee working with the blade makers would have had the opportunity to learn of the blade,” Jien added, growing excited. “How can we find out which trainees were training with the blade makers at the time of the theft?”

				“I need to consult my teacher,” Aito said as he rose to his feet. “He has access to the records and we can trust him.”

				“Who do you mean?”

				“Toshishiro. You would know him as Crazy Toshi.”

			

			
				Jien’s eyebrows climbed up. “I thought he was insane. He’s always talking to himself, isn’t he?”

				A smile fleetingly lit Aito’s face. “In truth, he’s always talking to his familiar spirit. He forgets not to do it aloud. He’s the reason I was sent to this particular temple. Until I came, he was the only sohei in the order of the Great Temples with a familiar spirit. The knowledge is usually kept from the lower ranks, however. Hence the nickname.”

				“Ahh, it all makes sense now. We always wondered why the teachers bowed to him so deeply. We thought he’d been a war hero.”

				Aito was already half out the door, speaking over his shoulder. “Rest from your journey while I visit him. We have much to do tomorrow.”

				Left alone, Jien retrieved and laid out two futon. The room was spacious enough for two, a sign Aito was granted more respect than his mere rank accounted for. Jien could have obtained a tiny room of his own, but knowing there was a traitor out there made him inclined to stay close to a trusted ally. He remembered old Tadashi’s fate, murdered in his guest room by people he thought friends.

				He lay down, thinking to rest his eyes until Aito returned with news—and awoke with a start to the sound of a ringing bell.

				“What?” He looked round fuzzily.

				Aito was already dressed and putting away his futon. “It’s the call for morning prayers, Jien.”

				“I know that! But how is it morning already? I was just resting my eyes!”

				“Hurry. It’ll draw attention if we’re late.”

				Skipping prayers in favor of sleeping in was an enticing idea, but Aito was right that any absence or tardiness would be noted.

				Jien grudgingly acquired an upright position, along with a fresh set of clothes Aito wordlessly thrust at him. “Oh, you got me a new set? Thank you.” It was the right size, too.

				They went to join the hundreds of monks kneeling in the prayer hall, arriving mere moments before the abbot came in wearing ornate ceremonial vestments to begin the ceremony. The sun was yet sleeping under the horizon at this hour. Light was provided by delicate paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling and a cluster of candles sitting on the altar alongside a variety of ritual objects. The scent of incense was thick in the air.

				Jien fell easily into the chants, years of daily practice having burned them in his mind so deeply he could chant while sleeping—which was almost what he did. Occasionally, a bell rang and cymbals were struck, contributing to keeping him somewhat awake until the end.

			

			
				Afterwards, he went to duck his head into the temple’s cold pond to try to wake up his brain. “Ugh. I forgot quite how early mornings are here.”

				“The trainees won’t leave us a thing if we’re late,” Aito said.

				“Let’s go, quick!” The trainees’ collective appetite was a credible threat to everybody else’s breakfast. Jien knew it because he’d once been one of those ravenous beasts.

				Rows upon rows of cushions and lacquered trays propped up on four legs waited in the refectory. The meal was standard temple fare, meaning it involved no fish or meat. Each person received pickled vegetables and fermented soybeans on a bed of rice. Should the meal prove unfulfilling—as was often the case with trainees—second servings were allowed. Gluttony wasn’t encouraged but depriving future sohei of the food they needed to grow strong would be counter-productive.

				It was impossible to speak of their plans in this crowded place, but Aito’s absent look hinted he was communicating with his bonded spirits, presumably to watch the trainees.

				Jien ate quietly, keeping an eye on Aito. His face was impassive but that meant nothing. He could have been tracking a whole host of demons-possessed men without looking any different.

				They lingered over fragrant tea, waiting until everybody else had filtered out to attend to their duties.

				“Anything of interest?” Jien inquired, voice pitched low.

				Aito’s eyes focused on him. “I’m following the trainees. I believe I sense a touch of dark on one of them.”

				Jien understood. “Right. The reason we didn’t see through the possessed woman we traveled with is that she looked ‘merely touched.’ We won’t make that mistake again.”

				“Yes. And if he’s not possessed, I would like to know how one of our trainees came in contact with demon energy. The boys aren’t allowed outside the grounds and demons certainly can’t come here.”

				They drifted out of the refectory and shifted the conversation to safer subjects, such as the likelihood of rain from the gloomy sky above. They traded nods with those monks they passed but were approached by none. It was probably Aito’s reputation keeping them shy.

				“Hey,” Jien said as something suddenly occurred to him. “Why is it people can acquire a taint from contact with a demon but not from contact with a white spirit? You’re in contact with several of them but your aura looks normal to me.”

			

			
				“My best theory is that it has to do with the degree of physicality,” Aito answered, so promptly it was evident he’d given it thought before. “White and neutral spirits rarely focus their energy in such a way as to be able to touch the physical world. If you tried to touch a familiar spirit, it would be like touching mist. Black spirits, which we call demons, tend to focus their energy as strongly as they can in order to simulate a physical body. It allows them to interact with the real world and to injure us in battle. That energy concentration may be what leaves a mark.”

				“You forget that white spirits touch people to heal them. Shouldn’t that leave a stain?”

				“You misunderstand how the process works. The spirit itself doesn’t touch the person. What it does is manipulate ambient energy so it is focused on the human. A sudden dose of spiritual energy can heal wounds, for reasons unknown. It’s possible the spirit sacrifices some of its own power or life-force to do it, as legends say, but that, too, is unknown.”

				In other words, it was implausible for the trainee to have been tainted by a white spirit. That left the unpleasant options. Jien adjusted his grip on his spear and rolled his shoulders, readying himself for action. It wasn’t entirely polite to go about armed with the temple’s grounds, but neither was it conspicuous. Sohei whose task it was to wander the roads were notoriously obsessive about their weapons.

				“Let’s go and meet this kid,” he said. “Do you have his location?”

				“Training in the courtyard with the others. His name is Saji.”

				Aito supplied an excuse to the monk overseeing the trainees’ workout while Jien cornered the boy they wished to interrogate. Boy, for though he was past the coming of age ceremony, trainees were considered boys until they finished their training. This one must be on the verge of receiving his very own spear for he looked to be the oldest of the pack.

				“Hey, Saji,” Jien said, resting a hand on the trainee’s shoulder. “I want to ask you something. Over here.”

				Looking apprehensive—and likely trying to recall if he’d said or done something especially idiotic in the last several days—Saji nonetheless followed him around the corner of the closest building. Jien didn’t want the other trainees eavesdropping, as he knew they would if they were given half a chance. Trainees were curious like monkeys.

				Aito arrived moments later, announcing, “There’s no one in earshot.”

			

			
				“Good.” Jien eyed the trainee critically. His face was average at best, his nose slightly crooked and his eyes too far apart, and his build was thin, not quite as muscled as a sohei was expected to be. That was understandable in light of the fact this boy was meant to become one of their sword makers, who did not fight but stayed in the temple to produce the blades demon hunting required. “Listen, kid. We can see your aura is demon-touched. Mind explaining how that happened?”

				He was ready for lies, for an attack, or for an attempt to bolt.

				He wasn’t ready for Saji to lose his color and prostrate himself on the ground babbling, “It wasn’t me! The demon did it! I’m sorry I couldn’t stop it! I would have if I could! I’ll never sleep with my mouth open ever again!”

				“Whoa, whoa, calm down there. What demon? When?”

				Through the boy’s hysterical babbling, they gathered the salient facts: a demon had possessed him, stolen his knowledge, and popped right out again.

				“It’s like it had done it before,” Saji said. “It got inside me so easily! I woke in a panic and it was already too late. I had a cold at the time and I was so tired… It read my memories, about the glyphs and the relics we have. When it found out about the sword, it dug through my mind looking for details. I didn’t know much though, so it left. By morning I was certain it’d been a nightmare.”

				“How do you know the sword was stolen, if it wasn’t you who did it?”

				Saji huddled tighter, voice anguished. “I went to look, later. The sword wasn’t there. If I’d told someone right away, maybe they could have stopped the theft. After, it was too late and I was scared. My mother would never recover if I were kicked out. She’s so proud I got accepted.”

				Jien looked at Aito, who replied with a faint sigh. Clearly, it sounded like truth to him too.

				“Now we’ve no clue who the thief is or where the sword got to,” Jien grumbled.

				“We’ll look further into this,” Aito said. “We’ve already confirmed the nature of the entity behind the theft; that’s no small deed. The foxes must be told.”

				“I’ll send a letter.” Jien nudged the trainee with his foot and spoke in the most threatening voice he could muster. “What do we do with this one? He let the sword be taken.”

				After a brief moment, Aito appeared to catch on. He hummed audibly, as if he were considering the question. “He’s a mere trainee.”

			

			
				Jien rubbed his chin theatrically. “True, true. Perhaps we’ll let it go if he proves he can hold his tongue about the matter.”

				Saji huddled on the ground. “I’ll tell no one! I swear on my vows!”

				“You’ll tell no one who has no business knowing,” Jien corrected sternly. “If a highly ranked monk asks specifically about the matter, you must be truthful.”

				“I’ll tell them! I swear on my vows!”

				Aito turned away, saying, “Jien, please take the time to purify him. I want to go and see if anyone else has a similar taint.”

				Jien understood the unspoken part: perhaps the demon had used another person—another body—to conduct the theft. It was worth looking into. They might yet unravel the mystery.

				Busy with the boring task of scrubbing Saji’s aura free of taints—it largely involved ducking the fool trainee’s head in the pool and chanting mantra—Jien didn’t realize the other problem with the situation until later.

				He went to Aito in alarm. “If Saji’s taint was so faint nobody but you could see it, it couldn’t possibly have lasted for years!”

				“You’re correct,” Aito said, unruffled.

				“Wait…” He worked it through. ”You mean the demon came back in his mind to spy? Recently? And Saji never noticed? Where did that impossibly smart demon come from?” A thought hit him like lightning, unexpected and unpleasant. “If the demon comes again, it’ll find out we spoke to Saji about the missing sword!”

				“We’ll know it has come again because Saji will be tainted once more.”

				“You mean we’ll know that it knows that we know it stole the sword?”

				Aito paused, possibly trying to make sense of the question. “Ah, yes.”

				“I see. The demon won’t realize we expect it to come again because you let Saji believe the demon only took him once. Clever.”

				“A known spy can be an asset. We may be able to pass on wrong information to it and its friends if it becomes necessary.”

				“Poor kid. He’s a pawn in our game and we can’t tell him.”

				“I’ll ask my teacher to watch over him. He’ll be in no special danger.”

				Jien wasn’t convinced. The game was quickly growing fraught with danger and nobody’s safety could be guaranteed.

				Suddenly, Aito whirled. His eyes focused on a seemingly empty spot—wait, was that a patch of mist? It swirled in a tighter and tighter pattern and finally took shape as a fox with an excessive number of tails.

				Spear extended and aimed at the apparition, Jien prodded the expert with his free arm. “Aito, what’s that? One of your familiars?”

				“No.”

			

			
				Don’t you dare stab me, Jien! a young, feminine voice said. It came from the fox, whose red aura felt most familiar. Even to someone who wasn’t peculiarly sensitive to auras, this one stood out.

				“Nice try, ghost, but I distinctly remember seeing Sanae’s corpse.” Even as Jien spoke, doubt bloomed in his mind. Ghosts—spirits who became human-tainted—didn’t copy auras that perfectly.

				The spirit sounded offended as it replied, I’m not a ghost! You’re a monk; you should know better.

				Jien thought it through. Every monk knew ghosts happened when a person died in violent or tragic circumstances and a nearby spirit was contaminated by the dying person.

				Common ghost behaviors included haunting the place of death by taking the deceased’s appearance, seeking vengeance, or attempting to fulfill the deceased’s last wish. It could be as harmless as a spirit sitting by its human’s grave until the human’s lover came by, so it might say goodbye. And it could be as horrifying as a spirit that ripped babies apart because its human had died birthing an unwanted child. Ghosts rarely displayed emotions other than anger, fear or sadness, likely because those were the emotions a dying person would feel strongest.

				A ghost would have adopted Sanae’s human appearance rather than this fox-like shape. A ghost wouldn’t sound so lively and wouldn’t act so independently as to show up somewhere its human had never been before. There was that impossibly perfect aura, too. Which meant…

				“Not a ghost,” Aito said, as if he feared Jien too dim to reach the conclusion alone. “Very unusual.” He studied Sanae intently, probably with several sets of eyes at once.

				“Ghosts don’t work that way,” Jien admitted. “So you’re, what? Sanae’s fox half?”

				The spirit who might or might not be Sanae sighed. Oh, I suppose I need to explain again. And put that spear down already!


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Seven

				Mamoru

				“—and that’s why I should go with Usagi,” Mamoru’s resident demon finished.


				Yoshio made a thoughtful noise. “I agree.”

				“You agree?”

				Mamoru couldn’t tell which of them, the human or the demon, was more surprised. When they shared the same emotion, as they did now, it was almost like they were the same person.

				Yoshio’s eyebrows rose. “What is it? Your reasoning is sound. Ensuring proper backup is always prudent and you do need to test your adaptation to human society. I have no immediate need for your assistance, but I have a colleague in Kyoto who may have a use for you.”

				At Mamoru’s urging, the demon bent their shared body in a deep bow. “I shall endeavor to make you proud.”

				“I wouldn’t allow you to go if I believed otherwise. Do remember you’re on your own if you get caught.” It was spoken pleasantly, but Mamoru had the impression there was the hint of a thread underneath.

				The demon retreated from the room with all haste, lest Yoshio find a reason to retract his approval.

				I can’t believe he agreed, the demon told Mamoru, mind to mind. He said I was a liability, before, and threatened to end me. After a beat it amended, Us.

				You’ve been learning fast. He must have decided you can be useful.

				I do well because you help me.

			

			
				I don’t want to be “ended” either, Mamoru said. But…I do wonder why he agreed. He’s plotting, that’s clear. His plans are probably dangerous to our survival and maybe Usagi’s, too.

				I can protect her.

				Mamoru said nothing—it was useless to argue with the love-sick—but his demon could probably sense his doubts anyway since they were in close mental proximity. It was easier to converse when they were in contact like this. It was the mental equivalent of casually leaning into each other, as friends might do to whisper in each other’s ears. They weren’t friends, but they were allies insofar as they both wanted to survive.

				Usagi was in her room, gathering personal items—and a few small weapons—in a pile in the middle of the floor.

				“Yoshio said yes!” the demon said as he rushed in.

				“You really asked?” Usagi laughed, the sound free of condescension for once. “What a meddlesome boy you are.” Gathering her items in her arms, she rose to her feet. “You’d best pack quickly!”

				There was a spring in her step as she went down the hallway.

				They ate their last meal in the clan house alone, the two—three—of them.

				The demon ate as it always did, in a picky manner. It had the same tastes as Mamoru when it came to food, but no inclination to eat less favored items. It had yet to experience hunger of strength capable of driving home the fact that eating was a survival necessity, not merely a pleasure of life. The pickled vegetables were therefore largely ignored in favor of the fragrant fish and rice. Dessert, a handful of seasonal chestnuts, seemed to vanish in thin air.

				The food gone, they lingered over tea and went over their cover story.

				“I am the lady Usagi, distant relative of Advisor Yoshida,” Usagi said. “The story is that he’s taken pity on his poor relatives’ daughter—me—and agreed to find her work in the capital in hope she might attract good prospects. I expect I’ll provide entertainment for important persons; I’ve had more than enough music lessons.”

				“Who am I? Your servant?”

				“Oh no, that wouldn’t be proper. You’re a minor family relation sent along as my escort and protector. We’re related through our mothers, who—”

				A pair of older shinobi approached, one bending to murmur in Usagi’s ear and the other dropping a heavy hand on Mamoru’s shoulder. “Good luck,” he said curtly. “Make us proud.”

				“I’ll try,” the demon said uncertainly.

			

			
				Usagi watched the adults walk away. “They’re saying good luck to you and goodbye to me. I might not see any of them again.”

				“I’ll be with you,” the demon said earnestly. “Always.”

				In the corner of his mind where his self now had residence, Mamoru sighed. Why did he have to be possessed by a love-struck demon?

				More importantly, why was their clan still involved with Advisor Yoshida? He was the man who’d hired them to attack the Fox clan, a venture that had ended in complete disaster. Maybe he’d find answers in Kyoto.
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				They left early in the day, for the clan house was isolated in the mountains and they would have to travel far before they could spend nights indoors again. They rode horses suitable for their pretend station of poor but proud nobility and were escorted by four fellow shinobi pretending to be hired mercenaries. The four were like ruffians, with clothes gaping open to reveal scarred chests, swords carried over the shoulder in a less-than-aristocratic manner, and loud personalities.

				Mamoru didn’t know these men’s names and wouldn’t have asked anyway, to preserve their cover. It was possible their usual assignment was to be a roaming group of mercenaries who took jobs in places where information of a sensitive nature might be gathered.

				Usagi surveyed their escort. “Well done. We’ll look quite desperate to have hired such bodyguards. Any bandits we may meet will be wary of engaging men who look as cruel as themselves.”

				As soon as they hit the road, the questions began.

				Hey, hey, what’s that bird’s name?

				The demon kept their shared body’s eyes upon the bird so Mamoru might have a good look. Its orange face and neck gave away its species. That’s a robin, Mamoru said.

				Look, this tree is white instead of brown. Is it sick?

				This species has natural white bark. Haven’t you seen trees before?

				I couldn’t see colors before, not like you do. I like them.

				At their first meal stop, they were given nothing but plain rice to eat. This was not a shock to Mamoru, but the demon felt differently.

				What do you mean we didn’t pack any dessert?!

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Eight

				Akakiba

				Akakiba didn’t usually find it trying to spend time on the road. But neither did he usually have to carry a distasteful, energy-stealing sword along.

				The thing raised his hackles like nothing else. He watched it constantly, as though it might come to life and leap on him. He kept it wrapped up and hidden in a pack when they were on the move, but left it away from them and their horses at night.

				“How are you feeling?” he asked when they set up camp in the evening.

				“Hm?” Yuki blinked at him. “Oh, I’m saddle sore, but otherwise fine.” He rubbed his behind as if to demonstrate exactly how saddle sore he was. “You set a hard pace. Shouldn’t we slow down?”

				“You saw what proximity did to those trees. I worry about our health and the horses’.”

				Yuki grimaced. “You have a point, but so does my behind.”

				They hadn’t seen the Sanae impersonator lately, although they’d once or twice caught glimpses of red ahead. It was in the spirit’s interest to keep its distance from the sword, but Akakiba missed its random visits. It, at the very least, listened when he spoke instead of staring at nothing while having a private conversation with somebody else.

				A further week of travel greatly shortened the distance between themselves and Nara, the city where they would find the temple to which Jien and Aito belonged. If neither of them were present at the time, Akakiba planned to speak with the highest ranked monk available. He would have been embarrassed to admit aloud he didn’t know who the temple’s abbot was or whether the man was likely to agree to meet with visitors.

			

			
				They were glad to sight the city. The horses found new energy and trotted the rest of the way, hoping for the proper care, food, and rest to be found in a stable.

				Akakiba felt much the same, if one substituted “stable” for “inn.” Luxuriating in a hot bath would be most welcome.

				Regretfully, the matter of the sword must come first. They had, the previous night, washed their clothes in a stream and thereafter dried them over the fire, so they didn’t look or smell quite as ragged as they felt when they presented themselves at the Great Eastern Temple’s gate.

				“Jien and Aito, you say? I think they’re still in,” one of the guards said. “Do you need help locating them? We can—”

				The second guard, staring at his bonded dragon bumping nose with a much larger dragon, spoke over his colleague. “Is that a great dragon?” The small dragon, though fully grown, was hardly bigger than a man’s arm; Yuki’s dragon was over twice as long and much bulkier. This kind of baffled reaction had been getting annoyingly frequent in the last few months.

				“What else could I be?” Drac inquired.

				The guard, resorting to the default response to an awkward situation, bowed deep. “Excuse my rudeness!”

				Jien saved them from further delay by suddenly appearing, waving wildly. “Hey, Aki! Yuki! We’ve been expecting you. This way!”

				The moment they were beyond the guards’ hearing, Yuki asked Jien the obvious question. “Did Sanae tell you we were coming?”

				“Yes. She about frightened me to death, appearing out of nowhere! I took her for a ghost at first and Aito thought I was an idiot.”

				That last sentence was as unexpected as a thunderclap from a clear sky. Aito didn’t think the lookalike was a ghost? Jien might have been fooled, but a man like Aito, who possessed familiars, couldn’t possibly be tricked by a spirit.

				But if it wasn’t a ghost, then… then…

				He was saved from thinking about it by Jien’s continuing babbling.

				“She had time to explain about—” Jien flapped a hand about in search of words “—everything, about death and not death. Very interesting. She said you’d found a special sword you wanted to bring here. It didn’t take long for us to realize it’s the same sword we’ve been looking for!”

				Akakiba halted mid-stride. “You’ve been looking for this sword? You know what it is, then?”

			

			
				“Aito will tell you. Stables first.”

				Jien led the way to the stables, where dozens of horses were kept, whether war-trained beasts or swift-footed ones ready to bear off messengers. A few empty stalls near the entrance looked little used, possibly meant to accommodate visitors like them. They surrendered their mounts to be unsaddled, rubbed down, and fed.

				The next stop was the dormitories, a large building spacious enough to house a hundred monks. Yuki’s dragon made a beeline for a nearby pond while the rest of them went inside. Ascending to the second floor, where the spacing of the doors indicated the rooms were bigger than those on the first floor, they found Aito beckoning to them from an open doorway.

				A steaming pot of tea and a plate of rice balls wrapped in seaweed waited for them inside.

				“I apologize for the plain snack,” Aito said. “There wasn’t time to obtain better. Tea?”

				They took the proffered cups but hardly took two sips before polite chitchat made way to the matter at hand. The strange sword was unwrapped and presented for inspection.

				Aito recoiled when the blade was uncovered and, with a visible effort, shifted forward again to flick the blanket back over it. “So much energy,” he said. “Where did it get it?”

				“The forest around it was dead for miles around,” Yuki said. “Nothing lived there.”

				“We were told as much but I had doubts. I didn’t believe it possible the sword could draw energy from something it wasn’t actively in contact with. Seeing its huge reserves, I’ve no choice but to believe.” Aito produced a map from a corner of the room where several scrolls were piled near a writing table. He unrolled it carefully. “Show me where you found it.”

				Yuki studied the map before putting his finger down. “About here.”

				“That’s the middle of nowhere,” Jien said. “Aito, is there something special about that place?”

				Aito’s brows drew down. “I don’t know.”

				Unable to contribute, Akakiba drank tea and daydreamed about a hot bath. It was a safe topic to dwell upon, safer than trying to untangle his feelings about the spirit who might or might not be his sister.

				“I know what it is!” a creaky voice proclaimed as the door was thrown open. “It’s an energy sink!” The old monk looked nowhere as frail as his voice sounded, his body wiry and his step springy as he came inside.

			

			
				“Teacher,” Aito said sharply, “it’s not polite to spy on people with your familiar.”

				“Feh. It’s the only way I can learn what’s happening around here. Everybody thinks I’m too senile to help. But I’m not, see? I know what’s in that place!” The old man turned to Akakiba. “It was in a valley; isn’t that what you said?”

				“Ah, yes.”

				The old man nodded vigorously. “I studied energy sinks when I was young and I visited that place because of it. You said it was dead and lifeless; when I was there, it was a lush forest the likes of which you’d never seen. The greens were so bright it hurt the eye, the animals were strong and healthy beyond reason and merely being there made you feel intoxicated with pure life.” He paused to clear his throat noisily. “A cup of tea, perhaps?”

				“Of course.” Aito poured a cup for the old man. “This is my teacher, Toshishiro. You may have gathered he has a familiar spirit of his own and uses it unwisely.”

				“Terrible,” Toshishiro said at the now empty cup. “You could never brew tea properly, boy. Now, where was I? Yes, energy sinks. They occur here and there, places where spiritual energy gathers over the centuries until it’s like a lake drowning the local vegetation and animal life. Planting a sword like this in there…” He shook his head, either impressed or appalled.

				“So the sword soaked in the spare energy,” Aito speculated. “But the life there had adapted to the abundance of spiritual energy, and without it, couldn’t survive.”

				“Now you understand. Even if the surrounding forest died, spiritual energy would keep gravitating there and would keep being absorbed by the sword. I shudder to think how much energy it has already absorbed over the years its been missing. I’m glad it’s back in our hands. It must be contained.”

				“We have a problem,” Jien said. Heedless of the danger, he’d taken the sword out of the blanket to squint at the glyphs. “The workmanship is amazing, but look at the blade.”

				The monks crowded to stare at the naked steel.

				“Oh dear,” Toshishiro said.

				“What is it?” Akakiba prompted when the silence stretched. He didn’t feel inclined to get close enough to the bare blade to see what they’d noticed. He’d be happiest if he never, ever saw this evil thing again.

			

			
				“Oh, I didn’t explain that part, did I?” Jien grimaced. “The sword we’re looking for is hundreds of years old. This is an amazing forgery, but it’s far too new to be mistaken for the original.”

				Akakiba’s heart sank. “You’re saying there’s more of these horrors out there.”

				“Well, yes.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Nine

				Sanae

				The pulse of stolen energy disappeared from Sanae’s perception, which she took to mean the cursed sword had been neutralized.

				She popped in the room where she sensed her brother. Ah, much better. What did you do?


				“Containment,” Jien said, indicating a wooden chest covered with carved glyphs. “But don’t be too happy. There’s probably others like it.”

				What? Why do you think that? After Jien finished explaining what she’d missed, her mood bordered on cranky. We have to find those things, she growled. They’re hurting our clan.

				Akakiba gave her a look and she gave him one right back. He could say all the silly things he wanted about her being an impostor, but she was still a child of the Fox clan.

				The old monk named Toshishiro—who’d hardly blinked at her arrival—produced a map marked with the location of known energy sinks. It was a detailed map that showed the truth of their long and narrow country; it was not a single land but a collection of islands close together in the sea.

				The Great Temples were loosely situated in the center of the country, on the bigger islands. Besides the energy sink they had already visited, there were three others marked on the map—one to the southwest, one to the northeast beyond mount Fuji and one so far north it was close to the Great Northern Temple.

			

			
				“There must be others,” Toshishiro said, “but I never had the opportunity to investigate beyond this area. We could consult with the other temples but I don’t think it wise to betray our interest in these places.”

				Sanae peered at the map laid on the tatami floor. You boys should split up and visit the two closest ones. I can scout ahead, but I can’t do anything if I find a sword or enemies using one.

				The thought of those weapons in the hands of her clan’s enemies made her shudder. Even a normal un-glyphed sword could wound a fox mortally, but these super powered ones wouldn’t allow even a chance of survival—nor the opportunity to abandon flesh as she had done. She’d have to trust that if it came down to battle, Yuki would keep her idiotic brother alive.

				“We should assume the enemy is based somewhere in the vicinity,” Aito said, indicating the area covered by the map. “They would have tried to keep all the swords close by to avoid unnecessary travel.”

				“We’d best hurry,” Jien said, “If they notice one of the swords is gone, they’ll try to remove the others from their positions.”

				“I will request appropriate supplies,” Aito said. “Be ready to leave after breakfast.” Then, eying his older colleague, “Master Toshishiro shall stay here and keep watch over Saji. If the demon returns, we must know of it.”

				“Oh, I see how it is,” Toshishiro grumbled. “You don’t think an old man can keep up with you young ones, eh? Very well, you disrespectful boy! I will stay.”

				Sanae studied Aito, familiarizing herself with his aura so she might later home in on him as needed. It wouldn’t be difficult: Aito and his familiars together shone exceptionally bright on the other side. Old Toshishiro shone a little, too; she hadn’t failed to notice the spirit twirling invisibly about his head. She had the strange impression the spirit was exuding hostility at her as if it were jealous of its human’s attention. Maybe that one didn’t like sharing.

				Sanae stewed in envy as the five men left for the refectory, but she didn’t torture herself by going along to watch them eat food she couldn’t smell or taste. Instead, she drifted outside and watched a pack of trainees make war on fallen leaves with straw brooms. They worked with such diligence she suspected they’d been told they must finish their task before going to dinner.

				Once, autumn had been full of pleasures for her, among them the abundance of fresh nuts for use in desserts, the pleasant temperature, and the lovely sight of colorful leaves. The last pleasure remained, but only in a limited way. Spirit “eyes” simply weren’t as sensitive to colors as human eyes. Over time, she might even lose the ability to distinguish colors. Depressing thought, that.

			

			
				She ghosted through random halls, looking for distractions. A dragon noticed her, turning its scaled head to follow her progress, but it didn’t alert its bonded human. The place felt empty. Besides guards on duty and a handful of monks bedridden by age, everybody appeared to have congregated in the refectory.

				Here and there on the walls were glyphs that glowed softly when she passed them by. She studied them, wondering what they were supposed to do. She faded into the spiritual realm to see if the glyphs resonated there, but they had no presence at all in that world. As she crossed back over, the glyphs flared.

				Ah ha! She tested further, making herself more real, more solid. The glyphs’ glow became brighter and brighter in answer, until—

				Ow!

				She jumped as a shock coursed through her and dispersed into mist by reflex.

				The cursed things were demon wards! Since demons were spirits like any other, their way of keeping demons out was apparently to use glyphs meant to sting any spirit going physical. Normally, it was a demon thing to do.

				But I can do it, too, she mused. I should try again, to confirm.

				The second jolt was no more pleasant. By now the glyphs’ activity had attracted a nearby guard’s attention, forcing her to retreat. She didn’t want to be run through with a glyphed spear; that might kill her.

				Sliding out of the temple’s grounds and into the city, she went in search of a valid reason to test her abilities. In such a large city, there would surely be villains to be found.

				Sad as it was, she was right. Within moments, she had found a pair of tall boys tormenting a shorter one in a shadowy alley. The men and women passing by paid no attention to the scene.

				“Don’t be stupid,” one of the tall boys said. “You can’t come to the temple with us. Broken people can’t become sohei.” He must have been referring to the short boy’s right ankle; it was bent in an odd way and likely caused a limp when he walked.

				The second bully wasn’t quite as tall. That made him the medium one. Medium Boy said, “I’ll become the greatest sohei ever seen and slay demons by the dozen, every day of every year!”

			

			
				Tall Boy smacked Medium Boy behind the head. “I’m going to be the greatest. You can be second greatest.”

				“Ow, fine.”

				“Mother says I can do as well as you,” Short Boy shot back, his voice wavering.

				“Is your mother blind? Hasn’t she noticed you’re a stupid cripple?” With a casual push, Tall Boy sent Short Boy crashing to the dirty ground.

				A better opportunity wasn’t likely to present itself. After a quick check to ensure no demon-blade wielding samurai or sohei were in the area, Sanae went to work. She focused her essence as strongly as she could, going further than she’d done before.

				Gasps arose as three pairs of eyes fixed upon her. Okay, she had visibility… Half-way there… Focus harder, harder… Her essence was now as dense as she could make it.

				“Fox spirit,” Short Boy whispered in awe.

				“Shut up,” Tall Boy said, drawing a foot back for a kick.

				Sanae bared her teeth, willing them to look razor sharp, and lunged at Tall Boy with a snarl. Leave him alone!


				Incredibly, her teeth closed on fabric. She yanked, causing Tall Boy to tumble to the ground with a fearful screech. If she’d wanted, she could have sunk her teeth in his throat. Instead, she raised a paw to inflict shallow but stinging slashes in the soft flesh of his cheek.

				Next time you pick on someone weaker than you, I’ll tear your throat out. Understood, pup?

				The bully scrambled backward into the dirt, lurched upright, and ran away gibbering. Satisfied, Sanae stepped behind Short Boy to ensure passers-by peering in the alley wouldn’t see her.

				The remaining boys were staring.

				To Medium Boy she snarled, You! If you don’t want me to tell the monks to deny you entry, you’re going to listen to every word I say. Sohei are protectors, not bullies. This is the last time you pick on anyone. Yes?


				“Yes, Ms. Fox!”

				Pleased, she flicked her many tails before turning to inspect Short Boy’s ankle. Hmmm. I assume you broke it and it started to heal wrong before you saw a healer. Why didn’t they break it again to fix it?


				“The healer said the bones are weak. She worried it might never heal properly if we did. And Mother needed me to work. It would have taken forever to heal again.”

			

			
				Sanae poked and prodded at the ankle, making a humming noise that didn’t require the use of a throat. She knew the theory of how white spirits stimulated wounds to close and bones to mend, but also knew already healed wounds couldn’t be healed over. If she tried to heal this, she’d be reinforcing the bad fusion.

				“Can… can you heal it, Ms. Fox?” Short Boy watched her worshipfully, likely recalling every story he’d ever heard about good spirits and miraculous healing. Half the stories told about white spirits involved raising the dead back to life, which proved you just couldn’t trust stories.

				What could she say? Never tried, don’t know how?

				It’d have to be broken anew, she said.

				“Break it then. I promise I won’t cry.”

				Sanae stared at his determined little face. He was, what, seven years of age at best? She wasn’t in the business of breaking children’s bones!

				“I can help!” Medium Boy, who was barely older but far more muscular, shuffled close. “My grandmother fixes people sometimes. I’ve helped her set broken bones.”

				Healing couldn’t be that difficult. The other spirits she’d met had more clouds than wits in their heads and they could figure it out. How could a smart girl like her not be able to do it?

				Let us try, she said, hoping she sounded wise instead of unsure.

				Medium Boy came close and seized Short Boy’s leg. “You need to bite down on wood or cloth or you might bite your tongue,” he said with the authority of a child who repeats what he’d heard adults say.

				A search of the alley turned up wooden twigs, the sturdiest of which was put in Short Boy’s mouth. Then, without much concern for the patient, Medium Boy grabbed the leg with one hand, the foot with the other, and twisted hard.

				Promise or not, the patient howled and kicked.

				“Don’t do that!” Medium Boy scolded. “Hold still. There, see? This is how it’s supposed to be!”

				Short Boy quivered, his face worryingly pale.

				The ankle looked properly aligned to Sanae’s eye so she hurried to the step of frantically trying to get the healing done. Healing, healing… Just grab the energy around and focus it, right?

				She let herself fade halfway to better direct her attention to energy that wasn’t part of herself. There were always currents of spiritual energy, like meandering little streams. She took hold of the closest one and pulled, diverting its energy where she wanted it, around the boy’s ankle.

			

			
				Short Boy sucked in a breath. “Ah, cold!”

				Hold steady.

				She pulled more and more, using the stream to create an artificial lake around the boy’s ankle. To her eyes the energy was swirling lazily, seemingly doing nothing, but the boy’s reaction said otherwise.

				“Cold, cold, cold!” He held still aside from a few shivers. Gradually, the tension of pain vanished from his face. “It doesn’t hurt anymore!”

				A moment longer, to be certain… Now, this should do.

				When Medium Boy released the poor ankle, it looked straight to Sanae’s eye. “Come on, test it!” Offering a hand, Medium Boy hauled the patient to his feet.

				Short Boy hobbled around, not used to his feet working together. There was a weakness in the ankle that would never go away, but the improvement was nonetheless vast.

				“It’s fixed! I can be a demon killer now!”

				“Maybe you can,” Medium Boy said brightly. “Then we’d be sohei together.”

				Because the level of worship in their eyes had grown decidedly uncomfortable, Sanae excused herself swiftly after tossing out what she hoped was a good piece of advice.

				If you have trouble when you go to the temple, ask for Master Toshishiro.

				She popped away feeling well near all-powerful. She could travel huge distances in a moment and detect evil swords from afar! She could attack bad guys and heal victims!

				If she could have eaten dessert, too, she would have called herself a god.

				Prancing, she sought her brother’s location to tell him what she’d learned. When she found his spark and popped in, she found herself in the baths. Akakiba was sitting on a bench scrubbing his body with coarse soap, and Yuki was busy doing the same to his dragon. They were sitting with their backs to each other, not talking.

				After emptying buckets of cold water over their heads to wash away the soap, they settled into the steaming bath—but nowhere near each other. Drac didn’t get in the steaming water but rather settled on the edge.

				There was something wrong with Akakiba and Yuki’s relationship. It seemed to be getting worse instead of better, too. Was it an effect of growing out of the master-pupil pattern? A reflection of the changes Yuki was undergoing as a consequence of the mind bond with the dragon? Something else entirely?

			

			
				She could have pried, would have liked to, but it seemed a bad idea to stir the pot at this time. She needed them to work together to recover the next sword because she couldn’t assist directly.

				Where’s everybody else? Don’t monks bathe?

				Akakiba started at her voice and looked acutely uncomfortable. Not looking at her—what was that about?—he said, “Nobody wants to bathe with the Mad Fox. I don’t care.”

				“Sanae, women shouldn’t come on the men’s side,” Yuki said, sinking deeper in the water as if to protect his modesty.

				Please. You know I could change my gender at will before. Now it doesn’t even matter.

				“You were born female, weren’t you?”

				Yes, and?

				Akakiba grunted without opening his eyes. “Yuki is of the opinion that since I was born female so very long ago, that makes me a woman. Somehow I don’t think women would be pleased to see this—” He gestured to his strong, scarred, masculine body. “—bathing on their side.” There weren’t any women’s baths in a place populated by monks, but Sanae understood he meant it in a general manner.

				“That’s not at all what I said,” Yuki snapped. “Stop misunderstanding on purpose, Akakiba! I simply wondered why you never use your original looks.”

				“Haven’t seen those since I was twelve,” Akakiba snapped back. “I had no breasts at that time either.”

				“I apologize for asking!” Climbing out, Yuki dripped his way to the dressing area.

				Was this the issue poisoning their relationships? Yuki was upset over Akakiba’s birth gender? Why it upset him, Sanae couldn’t quite grasp. Yuki’s obvious crush on Akakiba had begun back when he’d thought his teacher a normal human male. Had Akakiba been a cross-dresser instead of a shape-shifter, then perhaps shock would have been understandable. But since he was as male of body as he was of mind, where was the problem?

				Humans were so very strange.

				Oh, perhaps that wasn’t a fair thought. Her parents had given Akakiba a hard time too, although not quite for the same reasons; they’d been fixated on marriage and children rather than on gender identity. Nobody had spoken to her about it, but she’d overheard bits and pieces of the family fights that had led Akakiba to storm out of their lives.

			

			
				At first it had been like when cousins and uncles—and the occasional aunt—went hunting for a season or two. But cousins and uncles came back and Akakiba didn’t. Not for a long time.

				A splash interrupted Sanae’s musings. Akakiba had slumped deeper into the steaming bath water, the tension drained from his body. Maybe he was also thinking about the consequences of those family fights…

				Akakiba wouldn’t storm off again, Sanae was certain of it. Family could wait for years, but rejected lovers—or would-be lovers—moved on. Akakiba wouldn’t risk that—would he?

				What to do, what to do. Considering her brother’s weird attitude about her, she probably wouldn’t be successful at whacking him upside the head with logic until traces of it seeped into his thick skull.

				She’d wait, then, and hope the boys could solve their problem on their own. If it didn’t happen, logic-whacking would still be an option. In the meantime, they had creepy swords to find.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Ten

				Mamoru

				Early in the afternoon, Mamoru noticed the trees were sick. There were black lumps on the trunks and few leaves left on the branches.

				“It’s either infestation or an illness. It’s been spreading for a couple years,” one of the fake mercenaries said with a dismissive hand wave. “It’ll sort itself out eventually.”

				As they rode, the trees progressed from merely looking sick to being dead and grey.

				“Wasn’t so bad last time I passed here,” the fake mercenary said. “It’s true I don’t usually take this way down…”

				“This is strange,” another said, his eyes scanning the area back and forth, back and forth. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

				They weren’t on a road at the moment. They were painstakingly going down the side of the mountain through wild forest, following a trail so rarely used Mamoru couldn’t tell if they were on it or if they’d lost it.

				The usual way down from their clan house was through the south road, a real road and not an invisible trail like this one. Their party had opted to go over the mountain and descend on the north side for two reasons: to save time by not having to go around the mountain at its base, and to avoid allowing anyone to locate their departure point. They wanted to be seen on the road going to Kyoto, but they didn’t want to be tracked back to their home region.

				The trees might have been dead and gray but they yet stood upright. Kicking a trunk in passing, Mamoru’s demon found out it was hard as a live one instead of frail and rotten. Where were the bugs whose job it was to break down dead things to feed the ground?

			

			
				“You don’t suppose demons cursed the land?” one man ventured.

				“Don’t be silly,” Usagi scoffed. “Demons can’t cast curses. If they could, humans would have been cursed dead by now.”

				Mamoru knew she was right because the demon sharing his brain was as fretful as all the humans put together. Their shared body’s skin wanted to crawl off. He mentally snuggled against the demon’s mind, trying to hide behind it. He had the peculiar feeling monsters might appear out of nowhere to try and devour them.

				I thought demons were the worst things in the world, the demon whined after picking up Mamoru’s disturbing mental image. What would eat us?


				I don’t know. He valiantly tried to inject reason into the situation. We’re being silly. Trees do die from sickness sometimes.

				Not like this though. This looked and felt wrong, wrong, wrong. There were no bugs! No birds! No nothing!

				Easily picking up on these thoughts, too, the demon nudged their horse closer to Usagi’s.

				I don’t like this physical fear response, the demon said. My heart beats wildly and my head feels light and my throat feels constricted. It’s unpleasant.


				Welcome to fleshy life.

				Usagi’s lips were pressed flat against one another, the sole overt sign of unease. Her silence was however revelatory; she too must be listening in vain for those sounds of life one expected to hear in a forest. Perhaps she too thought about monsters and listened for them…

				The demon growled, giving Mamoru the mental equivalent of a slap. Stop that! No more monsters! You’re driving us both crazy!


				Mamoru pushed back halfheartedly. She does look scared. Say something.


				Mamoru’s resident demon did so, speaking softly. “Usagi? Are you well?”

				“If I’m well? In this graveyard? You have to ask?”

				“We could go back, if you want.”

				Usagi gave a short, bitter laugh. “Do you know what they tell women shinobi? They tell us when a woman shows fear, men can use it as an excuse to retreat from a situation they also fear. But when a woman shows courage, no man wants to look less courageous than her.” Her expression turned fierce. “I won’t be your excuse to retreat like cowards.”

				Mamoru understood then why it was the fake mercenaries were watching Usagi almost as much as they were watching these eerie woods. They must be hoping she’d beg them to turn back. As long as the single woman in the party held it together, pride wouldn’t allow them to do any less.

			

			
				The demon didn’t care why Usagi was putting on a brave face; he admired her courage regardless.

				Mamoru mentally threw up his hands. I don’t know what you see in her.


				In answer, the demon melded their minds until it wasn’t possible to tell which thought belonged to whom. In this state, memories of Usagi as the queen of brats or as a merciless bully faded under flames of longing for her soft lips, under boundless admiration for her strong character, under the erotic desires she aroused with the slightest gaze.

				This is not me! Mamoru threw himself back, afraid to be lost forever in this melding. You have it bad, bad, bad!


				He caught sight of Usagi’s face, of her upturned nose and creamy skin, and shuddered with leftover passion. Mere men couldn’t love that strongly; they’d go insane.

				The rest of the afternoon passed easier, for he merely had to gaze at Usagi to lift his mood. It helped.

				Daylight had barely begun to fade when Usagi drew her mount to a halt. “We’ll camp here,” she said firmly, making eye contact with every man in turn. “It’s the flattest spot we’re likely to find in a while.”

				The men cast anxious looks about. They were still in the dead area, for their progress had been torturously slow on the way down. The abundant vegetation on the ground—dead, shriveled vegetation—made it difficult to spot any hole in which a horse might break a leg.

				Uneasy looks went round, but no word of protest rose, and they did as Usagi said.

				They might normally have forgone building a fire since the autumn weather was tolerable, but nobody even suggested it. The fire they built was large, to cast as much light as possible.

				When night fell, they huddled around the fire and listened to its crackles, trying to forget their dead and silent surroundings. The demon didn’t even complain about the plain travel rations. It was good they hadn’t brought alcohol because there was no doubt they would have tried to drink their way back into self-confidence and courage.

				There should have been biting bugs harassing them, there should have been scurrying noises as the night life went about its business, there should have been scents of life and decay. It was the absence of these things that was so deeply disturbing to human minds. To the demon’s, too. Perhaps even the horses’, for they also huddled together where they were picketed.

			

			
				The distant, dim howl of a wolf caused shoulders to relax. The sound reminded them life remained elsewhere and they hadn’t accidentally stumbled in the land of the dead to be preyed upon by unknown entities.

				Your thoughts aren’t helping, the demon said.

				Sorry. The darkness stimulates my imagination.

				I wish I didn’t know what imagination is. It’s not helping either.

				Ask Usagi to sing.

				“You’d like me to sing?” Usagi said when asked. “Very well. Gather round.” She seemed grateful to be given something to do, glad for a distraction.

				Her voice was pure and gentle when she wished it to be. It was so now, as it sang of loves lost and found, of happy-ever-afters and cruel partings. It was a wise choice, as love was a subject unlikely to reinforce irrational fears.

				Her voice lulled them to sleep. Mamoru had the vague impression they’d forgotten something, but it probably wasn’t important…

				They woke to cries of “fire, fire!”

				A dead forest was a dry forest and dry wood burned hard and fast.

				The flames devouring the nearby trees proved the point.

				A voice barked, “On the horses, now!”

				The panicked animals were difficult to control and required the men to work together to get Usagi and her flowing garments on top of hers.

				“Follow me!” Usagi screamed. She pointed her horse away from the flames and gave it its head.

				Six mounted horses and two packhorses thundered away, riders and beasts desperate to outrun the raging fire. Smoke stung their eyes, burned their lungs. The heat at their back and sides urged them to keep going, faster, faster.

				Mamoru caught sight of Usagi now and then, saw how she had a sleeve-covered hand pressed over her mouth and nose, the other tangled in the reins. Her eyes were closed.

				What do we do? the demon inquired, the mind tone calm but their shared body covered in sweat.

				My training never covered fleeing from fires started by my own travel party! Try not to breathe smoke; it hurts the lungs. If we find a river, get soaked. Otherwise, run!

				The fire crackled, laughing at their flight. The horses whinnied wildly, eyes rolled back and mouths frothing.

			

			
				Usagi’s horse tripped on an unseen obstacle and collapsed screaming. The demon yanked on the reins and their mount reared and danced in mindless panic, threatening to throw them off. And perhaps trample them, too, for good measure.

				Mamoru blended in, pushing his advice to the forefront. For a moment, they were one again.

				Removing a layer of clothing, he wrapped it about the horse’s head. Robbed of its sight, the animal calmed sufficiently for him to swing down, wrap the reins around his hand, and tow the horse back to Usagi’s location. The other men were long gone; they either hadn’t been able to stop their terrified beasts or hadn’t wanted to.

				“Help me,” Usagi said above the crackle of fire, her tone failing to conceal her fright. “My leg is trapped.”

				The horse had fallen on Usagi’s right leg and lay there in agony, its front leg so badly broken bone protruded. Together, they shoved at the animal’s mass with the strength and energy of desperation. It wasn’t going to be enough, it wasn’t— Strength beyond what Mamoru’s muscles could logically provide flooded him and Usagi’s leg began to slide free.

				An ominous crack made them look up. Large and imposing even in death, the tree began to fall.

				Mamoru rose, catching the trunk on his shoulder and heaving it aside with every shred of strength he could muster—at that very moment he seemed to have more strength in his muscles than he’d ever had before. His skin screamed with pain where it had come in contact with the burning wood, his shoulder throbbed in agony from the violent impact and his clothes were on fire.

				The trunk crashed on the horse’s head and neck, ending its misery, but missed Usagi, who seconds later had her leg free.

				“You idiot!” she screamed between coughs, slapping at his burning clothes with her bare hands. “On the horse, now!”

				After untying his horse, he mounted behind Usagi and let her take the reins. She urged the horse away, away from the flames and smoke and awaiting death.

				He shied away from pain that seemed to rise and rise toward intolerable heights, consciousness flicking out—

				—and back on. He was on his back, unmoving. Pain hindered thought processes and cast a veil on the outside world. It radiated from his shoulder, screaming so loudly it drowned most anything else his senses tried to tell him.

			

			
				One thing got through, a gentle and concerned voice as soothing as a balm. “Mamoru, can you understand me? You’re hurt. We’re sending you back for care.”

				Usagi? Confused thoughts arose and floated away before he could consider them fully. He remembered disliking her arrogance, her bullying. He remembered loving the shape of her lips and the color of her skin. He remembering growing up alongside her, fighting and bickering as siblings do. He remembered meeting her for the first time and falling prey to those deep dark eyes. Remembered being human. Remembered being other.

				Something wasn’t right. Something…

				A liquid was forced between his lips, a tasteless coolness. “Listen. I’m sorry, but I have to go to Kyoto. Please come when you’re better.”

				Usagi’s voice, familiar and reassuring. He clung to it.

				Yes. I’ll come.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Eleven

				Yuki

				Yuki was glad to leave the temple. He’d heard those whispers.

				“Hey look, that’s the one, the Mad Fox.”

				“Why is he even allowed here?”

				“I heard—”

				It was completely unfair to call Akakiba “Mad Fox” because of one terrible incident. As if humans never went insane on the battlefield! Or off it, for that matter.

				“Glad to see them leave,” one of the two guards at the gate muttered to his partner. “Especially that one.”

				It was spoken low, but not so low Drac’s sensitive hearing couldn’t pick it up. Drac’s anger flared bright and hot at the insult, spilling all over their mind bond.

				How dare they!

				Yuki turned his horse around sharply. “Shut your mouth if you value your tongue,” he snarled at the speaker, a middle-aged man with a nose crooked from multiple breakings.

				Drac spat sizzling acid on the ground, tail whipping. The guard’s dragon hissed in answer, raising its back like an angry cat.

				Drac gathered himself on the saddle as if to jump down. Following his friend’s train of thoughts with growing alarm, Yuki said, “Don’t eat the little one; it’s not his fault. He doesn’t understand.”

			

			
				This didn’t stop Drac from snapping at the smaller dragon until its white-faced human dove to retrieve it and backpedaled while mumbling incomprehensibly.

				The other guard, an older man thin as bamboo, never lost his relaxed body language. He did, however, put a hand on his rude partner’s head to force him down into a bow. “My colleague apologizes for his thoughtless comment. The Great Temples have nothing but respect for their allies of the Fox clan.” There was a questioning edge to the statement, likely because the man couldn’t ascertain what Yuki’s relationship to the clan was.

				Rather than try to answer the unspoken question, Yuki inclined his head in acknowledgement and, turning his horse around again, went to catch up with the others.

				He wished he could feel satisfied but he mostly felt like a bully for using his bonded dragon to terrify someone into silence. The worst part was, what he’d done wouldn’t have changed the rude guard’s mind in the least. Maybe the next rumors would concern the “Mad Fox” and his crazy friend.

				The others had halted not far ahead. They’d seen, and likely heard, the scene.

				Under their gazes, Yuki colored. “He had no right to speak like that.”

				“I don’t recall you being so confrontational,” Jien said.

				“I don’t recall asking your opinion.”

				Jien looked taken aback. Feeling like an idiot on top of a bully, Yuki ducked his head and urged his horse onward. If he were in the lead, he didn’t have to look at anyone while he tried to cool his head. He had to mentally pull away from Drac to do this because his friend’s mind was oozing with satisfaction. A dragon saw nothing wrong in using his might to teach fools to fear and respect him.

				“When he’s upset, the dragon gets upset,” Akakiba told Jien and Aito. “They amplify each other’s aggressiveness. He can’t help it.”

				Yuki couldn’t tell whether Akakiba had meant him to hear that or not, so he pretended he hadn’t. He couldn’t argue it wasn’t like that between him and Drac, because it was. If he’d been better at controlling it, Akakiba wouldn’t have to make excuses for him.

				“It’s not a bad thing to scare and shame gossips,” Aito said. “I’ve had to deal forcefully with a few bullies before.”

				“Oh, I sense a good story there,” Jien said.

				“I’d rather not speak of it.”

				“Please?”

				“No.”

			

			
				“You do realize we’ll be alone together for several weeks, yes? I’ll get the story sooner or later.”

				Recalling how relentless Jien could be, Yuki couldn’t help but smile. Aito might come to regret his offhand remark.

				Conversation lulled as they rode through the city, following streets built wide to accommodate the passage of carts in both directions. The sun was newly risen and so were the city-dwellers: shopkeepers were tidying up, food stand owners were setting up, and bright-eyed children were running free.

				Their party attracted cheerful waves, likely due to the two sohei among them. People here appeared proud of their temples. A pair of dogs took exception to Akakiba’s passage but their growls turned to whimpers when Drac turned his snake-like eyes toward them.

				Twisting in the saddle, Yuki reached to caress soft scales. “No dogs for lunch either. You’ll have a chance to hunt soon.”

				Drac settled for a nap, his mind full of images of fish and turtles he’d like to eat. Hmm, fish would certainly be nice if they could find a suitable river.

				They left the city behind, shortly coming to a fork where the two paths plunged into the forest at different angles. Rain and wind had conspired to rob the trees of their adornments these past days; the paths were paved with colorful leaves, with near-naked trees standing on either side.

				Here they paused, for it was where they parted.

				“Good luck,” Jien said.

				“Good luck,” Yuki replied awkwardly. His anger was long gone and his shame had doubled. Being rude to rude people was one thing, but there was no excuse for the way he had spoken to Jien, who had never been anything but a good friend. “And, ah, please accept my apology for my outburst. It was unwarranted.”

				“Don’t worry about it,” Jien said as he followed Aito on the left hand path. “First team back here with a sword wins!”

				“You don’t stand a chance,” Akakiba shot back. He sounded irritated, but he was almost smiling, the corner of his mouth curving up.

				“Oh, you’ll see!”

				Yuki spent the rest of the morning in better humor, basking in Drac’s contentment at the warmth of the rising sun on his hide. Even Akakiba’s mood, which had often been bleak since Sanae’s body-death, seemed improved. Yuki was inclined to think it was the effect of spending time with the perpetually cheerful Jien, but Akakiba would no doubt have maintained it was the effect of being rid of Jien.

			

			
				There was no rational way to explain the fox samurai and the human sohei’s odd relationship, but that was fine. Good things didn’t need explanations.

				He gave an affectionate mental nudge to Drac’s slumbering mind and received one back. The sun’s warmth lulled him to a half-sleep himself. His horse didn’t require guidance anyhow; it knew to stay with its fellow.

				It was too bad the warmth of autumn was drawing to an end. In the mountains where they were heading, winter came early.
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				I don’t miss being cold, Sanae said on the first day it snowed, watching them pile on several layers of clothing and angle their straw hats to stop snowflakes from falling—and melting—in their neckline. The snow was yet thin on the ground but the dark clouds above promised to change this.

				Sanae was bouncing along the trail, easily keeping up with the horses as she confirmed there was something at the energy sink for which they were headed. You’ll be in the dead area in a day or two. There’s something where Jien and Aito are going, too, but it’s not as strong as the one you’ve got. I went to the temple to tell the old monk and he says he doesn’t like it. He worries they might know of these sinks because they somehow got hold of a copy of his map. If the boy Saji isn’t responsible for that, then who is? He’s trying to find out.

				The bouncing fox stopped moving and began to fade. Oh, I need to go visit Father. He caught a cold and he’s not resting enough. Later, fleshies.


				For someone who could in a way be described as “dead,” Sanae acted impressively cheerfully. Yuki didn’t know her well enough to tell whether it was an act. Even if it were, what did you say to someone to help them get over being sort of dead?

				“Yuki.” Akakiba snapped his fingers near his ear. “You’re falling off the horse.”

				“I’m not,” he mumbled—and yelped as he almost slid off.

				The horse stopped and looked back at him with a rather unimpressed expression, as if wondering why it had been given such an incompetent rider.

				Drac stirred in his nest of blankets, wakened by the incident. “You almost fell again,” he said disapprovingly.

				“It’s not my fault, it’s yours!”

				Drac grumbled, speaking aloud because it helped him stay awake. “I don’t do it on purpose. I didn’t realize it’d be so cold my urge to hibernate would affect you.”

			

			
				“We’ll have to be vigilant, that’s all. It’s too late to turn back, in any case.” Wide awake now, he gazed round while blowing on his cold fingers. “It’s true the temperature dropped astonishingly fast. I hate winter.”

				“This from the man whose name means ‘snow,’” Akakiba said. His tone was wry, but his gaze worried. “We’re a day away now. It would be best if I left you two in a safe, warm place so you don’t go to sleep and starve to death.”

				Yuki straightened in the saddle. “You want to go alone? Certainly not. They left poison on the other sword. Who knows what traps they’ll have set for this one? We should be there. Besides, it’s too late. The village we saw two days ago must have been the last. We’re in uninhabited country now.”

				Akakiba gestured ahead. “Not quite too late.”

				There was a large building there, its roof half rotted and the rest standing crooked. Had there not been light filtering from inside and footsteps in the snow around the door, it would have looked abandoned.

				“In any case,” Akakiba added, “I would prefer to sleep inside tonight. By the look of those clouds, there’s a storm coming. An extra layer of snow might soften the biting cold.”

				“One can hope.”

				The door was solid wood, the same as the walls. The weather up here wouldn’t have been kind to paper doors. Akakiba knocked, calling, “Is there shelter for travelers here?”

				A reed-thin child pulled the door half-open. She heaved and grunted as the door refused to slide open the rest of the way. It came free suddenly and she toppled to the ground before hastily getting to her feet again. “Do you have money?” she asked, peering at them from beneath a mop of hair. Her clothes were worn and patched but clean.

				“Ari, you rude child! Don’t ask that!” A young woman of perhaps fifteen or sixteen years came into view, her clothing in the same state as the child’s but her hair better tended. “Come in, travelers. Close the door, Ari, the heat is escaping.”

				The child had to throw herself bodily against the door to force it to scrape back in place.

				Drac barely slithered inside in time to avoid getting his tail caught. “Careful!” he said in indignation.

				“Dragon!” The small girl fell over again.

				“Human!” Drac replied with equal emphasis.

				Ari squeaked. “Sister, it can talk! You said dragons don’t talk!” She spoke as if misleading her on this matter was a terrible crime.

			

			
				The sister seemed dumbfounded, so Yuki explained, “It’s true small dragons don’t. But great dragons do speak.”

				Ari surveyed Drac. “That’s a great dragon? It’s not so big.”

				“I’m still growing,” Drac said. “To be insulted by an ant-sized human, really.”

				Ari drew herself up. “I’m still growing, too.”

				“Please take no offense,” the elder sister said, “she’s young and careless.” She smoothed her clothes excessively, failing to disguise her unease. “Oh, pardon my rudeness. I didn’t introduce myself.” She fell into a bow. “My name is Chiyako and I welcome you in my home. The pest is Ari, my younger sister.”

				They dutifully bowed back. “Call me Yuki.”

				“Akakiba. We’re errant demon slayers.”

				As always, Akakiba omitted to mention his clan. He hadn’t gone so far as to discard his katana and scabbard, which both bore the mark of his clan, but he kept a cloth tied around the scabbard so it wouldn’t be easily seen.

				“Ari,” Chiyako ordered, “take the horses to the stable and give them the rest of the hay. It won’t have any other use.”

				Normally Yuki would have worried the horses might hurt such a small child, but he knew by now their mounts were too even-tempered for that to happen.

				“Please, come by the fire,” Chiyako said. “Would you take some tea? A snack, perhaps?”

				The inside of the home wasn’t in as terrible a state of disrepair as the outside’s condition might have led them to expect. It was clean and orderly and the floor didn’t seem rotten—or at the very least didn’t give way under their weight as they approached the fire pit to warm their chilled bodies.

				Drac arrived there first and spread out shamelessly. Yuki nudged him aside and knelt by, presenting his palms to the dancing flames. It was a modest fire, able to heat no more than the current room, and that must be why the doors leading to other rooms were closed. There were futon piled in a corner, hinting the girls slept here at night.

				Chiyako hurried to make tea, behaving as though she believed courtesies could keep her safe from any nefarious intentions they might harbor. Yuki would have liked to reassure her they were harmless, but saying so was likely to heighten her fears instead of the opposite.

				Tea came in beautiful cups, dainty things painted with pink cherry flowers.

				Their hostess must have caught his surprise, for she said, “We weren’t always so poor. There was a time travelers were numerous here.”

				“What changed?”

			

			
				“Further in the mountain, there used to be a magnificent area lush with life. It’s a hard climb, but people were willing to endure the hardship to see it and pray to the shrine there. The old went to die in peace, the wounded to heal. It was a magic place and it was said white spirits danced there by moonlight.”

				“Then it was cursed,” Ari said as she shuffled back inside. She took a moment to violently persuade the door to close, then continued, “The animals left and the trees died and nobody wanted to go there anymore, so we couldn’t make any money. That’s why Father died, because we didn’t have any money.”

				“We couldn’t afford medicine,” Chiyako clarified. “The herb lady in the village wouldn’t come, claiming we were cursed like the forest.”

				Akakiba leaned forward. “When did this happen?”

				“A few years now. It’s difficult to do everything by myself but we’re still here.”

				Ari reddened. “I help!”

				Chiyako laid a hand on her younger sister’s head. “You do, that’s true.”

				Yuki doubted a tiny girl like that could be of much help, but she proved him wrong moments later as she set to the task of cooking a meal. Her tiny hands prepared rice and chopped root vegetables. With a flourish, she produced a jar full of distinctive and easily recognizable mushroom pieces to flavor the rice. It was a welcome surprise; maitake mushrooms were rare, large, and delicious.

				“Eat your fill,” Chiyako said as she passed out bowls and chopsticks. “We grow our own rice and nobody dares to come ask us for the lord’s share. They’ve not come once since we were supposedly cursed.”

				They ate plentifully—except Drac, who snorted at this meatless fare. “I’d rather hunt for rabbits.”

				Yuki didn’t speak his doubts but he “thought” them. You can’t hunt. You’ll fall asleep.

				Drac’s mind was a block of stubbornness, the equivalent of stating “I’ll find a way.”

				Extra futon were brought in the room and extra wood tossed onto the fire so it may last late into the night. Even with the fire going, the corners of the room were cool. That was convenient, as the cold knocked Drac into sleep easily.

				Yuki curled up under the covers and felt himself being drawn down into a sort of slumber meant to last for longer than a human could possibly survive without feeding. It didn’t frighten him; Akakiba could be an irritating bastard at times, but he would never let him die.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Twelve

				Jien

				Traveling with Aito was like traveling with Akakiba, insofar as both men were the silent, reliable type. But it was different, too.

				Aito could point out fifty birds in a row and never mistake their species. Aito could glance at indistinct tracks in the mud and say a wolf pack five members strong had come by two days ago. Aito could spend an hour studying a snail. If asked, he’d claim he’d been meditating. But he’d been watching a snail during that “meditation.”

				Aito was also impressively good at ignoring Jien’s existence when his patience came to an end. Akakiba would have snapped and tried to skewer him; Aito merely stopped reacting.

				The game, if it had a name, would be called “try to make Aito show a sign of irritation or anger.” So far, Jien hadn’t won.

				“Aito, I’m bored. Tell me about that incident with the bullies.”

				“Aito, I’m hungry. Are we stopping soon?”

				“Aitoooo, pay attention to me!”

				It wasn’t an especially friendly game to play but it did help him forget about the terrible weather they’d had ever since beginning to climb this mountain. One might have called it “sleet” but he thought “snow-raining” better described it. Snow fell from the sky but melted the second it touched down, turning dirt roads to mud and making narrow passages dangerously slippery.

				Lapsing into silence, Jien fell back on another pastime: Aito-watching. Sometimes the quiet monk would frown, or quirk a smile at thin air, or nod as if listening to someone talking. It was fascinating to watch these signs of human-spirit interaction without ever glimpsing the spirits themselves.

			

			
				“Hey, Aito,” he said cautiously. “Can I ask you how spirits attach to humans? I heard women can get familiars by dancing naked in the forest under the full moon but somehow I don’t think that’s how it works.”

				Aito deigned to notice his words, giving a bewildered look. “Where did you hear that?”

				“From a man in a drinking house. Don’t roll your eyes! There’s a great deal of critical information to be gathered in drinking houses.” It was true, too! The best way to find trouble was to drink sake with locals and listen to gossip. Yet people never believed him when he said it was a reliable investigating method.

				Aito returned his attention to the road ahead, as if he’d decided to resume pretending Jien didn’t exist. Long moments went by before he spoke again. “What do you know about spirit lures?”

				“A spirit lure is a child who attracts spirits. They’re usually weak in health and demons tend to try to possess them if they’re not actively protected. I’ve never met a lure but I know Akakiba and Yuki did. The girl child was given a dragon to solve the problem.”

				“If that girl hadn’t been given a dragon’s protection, she might have become like me,” Aito said. “Spirits will fight over a lure until one or several of them establish a bond with the human. In unfortunate cases, an unfriendly spirit will resort to possession in order to ‘win.’ Those are the cases young monks are told about. The fortunate cases go unnoticed.”

				Jien refrained from making a jest about this sudden volubility. Five sentences in a row was more than Aito had said all morning! Instead he kept to the topic at hand. “You’re saying people with familiars are grown up lures who got lucky and bonded with friendly spirits?”

				“Yes.”

				“I see. That must have made for a difficult childhood.”

				“Yes.”

				The urge to pry was strong, but Jien could guess this was a personal matter. Pushing for details likely wouldn’t get him anywhere unless vast quantities of sake were involved. He’d have to be patient to get that story.

				Aito’s next words were, “I discern early signs of disease.”

				“What, where?” Jien frowned at their surroundings, seeing no such signs. The trees were very tree-like, with brown bark and the occasional leaf left on a branch. The ones possessing needles instead of leaves looked smug next to their naked fellows.

			

			
				“We’ll start seeing it with our eyes soon.”

				Ah. Aito was cheating again.

				Nobody would expect to meet honest travelers in the mountains at this time of year, and certainly not while this wretched weather continued. So when Aito said, “My familiars detect people ahead,” Jien sat up and paid attention.

				Jien casually shifted his spear from his back to his lap, keeping a single hand on the reins. If it were bandits, he would be ready to teach them a lesson.

				A single man stood in the middle of what passed for a road here. His non-descript clothes were damp and his hair was cut unevenly. He leaned on a spear and watched them as they watched him. “Hello, friends. What brings you to my mountain?”

				Jien was about to challenge him—since when did individuals lay claim to mountains?—when Aito said, “Mountain monk.”

				Mountain monks were hermits who sought enlightenment in solitude, practicing martial arts and occasionally killing demons or bandits for disturbing their peace. They were well-liked by travelers and pilgrims, who knew they were safe in a mountain monk’s domain. It was said that in the north, where neither fox samurai nor Great Temple sohei went, people relied on mountain monks to ward off demons.

				“My mountain,” the man repeated serenely. Now that they were closer, Jien noted there were dark bags under his eyes and a look of weariness about him.

				Jien glanced at Aito; what could they say of their quest?

				“Your friend can come down from that tree,” Aito said.

				A girl in a furisode jumped down from a nearby tree and stood by the monk with a sulk on her sultry lips. “How did you know I was there? You didn’t look up.”

				Her clothing was bewildering; her flower-print furisode was torn at knee-length, exposing smooth legs in scandalous fashion, and she had what appeared to be a thick cushion tied to the small of her back with rope. Her only protection from the weather was a pink sun umbrella she held in one hand.

				“Mountain monks are sexier than I expected,” Jien said to her.

				“I’m merely the help.”

				“Who likes to hang out in trees?”

				“Yes.” Her smile seemed to dare him to argue.

			

			
				“I never did understand women,” he said prudently.

				“We’re here on important business,” Aito cut in. “Haven’t you noticed some trouble with the forest?”

				“You mean the part where it’s dying? Why, yes, I did.” Though his tone remained pleasant, the mountain monk shifted his weight in a way that indicated he was ready to pick up his spear. “What do you know about it?”

				“I would ask the same of you.” The staring contest went on until Aito inclined his head. “Not possessed, either of them.”

				“Why would you think us possessed?”

				“You may not have heard the news, but six months ago the Fox clan and the sohei of the Great Temples went to war against an army composed of demon-possessed humans. We’ve had trouble eradicating the remains of their…hm. One might call it an organization, for they certainly were organized. We don’t know yet how far they may have penetrated society.”

				Now it was the hermit and the woman who shared a “what shall we tell them?” look. The man eyed them again. “If I tell you the forest is dying from a certain cause, can you tell me what it is?”

				“Likely a sword,” Aito said, “or another object inscribed with glyphs that should have been forgotten long ago. Can you tell me why this object is causing the forest to die?”

				“It’s eating up spiritual energy. The valley beyond is a sink for such energy and it has been feeding the sword.”

				Aito dismounted and bowed. “I am Aito, sohei of the Great Eastern Temple. This is Jien, of the same. We believe the sword in your valley was stolen from us years ago. We wish to retrieve it and hide it where it can do no harm.”

				The man bowed, too. “I am Domi, hermit of this mountain. My companion’s name is Marin and her allegiance is to me.” Straightening, he said, “I might believe your story, but I don’t know if I agree to allow you to take the sword away. You might have been sent by the very person who planted it there, and he may want it back for unsavory reasons.”

				“The possibility exists. Just as I consider it possible you were hired to watch over the sword so we cannot retrieve it.”

				Marin made a show of yawning behind a raised hand. “Please, is the manly posturing finished yet? I know, and you know, Domi, that my father would never send sohei to fetch a sword he stole from them.”

				“They could be imposters.”

				“No one can impersonate sohei that well but shinobi, and I’m well placed to tell when I meet one of those. They’re genuine. Whether they can be trusted… That’s another matter.”

			

			
				“Your father,” Jien repeated. He held his spear loosely, but he was no less ready to swing into action if the situation warranted it.

				There was bitterness in the woman’s answer. “Yes, my father, and my once clan leader. I’m sure you’ve never heard of a shinobi clan leader called Shinichi. He sent me to steal a magical sword, had me kill the blacksmith who made copies of it, and afterwards betrayed me in fear I may betray his plans.”

				“I always wanted to rescue a lovely damsel in distress,” Domi said with sudden cheerfulness. “The gods must have heard me.”

				“You idiot,” Marin said. Domi caught her with his free arm and hugged her close as she protested, “Not before guests!”

				He let go, laughing. “Pardon me, love. Living in the wild has made me a beast.”

				She caught his kosode and yanked him closer, purring against his cheek, “You say foolish things when you open your mouth, my love.”

				Jien cleared his throat. “We can come back later, if this is a bad time.”

				The pair parted, looking not at all bothered to behave so intimately before strangers. Then again, hermits in general had little interest in other people and what they thought, else they wouldn’t be hermits. Domi could be considered strange for keeping a lover. Watching them together left no doubt about the nature of their relationship.

				“I might as well offer tea,” Marin said. “Or do you fear I’ll poison it?”

				“I’d never think that of a lady,” Jien said. “Tea would be good, especially if it means we can drink it in a dry place, out of this wet.” He lifted a hand to show how his sleeve clung damply to his arm.

				“The weather is rather unpleasant today, isn’t it? I’ll go ahead and prepare tea.” Marin hastened away, taking a shortcut between the trees. “Love, bring them the long way.”

				They recovered their horses, which had wandered off to sample the local greenery, and followed Domi onward.

				Aito dropped a few words in his ear in passing. “I sent a spirit after her.”

				Jien agreed with the measure. No use taking chances, not when they could in one move ensure their personal safety and make a show of trust to their host. If the woman’s words were true—that she was the sword thief and her father was the hand behind their troubles—her knowledge would be invaluable.

				They needed only to figure out who her father was and how he was linked to the demon that had stolen knowledge from trainee Saji’s mind.

				Hi, Sanae said, popping into existence. What did I miss?

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Thirteen

				Akakiba

				When Akakiba woke in the morning, the fire had burned down to embers. He coaxed it back to life with a few logs, hoping to lift the temperature high enough for his breath to stop turning into faint white puffs every time he exhaled.

				Their hostesses were asleep and curled up together—for warmth, certainly, but perhaps also for protection. Chiyako had left a heavy metal pan on the ground, within her reach.

				The rumor of their family being cursed must have kept people away, which would explain why Chiyako had been unprepared to handle visitors. But rumors wouldn’t deter men bent on mischief after hearing there were two young girls living alone. He might have a word with Chiyako later, to explain that a heavy metal pan wasn’t going to save her when real trouble came along. It seemed to please Yuki when he showed concern for strangers.

				But there were other matters to handle first.

				Akakiba tried to shake Yuki awake, to no avail; the dragon had once again sunk into the deep sleep of winter and brought the human along. Knowing then his decision was the right one, he picked up the slumbering dragon—he had to cheat and bleed red a touch—and brought it to the nearest unheated room.

				The girls were awake when he returned, straightening their clothes—they’d slept fully dressed—and taking turns brushing their hair with what must be their only comb.

			

			
				“Were you looking for something?” Chiyako inquired, not without a touch of suspicion in her tone.

				“Reptiles are meant to sleep the winter,” he said by way of explanation while he ensured Yuki was well tucked in his blankets. “As long as the dragon is left in the other room, he’ll sleep. And he’ll keep my friend asleep too. If I’m not back by tomorrow night, please warm up the dragon so they’ll both wake.”

				“May I ask where you mean to go?” Chiyako asked.

				“To find what’s causing the forest to die. It’s too dangerous for these two in the state they’re in.”

				“Pardon me, but… wouldn’t curses be a matter for priests or monks?”

				Telling the whole truth to an outsider would be too dangerous, so he compromised with another incomplete truth. “We consulted with monks before we came. We’re prepared.”

				Chiyako chewed on that, likely trying to decide whether she should be hopeful, skeptical, or alarmed.

				Ari crept close to poke Yuki with a stick, eliciting no reaction. “Oh, he’s sleeping really hard.”

				“Ari!”

				There was tea, most welcome on this unfriendly morning, and an offer of food, which he declined. “I have my own supplies.”

				He lingered, eying Yuki’s helpless form. Removing the string of coins he always wore around his neck and under his clothing, he placed it on top of a woven basket sitting by the door.

				Chiyako’s voice rose hard and sharp. “No guest ever came to harm under this roof. There is no need for that.” She didn’t say “bribe” but her indignation made it clear that’s what she took it as.

				“Take it as an expression of gratitude for your hospitality.” With a child to clothe and feed, and considering the condition of their home, refusing his coin would have been foolish.

				More quietly, Chiyako said, “If you’re not back by tomorrow night, I will wake him and tell him.”

				“Thank you.”

				He yanked the door open, then shoved it closed after stepping outside. The last words he heard were Ari’s. “But what if Yuki needs to pee while he’s magically asleep?”

				He took a step, paused with a look over his shoulder. There would be consequences for what he was doing. Twelve-year-old Yuki had understood when his teacher left him behind to tackle a foe without distraction, but fifteen-year-old Yuki would take it as a grievous insult. It would drive Yuki a little further from him and a little closer to the dragon.

			

			
				He wished he’d drowned the reptile back when it was small and harmless. Then Yuki would still be his and his alone... Ah, here he was thinking foolish thoughts again. If the dragon hadn’t pushed them apart, the other thing would have. Like the saying went, spilt water wouldn’t return to the tray.

				The past couldn’t be changed and the present left him no choice. He felt an itch, a premonition things might go wrong. The dragon bond made Yuki too vulnerable in cold weather. Best to leave him here, safe with kind people who would take care of him if the worst happened. The spirit-who-was-probably-Sanae would show up sooner or later and would be able to inform Jien and Aito of the situation.

				“Stop delaying, idiot!” He strode away, choice made.

				The horses welcomed him in the stable, nudging him with their muzzles. The smart beasts had unlatched their stall’s door and were wandering freely through the modest building. There was a hole in the roof at one end, which explained why there was snow on the floor and no warmth other than what the horses generated for themselves. At least the walls were solid wood and blocked the wind.

				This wasn’t a stable meant for a domestic animal or two but rather one meant to accommodate the mounts of rich guests. Chiyako must have spoken plain truth when she said the place had once seen visitors in quantity.

				What appeared to be the girls’ entire supply of hay had been piled in the stall where the horses had originally been. It smelled dry, not musty, so it must have been safe for the horses to eat.

				He located their equipment and saddled his beast, the darker one. He had to stop Yuki’s mount from following him out, closing the door in its face.

				“You’re staying for now. Don’t eat all the hay.”

				The grey horse whinnied, possibly confused at being left behind. It likely had a name, as did the one he rode, but he’d forgotten to ask before stealing the beasts from his clan. Saying “the paler one” and “the darker one” was adequate when there was a need to differentiate them.

				The path into the forest was easy to find, even if it were covered in an ankle-deep blanket of whiteness. Thousands of feet must have packed the earth smooth and free of vegetation over the years. Given time, the path would vanish under new greenery. But for now, it pointed the way.

			

			
				Lazy snowflakes drifted down from the sky, either the last of the night’s snowfall or the first of a new wave. He hunched on his mount and grumbled. It took a fool to climb up a mountain in the bad season—or someone on an urgent mission that couldn’t wait until spring.

				The-spirit-who-was-probably-Sanae didn’t appear. Was there trouble on Jien’s end? Perhaps it had gone to speak with Toshishiro to see what the old man might have learned in their absence. Or perhaps it was sleeping—assuming spirits required sleep. Surely they must require rest of some sort.

				Odd that he, a demon slayer who was half-spirit, did not know such things. Shouldn’t his clan possess better information about their inhuman roots? He wished he could ask Grandmother Naoko, the clan’s matriarch, if she knew of any suppressed knowledge regarding the nature and habits of spirits. The Great Temples had many such secrets, bits of dangerous knowledge they had chosen to suppress and keep from their younger members.

				The sun had reached its zenith when he began to notice sick trees. Before long he and his horse were both restless and unhappy to be there. They kept going regardless.

				Daylight was on its way out when he reached what he hoped was his destination, a shrine dedicated to the mountain it stood upon. It was not a fancy shrine with a priest to tend to the premises but rather a tiny one composed of a single red gate and a stone monument surrounded with bottles of sake left as offering.

				What better place to hide an object that ate spiritual energy? He searched the area but found nothing suspicious.

				He did find suspicious persons, however.

				His first clue was a sound in a place bereft of life, a scraping against bark. His second was a pair of throwing stars whistling through the air. He ducked and rolled, taking shelter behind the stone monument to draw his sword.

				“Who’s there?”

				He’d already located three figures before he received an answer. They couldn’t have snuck up on him without his noticing, so they must have been laying in ambush since before he arrived. Not bandits then, but people who knew what object was here—or had been here. He was too late.

				“It’s rude not to introduce yourself first,” a cool voice replied.

				Two of the men came closer. The speaker was the older of the two and had the face of a warrior. His nose was flattened, his skin burned near the ear and scarred on the cheek. The other, barely of adult age, sported recent burns and hair so ragged it looked like burned bits had been snipped off.

			

			
				The both of them were darkness-touched, likely possessed if it were them who had planted the swords. Interestingly, the younger man looked fearful, his attitude at odds with the confidence the taller man projected. That, if nothing else, told him they must know what he was. Why fear a lone samurai otherwise?

				Akakiba’s eye was drawn to the sword held by the taller man. Perhaps it was not too late to complete his task.

				“As I thought,” the man said. “You were looking for this sword. I’m afraid I can’t part with it. I would like to know what you did with the one you stole.”

				Ah. The man wanted to gloat. What a very human thing to do. Why should he not indulge? It might give him time to think of something.

				“You’re the thief,” Akakiba said. “You have no right to that sword.”

				“I have it, therefore it is mine.”

				“We have the copy, therefore it is ours,” Akakiba shot back.

				The man seemed amused. “A fair point. Now, since it is rather cold out today, I would prefer if we cut to the heart of the matter at once.”

				Akakiba hadn’t waited for the man to finish speaking. He bled red halfway down his hair for a burst of speed and hurtled backward, away from the man with the dangerous sword. He could not allow himself to be wounded by that weapon; even being in near proximity while bleeding out was inadvisable.

				The dark horse came up to him snorting and tossing its head. War-trained like every one of the clan’s horses, it knew to stick by its human when swords came out. But being near Akakiba put it in harm’s way, as throwing stars and throwing knives sliced the air toward them. He intercepted those he could with the flat of his blade, his enhanced reflexes capable of such a feat.

				“Get out of here!” he shouted at his mount, trying to recall how one signaled to a clan horse to return home alone. “Go back! Back!”

				The horse wheeled and charged in the opposite direction. Akakiba hoped it would make its way back to Yuki’s location instead of trying to reach the clan house. Either way, best it not stick around where shinobi could shoot at it.

				He had no need for a horse; bleeding red, he could run as fast as one.

				It was unfortunate speed and caution didn’t mesh well. The weapons thrown at him had been but a distraction, keeping him looking up instead of down. He realized that the second the ground vanished from under his feet.

			

			
				He threw an arm back, his scrambling fingers closing upon a hard root. It jolted his shoulder hard but gave him a handhold to haul himself out of the hole. Curse it, he liked it better when his opponents were straightforward brawlers instead of schemers and trap-layers. He was a samurai, good at things involving swords. Trap detection wasn’t part of his training, especially when they were made invisible by a thick layer of snow.

				Maybe he relied on swords too much. If the enemy was cheating, then why couldn’t he do the same? The clan would disapprove, but he no longer cared to follow their rules.

				He put his sword away and shifted.

				In his human form, bleeding red made him run as fast as a horse. In his fox form, bleeding red made him run like the wind.

				He ran past a shinobi who stared at him slack-jawed, forgetting to use the weapons in his hands, and over another drop-trap, which rattled but did not fall in under his light weight. How many traps had they laid, exactly?

				He swerved to avoid a pair of objects hurtling through the air. When they hit the ground, they exploded. The shockwave tossed him off his paws and into a tree. More fell and exploded, stunning him, burning him. One projectile was filled with blinding powder; it exploded into intense light that seared his sight away. He yelped and growled and kept running despite being burned and blind, and half-deaf from the noise, too.

				Without sight and hearing, avoiding further projectiles was impossible. Darts buried in his flesh, injecting poison into his blood. His enhanced metabolism couldn’t counter so much of it. His limbs stopped responding, paralysis spreading. Defeated, he came to rest in a heap in the white, white snow.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Fourteen

				Sanae

				Sanae wasn’t yet certain what she thought of Domi the hermit and Marin the shinobi. The man was suspiciously bright on the spiritual plane. He was filled with energy in a way mere humans weren’t supposed to be. Aito must have seen it too, through his familiars’ eyes, but he’d yet to mention it.

				Too curious to hold back, she asked, What are you? I can’t explain what I see. I’d think you were a possessed man, but it’s not a cohesive unit you’ve got in you, it’s loose energy.

				“I was wondering if you could see it,” Domi replied. “But I might return the question.”

				Domi had taken her arrival in stride and that reinforced Sanae’s suspicions there were secrets to uncover here. What kind of weird person would be unsurprised by the appearance of a fox spirit? It wasn’t like this man had familiars like Aito and Toshishiro did.

				Marin hadn’t reacted anywhere as kindly. Even though Domi had told her to stand down, she kept fingering a small dagger inscribed with demon-slaying glyphs. Sanae had taken to sitting close to Jien, using his body as a shield. If Jien were injured, she could heal him. The other way round was impossible.

				She remained behind Jien even after the woman left the cave that served as her and Domi’s home, in case she suddenly returned. Shinobi had scarily fast reflexes.

			

			
				I don’t play stalling games, she told Domi. I will tell you about myself, and you will tell us about yourself. Then we’ll go and get that weapon before someone who means to do evil with it shows up.

				She began, You must have guessed I’m a daughter of the Fox clan. My body died on the battlefield, but my mind did not. While exploring the spirit world, I discovered a strange object that was sucking in energy. I sent my brother to investigate and he found a strange sword there. When we consulted the monks, we learned it was a copy of a stolen sword. We wish to find the original and all the copies to destroy them. Is that enough information for you?

				Domi’s smile was weak and strained. Sanae hadn’t failed to notice the pain lines around his eyes, or the fact Marin had slipped medicine in his teacup.

				“I’m unfortunately prone to headaches,” he said, rubbing at his temples with his fingertips. “They’re caused by this thing you see in me. So far as I know, I am the sole human able to—”

				Marin appeared at the mouth of the cave. “Domi. There’s a party of four men coming up the trail. They have the look of bandits.”

				“Visitors twice in one day? Interesting coincidence, isn’t it, my love?”

				“I’d wager they were sent to retrieve the sword,” Jien said. “The thief must have noticed we got hold of the other.”

				Domi climbed to his feet as carefully as an old man might, using his spear as support. “There’s no helping it, then. Shall we greet them?”

				“Will you be all right?” Marin asked as she took Domi’s face in her hands and searched his eyes. “If you use it now…”

				Sanae’s ears perked at this mysterious “it” but no details were forthcoming. Domi only replied, “I’ll do what I must. Do keep that cushion handy.”

				Marin waved a hand at Aito and Jien. “Stay back. This is our territory and you’ll just get in the way.”

				“Very well,” Aito said. “We will stay here and wait.”

				Jien hissed at him. “Easy for you to say, mister I-have-spies-that-go-everywhere. I want to see what happens too!”

				I’ll tell you if we need help, Sanae said gleefully, prancing after the hermit monk and pretending not to hear Jien’s irritated curses.

				She dispersed into mist to spy without being noticed and hung about the tree in which the shinobi settled, up and out of sight. Unlike the silly boys who kept goggling at Marin’s exposed legs, Sanae wasn’t surprised by her furisode’s high cut; a woman couldn’t go about climbing trees and fighting enemies while she was tripping on the hem of her clothes! The cut was sensible, freeing her legs for any sort of maneuver she might need to perform. Anyone would, however, have to concede Marin’s clothing was unsuited to the season. Maybe she needed to be introduced to the idea of leg wraps.

			

			
				The quiet noises of the forest were overtaken by the clomping of horse hoofs. The men who came into sight did have an edge to them that might lead one to call them bandit; they were none too clean, scruffy, and heavily armed. But they could also have been simple mercenaries or masterless samurai, either of which might accept paid work, whether honorable or not.

				The man in the lead was alone in not wearing a straw hat to fend off the snowflakes lazily drifting down and so his topknot was visible. But while the topknot was the preferred hairstyle of samurai, it was also popular among the general population.

				She peered at the men’s weapons and found single swords hanging at their waists. Not samurai then. By imperial decree, only samurai were permitted—even required—to wear the two-sword combo, the long one called the katana and the short one called the wakizashi. That hadn’t stopped Akakiba from offering Yuki the traditional combo, but it’d take a special person to argue with him about it.

				Leaning on his spear in the middle of the road, Domi called out, “Hello, friends. What brings you to my mountain?”

				The man at the rear pulled out a bow, the others their swords. “Out of the way. We’re about our own business.”

				“In that case, kindly conduct it elsewhere than on my mountain.”

				The leader kicked his horse forward, meaning to run Domi down.

				An object hurtled through the air and tangled in the horse’s legs, sending rider and mount to the ground in a screaming and cursing heap. Marin dropped from the tree, her hands holding further throwing weapons. This sudden move made the bowman aim at her instead of Domi.

				The bow sang but the arrow didn’t find its mark. Neither did the next, or the next. Ducking and swirling around tree trunks, Marin proved to be an elusive target. Her mocking laughter kept the bowman’s attention on her.

				Pulling her existence tight together, Sanae bounded onto the battlefield and in the face of the fallen leader, who was now trying to rise. She sank her sharp teeth into his shoulder and he howled. Her mouth filled with blood and while she knew it should taste coppery, it didn’t. Taste was truly lost to her. It was such a little thing, such an insignificant thing… But it made her want to wail.

				She snarled at herself, Focus, idiot! This is a battleground!


			

			
				Sanae sensed an energy disturbance coming from right where Domi stood. What was he doing? His right arm was raised, aimed at the mounted swordsmen who were trying to ride around their fallen comrade to get at him.

				Spheres of white energy shot from his fingers and went right through the men’s heads and upper bodies, taking flesh with them and setting the men to screaming. More and more appeared, a barrage of tiny spheres hurtling through anything that was in the way, be it flesh, bone, or wood.

				Sanae flattened herself down, unwilling to risk taking a stray hit.

				When Domi stopped, the sword-wielding men were dead and their horses danced frantically, none too happy to have slumped corpses on their backs. Not far, the bowman lay on the ground with a throwing knife embedded deep in his eye.

				Do we want this one alive? Sanae asked about the leader, whose throat she now had in her jaws. She could easily talk with her mouth full.

				“We need to know who sent them,” Aito said as he arrived on the scene, breathing heavily as if he’d dashed over.

				Jien arrived on Aito’s heels. “What happened? What was is that made Aito take off like a rabbit? It must have been the most amazing sight, and I missed it!”

				Those were solid spheres of spiritual energy you threw at them, Sanae said to the hermit. How?


				“As I had begun to say before, I appear to be the sole human who can—”

				That was when Domi collapsed to the cold, wet ground. Marin jumped forward, pulling the cushion free from its position against her body and the rope with it. She ignored Jien’s alarmed “what’s wrong?” in favor of wrapping the cushion against the back and sides of Domi’s head and securing it in place with the rope.

				Domi was shaking, hard. His open eyes were unseeing and his muscles were tense and strained; his fists drummed the earth and his feet kicked out at the air.

				Marin alone did not gasp at this alarming development, her face sad but by no means surprised. She held Domi’s head in her lap, keeping him from banging it against rock or tree. The cushion’s role suddenly became clear.

				This isn’t the first time, is it?

				“No. This is the cost of his ability. He’ll be fine.”

			

			
				Kneeling to grab Domi’s wrists, Jien held his arms high so they did not slam against the ground. It was a good idea; the force with which Domi twitched might well have broken bones.

				At last the convulsions began to ease and Marin stroked Domi’s face, murmuring to him. “That’s it, love. Relax.”

				Moments later, Domi blinked up at them. “Oh, I hurt. I had an attack again, didn’t I?”

				“You mean you don’t know?” Jien said with raised eyebrows.

				“I know I hurt as if a great dragon had sat on me repeatedly, but no, I don’t recall the event. Give me a moment.”

				They stood shuffling about, unsure what to say.

				“Wasn’t I telling you about my abilities?” Domi said. “I’m human, but I can manipulate spiritual energy. Unfortunately, the side effects are quite severe. Attacks like these take me now and then.”

				Are they triggered by the use of your abilities?

				“Yes and no. They occur even if I don’t use my abilities at all but they’re more likely to occur immediately after I use them.”

				“Before I came along, he’d have them just anywhere,” Marin said. “In the forest, on the floor of his cave… You should have seen what he looked like after one of those!”

				“Hence the cushion,” Domi said dryly. “I believe I can get up now, love.”

				It was slung between Marin and Aito that Domi returned to his cave house. He was laid near the fire to dry off, for his clothes had soaked in the water on the ground. Tea was served and rice put to cooking while Domi rested, eyes half-closed, occasionally grumbling about the “demon party” in his head.

				When Sanae felt she had waited sufficiently long to satisfy politeness, she asked, How can you hurt people with spiritual energy? I thought it was a healing sort of energy.

				“When gathered gently, it heals. But I compress the energy so tightly it becomes physical for a brief moment. In that time, I can hurl my little balls forward at such speed they penetrate any matter in front of me. If I could throw a knife with this kind of strength, it would penetrate armor the same way.”

				I see. I suppose it’s similar to when I make myself solid and bite people. I’m made of the same neutral energy, but I can use it to harm. Interesting.

				“Is someone going to help me or not?” Jien complained. He was busy with their hand-tied prisoner, trying to coax answers from the uncooperative man.

			

			
				“Your methods are too soft.” Marin pushed her bangs aside and, with a whip-fast motion of her hand, threw a tiny dart at the prisoner. “There. He’ll talk or he won’t get any antidote.”

				The man did, screaming all the while. Through his babbling, they gathered the mercenaries had been told to recover a sword and bring it to an inn in Kyoto.

				“He knows nothing else of interest,” Marin said after the man began to repeat himself. She cut the man’s throat and did not flinch as blood gushed out. Afterwards, she dragged the body outside.

				Sanae stared after the shinobi. Killing a person should rate more expression than killing a bug, shouldn’t it?

				A voice from within her questioned, Who is the worst person, the woman who kills without feelings or the woman who kills and enjoys it?

				But it’s the fighting I enjoy, not the killing, she argued. And killing on the battleground isn’t like killing in cold blood!


				Yet... maybe the voice had a point.

				“We could go to the inn he mentioned with the sword,” Jien said, “or perhaps with a copy, and see who approaches us.”

				“We might have no choice,” Aito said. “If men were sent here, it must be because they know we took the first sword. They would also have sent men to the place Akakiba and Yuki are investigating. If those men arrive first…”

				I better go check on them, Sanae said, shocked out of her self-doubts. They might need me.


				She crossed over and sought the beacon she wanted. In a hurry, it was easier to use Yuki’s spiritual signature to track down her brother. Yuki’s aura in the spiritual realm was stronger, less contained, and therefore acted as a bright light to guide her.

				When she popped in, she was perplexed, for her brother’s aura was nowhere near.

				Yuki, where’s my brother? The human slumbered before a low fire, even though it was the middle of the day. Hey, are you sick? Yuki?

				She found Drac sleeping in a cold room, but no sign of her brother anywhere. She could have popped back into the spiritual realm to seek him, but it seemed easier to demand answers from the little girl who was brushing Yuki’s horse outside.

				Hey, kid. Where’s the tall samurai who travels with the man sleeping inside your home?

				The little girl fell over. “Demon!”

			

			
				I’m a fox spirit, she said with strained patience. Where is he?

				“He went to stop the curse that’s killing the forest.”

				What? Her brother had gone after the sword alone?

				Why didn’t Yuki go with him?

				“Because he has to sleep. Dragons sleep when it’s winter, so he sleeps too,” the girl said solemnly. “We have to warm up the dragon to wake him up, but not right now. He said later.”

				I see. Thank you.

				Sanae returned to the house, went physical, and grabbed hold of the dragon’s horns with her teeth to drag him to the fire in the other room. Drac was several times her size, but she had strength to spare. The hardest part was getting the door open.

				Wake up, you idiot! Up!

				She almost rolled the dragon in the fire in her haste. Her brother could be in deep trouble right now but she couldn’t help because she couldn’t go anywhere near the cursed spirit-energy-eating object he was after!

				When the heat began to induce twitches in dragon and human, she bounced on Yuki’s chest. Wake up!


				“What, whoa—ow!”

				Oh, good, you’re awake. Listen. That stupid brother of mine went to get the sword alone and Jien and Aito met a bunch of bandits sent to get the other sword and we think there must have been bandits sent here too and now my stupid brother is either too late to get the sword or in time to get in trouble. He can’t even bleed red if he gets in trouble!

				Yuki looked at her with sleepy eyes. “What?”

				“She says bad men are going to hurt your friend,” the little girl said. She was near the front door, sitting there as if she were watching a play. “Because he went alone in the cursed forest.”

				“What!” Yuki sat up and Drac hissed. “Why would he go alone?”

				“Because it was very cold today and you were sleepy,” the little girl said again. “You have to sleep when it’s cold, but it’s dangerous.”

				“I…He…I can’t believe he left me behind!” Wide-eyed, Yuki thrust his two swords in his belt and stumbled to his feet. “Is my horse still here? I’ll go after him. Not you, Drac. Stay near the fire so we won’t fall asleep again.”

				The dragon began to protest but Yuki gave him a long hard stare and he subsided near the fire.

				“I’m going,” Yuki said, and left.

			

			
				Sanae hoped she was wrong to worry Akakiba had fallen into an ambush. She wanted to help, but… If she went in the forest where the cursed sword and her brother were supposed to be, she would lose part of her life force.

				Yet how could she do nothing? She could at least look for her brother’s spark on the other side and keep an eye on it. If her brother’s spark weakened, she’d try to go in and help anyway. So what if it killed her? She’d already died once and it hadn’t been so bad.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Fifteen

				Mamoru

				Badly wounded, drugged, and left near-naked in an unheated cell, the Fox samurai stayed alert longer than Mamoru would have thought possible. “Cell” was admittedly a fancy word for what was essentially a pit dug in stone under the clan house and closed with metal bars thick as a man’s arm. During summer it was a storage room for food items best kept cool. During winter the cold made it a death trap.

				There came an hour when the fox could raise his head only with difficulty to meet their gazes, his eyes glassy with exhaustion because he would not sleep while they watched him. The injuries he had sustained during his capture had partly healed but yet dripped blood, a sign he had no spare energy left—or so said Yoshio.

				“That should do,” Yoshio said. “Possess him.”

				Mamoru recoiled. “Me? I already have a body.”

				“I have no one else who knows how to do it. Get in there and squeeze their clan’s secrets from his mind.” Yoshio frowned at him. “If you’re so attached to that body, you can return to it later. You did expel the original soul?”

				“Yes.” It would have been more accurate to say “no,” but since there remained a single mind where there had been two previously, the difference was inconsequential.

				“Leave the body in your bed while you’re away. It will be safe. I do it often, to no ill effect.”

				Mamoru remembered seeing it happen, but he still didn’t like the idea. Unlike the creature that called itself Yoshio, he was attached to his body.

			

			
				He’d learned a great deal over the last couple days, especially about magical swords and the true powers of fox samurai. Now he was poised to increase his knowledge, through stealing the fox’s secrets. Not that he expected it to be easy—or even possible. There was already a spirit in there, wasn’t there? Could one body fit two spirits?

				“If I do it, can I go to the city?” Where Usagi was waiting for him. “I’ve recovered sufficiently.” He’d just spent a long, exhausting week helping Yoshio turn the forest into a death trap. He deserved to go.

				“That depends on your performance.”

				“Why don’t you do it? I’m nowhere as experienced as you.”

				“Do as you’re told,” Yoshio snapped.

				Was Yoshio afraid of doing it himself, afraid of what might happen?

				Ah well, a mission was a mission. There was always danger involved anyway.

				He went to his room and, after barring the door, lowered himself in bed gingerly to spare his still-healing burns. Leaving the body that had become his home was distressing; leaving it unprotected where Yoshio could get at it was worse. It took time to pry himself out of the body because the human parts of him didn’t want to leave.

				Upon achieving success, he hovered above his body, watching it until he was certain breathing and other automatic functions critical to survival hadn’t stopped. Being freed from physical sensations for a short time wasn’t entirely unpleasant. While he would willingly sustain worse wounds in Usagi’s defense, he didn’t enjoy suffering through the long recovery phase inherent to injuries.

				Mind on business, he told himself. The faster he got the information Yoshio wanted, the faster he could return to his own body and plan his trip to the city. He’d run away if it came to that. Usagi was waiting.

				He zipped through the hallway, brushing against a shinobi who, evidently alarmed by the faint contact, spun round. He almost apologized, but that would have made it worse. Yoshio wouldn’t be happy if he caused rumors the clan house was haunted.

				At the back of the clan house, there was a hole in the floor and a staircase leading into darkness lit by a pair of torches. There was the cell and the rope-bound samurai who huddled within, his eyes darting back and forth as he no doubt considered potential escape plans. He must know the uselessness of it, yet he tried.

				Mamoru threw himself at the fox’s mouth. It was kept partly open by a device of Yoshio’s creation, the same one that had been used on him back when he’d only been human. He had no idea why it was necessary. What reason was there for mere skin to stop his entry? After all, he could penetrate skin layers from the inside to reach the whole of the body. Yet there was a difference and he couldn’t explain it. He spread out from inside, meeting the expected resistance.

			

			
				Tired the fox might be, but broken he wasn’t. They waged war, shoving at each other, grappling for control of the body. Yoshio stood above, watching impassively as the samurai’s body twitched and kicked, out of control.

				Listen, Mamoru told the fox. You’re weak and tired and you can’t keep this up forever. Can’t you make it easy for me? I’m afraid he’ll hurt me if I don’t get what he wants.


				The fox answered with a terribly rude mental snarl. He was following orders; it wasn’t his decision to do this. If the fox would simply cooperate, they could end this painlessly.

				Hours must have passed, for the clan leader left and returned several times to look in on his progress—or lack thereof.

				“I begin to wonder if you can win,” Yoshio said, in a tone that renewed Mamoru’s fears for his physical body. He didn’t want to return to his room and find out his body had a slit throat!

				I’m terribly sorry, he said, and pushed harder, harder. He wouldn’t let the fox hide. The fox would be assimilated, whether he liked it or not.

				Information began to filter to him: names and faces. Akakiba: that was his self. Akahana, Kiba, Sanae: those were his family. Yuki: his lover? Not quite. Something complicated, but warm.

				The fox clamped down, but he couldn’t hold. He tried to flee, but there was nowhere to go.

				Don’t think you’ve won, the fox snarled. Then, he disappeared.

				Confused, Mamoru searched everywhere. He found no other mind sharing the body with him. He searched within himself, too, but couldn’t find any evidence he’d absorbed another mind. If there was no mind left, he could not get any information. Insofar as he could tell, there was nothing “inhuman” left either, not even the ability to become a fox. What was left was a human shell weakened by hunger, cold, and lack of sleep. It was an unpleasant shell to be within.

				Yoshio listened to his report with an air of surprise. “He left his body rather than be taken? Hm. How samurai-like. They’re ever so fond of suicide.”

			

			
				“May I return to my own body now?” Mamoru asked, eager to escape the nagging hunger and bone-deep exhaustion. “I can’t become a fox. I tried. This is a useless body.”

				Yoshio paced, a human habit he didn’t seem to use consciously. “No, no, not useless. We shall keep it. I’ll bring food for you to feed it and get its strength back. It is nearly time for humans to sleep; I will go and consult an ally. There may yet be a use for this empty body. His clan has connections we may be able to use. You have his name, at least?”

				“Yes. He is named Akakiba.”

				Warm clothing and food helped to make the samurai’s body comfortable, but Mamoru was happy to leave it behind. After all, he couldn’t move around in the clan house in the body of a man the clan had supposedly captured for ransom. Now no more than a puppet, the samurai’s body rested on a cushy futon. If any of the human shinobi asked, they’d say the fox was drugged.

				Watching the empty body’s chest rise and fall, Mamoru couldn’t help but have the unpleasant feeling it might rise and walk at any moment. He was nowhere as certain as Yoshio that the fox had died. It hadn’t felt like the fox meant to kill himself, it’d felt like the fox had a plan.

				He began to float away, looking forward to a good night’s sleep in his own body and his own bed, but a faint noise made him zip back, fearing— No, the samurai’s body remained unmoving. For now.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Sixteen

				Yuki

				In the middle of the dead forest where the sword—and Akakiba—should have been, there were traps camouflaged under the snow. After his first near-fall, Yuki had taken to using a long branch to test the ground ahead before putting his feet on it. Following a trail consisting of triggered traps and fox tracks, he found an expanse of snow stained with crimson.

				Something twisted in his guts. A human could survive the loss of this much blood, but a fox was much smaller.

				“Sanae, do you see him?”

				The fact Sanae was still with him was proof the sword was no longer in the vicinity. There was a good chance the sword and Akakiba were in the hands of the same people.

				Sanae had been flicking in and out of existence for a little while now, crossing to the spirit realm and back again.

				That stupid sword, she said, exasperation thick in her voice. It must be hiding my brother’s life spark. There’s no other reason why I couldn’t find him! I can’t pinpoint the sword either. It doesn’t pull on me when it’s not amplified by the energy sink.

				“Keep looking. We’ll find him.”

				Yuki didn’t voice the far more logical possibility Sanae couldn’t find her brother because his life spark was too weak to stand out from the naturally small sparks of humans and animals. Or, worse, because there was no life spark left. He’d rather pretend it was the sword’s fault, too.

			

			
				Using the last of the day’s sunlight, he set up camp in an area of the dead forest burned down to ashes. Camping here made it less likely his fire would start a second blaze, there being nothing left to burn. He ate dried fruit taken from his bags and tried to sleep while it was an option.

				He groped for his link with Drac, finding the distance had stretched but not broken it. He could barely make himself “heard” as he projected worry, could barely feel the faint reassurance that came back. It was enough; Drac was waiting for him in safety.

				Akakiba might be waiting for him, too, but not in safety. Sanae would find him. He had to believe that.

				He must have fallen asleep because a voice woke him.

				I don’t find this state as pleasant as Sanae claims it is, Akakiba’s unmistakable cranky voice said. The voice did not come from the battle-scarred and hard-eyed man Yuki knew, but from a fox remarkably alike to Sanae’s stylized fox form, aside from the color—a bright gold instead of a bright red.

				“I never did figure out why your aura is yellow and your sister’s is red,” Yuki said stupidly. Then, waking up for good, he pitched forward on hands and knees to be at eye-level with Akakiba. “You’re here! Like this! Are you…” He swallowed, dreading to ask but unable not to. “Are you dead? What happened to your body?”

				My body is fine. Where’s your dragon?

				“Drac stayed at Chiyako’s home. I’m fine as long as he keeps warm.” Thinking about that resuscitated his anger. “What were you thinking, leaving me behind? Did you expect I’d insist on bringing Drac along and fall asleep in the middle of a fight? We’re not glued together!”

				You always act like you are. There was sulkiness in there, lurking under the surface.

				Sulkiness meant…jealousy? Yuki put this interesting bit of knowledge aside for later consideration. There were more pressing matters to address, like where exactly Akakiba had left his physical body.

				Sanae appeared out of nowhere, gasping, Brother! What happened?

				Captured. Starved. Possessed. I had to get out or be eaten.

				Akakiba’s multiple tails were swishing in what was likely irritation. Giggling, Sanae said, Ah, you have three tails!


				What? Akakiba said. Then, sounding surprised as he looked over his shoulder, Huh. I do have three.


				I have five, Sanae said. I always knew I was the strongest.


				This means nothing! It’s a manifestation of the subconscious mind.

			

			
				Your subconscious thinks you’re not as good as me, Brother.

				A horrible suspicion formed in Yuki’s mind. Maybe there should have been five tails. He stared at Akakiba. “Is it because the first sword bit you? I saw it take energy.”

				Akakiba stared back, ears gone flat. It could be.


				Sanae rounded on her brother, tone sharp and horrified. You never said you let it feed on you! You idiot! It could have killed you!


				It didn’t ask for my consent, Akakiba snapped. I hardly felt different, after.

				I can’t believe you—

				They bickered on until Yuki clapped his hands together loudly. “I agree it’s worrying, but can we focus on the most urgent matter first? A demon kidnapped his body! Can’t we get it back?”

				I plan to do so, Akakiba said. But I thought you might like to know where I am. The sword is there, along with the man I believe to be the mastermind in this distasteful affair. Taking the sword away from the energy sink has greatly diminished the danger of its proximity, so I can go back.

				Sanae bounced, her paws leaving no prints in the snow. I’ll come along! You get in horrible trouble when I’m not there. Show me where it is.

				Akakiba looked around. I believe it was that way.


				“You believe?” Yuki repeated. “Did you lose your own body?”

				I know where my body is, thank you. I merely need to recall in which direction the place is.

				Now that the shock had worn off, Yuki realized the temperature was absolutely frigid. His fingers were stiff, his ears almost burning. He pulled his blanket tighter against himself and set to rebuilding the dying fire.

				The cold air irritated his lungs as he worked, making him cough.

				It’s too cold for a human out here, Sanae said.

				I agree, Akakiba said. Yuki, can you find your way back to Chiyako’s or do you need Sanae to guide you?


				They argued. Eventually, Yuki yielded because his throat was too raw for further argument. He packed and mounted. The siblings escorted him until early sunlight appeared to light the path.

				We should go, Sanae said.

				Yes, Akakiba said. Keep going, Yuki, and don’t delay.

				Turning back to spite them wouldn’t have been sensible or useful in any way, so he didn’t. He went to Drac and, he had to admit, felt tremendously better when he was welcomed with a scaly hug and a wonderfully hot cup of tea offered by Chiyako.

			

			
				By the time his extremities had thawed, he’d started to fret. Why hadn’t Sanae reported back? What if they couldn’t find the body? What if it had been killed?

				The sisters were present in the room when Akakiba and Sanae finally returned. Ari hardly reacted, but Chiyako jumped.

				Hello, Sanae said brightly. I’m Sanae. Pleased to meet you. This is my brother Akakiba, but I think you already know him.


				Yuki shook his head, despairing of his friends and their lack of interest in the benefits of discretion. At this rate, the whole country would soon know fox spirits were real.

				I can’t waste my chance, Akakiba said as he began to pace. My body is weak. I must wait until they have fed it sufficiently, and snatch it from them. They seem keen to keep it safe, now that I have gone from it. They’re not even using it at the moment.


				I’m the one who pointed out it was best to wait, Sanae said to Yuki in a fake whisper. That brother of mine would have jumped right in, and put himself in a position twice as worse by letting them know he can go in and out at will.


				I have reasons to worry for the safety of my body, Akakiba shot back.

				Sanae’s tails curled about her sitting form, her attitude conveying smugness.

				“There must be a reason they’re keeping it,” Yuki said, unsure what to do about the warring siblings except try to distract them. “We might like to know what it is.”

				Time to spy on the spies, Sanae said gleefully, vanishing at once.

				Hyperactive red-haired child, Akakiba said, disappearing too.

				“I don’t understand why they’re fighting, suddenly,” Yuki said to no one in particular.

				“They’re acting like normal siblings, to my eye,” Chiyako said. She sat with needle and thread, mending torn clothes. “Although normally the siblings who behave that way are a bit younger.”

				“Humans,” Drac said, as if no other explanation was required. Mentally, the dragon pushed on him a tad harder, pressing him to acknowledge the growing hunger in his belly. If Yuki wanted to stay awake during winter, he needed to keep Drac warm and awake, and an awake dragon was a hungry dragon.

				Sorry, he sent to Drac mentally, and, aloud, “I didn’t mean to neglect you.” He caressed Drac’s soft underbelly to make amends, feeling how pleasant it was through the mind link.

				“You’ve been troubled. But now you know the fox is well, food would be appreciated.”

			

			
				Yuki had never learned the bow, for the simple reason Akakiba had no skill with it and couldn’t teach him. Since hunting with a sword was impractical at best, he had to come up with a different way of capturing the food Drac needed. He pondered the problem.

				“Are mice good food?” Ari inquired. “We have lots of mice in the back of the house. I know how to make traps.”

				“Show me how,” Yuki said.

				The traps were half-filled buckets of water with food hung above with a string. When mice attempted to get at the food by perching on the rim of the bucket and reaching out for it or jumping at it, they fell in the bucket and drowned.

				In an entire day of efforts, they caught three fresh mice. Overnight, they doubled their catch. After that, Drac was content to eat the mice Ari brought and Yuki’s help became superfluous.

				In some way, it irritated him to have been rendered useless. He could neither help Akakiba and Sanae in their spying efforts nor devote his time to feeding Drac. The horses alone needed him, for they had run out of hay. He made the trip down to the village the next day, taking advantage of clear skies and nonexistent wind. Arriving late, he begged shelter at the first home he reached. He was found there by Akakiba in the early hours of the morning.

				Ah, here you are. They’re moving my body. They appear to be heading for Kyoto.

				“Isn’t that where Aito and Jien are meant to go next, to investigate the inn? I thought that’s what Sanae said. Is there a link?”

				We don’t know. They haven’t spoken of their goal. The mastermind likes to keep his secrets.

				“Will you seize your body then?”

				Soon, yes. We’ll wait until they’re some distance away from the clan house, for safety.

				“What of the sword? Is it going to Kyoto?”

				No. The mastermind is keeping it. It’s frustrating, as it appears to be the original stolen sword. Its quality is much higher than the one we recovered.

				“We need to get it away from them.”

				Agreed. If it seemed possible, I would have done it while my body was inside. But there are dozens of shinobi there and they like to install traps in their homes. I likely wouldn’t have been able to escape the cell anyhow. Better I secure my body first, and the sword second.

				“You mean you’ll turn back and attack them on your own terms, don’t you? I should meet up with you to help.”

			

			
				Stay with the girls. It’s safer.

				“Isn’t that what you thought when you tricked me into sleep and left to get the sword alone?” Yuki snapped. “Look what happened to you! You need backup and I can provide it.”

				You need to stay where it is warm and safe.


				The fox disappeared, cutting the discussion short.

				“Bastard!” Yuki said to the wall, quivering in indignation. Akakiba meant to leave him behind again, that was what it was.

				The logical part of his mind insisted Akakiba’s recent behavior must be a result of the trauma of Sanae’s body-death. Losing a loved one could make anyone protective of their remaining friends. It wasn’t rejection but a misguided attempt to keep him safe.

				Understanding the situation didn’t make him any less angry about it. He didn’t want to be treated like a thing to be protected. He wanted to help. No, more than that. He wanted Akakiba to welcome and value his help.

				Unable to return to dreamland, he left not long thereafter with as much hay and soybeans as could be bought with his coins, as well as with an extra bag of rice. Chiyako claimed her plot of rice and vegetable garden had yielded sufficient food to feed him the entire winter if necessary, but he saw no need to abuse her hospitality.

				Halfway through the trip back, his connection with Drac returned to its usual strength. The illusion of crunching on the tiny body of a wriggling mouse came to him, along with a spurt of hot blood and a deep feeling of satisfaction. It made him want to eat meat, a craving to which he had yet to become accustomed. As best he knew, people bonded to small-sized dragons didn’t feel the need to eat helpless creatures, so why did he?

				Don’t compare me to dragons too dim to speak, Drac said in his head, conveying indignation. They weren’t real words, but easy to interpret all the same.

				He could feel how staying near the fire made Drac’s hide dry and itchy, how he longed for the relief a bath would provide.

				Ask Ari to help, he sent. You’ll have your bath.

				The road rose quickly, winding round the mountainside. The further he went, the deeper the snow was. The horses kept to a fast pace, content to be stretching their limbs.

				Alone on the road with a pair of beasts who made for poor conversation, Yuki pondered. Should he try to catch up with Akakiba? He could make himself useful if he arrived in time.

			

			
				Though Akakiba might strangle him, afterwards.

				He arrived after nightfall to find Chiyako, Ari, and Drac deep in sleep around the dying fire. He stoked the fire with wood taken from a side room given over to wood storage, checked the water buckets for fresh mice—they were getting harder to catch, as the stupid ones were dead already—and guiltily raided Chiyako’s supply of prepared rice balls, meant to be snacks. He didn’t touch the sisters’ other supplies: pots of beans, radishes, mushrooms, nuts, and even a stash of dried persimmons.

				Dried fish and seaweed were conspicuously absent. So far from the sea and without an easily accessible river, the girls couldn’t obtain such things on their own. Likely the family had once obtained such things from the village, but these days the idiot villagers didn’t want to do business with the “cursed” girls. With the source of the “curse” gone, the dead area would spring back to life. The idiots would have to change their minds.

				Dressed warmly, with a fresh supply of rice balls and a modest bag of uncooked rice, he stepped back outside without waking anyone. He stopped by the stable to pick up their supply pack, useful because of its pot, bowls, and tea leaves. The horses were in their stalls, happily munching on boiled soybeans; he wouldn’t need them.

				Information gleaned from Akakiba and Sanae told him which direction he needed to go.

				Drac’s mind stirred sleepily against his. Where are you going? Come back.

				He conveyed the idea of a sword.

				Come back, Drac insisted, conveying the idea of danger.

				He radiated stubbornness in answer.

				Deep cold began to seep into his bones—not his physical ones, but Drac’s. The dragon had gone somewhere unheated, and his cold-blooded body couldn’t defend against low temperatures. Yuki’s sleepiness shot upward. He had to stop, rub his eyes furiously, and protest, Stop!


				Come back.

				“Curse it,” he said aloud to the trees. “I’m not going to be in danger! I won’t do anything without Akakiba! I’ll be fine so stop worrying!”

				Drac’s answering unhappiness was muddled with sleepiness.

				He trudged on, worrying his lower lip and refusing to let his eyelids close as they wanted. He fell twice, but each time climbed back to his feet and moved on.

				Admitting defeat, Drac crawled back to the fire. The dragon knew if he pulled Yuki into sleep now, Yuki might die of exposure.

			

			
				I’m sorry, Drac.

				No answer, not even a hint of feeling. Heart constricted, Yuki plodded onward. He knew Akakiba well, knew the fearless idiot would attack regardless of whether or not he had a reasonable chance of successfully retrieving the sword.

				He wanted to help. It might not change the odds by a significant margin, but he’d be there.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Seventeen

				Akakiba

				The convoy was composed of a cart drawn by a sturdy horse and four mounted men to guard it. The possessed shinobi named Mamoru both drove the cart and cared for Akakiba’s inert body. The body was handcuffed, wrapped in blankets, and regularly given water, which, Mamoru told the others, was drugged to keep the captive unconscious. The lie kept the normal humans from asking why the prisoner never roused.

				The stratagem seemed unlikely to work for weeks, the time it would take to reach Kyoto at the pace a cart-drawing horse could sustain. Sooner or later, the humans would get suspicious. Mamoru must have realized this because his face was perpetually drawn into an expression of worry.

				“Cheer up, Mamoru,” one of the guards said. “You’ll do fine on your mission. Yoshio wouldn’t have sent you if he thought you couldn’t get it done.”

				Akakiba, invisibly following the convoy in what Sanae called the “mist form,” watched over his physical body’s well-being. It was odd to see his own face without the distortion produced by water and other reflective surfaces, to be able to study the lines around his eyes and mouth. He looked grim, like a man who never laughed. The remains of his injuries, such as the still-oozing gash on his head and the burn along his jaw, hardly made him look friendlier.

				Did he always look like he was attending a funeral or planning one for whoever he was looking at? Perhaps it explained Jien’s neverending attempts to cheer him.

			

			
				Later, when the convoy stopped, the humans huddled around a giant fire while Mamoru sat on the cart forcing soup down the inert body’s throat. Half of the bowl ended up staining the blankets instead.

				Akakiba paced and watched the night through but never found the opportunity he needed to snatch his body back. Perhaps he should have enjoyed this painfree vacation, but he needed to return home to his flesh. He needed it like a drowning man needed air. Resisting the urge to go back in immediately required every shred of self-control he possessed.

				Spirit senses were strange and confusing, to the point he had a headache without even having a head. He could “see” and “hear,” but not quite like a physical person did. Colors weren’t like colors and sounds were subtly wrong. He was overly aware of other spirits and driven to distraction by the sight of what Sanae called life sparks, the tiny bits of spirit energy that existed in every living thing. She hadn’t been kidding about those—even bugs had one!

				Finally, one night’s stop presented an opportunity. He coiled in anticipation, watching from behind the tree line as the shinobi party left the cart almost unattended in the miserable stable by the inn. Mamoru and a single guard remained with the cart.

				Sanae should have been here to help, but since she hadn’t yet returned from checking in with the others, he was prepared to act alone. His body had been fed sufficiently to be in working order as far as he could tell. He could easily overpower two humans, even if one was possessed.

				“I need the outhouse,” Mamoru said. “I’ll only be a moment.”

				Akakiba watched him head for the privy with exultation. He couldn’t have hoped for a better opportunity.

				He zoomed at his body—and hit an invisible stone wall. Ow! He tried again, and again, from every angle. He couldn’t get in, not even through the mouth that hung half open. He studied his body, bewildered. What was wrong? Had his body forgotten him?

				Ah! Something shone at his body’s neck. The human guard wasn’t watching so Akakiba did as Sanae had shown him and made himself physical. He pawed at the object to drag it into sight.

				It was a wooden pendant with a protective spell on it, one of those sold at shrines. They were supposed to protect people from demon possession, but Akakiba had never known they were this effective.

				He yanked the glyphed pendant off with his teeth and tossed it away. He didn’t want to contemplate what would have happened if they’d had the brains and means to etch the protective spell on something harder to remove than a pendant, like a metal collar or his very skin.

			

			
				His flesh welcomed him. He sank in as a tired man sinks in a hot bath, tingling with pleasure. True sensations returned to him—the feel of soft blankets against his skin, the sound of crackling fire, and the smell of rice arising from the guard’s meal. Pain made itself known from various half-healed injuries, but battle fever was already rising and eclipsing it. He was whole again and it was wonderful.

				The lone guard stood with his back to the cart, watching the door. In a move as smooth as inhumanly possible, Akakiba lunged at him.

				Tackled from behind, the guard fell face first against the ground. He had been eating; he gagged on his food, which prevented him from crying out for help. A solid whack to the head from Akakiba’s bound hands put him out of commission. It was uncertain whether he would wake—there was always risk with head injuries—but Akakiba couldn’t afford to be gentle.

				“I’m grateful for your incompetence, but you shouldn’t turn your back to a prisoner or eat while alone on guard duty. Don’t shinobi have standards?”

				Whoops. He hadn’t meant to speak his thoughts. There were adjustments to be made now that he was—how did Sanae put it?—“fleshy” again. His body felt strange and his limbs were ever-so-slightly wobbly. It could have been because of his injuries, or because he was underfed.

				He worked the flimsy restraints off his wrists while gazing round. The stable was small, lit by a single candle left on the floor, and free of the smell of recent animal occupation. Possibly it was more often used as shelter for poorer travelers.

				Footsteps alerted him to an imminent arrival. Tripping over his own feet, he barely made it to the door in time to hide in the darkened corner beside it.

				Either the human or the demon had excellent reflexes; upon seeing the guard on the floor, Mamoru plucked a knife from his sleeve and spun round. His mouth, half open as if to raise the alarm, sagged open soundlessly as he came face to face with the escaped prisoner.

				“Yes, I’m still here,” Akakiba said. It wasn’t honorable to taunt the enemy, but he remembered almost losing to this demon, almost being taken… Now that he had a body again, he could feel properly angry about the humiliating incident. “I told you not to assume you’d won.”

				Mamoru leaped backward, knife raised in a self-defense pose. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It wasn’t my idea!”

			

			
				Akakiba advanced. “Tell me what Yoshio wants with that sword.”

				“I have no idea. He doesn’t explain himself to anyone. I do what he says and I don’t ask questions.”

				He would have enjoyed wringing the demon’s neck but he wasn’t certain whether Mamoru the human was still alive. If he were, it wouldn’t be fair to kill him too. Not unless it was absolutely necessary. He remembered the “Mad Fox.”

				“Get down and stay quiet,” he growled.

				Mamoru flung himself to the ground in a corner. He hadn’t let go of his knife, however, and his eyes were watchful. He was too scared to attack, Akakiba judged, but not too scared to defend himself if he must. Rather sensible, for a demon.

				He secured items of interest from the cart, mostly food and fresh clothing to replace his stained ones. His swords were there too, hidden under everything else. He considered taking a horse but decided against it. If he wanted to make his way back unseen, best he run as a fox.

				He melted away into the forest. The moon above was a slim crescent, aiding his flight by keeping the shadows nice and deep.

				He devoured the dried fruits he’d stolen, wishing he had a hare to eat instead. He’d even eat a monkey if he could catch one. When he felt he’d gone a safe distance—he could hear no pursuit—he shifted and went hunting. He needed the energy.

				Sanae found him gorging on a wild boar while keeping an eye out for the wolves he could hear howling at the moon. Getting rid of other predators was as easy as turning back into a human, which never failed to confuse and frighten them, but wolves still weren’t to be trusted.

				That’s wasteful, Brother, Sanae scolded. A whole boar!


				He didn’t pull his face out of the hot carcass, continuing to swallow as much meat as his body could contain. They starved me. I need my strength back if I’m to fight.


				I wish I could share. Looking at meat makes me feel hungry. But even when I go physical, I can’t taste or digest real food. I tried.


				That’s what you get for not taking better care of your human body.

				Stop needling me. I have important information. Jien and Aito are on the road. They plan to wait for us at the temple. The old monk is getting impatient to consult with them. And Yuki, ah…

				He raised his head, muzzle dripping blood. What about Yuki?

			

			
				He appears to be making his way toward the shinobi stronghold on his own, going through the dead area and over the mountain. I told him it was a bad idea, but he doesn’t care. He’s coming. He says he’s tired of being left behind. He almost fell off a cliff before I came along and put him back on the right path.

				I told him to stay where he was!

				I think that’s the problem, Brother. You noticed he’s an adult now, didn’t you?

				It’s the dragon. The bond is muddling his brain. Heading into battle in such a state is the height of foolishness. They’ll both fall asleep before they get anywhere!

				Oh, he left the dragon behind again.

				He…did?

				It startled Akakiba to hear it—Yuki had never been apart from the dragon for long ever since the two had first met. Yuki had now twice parted from the dragon on his own initiative. The first time might have been a fluke, but twice was proof Yuki was still independent and capable of acting alone. The human-dragon bond they shared had seemed abnormally strong, but perhaps it wasn’t so bad. Perhaps, dare he hope, it was reversing? Perhaps the dragon’s maturing was causing a drift between it and its bond companion. He might yet get his Yuki back. Things between them might get better instead of worse, despite everything else.

				Watch over him and make sure he doesn’t start anything before we meet, Akakiba said. We’ll consider our plan then.

				Plan? Hah! You’ve never planned a thing in your whole life. You merely go and hack the enemy to death.

				He swished his tail and began to groom himself clean of blood to mask his irritation. And perhaps you’re better at it?


				Absolutely, Sanae said. My plan has been set into motion already. What did you think I was doing these past two days?


				What plan?

				I call it “let’s make the shinobi weep in terror.” It’s quite fun.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Eighteen

				Sanae

				“I tell you I saw it! Yoshio can claim it was a ‘simple murder’ as loud as he likes, I know it was a ghost and not a person who did it.”

				“As if any one of us would murder a comrade in such a manner. Tomoyo’s throat was torn out! There was a fox’s paw print in her spilled blood, wasn’t there? That’s proof enough.”

				“Does anyone still believe Jun slipped to his death? There’s no way a skilled man could misstep like that. The ghost must have pushed him down.”

				“Hey Asuka, would it bother you if I moved into your room for a while? I feel nervous staying alone in my room. I keep hearing odd noises.”

				The interesting thing was, Sanae reflected as she crept invisibly along the shinobi stronghold’s hallways, she hadn’t murdered anyone.

				The old woman Tomoyo had died of natural causes. Sanae had gotten there first because she’d felt a life spark go out. It had been easy to inflict a throat wound to make it look like sinister work. To ensure they got the message, she’d left a paw print outlined in blood. Sharp wits might have realized a wound inflicted on a living person would have bled more profusely, but hysterics had prevailed.

				From a human point of view, it hadn’t been a respectful thing to do. But her fox side viewed dead things as meat and her spirit side saw no worth in empty shells. Her own human body had been turned into ashes and this bothered her not a whit. Humans were far too concerned with their physical remains, truly.

			

			
				As for the man Jun, he must have died shortly before she started playing games because she had no idea who he was. She liked to moan in the hallways in the deep of night, sharpen her claws on walls and doors, mist through bedrooms, and swirl about people walking alone. She’d been at it for mere days yet there were those who claimed they’d seen her weeks ago. At this rate she’d get blamed for deaths several years old!

				“It’s a giant wolf, with eyes blazing like fire. Blood drips from his muzzle, drip, drip…”

				“No, no, it’s a she. If you listen at night, you can hear a woman’s voice crying out for her lost son. It has to be the mother of the fox samurai Yoshio captured. She won’t stop until she finds him.”

				“I heard she’s the lady from the fox legend, the first one. She was a war hero, did you know? The special sword Yoshio’s got, I bet it’s hers. She’s looking for it. That’s what happens when you steal from the dead.”

				Sanae misted by, swirling about the gathered gossipers, who shuddered and edged away.

				“Did you feel that?” one man asked. The others mumbled confirmation.

				“It’s been happening ever since we came back from that fool attack on the foxes.”

				From down the hallway, a voice exploded, “There’s no such thing as vengeful ghosts! If you’ve seen something, it’s a demon or spirit bent on mischief. Grab your knives and handle it yourselves next time!”

				Recognizing Yoshio’s voice, Sanae slid away. She dared not show herself to him, not knowing how much he might guess by witnessing her or how well he could see auras. There was also the fact he was the most likely to react violently. Normal weapons couldn’t inflict lasting damage on spirit matter, but glyphed weapons scared her.

				Yoshio cursed at the men. “I will have defensive glyphs inscribed everywhere and the problem will end. Now end your gossiping!”

				Hm, that could be a problem. If the glyphs he meant were the same as the ones she’d encountered in the Great Eastern Temple, they would hinder her plan.

				Sanae worked diligently overnight, adopting by turn the shape of a nightmarish fox sharpening its claws on hard floors and slicing through thin paper doors—causing no few shrieks when the persons inside were awake—and the one of a weeping woman calling for her lost son. That last idea she’d stolen from the gossiping men. Human imagination was a wonderful thing.

			

			
				A trio of men coming out of the baths after a late night dip near jumped out of their skins when she leaned out of the wall with the ghastliest human face she could conceive of, an elongated oval of bloodless whiteness with sunken eyes and cheeks.

				Where is my sword, she moaned, a skeletal hand reaching out. Return my sword, thieves!


				They ran. One went back in the baths, a foolish move. She stalked him, pouncing at him from behind. Shrieking and flapping his arms, he fell into the deep bath. Sanae sat on his back and waited a few moments. She didn’t want him dead, only to lead him to believe she did.

				Somebody looked in, possibly attracted by the splashing noise. “What’s going on in he—”

				It was as good an excuse as any for her vanish and let the near-drowned man sit up and cough out water. His tale of narrow survival would no doubt spread like fire.

				She went to the room, deep within the stronghold, where food supplies for the winter months were stored. If Yoshio kept his promise to use glyphs to keep her out, this was her last chance for sabotage. She ripped open bags of rice and emptied sake bottles. She broke jars of pickled vegetables and dug holes in the earthy ground to bury nuts. She crushed dried fruit under her paws and put a live mouse in a bag of millet. Not knowing what to do with the preserved fish, she dumped it in the spreading sake puddle.

				No food, no alcohol, and a ghost haunting the hallways. Would it suffice?

				It was cruel, this campaign of terror she was waging, but after what they’d done to her clan, she had no pity for them. Ultimately, fear might even save their lives. Yuki was no more than a day away, Akakiba less. There would be fewer dead if the shinobi broke and ran when the three of them joined forces in an assault.

				She spent the next day popping in and out of the spiritual realm as she tracked the boys under her care: her brother, Yuki, Jien, and Aito. On her return to the shinobi stronghold, she found out each door now had a glyph, each hallway had several, and each room had no fewer than two.

				Really, now! Who worked that fast?

				She’d have to work around it. The glyphs could prevent her from interacting with physical objects, but nothing more. She didn’t need touch for her games; the ghostly transparency so-called good spirits used to appear would do.

			

			
				On her round of the now-familiar hallways, she heard aplenty about Un-drowned Man’s ”miraculous escape” but not a single whisper about ruined foodstuff. Upon investigating the food depot, she saw the mess had been cleaned up and part of the food salvaged. But not enough to last. Why weren’t the shinobi speaking of it?

				They must not have been told.

				Taking a calculated risk, she misted upward to the room she knew was Yoshio’s.

				There, she saw a weed-thin man cowering as Yoshio yelled at him, “Do as I say! Send men to get fresh food. Tell them mice got in the rice and it’s hardly fit for us. I don’t want to hear any ghost nonsense. The demon is gone and won’t return. Now get out!”

				In winter, days were short and often overcast. In Sanae’s opinion, it didn’t matter if it weren’t night; any darkness was proper for ghosts. She wished to be seen widely, to convince those who may yet doubt.

				Your food is ruined, your glyphs useless, she chanted through the hallways. Fail to leave, fail to live. I come for my sword and all here shall die.

				A thrown knife almost ended her. With a split second to duck, she crossed to the other realm in a flash, and came right back. The glyphed weapon now quivered in the wall behind her. It may have seemed like it’d gone through her harmlessly, for the witnesses gasped and retreated.

				“It doesn’t work! It is a ghost!”

				“Out of the way! I’m done with this!”

				That was close, she said to no one. Her nonexistent heart couldn’t race and her nonexistent skin couldn’t sweat, but she nonetheless shuddered as if from a physical fear reaction.

				The first time she had died, it had been because of overconfidence, because of a fatal misstep. She could almost recall the cold feeling of metal sliding through her belly.

				She was still afraid of death, after all.

				A sobering thought, that.

				Eventually, she got what she wanted.

				Yoshio was cornered by a handful of shinobi with anger written all over their tight lips and narrowed eyes.

				“We’ve heard about the ruined foodstuffs.”

				“It sounds as if you’ve been lying to us, Yoshio. Why?”

				“You keep saying this ghost can be killed, but I haven’t seen you do anything about it!”

				“What is it you know and won’t tell us? Did you bring this ghost here?”

			

			
				Yoshio lifted his hands palms out, his tone soothing. “There’s no cause for concern. I was merely afraid this little incident would send the most irrationally-minded among us into panic.”

				“We’re irrational now? With a ghost stalking us in our very home and destroying our food?”

				“I don’t care what it is. If it won’t leave, then I will. Do something!”

				Yoshio’s reply was drowned out by the others’ angry words.

				It was almost too easy. Perhaps shinobi were too used to being the ones who lurked in the dark, the ones who inspired fear in others. Perhaps they didn’t know what to do when something else lurked.

				Sanae enjoyed their fear, and wondered if that meant there was something wrong with her.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Nineteen

				Yuki

				Trekking through high snow was more difficult than Yuki had anticipated. His legs were on fire, his feet were developing blisters, and his clothes were damp with sweat. Keeping on the move made him feel hot, but his extremities were red and threatened to fall off. His ears were protected with bandages wrapped around his head like a headband and his hands hid in his armpits. At least his new bearskin boots were adequate to save his toes.

				It wasn’t fair Akakiba could shift fox! He’d be traveling from further away and on a different course, but he’d also be traveling faster on those four paws. To save time, Yuki resorted to eating dry rice for lunch to avoid having to stop and cook it.

				Sanae popped into existence. Hey, Yuki. See that rocky outcrop with the smoke coming from it? My brother is there.


				Relief made Yuki’s feet stumble. “I made it in time, then? Good.”

				Akakiba didn’t say anything about his arrival, simply moving over to share the snow-free nook. Yuki felt torn between being annoyed his efforts weren’t worth comment and being pleased no one tried to dissuade him from participating in upcoming events. Perhaps Akakiba was impressed by his tenacity? It was a pleasant fiction, if nothing else.

				Formerly furry critters were grilling over the fire while rice cooked in a pot held slightly above the fire by an arrangement of sticks. Too hungry to feel guilty, Yuki tore through the meat before assaulting the rice. Melted snow provided water for tea that, while lacking somewhat in taste, did not lack in heat.

			

			
				Eventually, Yuki noticed he’d never seen this specific pot before. Their usual one was in the pack he’d brought with him. The cups were new, too. “Where did you get all this?”

				“It was stolen,” Akakiba said with a meaningful glance at Sanae.

				Borrowed, Sanae corrected. I can drag the stuff back, after, if there’s any shinobi left who might need it.

				“You can’t ‘borrow’ food.”

				Shush, Brother, or I’ll put it back.

				Akakiba said nothing, but he did hunch over his teacup a little. It was terribly cold, even for a fox.

				I need to keep an eye on my shinobi, Sanae said. Can the two of you stay out of trouble while I’m away?

				“We’ll try,” Akakiba said dryly.

				Ahh, I wish I had face paint for you two. You don’t look like undead servants. I suppose they’re scared enough as it is.

				“Undead servants?” Yuki repeated. What did that even mean?

				Oh, it’s nothing.

				“Ignore her,” Akakiba said. “She’s being a pest.”

				Yuki opened his mouth—then shut it resolutely. If Akakiba hadn’t noticed he’d said “her” and “she” instead of “the spirit,” there was no reason to bring it to his attention. He might finally say “Sanae” soon.

				Yuki reached out for Drac’s mind to convey he was alive. He received absolutely nothing in answer. Drac hadn’t “thought” to him since he’d left. Sulking, one might say. It would pass.

				Wouldn’t it?

				Dragons did have a reputation for holding grudges. Perhaps he could convince Akakiba to help hunt down a deer or boar he might offer as a goodwill gesture. A daily diet of mice must be tiring.

				No hunting would happen if they got slaughtered by the shinobi. He needed to rest instead of fretting.

				The rock blocked the wind and the fire kept the worst of the chill at bay, but it was still cold enough to make him shiver violently.

				“I knew it was too cold for you,” Akakiba said irritably.

				The hot and angry words standing on the tip of Yuki’s tongue melted away when Akakiba enfolded him from behind, molding their bodies together. There were several layers of clothing between them, but that didn’t prevent his face from catching fire. He could feel Akakiba’s hot breath washing against his cheek. After a little while, he stopped shivering. He couldn’t sleep, though.

			

			
				The words spilled out as if of their own volition. “Are you still angry with me?”

				“I wasn’t angry,” Akakiba said. “I just didn’t want you taking idiotic risks. You should have said you were prepared to leave the dragon behind.”

				“I don’t mean that. I mean the other thing you’ve been angry about.”

				“What thing?”

				“I don’t know! Lately you’ve been getting angry every time I try to ask questions. You barely even speak to me anymore.”

				“I speak to you. You simply don’t hear me because you’re talking to your dragon.”

				Ah, there it was again, that hint of jealousy. But Akakiba had started getting distant before Drac even learned speech so there had to be something else going on. How was he supposed to find out what the problem was?

				“Sleep,” Akakiba ordered. “You need the rest and so do I.”

				They slept and woke. They ate, and napped, and ate more. Sanae kept the fire going, bringing back branches in her mouth. They didn’t ask why she didn’t use a human shape to carry objects.

				Eventually, Akakiba rose and announced, “I’m rested.”

				Yuki scrambled to his feet, checking his own weapons. “Ready.”

				They sneaked away, insofar as sneaking was possible in a snowy forest. Short of learning to fly, there was no way to prevent leaving tracks. Yuki kept up with Akakiba’s long strides with ease, feeling impossibly good for someone who’d recently abused his muscles grievously.

				It obviously had to do with how he’d awakened in the morning to find fox-form Sanae pretending to sleep on his chest. He’d been healed by spirits before and he knew the feel of it. Why she felt compelled to keep it secret he didn’t know, but it wasn’t a matter he felt necessary to pursue. Perhaps she feared that disclosing this healing ability would make Akakiba go back to calling her “the spirit.”

				The shinobi stronghold appeared to be based around an abandoned watchtower that had, with time, been camouflaged by the surrounding trees. There was a sprawling building around the tower’s base, forming a square with a courtyard in the middle.

				The building is where most of them live and train, Sanae said. The tower has a meeting hall and the leader’s quarters.

			

			
				There was a moat around the compound, but it hadn’t been maintained and there were trees growing in it. Perhaps it was meant to convey a sense of abandonment or poverty to persons who stumbled here uninvited. The way across appeared unguarded. It was a bridge of stone so narrow a cart would have difficulties not falling off on either side.

				“No guards?” Yuki said uneasily, looking round in an effort to discern potential traps. Akakiba had come to a standstill at his side, head cocked.

				Oh, the guards locked themselves in a storage room, Sanae said. I scared them into it. They won’t come out for a while.

				That sounded extremely suspicious. “What did you do, exactly?”

				But Sanae had gone again. They resumed their cautious advance, through the unlocked gate and toward the tower, of which the original door to the outside had been preserved.

				The door was barred. With red in his hair, Akakiba kicked it in. This made a great deal of noise, but no one confronted them, only echoing hallways.

				Feeling like an idiot, Yuki ventured to call, “Hello? Is anybody home?” Resounding silence answered. “What happened here?”

				Akakiba sighed. “She happened.”

				“Sanae? She didn’t kill them, did she?” It didn’t seem right for a spirit to go after humans. It was what demons did.

				“I wish she had. She’s been playing games instead.”

				“What kind of games? Did she do something…bad?”

				Sanae bounded in. The horses are gone and the carts too. Many people are still here but they’re keeping to areas protected by traps. I don’t suggest going after them.


				“Does anyone know we’re here?”

				Yoshio can’t have failed to notice. I’ll go see what he’s doing. She vanished, returning shortly thereafter. Oh, he knows. He’s practicing moves with the sword we want.


				Akakiba took the lead, which irritated Yuki. “Isn’t that sword dangerous for a fox? Let me go first.”

				“A sword in the belly will kill you as dead as it will kill me, glyphs or not.”

				The staircase gave onto what had to be the meeting hall, considering its elaborately painted murals and the twelve-place table in the middle.

				The man who stood there had to be Yoshio. He couldn’t have failed to hear them ascending, yet he didn’t turn around to face them. His aura had the telltale demon taint on it, obvious to those with the talent to see auras.

				They made no effort to prevent the floor from creaking as they approached. At last, Yoshio turned. His face was scarred and harsh, his gaze keen and calculating. The sword in his hand was similar to the first one they’d found, except Yuki didn’t need to be within touching distance to feel how it tried to nibble at their life force. There was no doubt this one was the original, its power gathered over centuries.

			

			
				Yoshio lifted the blade, allowing lamplight to play upon it. “Come for this beauty, haven’t you?”

				Akakiba stopped a few steps away. “You have no right to it.”

				“Debatable,” Yoshio said. “I compliment you on your tactics. Leaving your body in order to terrify my underlings into fleeing or hiding... It was a plan worthy of a shinobi. I regret not realizing the danger sooner. I thought my precautions adequate to keep you from recovering your body. Evidently I was wrong. To be bested twice is quite vexing.”

				The “terrifying the underlings” part must be Sanae’s doing. Either the demon possessing Yoshio couldn’t see auras from within a human body or it had never seen Sanae and therefore couldn’t know she was a different person from Akakiba.

				Knowing better than to give away the fact they had a third person on their team, they did not refute the man’s words. Akakiba merely inclined his head in acknowledgement.

				In one smooth movement, Yoshio slid the sword into its scabbard. “Would you like a cup of tea before we begin? Please take a moment to recover from the cold.”

				Akakiba considered this for a heartbeat before also sheathing his sword. “I would enjoy hot tea,” he said, moving to kneel on one of the cushions lined around the table.

				Yuki followed suit, kneeling gingerly. Hmm, no poisoned needles hidden in the cushion. “Tea with a shinobi?” he murmured with a side-glance at his companion.

				“You fear I might poison the tea?” Yoshio said. “It’s a valid concern. Why don’t you pour for us, young man?”

				Yuki wished he had a mind bond with Akakiba to know what was going on in his head. He nonetheless complied, recovering the pot of tea from its stand and pouring three steaming cups. The aroma was rich and fragrant and oh so inviting.

				“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Yoshio, current leader of this nameless clan.” He raised a hand to forestall any objections. “Yes, I know. To you, I am a possessed human. You believe you’re talking to a demon.” Lifting his teacup, he took a sip. “This is my favorite blend. Do try it.”

			

			
				Holding the shinobi’s gaze, Akakiba took a long sip of tea. “Very nice. And yes, I do believe I’m talking to a demon. Do you say differently?”

				“Do you know what happens when a demon enters a human and, instead of destroying the original mind, merges with it? I shall tell you. Someone like you happens, fox. I have become as you are.”

				“I took over no human’s body.”

				“Not you, but your ancestors certainly did.” There was a challenge in those words, in that tone. “I am like them. I may never have a chance to find out, but I wonder what kind of children I would father. Normal humans? Or beings like myself, half-half, as it happens in your clan? Perhaps it isn’t so simple. I could find no records of what truly happened when your clan was founded.”

				Akakiba sipped tea, eyes narrowed in…thought? Suspicion? Restrained anger? Yuki used his own cup to warm his hands and ignored the inviting aroma. A fox might survive poison, but a human needed to apply greater caution. So while demon and fox talked, the human poured tea and watched for any sign danger was afoot.

				After starting in on his second cup, Akakiba resumed the conversation. “You claim to be the result of a merger between the human Yoshio and a demon, then?”

				“It is truth. If you tried to exorcise me now, it wouldn’t work. The human part of me is strong and well rooted in this body. One might wonder which it is who did the absorbing, the human or the demon. All of these things”—he gestured to his surroundings “—are human things. The thoughts in my head are human thoughts. I can hardly recall what it’s like to be a spirit or how to communicate with them. If I tried now, we wouldn’t understand each other.”

				Yuki almost opened his mouth to indicate Sanae had said the same—about her human-shaped mind being unable to understand spirits’ minds—but refrained in time. He was certain the shinobi had a trick up his sleeve and they might need their secret weapon Sanae to counter it.

				“Tell me,” Akakiba said. “Was it you who organized the army our clan faced?”

				“No. It was a dreadfully foolish thing those possessed did. A large force could never escape your notice. But those were inexperienced spirits and they didn’t understand how your clan would react to a gathering. I was relieved to hear you exorcised as many as you could rather than slaughtering every last one.”

				“You claim to feel empathy for humans?”

			

			
				“My non-human component wouldn’t have cared. But I’m more than that, now. I have melded with the minds of two different humans, this one and the man who was leader before. The leader was unfortunately murdered by Yoshio, forcing me to move. I have the memories of three different beings. All of these parts together are my self, and this self understands human feelings. Yes, I do claim to feel empathy for those people and spirits. They’re innocent victims in a war they don’t understand.”

				Yuki tried to work that out. Did Yoshio consider the Fox clan to be at war with demons? Spirits who hurt people and earned the calling “demon” were hardly innocent victims!

				Akakiba didn’t argue the point. He asked, “Why did you send shinobi after us?”

				Yoshio smiled in a self-deprecating manner. “We’re mercenaries, are we not? We take offered money when it’s worthwhile. The first attempts were funded by idiotic nobles, the kind who cannot abide others who are seen as more honorable than they are, especially if it is the truth. You may want to watch your neighbors more closely. The last attempt...” Draining his cup, Yoshio put it down roughly. “My rage drove me to it. You are the enemy. Every person like me who lives in this world as a dual being is terrified of being found by the foxes. We are like you, but you suffer no competition. Do you deny it?”

				There was a pause, but Akakiba merely gestured for Yoshio to go on. Meanwhile, Yuki dutifully refilled the empty cup. If it should turn out there was poison in the drink, then he wanted a great deal of it to be inside the enemy.

				“I saw a chance to end the tyranny of your clan. To give the rest of us a chance to create our own species, as your clan once did. Perhaps it is foolish to try. Perhaps no new species can arise, no matter our efforts. But it should be our choice to try, not the choice of hypocrites who wish to deny us what they themselves enjoy.”

				“I don’t recall hearing you give the humans involved a choice,” Yuki muttered.

				The pair ignored him. Akakiba, it seemed, was bent on information gathering. Why else keep this conversation going? No doubt there were countless lies in Yoshio’s words, but even lies might contain truths.

				“Will you tell me why you stole the sword?” Akakiba asked at last. “Why the copies?”

			

			
				“I apologize, but I cannot tell you. That secret belongs to men higher placed than I am. Be warned that if you take this sword from me, others will take it from you. Important persons command it.”

				“I see.” After emptying his cup for the second time, Akakiba rose. “Thank you for the tea. The poison in it is new to me. What is it called?”

				“I can’t give away all my secrets, can I?”

				Yuki couldn’t stop his movement of shock. “So it was poisoned! The whole pot? But you both drank it!”

				“Shinobi habits,” Yoshio said. “I have the antidote on me. It’s a single dose, but I don’t expect this to be a problem. Shall we?”

				Yoshio drew; so did Akakiba.

				Yuki twitched. He badly wanted to join in, but it would feel dishonorable to do that to someone with whom they’d shared tea. Even if it had been poisoned and even if he personally hadn’t had any.

				A fox samurai had natural advantages, but Yuki judged they were nullified by Yoshio’s sword. In a fair fight, which this almost was, Akakiba would still win. Yuki believed that, so he stood back and watched them circle each other.

				A flicker caught his eye; Sanae was gesturing at him from outside the room. He headed out, leaving the pair to their combat.

				Men downstairs, Sanae whispered. They’re preparing to set the tower on fire. Yoshio might not expect to survive, but he certainly expects to kill you both. Ohhh, those cursed glyphs! I can’t go physical when they’re everywhere. Come on!

				“I’ll handle it,” he assured her as he hurried downstairs.

				He’d known there must be a reason for Yoshio to offer them a drink! It’d been a delay tactic to allow his underlings to do the work unnoticed. If they hadn’t had Sanae to watch their backs…

				Cursed shinobi. Nothing was ever simple with them. You couldn’t simply draw your sword and attack. It was always poison, traps, backstabbing, and secret fire-setting. Honestly!

				I never heard them speak of this plan, Sanae said with anger and injured pride. They must have planned it through written messages. I can’t read their secret scripts.


				Yuki couldn’t keep the steps from squeaking under his weight so he didn’t try, but rather charged down yelling to unsettle the shinobi and distract them from their task. They were piling dry hay on the first floor and, by the smell of it, pouring cooking oil on it. With the aid of a torch, they could send the entire building up in flames in moments. Even a half-inhuman being like Akakiba would have trouble getting down from a third-floor window.

			

			
				Force them outside so I can help, Sanae said.

				Yuki flung his sword left and right in an effort to drive the men back toward the door. Sanae helped, showing herself as a large and demonic-looking fox with blood dripping from her muzzle.

				Death comes for you! she howled, and the men shuddered and redirected their throwing weapons at this nightmare.

				In that moment of distraction he was able to run a man through. Looking at the blood on his blade, he wondered when he’d gotten used to killing. He didn’t have time to ponder the question, though, not if he wanted to be left alive at the end of the battle.

				One of the other men had foolishly stepped outside; Sanae pursued him. The third and last man performed an impressive back flip that put him out of sword’s reach.

				Ducking behind a wooden pillar, Yuki heard the dull thuds of sharp metal embedding itself in wood. Throwing stars. He needed to handle that third man swiftly, for it was him who had the torch in hand.

				From outside, a scream of acute terror. Just what had Sanae done to these people, to scare them so? Reenact every horror story she had ever been told as a child?

				Akakiba’s voice came from what appeared to be a point outside and above, as if through a window. “Curse you, coward!”

				Because he was looking toward the door, Yuki witnessed the body crashing to the ground with a distinctly wet sound. He couldn’t have said if the demon came out of Yoshio right before or right after the impact, but out it went.

				Bounding in the air, Sanae closed her teeth on the shadowy form. The demon screeched as Sanae shook it like a predator shakes prey. It disappeared, perhaps dead, perhaps not.

				“In case you don’t understand what just happened,” Yuki called to the third man, “that was your leader crashing to the ground outside. He’s dead. You might as well retreat.”

				In response, the man tossed the torch and fled. It landed near, but not on, the piled hay. Yuki stomped on it frantically until all the sparks were out.

				Akakiba descended with the stolen sword in hand. His face was covered in sweat and his expression was pained. “We have the sword,” he said, handing it over. Then, opening his other hand to show white tablets, “I’d like to think this is the antidote, but with that man’s twisted way of thinking, it’s likely more poison.” He threw them away. “I need to use the trance.”

			

			
				The healing trance was an ability the foxes possessed that put their mind into a coma-like sleep while their body focused its not inconsiderable resources on healing and cleansing itself from wounds and poisons.

				“That’ll teach you to drink poisoned tea,” Yuki said while inspecting the sword to ensure they had the right one. One couldn’t put it past a shinobi to execute a skillful substitution. But no, the glyphs looked right and they glowed faintly. “We better hurry and leave. There’s no telling what the remaining men will do.”

				“We can go back to the outcrop.”

				Sanae slunk inside as a cloud of mist, hardly noticeable unless you looked for it. Her quietness was odd. Hadn’t they won, and without great bloodshed, too?

				“Is the demon dead?” Akakiba asked.

				Yes…

				“What is it? Are you injured?”

				Oh? Was that concern in big brother’s voice?

				Sanae’s next words wiped Yuki’s amusement.

				I think I consumed his energy. I think I ate him.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Twenty

				Sanae

				Nothing in Sanae’s life experience suggested what was proper to do when you feared you might have accidentally eaten someone’s soul. When she’d caught the fleeing demon, sinking her teeth in to shake him, his spark of life had not disappeared, but come to her, inside her. It had given her a boost of energy and a satiated feeling, the kind one might feel after a good meal.

				Was this why she’d been thinking of food so often? Had she been hungry without knowing it? Was it natural for spirits to eat other spirits, as physical creatures ate other creatures?

				It troubled her in ways eating rabbit had never done. Her meal had been self-aware when she consumed it! What about Yoshio the human? Hadn’t she eaten his soul too since he’d been merged with the demon? Did it mean Yoshio no longer existed and could never be reborn, the way Buddhists claimed happened to humans? Would Jien and Aito have an answer if she asked?

				“What do you mean, you ate him?” Akakiba said.

				They were distracted; this was a mistake.

				Chains burst out of the darkness, wrapping around Yuki and yanking him away. The newly-recovered sword had been in his hands.

				“Bastards!” Akakiba exclaimed belatedly, the word overlapping with the ringing of his weapon leaving its scabbard.

				“Leave,” a disembodied voice said. “We shall keep the sword but we will release the boy when you have gone. If you insist on fighting, he will not survive.”

			

			
				“Your leader is dead! Why do you persist?”

				“Our clan lies in ruins, thanks to you. If this sword is indeed the one once wielded by the first fox lady, it will be worth a fortune in the right hands. That fortune will rebuild our clan.”

				Sanae cringed as her brother gave her a I-know-this-is-somehow-your-fault look. Well, yes, that bit of fake lore had come from her. Then again, it would be worse if the shinobi knew the item currently in their possession was the legendary Soul Eater sword that had been wielded by a war hero even as it sucked the life from him.

				That truth would inspire more than monetary greed in men. A sword that took a sizeable bite of life-force out of the target every time it struck could make anyone a hero. Indeed, it wasn’t a bad thing for them to think the sword an historical relic of no special powers beside making people uneasy.

				I’ll go see what we’re up against, she said, remaining in her mist-form to do so. She couldn’t go physical inside this blasted place, not without asking her brother to destroy every warding glyph in the area, but she could certainly keep tabs on the enemy and ensure Yuki breathed still.

				Yuki had been neutralized; his hands and feet were secured by ropes and elaborate knots, his mouth was gagged with a piece of cloth, and his swords had been taken away. He was in a hidden room above the hallway, guarded by five fidgety men wearing a truly astonishing number of weapons on their persons. They looked ready to take on an army rather than a single samurai.

				The coveted sword lay on the floor. This would have been a convenient lapse in security if Yuki had any way of escaping his restraints to seize it. Had Akakiba been the prisoner, he could have bled red to break the rope—or shifted fox to loosen their hold. Being mostly human, Yuki couldn’t do either of these things.

				“Hurry and make up your mind, samurai!” one of the men called down the darkened hallway. “Leave and see your friend again, or come and die with him.”

				“What reason do I have to believe you’ll hold to your word?” Akakiba shot back.

				Sanae misted back to report, Yuki’s fine, but tied well. There are new traps in the hallway, nasty ones. If you want to go charging in, do it in fox-shape to avoid setting off the pressure traps.

				“If I pretend to walk away,” Akakiba whispered, “can you help him?”

				I can’t go physical in here right now. I’d need a body to—

				Wait.

			

			
				Could she…?

				Brother, how immoral would it be for me to possess Yuki long enough to break the rope, grab the sword, and toss him out the nearest window? Hypothetically speaking?

				Akakiba jerked as if slapped. “You are not going to try!”

				Hm. You didn’t die of shock. I’ll go ask him if it’s okay.

				“Don’t you dare!”

				Sanae misted back to the hidden room.

				“Is that samurai…yelling at the wall?” one shinobi asked.

				“Why do we get all the crazy ones?” another complained.

				Perhaps she should possess one of the shinobi to start them infighting, but the idea was repugnant. Fighting unfair was one thing; invading a person’s mind without permission was…more bad than the bad things she was willing to do.

				“What if Yoshio was wrong and the fox isn’t our fake ghost?” a nervous human voice said. “Maybe he has a pet demon and he’s sending it after us...”

				“That’s what the glyphs and charms are for,” a calmer voice replied. “Make sure you keep your charm and, whatever happens, do not leave the building.”

				The nervous man, who was a lithe shadow in the darkness, clutched at an object he wore around his neck. Ah, it was a protection charm meant to prevent possession. That limited the possibilities.

				Focusing on Yuki, Sanae kept her mind-talk for him alone. Hey, I have an idea. If I enter your body, I should be able to bleed red into your flesh. Then you or I, I’m not sure how it works out, can get out of those ropes and out of here.

				Yuki twisted his neck as if trying to locate her, but locating mist in almost-total darkness wasn’t possible.

				If you’re willing to let me try, lie on your right side.

				There was a moment Sanae interpreted as doubtful consideration before Yuki turned to lay on his other side, his right one.

				Yuki’s move earned him a kick and a rough “be quiet.” The five men weren’t paying much attention to their prisoner, who they probably considered helpless, but were certainly paying a great deal of attention to Akakiba’s backlit, unmoving shape at the end of the hallway.

				Sanae tried to get down to work. Oh, your mouth is full. Can you open wide and I’ll try to wiggle past the gag?

				It was the weirdest moment of her life. Probably of his, too. Yuki nearly unhinged his jaw while she stretched her being as thinly as a piece of string. Then even weirder, being inside his mouth, inside his throat, realizing skin didn’t act as a barrier from inside. She could spread—gently, gently—to every limb, to his head, to his mind.

			

			
				Yuki was no fortress; used to complete contact with Drac, his was an open, trusting mind that welcomed hers. Gingerly, Sanae sought to assert the degree of control necessary to enable the ability called bleeding red, which described the way foxes allowed the supernatural strength of their spirit half to seep into the human half and boost it. In this case, she was the spirit half and Yuki the human half. It should work.

				She could literally see into Yuki’s mind, into his memories, and he into hers. The embarrassment factor was unspeakably high but it was also amazing to be completely open to someone else, to know and accept them fully. For a moment she thought, this must be what sex is like.

				Then, she vanished.

				And so did Yuki.

				A being who was neither one nor the other was left in their place, a wide-eyed, confused being who could not tell who it was. I’m female, one half said. I’m male, the other said. My name is Sanae, one half said. My name is Yuki, the other said.

				The body shuddered in response to its mind’s confusion, and someone kicked it. “Quiet!”

				Escape now. Think later.

				It was half natural and half new to bring out the spiritual power within, to allow its strength to infuse human muscles and render them more than human. The body shuddered under the influx of power, its muscles straining, and the rope snapped like string.

				Before any of the shinobi could ask what the sound was, before any could turn to look, the body had reached out for the legendary Soul Eater. Akakiba had already demonstrated that bleeding red with that thing in hand was suicidal, so the being pulled the spiritual strength deep inside before grabbing the hilt. A yank and the sword came out of its scabbard smoothly, for it had been oiled and sharpened recently. The sword’s glyphs did not glow; they blazed. It felt so very hungry for the life force of its holder, as if it knew it would be especially tasty. Maybe using it wasn’t the best of ideas; what if it decided to bite?

				The shinobi had turned to face this sudden bright light, ruining their night vision in the process. The being slammed the sword back into the scabbard, restoring darkness and effectively blinding the enemy. Thrown knives hit the wall as the being dropped to the ground and crawled away.

			

			
				A voice called urgently, “Yuki!”

				That’s half of me, the being thought, and called back, “I live!”

				Speaking out wasn’t a terribly good idea, because it told the shinobi in which direction to throw their knives, and one of them found flesh. It hurt, and hurt more when pulled out, which it had to be to prevent potential poison from continuing to seep in the bloodstream.

				Best get away before the enemy could see and aim again—but the hallway was perilous with hidden traps. Was a fox shift possible?

				It felt new, it felt old, it felt natural. The world changed and there were paws instead of hands, a muzzle instead of a stubby human nose. Scabbard in mouth, good to go.

				Time to run.

				Akakiba, himself in fox form, was dashing down the hallway from the opposite direction. He skidded to a halt. Yuki? Or Sanae? You can shift?

				Yes, yes, and yes. Now run!

				They turned tail and fled as thrown knives filled the air like angry bees. Through the door, across the courtyard, into the shelter of trees, they ran.

				Every forest smell was new, and old, and wonderful in its intensity. Green things, living things, rotting things, all had a smell. Certain smells said “danger” while others said “tasty.” Couldn’t they spare the time to hunt down those tasty creatures? Maybe just one?

				Akakiba had fallen behind, moving unsteadily. Curse that man. I need rest. There was blood on the snow.

				You didn’t say you were hurt! When— Anger rose like the tide, slow but inevitable. Did you let this sword touch you?

				A mere scratch.

				You know this sword does far more damage to the soul than it does to the flesh! Shifting back to human, the being shoved the nasty sword at his waist and picked up Akakiba with both arms. Now it took tongue and mouth to speak. “If you’d had the wits to resist showing off by drinking poisoned tea, it wouldn’t have happened!”

				We needed to get information out of him, Akakiba said. He didn’t sound defensive, just tired. He only kept talking because he thought he had me trapped.

				“He almost did! How many tails would you have now? Two? One? What happens when there’s none left? You die?”

				Likely. But since we have all the swords now, I should have no difficulty not getting stabbed again.

				“It’s not funny!”

			

			
				After a moment, Akakiba asked, Is this Sanae yelling at me?


				“It’s both of me!”

				They made it back to the camp they had previously made under the rocky outcrop. There, a fire was built up with a pile of twigs left aside for the purpose.

				The being drew the sick, shivering fox into its lap to share warmth. The night was chilly, the wind biting. “Sleep. It’s safe.”

				Akakiba complied, a sign he was in a bad way. Worrying about it was useless. Either sleep would help, or it wouldn’t.

				The being sat there, trying to figure out who it was and how to stop being it. There had been two persons, two minds, before. Now there was one, and it was a mightily confused one.

				How could this be undone?

				When no answer presented itself, the being decided to work on other problematic issues. Like, “what do I identify as?” The body was physically male, and the two halves seemed able to accept male as a description, at least temporarily. Male, then.

				Next up, “what is my name?” Sanae was a female name. Yuki was a unisex name but “Yuki” wasn’t who he was. He was…Sanayuki? Yukisana? Too long, those, and not like real names. Yuna? Saki? Those were real names, but feminine ones.

				Kina? That was close to Kin, a real name acceptable for both sexes.

				It worked well enough.

				Having a name and a gender provided Kin with a sense of peace. While watching over Akakiba’s deep sleep, he wondered—where was Drac?

				Yuki and Drac had shared a mind-bond, but now there was no Drac. Was the bond broken or in some way rendered ineffectual by the melding of Yuki and Sanae? It was sad, and troubling, and he didn’t like it.

				He was comforted by the thought he would see Drac soon; fox-shape meant fast travel. There would be no extremities threatening to fall off on the return trek. Fur was a wonderful thing.

				Hugging Akakiba’s furry form close, Kin chose to believe everything would be well in the end. There were reasons to be content; they had retrieved the Soul Eater sword and kept themselves alive. His knife wound was painful but required no further treatment than a pressure pad to staunch the flow of blood while it healed, fox-quick. It would have been nicer if a certain someone hadn’t allowed himself to be poisoned and stabbed, but, overall, it had been a successful venture.

			

			
				In the morning, Akakiba—who now looked much more alive—sounded as confused as Kin had been the previous night.

				You’re…both of them?

				“Yes.”

				How is that possible?

				“It is as Yoshio said. A spirit entity can meld with a human mind. Neither Sanae nor Yuki tried to keep apart from the other and this happened. I happened.”

				Can’t you undo it?

				“What do you think I’ve been doing while you slept? I thought and thought but don’t know how to separate myself in two. I don’t know if it’s possible or who could help.”

				The monks. They hoard lost knowledge, Akakiba said, indicating the Soul Eater sword as proof.

				“Perhaps. We should go now. I worry about Drac.”

				Traveling over snow in fox-form was pleasant, even fun. There were always interesting sounds or tracks to arouse curiosity. When they sighted an appetizing creature, they launched themselves in pursuit and ate well afterward.

				The one difficulty was carrying their deflated pack, which now contained their cooking pot and the recovered sword.

				Kin wondered aloud, How is it we can keep our clothes, swords, and other small items on us when we shift fox? I know that clan theory suggests we also shift any objects we consider part of ourselves, but that doesn’t explain where the items go!

				That’s a Yuki question, isn’t it? Akakiba said. Do you, the Yuki you, remember when you asked me how mind-talk works?

				You said it’s a natural ability.

				Shifting is the same. We don’t know how it works, only that it does. It’s part of our nature.

				There has to be a way to learn more about it. Maybe Grandmother Naoko would know.

				Grandmother Naoko was the clan’s eldest member, so she must have more wisdom than anybody else. He’d have to ask her thoughts.


				Perhaps. Now mind that sword, Akakiba said. Do you feel anything?

				Kin was carrying the sword because he’d banned Akakiba from touching it. He considered the question long enough to be certain he was right when he said, It’s not pulling at all. I think it’s dormant when it’s in the scabbard.

			

			
				It was a battered and scratched scabbard, so old it must be the sword’s original one.

				When they arrived at Chiyako’s house, Kin was winded from swift travel but in good humor. The same could not be said of his companion, who’d been strangely quiet and subdued the entire way. What had happened to Yuki and Sanae, this odd melding, maybe Akakiba didn’t like it. Or perhaps it was because he still felt unwell? The physical wound seemed to have healed, but the non-physical one probably hadn’t. He simply couldn’t afford to ever take another wound from a sword like this, not ever.

				Upon their entrance, Drac rose from beside the fire and whined, “Yuki, what happened? I can’t feel you.”

				“He thought you were dead,” Ari said with pursed lips. “He wouldn’t eat and he was very sad and he kept saying he should have gone with you and protected you.” Pausing for a breath, she continued, “And you take off your boots and show your feet! I know about ghosts and you better not be one!”

				Ari did not subside until Kin removed his boots and wiggled his toes at her. The matter resolved, he went to rub the dragon’s belly. “I’m sorry, Drac. We got in trouble and things happened.”

				He laid out the situation as best he could.

				Drac nudged him here and there with his scaly nose. “I see it. Two auras, made one. The strands are intertwined tightly, but they’re yet distinct. If we wait, separation will be impossible. It must be done now.”

				For the first time in a long while, Akakiba addressed Drac directly. Do you know how?


				“They must be pulled apart.”

				“Wouldn’t that hurt?” Ari inquired curiously.

				“We won’t know until we try,” Kin said. “How do we go about this experiment?”

				“I will pull on Yuki,” Drac said. “The fox can pull on the other.”

				Akakiba nudged Kin with his muzzle. How? I can’t see what’s her and what’s him. Unless… Ari, bring the sword over there to the stable. Don’t touch it with your bare hands.


				Once the Soul Eater sword was no longer in the room, Akakiba curled up on the floor. For long moments, nothing happened. Then a gold fox sprang from his red-furred physical body.

				I can see it now. Akakiba paced around his now-empty fox body as if guarding it. Are we ready?


				“Yes, yes,” Kin said. “Go ahead. If it hurts, I’ll scream.”

			

			
				Drac sat on one side; Akakiba on the other. They pulled, and Kin tried not to fight it. It wasn’t exactly pain he felt, but it was uncomfortable. He began to split. His senses went haywire, giving feedback twice. Double vision, double hearing, double feeling. Double headache.

				They pulled and pulled and— Where there had been a single sense of self, there were now two.

				“Whoa, whoa, Drac, you’re pulling me out of my body!” Yuki protested.

				Let go, Brother, Sanae said. She gathered herself and shuddered. That was the weirdest thing!

				Chiyako walked in the room from an adjacent one. Sanae suspected nothing they did could surprise her anymore because she merely said, “Oh, welcome back, Yuki. Is everyone well?”

				Ari explained, “Yuki and Sanae got their souls stuck together so the others had to pull on their souls until they weren’t stuck together anymore. I think Akakiba got turned into a fox, too.”

				“That’s nice,” Chiyako said, patting Ari on the head. “You keep an eye on them while I go work on the roof.” She exited again.

				Sanae watched Akakiba return to his physical, fox body. Something was wrong. Nobody in the clan was so careless about humans seeing them in fox-form, yet he hadn’t shown any sign of caring Ari had not only seen him, but heard and recognized his mental voice as well.

				Brother, she whispered. You haven’t even tried to shift human since you woke. Are you fox-trapped? It was what the clan called it when somebody lost the ability to shift out of fox-form. Her father had been trapped for years now.

				Akakiba looked away. I don’t know.


				It wouldn’t have been so bad—being a fox was perfectly pleasant—if there hadn’t been a human involved. Sanae turned around to look at Yuki, wondering how he would take it.

				In the corner, Yuki sat staring at Drac. “The link’s completely gone,” he whispered. “It’s not coming back, is it?”

				Oh, she’d forgotten about that.

				Making herself physical, Sanae went to curl up on Yuki’s lap. Because they had been one, however briefly, she knew how this loss hurt. I’m sorry.


				Drac watched Yuki with large, solemn eyes. “I once meant to ask you to settle down with me near a nice lake or river. But you made your choice clear when you went after him. Separating this way is…less painful. Let it die.”

				Yuki leaned forward. “Wait. Are you saying we could reforge the bond if we wanted?”

			

			
				“Is that the choice you wish to make, between me and him?”

				Yuki gaped. “I don’t— You can’t ask me to—”

				“I see,” Drac said. There was the weight of finality in his tone.

				Prodded by a scaly nose, Ari obligingly opened a door to an unheated part of the house.

				“I will sleep the rest of the winter away,” Drac said. “In the spring, I will begin my maturation. Farewell, Yuki.”

				“Wait, wait. You can’t just—” Yuki got to his feet as if to chase after Drac.

				I think my brother can’t shift anymore, Sanae said, quietly. Under the circumstances, perhaps he should know that before making any decision.

				Yuki turned back to her, “What?” He glanced over at Akakiba sitting by the fire in fox-form. “What is she saying? You can’t shift?”

				I can shift. It just…hurts, Akakiba said stiffly. It was difficult to shift into fox.


				“Can you shift back to human?”

				I believe so.

				But it might be his last shift, Sanae said. If her brother couldn’t bother explaining, she would. The question is: would he rather be a fox or a human for the rest of his life?


				Don’t be so dramatic, Akakiba said. I might recover. I’m still tired.


				Sanae couldn’t tell if that was denial or a lie to calm down Yuki. It never got better, only worse. Maybe he would be able to shift a couple more times, but if it hurt to shift… It was a bad, bad sign. And yet Akakiba was lucky, because he might be able to make it back to human if that was what he wanted. Most people got trapped so suddenly they never had the chance to choose. He probably wouldn’t appreciate it if she pointed it out.

				Yuki ran a hand through his short hair. He looked lost. “Food and sleep, then? When you wake up you’ll be well. You’ll try to shift, then, won’t you?”

				It took a beat, a very noticeable beat, before Akakiba said, Yes.


				Without saying a word, Ari bought out rice balls.

				Afterwards, Yuki drew Akakiba in his lap and ran his hands in his red fur over and over again while staring at the door through which Drac had disappeared. “Sleep,” he ordered.

				Sanae bit her metaphorical lip and said nothing. Eventually, her brother’s breath evened out in unnatural slumber.

				As the girls prepared for bed, Ari whispered to Chiyako, “Everybody is sad now.” Her idea of a whisper was loud enough to be heard by everybody in the room.

			

			
				Yuki stayed awake throughout the night and Sanae sat with him. As the hours passed, Yuki’s hands stopped moving so nervously and he glanced toward the door less and less. It was mourning, of a sort.
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				In the morning, Akakiba shifted. Instead of taking a breath’s time, as it should have, it took longer than it took the tea water to boil and rice to cook over the fire. He’d gone to another room to shift, but they could hear him grunt in pain the entire time.

				Yuki looked relieved when a human Akakiba stepped back in the room for breakfast. Nobody mentioned the problem. What was one more trapped fox? It wasn’t new. But most members of the clan would have chosen the other way. She’d have chosen fox, as well.

				“We should get on the road,” Akakiba said. “We won’t be safe until that thing is locked up with the other.”

				“Agreed,” Yuki said.

				Nobody mentioned Drac, either.

				


				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Twenty-One

				Jien

				Traveling with Marin the ex-shinobi (she insisted on the ex- part) was like holding a lethal snake and hoping it wouldn’t bite you.

				At times she was like a traditional wife—pouring tea, cooking meals, seeing to Domi’s well-being, and keeping quiet when she had nothing to add to the conversation. At other times she was the anti-thesis of traditional womanly behavior—taking charge, playing with dangerous toys, and assaulting Domi with public affection.

				“I don’t understand that woman,” Jien said to the fire one evening. He was alone with his fellow sohei, Domi and Marin having wandered off together. He didn’t want to know what they were doing.

				“She enjoys being outlandish and getting a rise out of people,” Aito said. Then, giving him a meaningful look, “You should recognize the type.”

				“Ouch.” He’d have protested he wasn’t that bad, but then Aito might argue he was. Silence was wiser.

				Prodding at the fire with a stick, Jien watched the flames leap and dance as if in challenge at the snowflakes drifting down from the heavens. The snow was so thin on the ground it might all melt away should the sun be in an aggressive mood the following day. After the mountain’s cold, this mild weather was wonderful. For that, Jien was grateful. For the rest…

				Nara was yet two days away on foot and he was trapped traveling with boring people. He would have expected Domi—a normal human who inexplicably had the ability to manipulate spiritual energy—to be interesting, but he wasn’t given to social chitchat. One could hardly fault a hermit for being too hermit-like, but it was frustrating.

			

			
				Sanae’s next visit couldn’t occur soon enough. She was chatty, and sunny, and never told him to shut up. To be fair, Aito never told him to shut it either, but that was because he just stopped listening.

				While he sat there bored out of his mind and forcing tasteless rice down his throat, Akakiba and Yuki were likely having fun confronting and beating the shinobi who guarded the sword they were after. Sanae had indicated there was a plan in progress but she hadn’t given details. It was cruel.

				“Hey, Aito,” Jien said. “Can’t you send one of your little friends to watch what Aki is doing?”

				“The distance is too great. I do wish I could. They must not fail. As long as the enemy holds a single of these swords, they can make additional copies.”

				“Oh, don’t worry. They’ll get it and gloat about it forever. Since Sanae hasn’t felt any other in the area, it must be the last.”

				Aki wasn’t usually inclined to gloating, but he’d do it just to annoy him. Aki had never figured out how to behave with friends, which must be why he didn’t have more than one. Yuki didn’t count; puppies could love cruel masters as much as kind ones.

				He poked the fire some more. “Ahh, I wish something exciting would happen.”
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				Aito woke him with a vicious jab of the butt of his spear, hissing, “She’s taken the sword.”

				“Huh? Who?”

				“Who do you think? Marin!”

				Jien sat up and glanced about; Domi was sleeping on the other side of the dying fire. The hermit usually took the first watch and Marin the second.

				“But Domi’s here. Are you sure she’s not just scouting?”

				“She’d have no reason to take the sword to scout. She took one of the horses, too.”

				Since there were two horses and four people, they’d been traveling on foot and using the beasts as packhorses. Winter wasn’t as fierce away from the mountains and they hadn’t met significant hardship despite this slower pace.

				“We should ask Domi what might have gotten into her,” Jien said.

			

			
				Once awakened and given the news, the hermit groaned. “I told her not to entertain the notion.”

				“So she’s stolen it, then?”

				“Oh, yes. She has this idea she could sell it for an outrageous amount of money. She thinks I need medicines and serving girls for my condition. She won’t believe me when I say I left civilization because I was tired of being treated by turns like priceless porcelain that must be protected and like a monster that must be controlled.”

				Aito expressed no reaction to this revelation, which hinted certain familiar spirits must have spied on those private couple conversations. Aito must have believed Domi could keep Marin in line. It was an error Jien wouldn’t have made; when a woman like that wanted something, men standing in the way had better brace for impact.

				Aito hit him with the butt of his spear. “Jien! You’re not paying attention. This is serious.”

				“I’m thinking! Stop panicking! I thought you didn’t have any mood other than ‘cool and collected.’” He tried to put together the conversation to which he hadn’t been paying attention. “Domi said Marin is likely hurrying to get in town and sell the sword before we can catch her, right? That’s why she took a horse. One of us should take the other horse and go after her to keep tabs on the situation. It doesn’t matter if she sells the sword; we’ll get it back from the idiot who thinks he has any right to property stolen from the Great Temples.”

				“Unless she sells it to someone of importance. In which case trying to recover it might lead to bigger trouble.”

				Jien waved a dismissive hand. “It wouldn’t be the first time. You know what nobility thinks of us. If we have to break a few heads to make them understand our property is always our property, even if bought from a thief, then we’ll do it.”

				“Aito should go,” Domi said. “You wouldn’t let me go, I’m sure. Jien and I shall follow as fast as possible. Do avoid engaging her, Aito. Your weapon is short-ranged; hers are long-ranged. It would pain me to bury you.”

				So it was spoken and so it was done; Aito galloped away to catch their sexy thief.

				“You don’t seem worried for Marin,” Jien remarked hours later as he and Domi stopped for a meal.

				“Why should I be? She’s deadly. I worry for those who may stand in her way.”

			

			
				“Good point. You know, I had no idea Aito could get angry. Maybe it’s the stress from traveling in a group. I think he’s a loner by nature.”

				Maybe Aito felt he was to blame for allowing the theft to happen. He might be used to controlling any situation because of his familiars. Speaking of which, was there one spying on them right now? Jien studied their surroundings, but saw no patch of mist or bright light or other suspicious thing.

				Domi smiled into his tea. “Looking for your friend’s spies?”

				Jien froze. “Ah, you know?”

				“How could I fail to notice? I feel spiritual energy and spirits are made of it. When those four started following us, I deduced they were attached to one of you. Which one wasn’t difficult to guess, your respective personalities being as they are.”

				“You’re calling me a loud mouth, aren’t you?”

				“I wouldn’t be so rude.” Domi took his time drinking tea, draining a second cup and a third.

				Jien shifted restlessly. “Shouldn’t we hurry? I think it would be for the best if we caught Marin quickly.” Aito should be too sensible to try to use force against her but…

				Domi’s eyes seemed to sparkle with mischief. “Oh, we will. Soon, I shall share a secret with you.”

				“Oh?” Jien poured himself a cup of tea, sat back, and waited for what was bound to be an exciting revelation. “I look forward to it.”

				They repacked, visited the bushes to evacuate surplus liquid, shouldered their packs, and started down the path. They walked until they had passed through a village’s dormant rice fields and returned to the forest, where the brown of bark and the white of snow dominated a tranquil landscape. Recent snowfall had laid a fresh layer on the road and it showed tracks from both foot travelers and mounted ones. The horse tracks were surely those of Marin and Aito.

				Devoured by curiosity, Jien was about to start prodding for answers when Domi stopped and said, “This will do.”

				“For what?”

				“Do you know it’s easy to travel long distance through the spiritual realm? The rules of the real world do not apply there. Distance is not a fixed thing and neither is speed. This I have learned while experimenting.”

			

			
				Understanding took Jien’s breath away. “You mean you can bring us to Nara through the spiritual realm? How?” A belated thought formed in his mind. “Why did Marin run away? Didn’t she realize we’d get there before her?”

				“She, ah, doesn’t know about this ability. I haven’t had a good reason to use it since I’ve met her. Wherever would I have gone? I didn’t plan to leave my mountain ever again. Things turned out otherwise, but that’s how life is. One never knows what is ahead.”

				Initial excitement began to give way to self-preservation considerations. “Ah, is it safe, this trick?”

				“It hasn’t killed me yet,” Domi said. “I’ve tried it with animals before, but not with a person. Forgive the familiarity, but I must hold onto you to keep you safe.”

				That information didn’t make Jien feel any better but how could he not try it? Traveling through the spirit realm! He allowed the hermit to wrap his arms about him and waited for the show.

				And waited. “Well? Is it working?”

				“Stay calm. We go… Now.”

				The world was ripped away from his senses. Jien gasped and went rigid with instinctive terror, for it felt like falling off an endless cliff. The sensation dissipated as they arrived on the other side.

				With the real world gone from his awareness, he discovered the other side.

				If he’d had to name the color of the spiritual realm, he would have called it gray, but it was a soft and pleasant shade of it. Fog-like grayness swirled endlessly around ghostly, unmoving shapes he tentatively identified as trees and vegetations. He couldn’t identify any living thing, but the sparks of lights rushing every which way must have been spirits. Other bright sparks were unmoving, sometimes pulsing. Slumbering spirits, perhaps? Dying ones?

				The spiritual realm was, to the human eye, a great deal like the night sky. Thousands upon thousands of pinpricks of light going on forever, every way he looked. It was awe-worthy until he realized a number of those lights would be demons, spirits hostile to humans. Then it was less awe-worthy and more worry-worthy. Could they be attacked here?

				They began to travel. Or so Jien assumed when the world became blurry and he could no longer pick out anything at all from the mass of swirling energy around them. Around, but not against; there seemed to be an invisible barrier deflecting everything away from them.

			

			
				It was equally as possible mere moments had passed or entire days had passed before they stopped and, brutally, re-entered the real world. It was both like surfacing after spending too long underwater and like a punch in the face, half a relief and half a painful surprise.

				Collapsing to the ground, he was noisily sick as his stomach expelled tea and rice.

				“It’s hard on the senses, isn’t it?” Domi said, looking ill himself. It was alarming; what if the man had an attack now?

				Jien cleaned his mouth with snow before staggering upright. “Are you well? Perhaps you should rest.”

				“Don’t look so stricken. I never have two attacks this close to one another. Marin wouldn’t have left me if she thought I was at risk. It’s merely the effect of crossing.”

				“I see.”

				He silently vowed to keep an eye on the hermit, just in case... It wouldn’t do to let Domi fall and split his head open; Marin might consider him responsible. A quick glance at their new surroundings indicated they were still in the forest and the sun had hardly moved in the sky.

				“Are you certain we traveled? This isn’t Nara.”

				“I couldn’t come too close,” Domi explained, beginning to trudge away. “I wouldn’t want people to see us appear out of nowhere. We shouldn’t be far.”

				They made it in town in time for the evening meal, hours ahead of Marin and Aito, both of whom would be quite angry when they discovered the ruse.

				Jien’s stomach growled, empty and unhappy about it. He made a beeline for the nearest street food seller, Domi trailing him. They made a meal of it, wandering from stall to stall to eat, successively, roasted sweet potatoes, rice balls, and noodles.

				Regular monks often had to beg for their food, but sohei of the Great Temples received a monetary allocation to keep them healthy and ready to handle danger, regardless of the possibility of payment afterward. There were stories of greedy monks who charged ridiculous prices to help those in need, but such persons had better take care not to be caught at it by their purer-hearted brothers.

				“Since we’re early, let’s visit the temple,” Jien said, carelessly wiping his fingers on his sleeve. “I’ll introduce you to old Toshishiro.”

				Crazy Toshi, as Jien had heard him called during his years of training, was either less crazy than people thought or exactly as crazy as people thought, but still able to be sensible when the situation demanded it. Or perhaps he faked insanity for his own entertainment.

			

			
				Whatever the truth, Toshishiro proved sensible when the situation was laid at his feet. “So the lady took the sword, eh? I caution you against asking for the temple’s help to recover it. We have recently received a message from the Imperial Palace in Kyoto. They request a certain sword be sent to them, for unspecified and supposedly urgent reasons.”

				“They asked for the Soul Eater?” Jien mulled that over. “What do they expect to receive? The original one or a fake one?”

				“Isn’t that an interesting question? Do they believe we still possess the original sword and want it? Or are they aware of the copy you previously brought here, and want that one? Does this request mean they’re involved?” He coughed and shifted. “I should add we suspect someone highly placed was involved in the initial theft. A dying shinobi made the claim and a messenger brought me the news.”

				“A messenger” must refer to Sanae, Jien guessed. Why hadn’t she come to tell him what had passed at the shinobi stronghold? Possibly for the same reason Toshishiro had refrained from naming her; they couldn’t trust an outsider like Domi with the entire truth.

				“Teacher,” Jien said, “do you know what the temple means to do about the request? Will they send the copy we have?”

				The old man’s eyes sparkled. “What sword? The Soul Eater was stolen years ago, alas, and we never saw it again. That is what the temple regretfully told the Imperial Palace.”

				“So you haven’t let them find out about it? That’s good. Unless they find out and gut us for it.”

				Sanae popped in as she always did, without warning. The boys are on their way but it’ll be weeks before they arrive.


				“I suppose it can’t be helped,” Jien sighed. “We’ll have to investigate alone for now.”

				“Perhaps it can be helped,” Domi said. “This is a matter of importance you’re investigating. If speed is of the essence, I may be able to help.”

				“You’re willing to use your trick to fetch them? How generous of you.”

				“I’m sure I will not regret it.” The words were polite but they meant “you will owe me and therefore leave Marin alone.”

				“Of course not. We treat our allies well.”

				Sanae made an irritated noise. Is anyone going to explain to me what’s going on?


			

			
				Domi turned to her. “Please come with me and show me the way to your friends.”

				Ah? I’m sorry, I don’t quite underst— What! How did he do that?

				Sanae stared at the spot where Domi had previously been. He’d disappeared, gone to the other side.

				“Go help him, Sanae. He probably can’t find people the way you do.” Could Domi even move two people or would it take two trips?

				“Life hasn’t been this interesting in years,” Toshishiro said with a near-toothless smile. “Right, Nomi?” He nodded, as if in response to something his familiar said. ”Indeed, indeed.”

				Jien inquired, “How is the trainee Saji? Has he been visited again?”

				“He’s clean. I was given to understand the demon most likely to have been responsible for the earlier visitations died at your friends’ hands.”

				“I see.” He needed Sanae to tell him the news directly, and soon. There was evidently a great deal of it.

				They drank tea while they waited, emptying the entire pot before Jien began to feel worried. Shouldn’t they be back by now? It had seemed almost instantaneous when he’d come with Domi… Oh, right. They’d appeared outside the city, away from people. Domi might not be able to reappear directly here, in the middle of a building.

				This, Jien explained to Toshishiro, who nodded as if a human being able to move people through the spiritual realm was perfectly normal. “What a useful ability.”

				The old man went back to staring vacantly into thin air, occasionally laughing. Crazy Toshi, indeed.

				“Maybe I should go and try to locate them,” Jien said.

				Popping in, Sanae yelled, Get dragon drinks to the north gate! Domi’s collapsed and his heart is hardly beating! He’s had an overdose of spiritual energy! Be quick!


				Dragon drinks were tonic potions strengthened with dragon eggshell, the kind of drink given to people who were weak from illness or other injury and needed help to recover. If an illness couldn’t be identified, people who could afford its price usually defaulted to dragon drink.

				The Great Temples had large supplies of the drinks, which were made with the eggshells of dragons born on the premises. Having many monks with dragons living together ensured eggs were laid every spring, and thus their supply renewed itself.

				Jien burst in the storage room. “I need dragon drinks now!”

			

			
				The frail monk on duty pulled two bottles from a shelf in a swift, practiced motion. Brush poised above paper to record the answer, he asked, “Who for?”

				“Old Toshishiro’s heart is misbehaving,” Jien said, the lie coming easy.

				The old monk blinked. “Toshi? He’s never been ill in his entire life. He must finally be getting old. Hurry and get it to him. Heart troubles can’t wait.”

				Grabbing the bottles, Jien spun on his heels and set off as if a bear were chasing him. Which, incidentally, was something that had happened to him once.

				The north gate was close to the Great Eastern Temple, but there was a great deal of traffic in between. He had to shove a few slow people aside on the way—and stop to yell at a samurai standing in the middle of the street.

				“Health emergency, you bastard! Can’t recognize dragon drinks when you see them? If you want to get beaten up, meet me at the Eastern Temple tonight!”

				Using his spear as a pole, he vaulted over spilled goods blocking the street while the owner engaged in a shouting match with persons he apparently held responsible for the spill.

				“Coming through,” Jien barked at them. “Move!”

				He arrived before his pumping lungs exploded, finding a pale Domi propped up between Akakiba and Yuki. City guards stood by with looks of concern on their faces, as if worried they’d be blamed if a death occurred on their watch.

				“Dragon drink,” Jien gasped, handing over the first bottle.

				Akakiba seized it, shook it, and poured it down Domi’s throat.

				“Don’t drown me,” the hermit said, pushing the bottle away. “I’m well.”

				“Oh, yes,” Jien snapped when he had the breath to do so. “Your bloodless face, feverish eyes, and inability to stand on your own legs make you look ‘well’ indeed! What were you thinking? You didn’t have to bring them all the way if it was too hard on you!”

				A faint smile played on Domi’s lips. “I know my limits, I assure you. I only pushed as hard as was needed. If you look down the road, what do you see?”

				“A rider, so?” Shielding his eyes from the dazzling sunshine with a hand, he squinted at the figure. “Wait… Is that Marin? You have impressive timing.”

				“Thank you. Now, if everyone could please play along…”

				They listened intently as Domi outlined what he wanted.

				“It’s ridiculous,” Akakiba said.

				Yuki gave him a look. “We owe this man for his help.”

				“I’m aware. I’ll try.”

			

			
				Jien sighed. “So my role is to not be here. Very well, I’ll be hiding over there.”

				From his hidden position inside the nearest building—the seller stared but didn’t ask why a monk was hiding in his shop—Jien watched the ensuing show.

				Marin gaped. “Domi? How?”

				It’s your fault, Sanae snarled from her mist-form. This idiot used spirit energy to get here before you. The strain damaged his heart.

				“You fool!” Marin threw herself down to press her ear to Domi’s chest. “Why couldn’t you let me do as I wished?”

				“I happen to agree this sword needs to be kept away from the general public, Marin. My health is nothing compared to the well being of thousands.”

				“I happen to disagree,” she shot back, face flushed. Her hands fluttered above Domi’s body. “What do you need? What can I do?”

				“This would help,” Akakiba said in a stilted voice, displaying the second bottle Jien had brought. “Dragon drink, heavily spiked with dragon egg shell. These days, their price is counted in gold. We can trade.” His gaze flicked to the sword on Marin’s back.

				“I can find my own, bully!”

				“Oh? You have gold to buy it? Or do you think you have time to sell the sword and buy this before his heart gives out? It’s weak at the moment. It might stop beating without warning.”

				Marin’s fingers twitched against her sash, under which weapons were likely hidden.

				Go ahead and try us, Sanae said. We’ll call you possessed and your death will bother no one here. Then who’ll take care of him?

				Domi coughed and wheezed, clutching his chest.

				Marin quivered. The sword landed at Akakiba’s feet, thrown violently. “Give it to me!”

				Akakiba tossed it into her hands. “Shake it. The powder tends to gather at the bottom. Half should be taken now, the rest later tonight.”

				Afterwards, Marin slid under Domi’s arm and helped him away. “We’ll find you a nice inn to rest.”

				“Samurai business is weird,” one of the city guards said.

				“Better than kabuki,” the other answered.

				“That was an interestingly short trip,” Yuki said, stopping by Jien’s hiding place. “Are you coming?”

			

			
				“I have to wait for Aito. He was chasing Marin on horseback. He’ll be angry when he gets here and I’m the lucky man who has to handle it.” He blinked as he noticed the big pack on Yuki’s back. “Hey, where are your horses?”

				“Turned them free because Domi couldn’t bring them. Akakiba swears they’ll be fine.”

				Jien peered closer at the younger boy, wondering why he looked so drawn. “Where’s your dragon? He couldn’t come either?”

				Yuki looked away. “He stayed behind. We’re not bonded anymore.”

				“Oh. I’m sorry.” Human-dragon bonds were strong, everybody knew that. Humans never took it well when they lost their bond companion. “Will you be all right?”

				Yuki sighed and walked away without answering.

				


			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Akakiba

				The road from Nara to Kyoto was short, travel time counted in hours rather than days or weeks. Here, winter weather meant seeing an occasional dusting of snow on the ground, not life-threatening temperatures like in the mountains.

				They were four, five if Sanae was to be counted. They’d left Domi and Marin behind in an inn where they would be made comfortable until such time as Domi chose to stop playing the critically ill man and decided to head home.

				Among their supplies was the copy sword Jien and Aito had recovered, because it was the copy the miscreants had been hired to bring to Kyoto. The other copy and the original sword were left in the hands of Toshishiro, who’d keep them hidden until they decided what to do with them. Freeing the energy trapped within the original sword and its copies would be good, but how could it be done safely? Nobody wanted to inadvertently worsen the situation or cause an explosion that might flatten the temple.

				They found shelter at an inn, one of several on this well-traveled road, where there were hot baths to fight the chill and a varied menu to entice even the most depressed appetite.

				The company was unusually quiet. Jien’s attempts at conversation fell flat for lack of anyone willing to engage and Sanae’s ears dropped every time she glanced at Yuki.

			

			
				Akakiba had a feeling nothing he could say to Yuki about his dragon would be welcome. He tried to breach the subject with Sanae, drawing her in a quiet corner.

				“Can’t you cheer him? He likes you.”

				Brother, I’ll remind you it’s my fault he’s lost the bond with Drac. He’s had a part of him torn out. Time will mend the wound, not empty words.

				“A distraction would help.”

				Very well. Sanae made a show of bounding down the hallway, which was thankfully empty of clueless humans at the moment. Hey, Yuki! Done bathing yet? I have a funny story. Come over!

				Once they’d gathered round the low table, Sanae perched on it and gathered her multiple tails around her. I heard this one in a drinking house. It’s almost accurate! Listen…
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				A long time ago, when monstrous demons roamed the land and a fox spirit’s strength was known by the number of its tails, there lived a man of great standing and power who made dangerous enemies.

				One enemy hired shinobi, masters of disguise and assassination, to poison the man’s wife. The man remarried, for he only had one son, but the shinobi came again on his wedding night. The man woke to the smell of blood and found his new wife lying in his arms with her throat cut.

				When this became known, none would offer the man a daughter in marriage, for surely she too would meet an unfortunate end.

				Afraid for his sole son and his legacy, angry with his shadowy and dishonorable enemies, the man turned to the strongest clan of the province: the Fox clan, home to fearless demon hunters. “I have heard your daughters are strong and fierce,” he wrote. “That they will face bandits and demons without fear and slay both without hesitation. I beg you to grant me a daughter of your clan, for no other can survive the assassins.”

				Knowing this to be true, the Fox clan agreed. They sent a young woman of great skills with weapons.

				“Let them come and try me,” she said on their wedding night, and her eyes were filled with anticipation.

				The man could hardly sleep, holding his new bride close. His bravest warriors were guarding the room; his best watchers were on the walls. He battled sleep all night long, falling prey to it near dawn.

			

			
				When he woke, he found his fox wife brushing her long hair not far from the fallen body of a man clad in dark clothing. The would-be assassin lay with a hairpin stuck deep in his eye.

				“My wife,” he cried in astonishment, “you did this?”

				“Fool be he who dares to raise a hand against a daughter of the Fox clan.”

				They hung the assassin’s corpse on the gate, so all would know he had failed. No more shinobi came.

				In those times, the world often saw war and devastation. When humans did not fight terrible demons or the occasional dragon gone mad, they fought one another mercilessly for land and power. The powerful man was no exception. He fought many a battle, his son at his side so he might learn to lead.

				After a terrible and bloody battle, the man returned home with great anguish, bearing his badly wounded son. The son’s spine was broken and no human could heal him. They carried him to healing springs where good spirits were known to dwell, but the spirits shied away from the scent of battle and blood and none would help.

				Before long, everyone had abandoned the son, thinking of him as a dead man. Only the fox wife, his stepmother, cared for him. She bathed his broken body, brought his meals, and read to him.

				“Why do you do this for me?” the son asked. “Why should I not die in truth as I have already died in my father’s heart? There is but one honorable solution for me.”

				“Your mother would allow no such thing to happen. Since she is gone and I am not, I will do for you what I would wish another to do for a child of mine.”

				“A samurai unable to walk is a disgrace,” he spoke in despair. “I can do nothing.”

				‘Wash the blood from your mind and the good spirits may choose to help.”

				The son took heart at her words. He began to spend his days writing poetry and had a monk brought to him so he might study matters of the soul.

				The fox wife shortly found herself with child. She went to her husband with the news, saying, “Husband, I bear life within me. I must return to my clan.”

				In those times, the Fox clan was fiercely defensive of their secrets, for supernatural blood ran in their veins. When they allowed a daughter to wed outside the clan, it was always with the understanding all children would be born and raised in the Fox clan. They would return to their father at the age of adulthood, but only if they were needed for the succession.

			

			
				The man grew angry. “You may carry my only heir and you wish to take him from me? I refuse! My heir will be raised in his father’s house, as is proper!”

				The fox wife bowed stiffly to her husband’s will. “The consequences will be yours to bear.”

				She knew her husband would not change his mind, for she had come to know him as a hard man who cared for little else than his own glory and power. She also knew she could not allow her child to be born here. If she could not escape, her duty would be to end her life—and her child’s—to preserve her clan’s secrets. The hard man could not be trusted with such secrets. She watched the men guarding her rooms and waited for her chance.

				She thought of many plans, either too dangerous to her child or too likely to betray her secret. As her belly rounded, her fear grew. She begged her husband to let her go, to no avail. She tried to find a fox to be her messenger, but she was kept away from the forest where they dwelled.

				Her time was running out and she had no solution. She wept in her sleeves, afraid it was too late to save the life growing within her. “I must try to escape, even if I shall surely perish in the attempt. There are too many guards and I am slow and heavy.”

				The paralyzed son, for whom she cared still, was filled with sorrow at her plight. “If I could walk, I would take you away from this place.”

				She looked into his eyes and saw only truth and kindness. “Do you swear on your honor?”

				“I swear.”

				She watched him intently. “If I reveal to you our clan’s secrets, will you keep them in your heart forever?”

				“I swear.”

				“If I restore your legs, will you take my child to my clan?”

				The son was astonished by the certainty in her voice. “Do the daughters of your clan have such great powers? I swear.”

				“I believe you trustworthy. For you I will give up one of my tails.”

				Under the son’s eyes, she turned into a beautiful fox with a smooth red coat and dainty paws. Behind her rose not one but three tails, and he knew her then for a being of legends, a fox spirit.

				Jumping on his chest, she touched her muzzle to his forehead. Strange warmth filled him, spreading from his forehead to the rest of his body. Wherever the warmth went, feeling and strength returned to him. He commanded his legs, feet, and toes to move, and all obeyed.

			

			
				“Thank you, fox lady, thank you,” he said in joy, tears on his cheeks. He spoke low, for he knew guards stood at the door and he’d promised to keep her secret.

				The fox showed no joy: she lay panting on the floor, for the effort of healing him had induced early labor. She had but two bushy tails left, the third a stump.

				A tiny kit came forth, almost ugly in its nudity, and fed at its mother’s teats.

				Take her to my clan, the fox commanded in his thoughts. Take her to safety.

				“My father has broken his promise to your clan. He knows he cannot let them learn of it. He may hurt you if he comes to understand where I have gone.”

				Fear not for me. I will fight for my life if I must. Save my daughter.

				The son thought a moment. “I have a plan. I will hide your daughter in a basket full of offerings. Tell the servants I wish to be brought to the healing spring again, to see if the good spirit has decided to help me. When I am there, I will take the basket and run.”

				The son lay down and pretended to be injured still. The wife returned to her human shape and used a cushion to make it seem she was still with child.

				It went as planned: the son was borne away to the healing spring and there asked to be left alone to beg the spirit’s mercy. Then he rose on his healed legs, dressed hastily, and took to the forest with the basket in which a fox kit slept.

				He sold the items in the offering basket and used the money to buy a horse. When he arrived at the Fox clan house, it was in a state of exhaustion. In his hands, he held a kit crying with hunger.

				Upon hearing what had befallen one of theirs, the Fox clan took up arms and went to war. The powerful man’s castle burned. The wife was saved and the daughter grew safe.

				As for the son, who had saved two lives but betrayed his father, he joined the order of monk warriors that dwelled in the mountain. He later became a liaison between the order and the Fox clan, helping to forge an alliance between them. So it was the Fox clan won its closest allies in the fight against demons.
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				See? Isn’t it oddly accurate? Sanae said.

				“It is,” Akakiba allowed, “besides the part with the multiple tails. Although…” He tilted his head at Sanae’s five tails. “It might be mangled truth.”

			

			
				“Is this a story leaked from your clan?” Yuki wondered. He wore an inn-provided yukata, his damp hair in the process of drying and taking volume. It hadn’t been so long ago that baby Drac, yet unnamed, hid in that mop of brown hair. The dragon had been cute then, before it grew up, learned speech, and became competition for Yuki’s attention. But the dragon was no longer a problem.

				He answered Yuki’s question, to encourage his interest. “If it had originated from our clan, we would have heard it from our parents. But I can’t recall a story remotely like this.”

				Sanae pranced. It gets better! The man who narrated the story claimed he was a descendent of the miraculously healed son in the story. I wonder if the Great Temples keep good records? We could investigate.

				“You mean it could be a true story?” Yuki leaned forward. “Is it like that for your women? They marry away, but have to come back to give birth?” He paused, expression disturbed. “Do they truly give birth to kits?”

				Amusement pulled at the corners of Akakiba’s lips. “A fox gives birth to foxes and a human gives birth to humans. The young learn to shift early, but not that early. For the women, well…” For the sake of encouraging Yuki’s attention on this light and safe topic, he explained, “It used to be we let daughters go to powerful houses, to build kinship links. Neighboring clans have a bit of our blood here and there in their ancestry. These days we marry to humans with greater frequency to improve our fertility rate, but we favor humans of modest background and with older siblings to ensure their families won’t fight us for the children.”

				“But the women still have to go and pretend to be human wives.” Yuki eyed him sideways. “Is that what your mother wanted you to do?”

				So much for a “light and safe” topic. He rose abruptly. “I’ll go and ask for tea.”

				“You get angry when I ask questions,” Yuki said to his back. “But if you don’t answer, how am I supposed to understand?”

				He halted. That was a fair point. Curse it. He could have left regardless, but... This was his chance to try and make up. Drac was gone and there was nothing left to harm their friendship except his own cursed stubbornness. If Yuki only wanted to understand… Maybe it wouldn’t end in complete disaster. Maybe it wouldn’t end the way it had with Jien, all those years ago.

				Turning round, he realized Sanae had left the room. When, he couldn’t say. Sneaky girl.

			

			
				He couldn’t help his tensed shoulders, or his defensive tone, but he could consider his words carefully. “Ask.”

				“Why does it make you angry?” Yuki kept his eyes averted as he spoke. “I wouldn’t treat you differently if you wanted to be a woman.”

				Akakiba swallowed a groan and sat down. The human wanted to understand, fine. He could try to get through. “I am not a woman. I have never been one or wanted to be one. My birth was…an accident.”

				Yuki waited, evidently expecting a more substantial explanation. How to make it plain?

				“When I was a child,” he said slowly, “I always assumed I would grow up to be like my father. Puberty was a betrayal from my own body because it changed in all the wrong ways. I fought it with bindings around my chest and my hips but still they swelled. Puberty is also the time we develop complete control over shifting. I learned to shift male because my birth shape disgusted me. I would have taken a knife to my chest if I’d had no other choice to make those growths go away. That’s how bad it was, how wrong it felt. It took months for me to gain proper control, to be able to remain male constantly. Once I achieved it, I never went back. But the physical part isn’t the real problem.”

				Yuki’s eyes flickered. “It’s how you’re treated. If you married an outsider, you’d be expected to keep your clan’s secrets. You’d have to be a woman for him in every way. Constantly. And he’d treat you like a woman, and love you like one, and it would be a lie.”

				The earnestness in Yuki’s tone made it difficult to take offense, even if that was the most embarrassing thing Akakiba had ever heard. Embarrassing, because it was closer to the truth than anything he’d ever wanted to admit aloud.

				“Saying it like that is a bit exaggerated,” he protested stiffly. “A suitable husband can be adopted into the clan, which means there’s no need to keep secrets from him. I believe my mother would even have been content if I’d gotten with child without marrying.”

				“It would still have forced you to be a woman. Pregnancies take a very long time.”

				“True.”

				“I’m glad,” Yuki said, voice growing thick, “I didn’t ruin your last chance to shift. I pushed you to shift human because I was scared you were trapped as a fox. Afterwards, I was scared I’d made you pick something you didn’t want. But if you don’t want to be a woman…”

			

			
				“I don’t,” Akakiba said firmly. “If I’m to be trapped in a single shape, I’d rather it be this one.” Even if it hurt to think he would never, ever hunt on four paws again. Even if it was gut-twisting to think he would never again feel Yuki’s hands running through his fur. He could manage another shift to fox if he wanted it badly enough, but would he be able to get out again?

				To think that one tiny reaction delay, one nick from an evil sword, had led to this situation. Destroying the sword and its copies wouldn’t fix him, but it would make him feel slightly better. Slightly.

				Yuki studied the blank wall. He seemed to be waiting, but what for, Akakiba couldn’t guess. Wasn’t the conversation finished? What else was there to discuss?

				“I do have wits and the ability to understand things if you’ll just explain,” Yuki said at length. “Sometimes I even understand things you don’t explain. This matter with the swords, it’s important to you. You always felt like you were a traitor to your clan for not marrying. But if you fix the underlying problem and restore strength and fertility to your kind, you’ll have redeemed yourself. It’s even more important now, because breeding doesn’t seem to be an option for you anymore.” His gaze darted aside to his companion, then darted back to the blank wall. “Am I correct?”

				It was a rather fascinating wall, Akakiba decided, studying it too. He wanted to protest, but Yuki would probably just say something worse. If he folded, the unbearable embarrassment might end more quickly.

				Quietly, he answered, “Yes.”

				“We’ll try. Maybe we can’t fix it, but we’ll try.”

				“Yes.”

				“And,” Yuki added with emphasis, “you’ll stop considering me a piece of porcelain. You should know what it’s like when nobody listens to what you want. I want to help.”

				But you’re human, Akakiba thought, and weaker, and easier to break. Sanae died so quickly, and she had advantages. He couldn’t speak such thoughts, so he said, “Yes.” Between agreeing to Yuki’s demands and risking alienating him as badly as his family had alienated him, he’d rather agree.

				Silence stretched.

				Yuki let out a long drawn out sigh, as if he were deflating. “Okay, I’m done. That was awkward.”

				Akakiba risked a look: Yuki’s face was about as red and mortified as he thought his own was. Unexpectedly, laughter bubbled up. “Awkward, yes. I agree.”

			

			
				Everything had been said, the matter closed once and for all. Except…

				“Sanae,” he later hissed into moonlit darkness. “Did you invent that story?”

				She manifested, glowing faintly. If I were to invent a story, it’d be a better one. The woman would have rescued herself, at least. I just thought it might get his mind off Drac and on you instead. Seems to have worked.

				They both looked over at where Yuki was deep asleep, hidden beneath two plump layers of futon. Rice paper doors were very nice in summer, but in winter they did nothing to keep the chill out.

				“It’s wrong of me to be pleased he lost the dragon, isn’t it?”

				It was a fortunate thing, in a way. The breaking was unexpected and he was given no choice in the matter. It’d have been worse if Drac had made him choose while the bond was still there.

				Yuki might have been safer living on the edge of a lake but safe didn’t mean happy. There’d been a strangeness in their human-dragon bond. Who was to say whether Yuki would even have been able to make his own choice if asked? He might have been too heavily influenced to oppose his bond partner.

				Sanae misinterpreted his silence. Don’t make that gloomy face. He would have picked you, no matter what. I’ve been in his head so I know.

				That was absurdly cheering. “Thank you, Sanae.”

				It’s nice you’re calling me by my name now. Was it really so hard?


				“What is this,” he said defensively, “the day for deep and serious conversation?”

				She sat there, gleaming black eyes seeming to plead with him. Perhaps she needed to understand, too.

				He didn’t explain he’d thought her a ghost for a while, because in hindsight it had been a weak excuse to rationalize feelings he didn’t want to consider too closely. It was time to face the real problem.

				“I know who you were before,” he told her reluctantly. “But I’m not certain whether you’re still her. If you’re truly Sanae, the whole of her, then why are you always in fox shape? Why won’t you show her face?” He rubbed at his forehead, trying to articulate feelings that had little to do with logic. “When I left my body, I understood better. I was still me. But I was different, too. I didn’t feel whole again until I was back in my flesh. I don’t know if I’d remain myself if my body died and I could never return to it.”

				Sanae was silent a long time, completely motionless in a way a living being couldn’t be. Jien asked me once if I were “Sanae’s fox half.” Maybe he got it right. Maybe I did lose a bigger part of myself than I wish to admit. Maybe I’m still mourning for that lost human half.

			

			
				She evaporated in thin air before he could frame a reply. Whereas the conversation with Yuki had made him feel better afterwards, this one made him feel worse. He buried back under the covers and wished she’d laughed at his questions and given the answer he wanted to hear. He had Yuki back; couldn’t he get his sister back, too? If he had at least that much, his impending loss of shifting wouldn’t seem so bad.
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				The next day, they were in Kyoto.

				They found the targeted drinking house, where the miscreants had been supposed to bring the sword copy. It was a cheap place with a surprisingly high number of hard-eyed men sitting around. A hub for activities of various levels of illegality, no doubt.

				“You’ll fit right in, Aki,” Jien said after they had reconnoitered the area. “You can do ‘murderous bastard’ as well as any of them.”

				He ignored Jien’s words. “You and Aito stand out in this neighborhood so you’d make terrible lookouts. You should be the ones to go inside. It’s also possible the courier will be a possessed man. He might recognize what I am and flee. Aito is harder to detect.”

				“Then you’ll be our lookout,” Jien said, patting him on the shoulder with inappropriate familiarity. “Hang around and look murderous. It’ll work perfectly.”

				Sword copy strapped to his back, Jien sauntered inside. He was to tell the barkeeper the secret code “I have heard the phoenix’s song.” It was the kind of meaningless phrase of which shinobi were fond.

				While Jien and Aito were drinking inside and—one might hope they’d think of it—covertly studying the patrons, the rest of them stationed themselves to watch the building’s various entrances. Whoever came to retrieve the sword wasn’t getting away.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Twenty-Three

				Mamoru

				Kyoto, capital of the land, did not look so grand as Mamoru had expected. He’d seen cities during his training and Kyoto was merely bigger and busier. Rows and row and rows of sloped roofs with gray tiles, streets lined with paper lanterns, and a vast, ever shifting crowd—locals gossiping, servants carrying purchases, workers with loads on their backs, and shrieking children dashing through.

				The streets were muddy; the only non-melted snow was hiding in shadowy corners. Under the warmth of the bright afternoon sun, one might have been tricked into thinking it were spring if it hadn’t been for the naked, winter-bare trees dotting the city here and there.

				Two men with wooden hammers were pounding rice into paste while the woman beside them sold colored dumplings made with the resulting sticky paste. A skewer of dumplings in hand, Mamoru ventured onward.

				He could hardly go three steps in the market street without being jostled. He lingered, squeezing his way from tiny stall to tiny stall. Marvelous silks caught his eye and left him daydreaming of offering them to Usagi—but she must have been provided with an extensive array of fancy clothing for her role here. Best wait and save his coin. Perhaps he’d be able to find out what items were currently in fashion and sought after.

				Now, where was the Imperial Palace? Polite inquiries sent him the right way to find the servant’s entrance.

				To the guards there, he said, “I seek the lady Usagi. She should have arrived here recently at the behest of her uncle Advisor Yoshida. I am her cousin, arrived late because of injuries I sustained while we were traveling here.” The burns had healed almost unnaturally well and fast, leaving no scar behind. “Please inform her of my arrival.”

			

			
				One of the guards snorted. “You, a relative of the emperor’s advisor? Unlikely.”

				Mamoru knew his modest appearance wasn’t very impressive, but it was in keeping with his role. If he didn’t find the right words to convince these guards, it might be a while before he saw Usagi.

				“You misunderstand,” he said. “I am only related to the lady. I am but a minor relation, but I serve her well. Ask her how I gained these burns.”

				Luck was with him as the second guard said, “Hey, isn’t that the lady Usagi coming toward us?”

				A woman wearing thick and colored layers of clothing was drifting by, head tilted back to observe the cloud-free sky. Mamoru recognized the delicate visage at once. He wanted to wave but didn’t; it wouldn’t be consistent with his cover. Subordinates didn’t gesture at their betters. He had to remember such things, things trained into Mamoru the shinobi, but not into his other half.

				The second guard called out, “Lady Usagi, a visitor for you.”

				Usagi’s face lit up, eyes brightening and lips curving in a smile. “Mamoru, my dear! Are you quite recovered?”

				He bowed deep. “As you can see, my lady, I am fit to travel. I hoped to find my place at your side yet vacant.”

				“Of course, of course. Come along and we’ll get you settled.” Usagi glided onward, Mamoru a step behind her. “I’m so glad you’re here.” Her words sent his heart soaring, but only until she added, “We have a situation that may require special talents.”

				Was she only happy because she had need of a shinobi?

				The sandy ground gave way to a gardened area with a fish-filled pond beside which stood a lone man. Usagi approached and bowed. “Uncle, you wished to speak with me?”

				The man turned, presenting a gaunt face full of sharp angles. “Who is this, Usagi?”

				Mamoru bent at the waist and held the bow silently. He hadn’t been addressed.

				“This is my cousin Mamoru, the one who was injured protecting me from a falling tree. He’s newly arrived in the city.”

			

			
				“Ah, yes. I recall. He may be of use. Listen: the phoenix has sung. I have men in place, watching. Go, and take your cousin as escort.”

				Usagi received a small box from the man’s hands. “Of course, Uncle. We will serve you well.” With a last bow, Usagi retreated and turned away. “That’s Advisor Yoshida,” she whispered to Mamoru. “Our patron here. He even introduced me to the youngest prince.” Irritatingly, there was a pink tinge to her cheeks.

				The next moment she was business-like, speaking fast as they headed back toward the gate. “I’m to recover a certain article. The hired men are brutes and we might have to silence them discreetly. That’s why I’m going, you see?” She batted her eyelashes. “If I meet with trouble, I count on you to help.”

				A lady and her attendants drifted past, so Mamoru kept his answer short and safe for their ears. “Understood, my lady.”

				Discreetly, Mamoru checked his supplies. The pouch at his belt contained not only his coin but also poisoned needles and antidotes in padded vials, hidden pockets sewn inside the top of his hakama pants held throwing knives, and his winter kosode’s long sleeves concealed a pair of daggers. Bandages were wrapped around his legs below the knee, for use in case of injury.

				With a few words to a servant, Usagi acquired a basket to camouflage the money box. This basket Mamoru carried dutifully as they strolled through town, Usagi making a few purchases of dried fruits along the way to put atop the camouflaged box.

				They wandered toward quieter, narrower streets. Here homes were one-room affairs built of plain wood, doors succeeding each other at short intervals. Over here, a line in front of the street’s shared outhouse. Over there, a water well surrounded by chatting women.

				Usagi was ridiculously overdressed for the area and attracting the eye of everyone they passed. Mamoru glared and glowered and threatened death with his gaze.

				“This is it,” Usagi finally said, gesturing to a rundown building of dubious appearance. Inside, small groups of hard-eyed men were drinking. Advisor Yoshida’s men might have been among them.

				Usagi approached the bartender, a scar-faced fellow who seemed more likely to serve death than sake. “Excuse me. Who here has heard the phoenix’s song?”

				“Monks,” the barkeeper said.

			

			
				“In the far corner,” Mamoru murmured.

				The two men there wore the shaved heads and robes of sohei and had the spears to match the outfits. The one whose face they could see had a cold, distant look in his eyes.

				“Those are your brutes?” Mamoru said. “Monks?”

				“Let us find out.” Usagi approached the monks. They’d been watching her, the same as every other breathing male in the room. “Do you have what I seek?”

				One of the monks stirred, lifting a sword from where it had been laying on his lap. “I have this.”

				“Please allow me to see it.”

				The man grinned, transforming his face into a jovial, friendly one. It was a vaguely familiar face, but Mamoru couldn’t place it. He didn’t trust it, though.

				“The lady’s not a mere courier, eh? Have a look, then.” The monk pulled the sword half out of its scabbard, enough to expose the glyphs on it without seeming to threaten her with it.

				The glyphs meant this was a demon-slaying sword. Not sure whether it might react to his presence, Mamoru edged back.

				“It appears to be the one,” Usagi said. “But I don’t believe you’re the men we hired to recover it.”

				The cheerful one stayed cheerful. “I’m afraid they met with an accident.”

				“I see. Mamoru, please.”

				He laid the basket on a nearby table and lifted the money box from it, presenting it with a servile bow.

				The monk seemed unimpressed. “That’s it? For this thing? We’d get more selling it back to the Great Temple it was stolen from.”

				Usagi froze, either acting shocked or truly taken by surprise. “Ah, stolen?”

				“Didn’t you know? This is one of the Great Temples’ relics. It’s exactly the kind of old, useless item they keep for their ‘historical value.’ This one was stolen years ago. It’s quite interesting your master knew where it was, eh? Wonder what the Temples would make of it.”

				Whether or not it was true was beside the point; these men wished to squeeze them for additional coin. Mamoru stayed outwardly relaxed, waiting for Usagi to tell him what to do. If she flicked her fingers in a certain way, it meant to attack.

				Her fingers didn’t flick.

			

			
				Usagi slid on the bench and leaned against the cheerful monk. “Please, let me reward you for your hard work. Would you like a cup of tea?”

				This place was obviously more used to serving sake than tea. But a steaming teapot did arrive after Usagi stared murder at the barkeeper.

				Usagi poured with poise and feminine grace, slipping poison in so deftly Mamoru almost missed it. He placed a hand at his waist, ready to grab hold of a knife.

				A shimmering at the edge of his vision caught his attention, but when he turned his head to better see it, there was nothing there. One of the monks frowned. Had he seen it, too?

				Ghost, said Mamoru’s superstitious side.

				Please, let’s not be silly, he admonished himself. It could have been a passing spirit, but what would it be doing in the middle of a city?

				“What troubles you two?” Usagi inquired of the non-drinking monks. “You don’t like green tea? Would you prefer sake?”

				The barkeeper was nowhere in sight. Mamoru slid a look toward Usagi’s slim fingers, waiting for the signal. It was beginning to feel like a trap.

				A shadow filled the doorway. It was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a samurai’s weaponry at his side and a pointed face vaguely resembling one of a fox. It was an unfortunately familiar face. Suddenly, Mamoru recalled where he’d seen the jovial monk’s face: in this man’s mind.

				“Mamoru, wasn’t it?” Akakiba said. “Is your lady friend aware of what you’ve done?”

				Usagi sprung to her feet and held her hands to her bosom in what could have been taken for a young girl’s fright but was in truth her “prepared to draw weapon from sash” position. Her eyes were full of distrust, for the strangers, but also for him. In their trade, double agents weren’t entirely unheard of. “Mamoru? What is he saying?”

				“He’s trying to confuse you, Usagi,” Mamoru said hastily. If he spoke fast enough, perhaps he could obscure certain unfortunate facts. “He knows me because we captured him after you left. He escaped while we were on our way here. I was afraid Yoshio wouldn’t let me come to you if I went back to report, so I didn’t.”

				Mamoru stared at Akakiba, daring him to spill his secret. He stood ready to scoff at the idea he was “possessed.” To ensure Usagi believed him, he was even willing to challenge the monks to try and perform an exorcism. He was almost sure exorcisms couldn’t work on a mixed soul like his.

			

			
				The fox samurai raised an eyebrow, possibly surprised or skeptical, but did not reply. Behind him, a younger samurai—Yuki, wasn’t it?—stood watching the street, blocking the way to potential backup. Where were Advisor Yoshida’s men when they were needed?

				The cheerful monk made a “tsk” noise. “Do sit down, you two. Mamoru and Usagi, wasn’t it? We can see you’re poised to pull out a hundred weapons, but trust me when I say the two of you are no match for us. We know what you did to the tea, too, so don’t expect us to drink it. Not that I would anyway; tea from this place is likely even worse than their sake.”

				Usagi’s shoulders slumped. She sat. “Are you working for the Great Temples?”

				“Yes. We never found out who stole this sword originally, so we’d love to talk to your boss and learn what he knows.”

				“I can’t tell you.”

				Mamoru waited for the signal, for it was sure to come. He was willing to follow Usagi’s lead and fight, but he considered their survival somewhat unlikely. They could have handled the two monks, but the fox samurai was a game-changer and Usagi didn’t even know it. She’d never believed the Fox clan samurai were anything more than regular humans.

				The other men in the room had until now been watching the scene as if it were a staged show. One—Advisor Yoshida’s man?—finally stood up and glowered. “Cocky samurai aren’t welcome here.” The others at his table stood as well, silently menacing.

				In that moment, with the samurai and sohei distracted by the interruption, Usagi signed “flee.” It was better than “fight.”

				Mamoru’s fingers quested for the objects hidden in his sleeve. Two smoke bombs hit the floor, creating a pair of bright flashes and a short-lived wall of smoke engineered to make eyes itch and water.

				Usagi and he flew over the table and dove behind the drinking locals. A window there became their escape route into the street. Usagi had the glyphed sword in her hand, but not its scabbard, which must have stayed in the cheerful sohei’s hands.

				An outraged yell proved the theft hadn’t gone unnoticed. “She grabbed it!”

				Throwing himself through the window, Mamoru heard weapons clashing and people shouting.

				“Boost me to the roof,” Usagi said.

				He laced his hands together for her small foot.

				From inside the building, Yuki shouted, “We’ve got this! Go!”

			

			
				Who was he talking to?

				Akakiba burst out the front door. Ah.

				They fled blindly, neither of them familiar with the area. Turning a corner at high speed, they came face to face with a wall. The alley had no exit. They could only spin around to face their pursuer.

				Twin daggers in hands, Mamoru interposed himself between Usagi and the enemy.

				Akakiba held out a hand. “Give me the sword and you may go unharmed.”

				Mamoru glanced backward, hoping…

				“No,” Usagi said. She held a hairpin in her free hand—probably poisoned.

				Oh, curse it.

				The samurai twitched, and attacked. Mamoru caught the attack with his crossed daggers, angling them to try and pry the sword out of the samurai’s hands. They broke apart, clashed, broke apart again. The samurai was fast, but Mamoru’s reflexes could keep up, if only barely. As long as he deflected at the proper angle, as long as he could dance away from blows too brutal to catch, he would be fine. He needed only an opening.

				One of his daggers slipped and metal sliced into his arm. He stumbled back, twisting away from a darting sword point seeking his belly. It pierced his side instead, in and out so swiftly he didn’t even feel it until ten frenzied heartbeats later.

				It’s not deep, he encouraged himself. It’s just pain. It’s not over.


				He stood his ground at the next pass, catching and holding the sword between the prongs of his daggers. If he could just get it out of the fox’s hands, the fight would shift in his favor. They struggled, so close their breaths washed against each other’s faces.

				His arm burned, blood dripping down its length. His muscles trembled. He didn’t have enough brute strength, curse it!

				Unless…

				If he could draw upon that strange power he had experienced during the forest fire incident, even just a little, perhaps he could win. He tried calling for it, pleading with it.

				Please help me.

				Strength rose, making him feel bigger, stronger. He twisted his wrists violently, and the sword went flying. Akakiba looked stunned, then calculating.

				“I see,” he said. He pulled out his second sword, the short one. His empty hand curled strangely, as if he fancied he had claws instead of nails and could use them to fight. His eyes were turning red. That couldn’t be good.

			

			
				Mamoru moved in, light on his feet. He engaged the short sword with one dagger, trying to land a hit with the other. A foot planted itself in his chest and pushed. He flew backward, smashing into a wall and crumbling to the ground.

				His head was ringing, the back wet with something warm. He struggled upright, an arm wrapped about his ribs. So much pain, but no bones seemed to move under his skin.

				The samurai moved in, short sword angled to stab Mamoru’s vitals. It hurt to move, but he lifted his daggers anyway. Maybe Usagi had had time to flee; he couldn’t hear her. He didn’t look to check, because it would only remind the samurai who held the special sword he was after.

				The special blade in question went past as if by itself, aimed at Akakiba’s face. Usagi was holding the hilt. She made no noise as she attacked.

				Akakiba jumped back like a frightened cat.

				There was but the merest cut on his cheek, but his eyes were as wide as if he’d barely escaped evisceration. If that sword could frighten a fox, there was reason for a half-human half-demon to fear it, too.

				While Usagi kept the fox focused on her, Mamoru climbed on the nearest roof.

				“Usagi!”

				She ran to him, free hand raised above her head. He caught it, and hauled her up. His ribs were screaming, burning, but he ignored them. Blood pounded in his veins and the energy of hope moved his legs as he took off. They fled, abandoning their sandals to better grip the tiles with sock-clad feet.

				Houses here were wall-to-wall from one end of the street to the other, no holes between except where a new street opened. Those gaps were easy to bridge with momentum and motivation. Being chased by a fox samurai provided plenty of motivation.

				The rooftops were like a private road, free of traffic. Akakiba followed a beat behind and at street level, having evidently gone after his dropped sword first. He fell behind further and further as he stumbled into the people and vending stalls cluttering the way.

				Then he was nowhere to be seen.

				Acting quickly, Mamoru pulled the bandages free from around his legs so he could wrap them tightly about his wounds. There. It would do.

				“We lost him,” Usagi said breathlessly, her eyes still scanning the street.

			

			
				“Don’t count on it.” What if Akakiba found a quiet corner, left his body, and attempted to seize Usagi’s mind? “Keep moving. We need to find a shrine.”

				Usagi answered with a puzzled glance.

				“Just find one! We need a priest!” He wanted Shinto priests, not Buddhist monks who might be allies of the sohei they’d left behind.

				Streets became wider, harder to bridge with a leap. The roofs got higher, too, going from single-story to two-stories. A fall from this height would be painful. Ahead, a single red gate framed by trees indicated the entrance of a shrine.

				Usagi had grown badly winded; while Mamoru hurt everywhere, he felt he could go on. Being half inhuman did make a difference!

				But wait… If Akakiba the samurai had this kind of stamina at his disposal, why had he fallen behind? He must be up to something. They couldn’t linger long, but Usagi needed a moment to recover.

				She stood wheezing and looking round, on her guard. He watched the crowd, half of which looked up at them in puzzlement, but there was no one suspicious in sight.

				A sudden noise, a shriek. Usagi was flat on her belly, sliding down the roof’s slope toward the edge. The tiles had given way and were dragging her along.

				“Usagi!”

				A throwing knife appeared in her free hand; this she used to stab into the bare wood revealed by the falling tiles. The handhold interrupted her fall, but with her other hand busy holding the glyphed sword and her feet dangling over the edge, she had no limb left to use. The last tiles slid by and over the edge to shatter down below.

				Tiles giving way as if they weren’t held in place by any nail? On a fancy house with perfect, new-looking tiles? Sabotage! But how?

				Half his brain grappled with that problem while the other half, preoccupied with Usagi’s predicament, moved his body to rescue her.

				The tiles had provided his feet edges to grip; the bare roof did not. He, too, resorted to using throwing knives stabbed into the roof as handholds. He climbed down, stabbing holes as he went and telling his ribs to shut up and take it.

				“Pass me the sword,” he said.

				Usagi extended it his way blade first. Gingerly, he tried to take hold of the bare metal. The glyphs flared to life the second he touched it. He jerked his hand back.

			

			
				“Evil thing!” he snarled. “Hang on a moment.” If he wrapped his hand in his clothing, it should help.

				“Hang on?” She smiled. “What else could I do?”

				That was when a fox, a real one with fur and whiskers, landed on the roof and bit Usagi’s hand. “Ow!”

				The sword tumbled over the edge and the fox went after it.

				“What just happened?” Usagi said, staring down as the fox bounded away with its jaws clamped onto the sword’s handle.

				“Ah, I was wondering where Akakiba went,” Mamoru said with relief. Losing the item was trivial compared to Usagi’s safety.

				She was using her now-free, bleeding hand to haul her legs up from the edge. “Are you serious? You think that was the tall samurai? As a fox?”

				“I told you we took him prisoner. We learned his secrets.”

				“That’s crazy,” she said, but she looked unsure. “Shouldn’t we give chase?”

				“We’ll never catch up. How’s your hand?”

				She didn’t let him have a look, pulling away and snapping, “It’s fine! How can we possibly go back and report this? Nobody will believe us!”

				“Our clan leader will, if nobody else does.” He couldn’t read auras well enough to know whether Advisor Yoshida was possessed or not, but anyone working closely with Yoshio was likely to be aware of certain secrets. He’d have to hope it was the case.

				“If you believe so…”

				There were men in uniforms in the street below, shouting unintelligibly at them. Mamoru moved back from the edge, out of their sight. “We should get down elsewhere.”

				“How are your injuries?”

				“Fine,” he lied. ‘They’ll need cleaning, though.”

				She laid a small hand on his uninjured arm, meeting his eyes. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. You fought well. You almost had him.”

				Blood rushed to his face at her praise. “I did my best.”

				Usagi procured new socks, new shoes, and a hair comb. For Mamoru, she bought shoes and a new layer of clothing to hide the bloody rips. Once she had restored their appearance to a semblance of normality, she lead them back to report.

				Mamoru briefly took her hand before they arrived at the Imperial Palace and she squeezed his fingers. His wounds barely hurt anymore. A foolish grin plastered itself on his face and wouldn’t budge until they were in the presence of their superior.

			

			
				Usagi went flat on the floor. “We’ve failed. There were Fox clan samurai and sohei waiting for us and they wouldn’t give up the sword. We had to flee.”

				“Ah, the Fox clan,” Advisor Yoshida said. “I understand the problem.” Then his brows furrowed. “Why would they give the signal and yet refuse to give up the item? Did they mean to capture and interrogate you?”

				Oh no. We simply wanted the couriers to lead us back to their master, a new voice said. A fox was sitting at a prudent distance. It wasn’t a flesh-and-blood one, but a spirit one. It had an unusual number of tails.

				Usagi sat up and rubbed her temple with her bloody hand. “I must be dreaming.” But her other hand was reaching for a weapon.

				“Are you Akakiba?” Mamoru hazarded. The voice sounded female, but spirits didn’t have sexes so that didn’t mean a thing.

				You sound unsure. Can’t you see auras?

				“Why would I see auras?” he said in what should sound like an honestly puzzled voice rather than a nervous “I’m hiding something” voice. He was a shinobi; he was supposed to be a good actor.

				Interesting. Maybe it’s an ability that comes with time. Yuki couldn’t see them at first either.

				Something clicked in Mamoru’s mind. “You’re the one who sabotaged the tiles so they fell under our feet.”

				Good deduction.

				“Fox,” Advisor Yoshida said. “What do you want?”

				To stop you. Did you think we’d never realize you were stealing energy with those swords?

				Advisor Yoshida exhaled, a long-suffering noise. “You will not end your interferences until you understand; that is plain. We feared this might happen. Come in person, along with any other of your clan you have with you, and my master shall deal with you.”

				The following silence betrayed surprise.

				I’ll convey the invitation.

				Between one blink and the next, the fox was gone.

				Advisor Yoshida rose. “Mamoru, Usagi. See to your hurts swiftly, then go to the gate and discreetly lead our guests to the back garden when they arrive. Do avoid starting any hostilities.”

				Mamoru thought of facing Akakiba again, and swallowed hard. He judged he could stay upright a while longer before collapsing, but if the hostilities somehow restarted, he’d have no chance of survival.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter Twenty-Four

				Sanae

				When Sanae returned to her friends, she found they were now alone in the disreputable drinking house. She could see spots of blood here and there on the dirt floor, but there were no bodies.

				What did you do with the patrons?

				“They figured leaving was the best option,” Jien said. “The barkeeper never came back.”

				We shouldn’t linger here. Policemen might come.

				“We’ll go as soon as Aki’s done,” Jien said. The way he said it, quietly and with an uneasy look over his shoulder, hinted he had been made aware of Akakiba’s problem.

				The pained grunting sounds coming from the backroom—presumably a storage area—told her the problem was ongoing.

				“I don’t understand,” Yuki said. He sat hunched on himself, gazing at the floor. “He said he was content being human—but at the first sign of trouble he goes fox even if he knows he might not be able to shift back again. Is it that he would rather be a fox, but feels he has an obligation to me?”

				It’s denial, she said. It would have been better if he’d already lost the ability. I expect he’ll keep pushing himself through the change until he really is stuck. He might not be happy with what he gets.

				“He might be stuck now,” Yuki said. “It’s already taken him longer than last time. I don’t even know how he managed to turn fox fast enough to catch the shinobi.”

			

			
				It’s always easier to shift fox, Sanae said, because it’s our true form, in a way. Just like it’s always easier for me to shift woman than to shift man.


				Jien draped an arm around Yuki’s shoulders and squeezed him close. In what seemed like a deliberately loud voice, Jien said, “Don’t worry, Yuki. If Aki orphans you, you can travel with me! I have a very nice patrol path around the mountain. We can visit Aki now and then at his clan house, which is really the best place for a fox-trapped fox. We’ll tell him about our adventures and all the fun we have without him. You won’t even miss him! I’m great fun.”

				Akakiba staggered into the room, human shaped. “I heard that.”

				“Aw, you’re human again,” Jien said. “Does that mean I don’t get to keep Yuki?”

				Yuki didn’t say anything. He stared at Akakiba, hard.

				“After all the trouble we’ve gone through to gather those swords, I couldn’t let them get away with one,” Akakiba said defensively.

				“Sanae was tracking them,” Yuki said. “We would have gotten it back one way or another. Shifting was unnecessary. Don’t do it again.” As if it were an afterthought, he added, “Please.”

				“I’ll try.”

				“Thank you.”

				Sanae bounced on the nearest table. Enough wasting time! I followed the shinobi and they went straight to Advisor Yoshida. We’ve been invited to go to the Imperial Palace. Advisor Yoshida claims his master will meet with us and explain everything.

				That got their attention, four pairs of eyes turning to her.

				“His master?” Jien repeated. “Does he mean the emperor?”

				I don’t know.

				Predictably, there was argument over whether to allow Yuki to come.

				He said those of the Fox clan, Sanae said. We’ll go and see what we may learn. If we don’t make it back, summon help.


				“It could be a trap,” Akakiba said. “At last extremity, I can abandon my body. No matter what, don’t come after us.”

				“Understood,” Jien said quietly.

				It wasn’t the monks Akakiba was watching. “Yuki. I’ll trust you to back me in situations when backup is needed if you’ll trust me to know when a situation can’t be improved by your presence.”

				Suspicion colored Yuki’s words. “On your honor?”

				“On my honor.”

			

			
				Yuki relaxed. “I’ll wait. Be careful.”

				There was a tentative easing in the air between those two. Sanae knew why, because she had no shame and had spied on their heart-to-heart conversation. Their red-faced embarrassment had been adorable to watch. They’d be okay, given a little time to adjust. She wouldn’t need to intervene after all.

				Jien laid a hand on Yuki’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. Aito will spy on them for us. We’ll know if anything happens.”

				They went, sister and brother together, though she misted invisibly a safe distance behind him.

				Akakiba was met at the gate by the young shinobi, Mamoru and Usagi. Mamoru was limping and holding his ribs, and both of them looked decidedly uneasy as they led the way inside. They hardly spoke a word.

				Misting along, Sanae observed Mamoru more closely. Maybe nobody but her could see it, subtle as it was, but his aura had patches that didn’t quite match. I think it’s like what happened to me and Yuki, she whispered to her brother. Two entities merging into one. Yoshio was right, then, in saying a demon can meld with a human mind.

				He didn’t reply, either to avoid betraying her presence or because he didn’t know what to say. If Yoshio had been right about that, was he also right in speculating that the Fox clan was descended from people just like him, demon-human mixes?

				They arrived in a secluded garden where a man sat waiting on a bench of stone. He was a man past his prime, but not quite elderly. In appearance, he didn’t differ greatly from any other noble person clad in multiple layers of embroidered silk. But the way he brought his attention to bear upon them, as if he were a man who feared nothing but needed to worry about everything, screamed “emperor.”

				There were no guards in the garden, only Advisor Yoshida and the two shinobi. The emperor was taking a risk by meeting with a stranger without meaningful protection, but the why of it was unclear. To avoid making Akakiba nervous? To test him? To keep secrets from leaking any further?

				Akakiba didn’t so much as bow. “Explain yourself.”

				The emperor’s dragon, curled about his shoulders, raised its head and hissed. The emperor soothed it with a touch. “Yes dear. Hush now.” He addressed Akakiba without heat. “We trust you left the sword in safety?”

				“The sohei have it in their possession.”

			

			
				“Good. Do you know where We may find the others that have been removed?”

				Condensing into visibility—and ignoring the way the shinobi jumped—Sanae asked, What is your purpose?

				“Ah, a fox spirit. How marvelous.” The emperor bent to inspect her, while his dragon watched her with unblinking snake eyes. “What beautiful tails.”

				She tried not to preen. There was important business at hand.

				“Our purpose, now. We have need of those powered swords, which We have been told should be able to slay even a god, to stop the awakening of such a being.”

				A god?


				“Yes. The Fox clan has long been aware, as We have, that the spiritual energy of Our realm is being sucked away slowly.”

				By the swords.

				“You should have realized the swords are new. They have only been in play for seven years. They have worsened the decline, but it began long before. Is that not correct, little fox?”

				Well, yes. She’d been too busy to consider things properly. There was indeed a missing piece.

				“You speak like you know the answer,” Akakiba challenged. “Do explain.”

				The emperor made no comment on Akakiba’s rude tone, as if it were of no consequence. “Far to the North, on the island of Hokkaido, a cult has arisen. They seek to awaken a god, but the energy required to do such a thing… It will destroy us. Even humans require spiritual energy, do they not? These frail things called souls, they are of that nature. If the cult is allowed to do as it wishes, the god will wake but the Land of the Rising Sun will die.”

				“The god must be slain before it awakens,” Advisor Yoshida said. “For this purpose we had multiple swords made and placed where they might gather enough strength of their own to be able to slay a god.”

				“Yoshio was your agent,” Akakiba said. “Did you direct his attacks on us?”

				The emperor sighed. “Yes, he was Our agent. We recruited him, knowing what he was, and promised Our protection in exchange for his help. He took over a shinobi clan on Our directive, but We did not control every one of his subsequent actions. We regret the attacks on your clan.”

				“Why didn’t you punish him? Why not ask for help from us instead of from the likes of him? Were we not good allies? We always believed you trusted our clan.”

			

			
				“We weren’t certain his actions were contrary to Our interests. We feared either your clan was already supporting the cult or that it would if you knew of it.” He was watching them as he said, “The woods around the cult’s temple are dead, but Our agents have spotted at least one fox circling the area. We thought it might be one of yours. You see, this cult seeks to bring forth your patron goddess, Inari herself.”

				How absurd. Inari was a widely worshipped goddess because she was a force of good and fertility. How could she bring evil?

				Inari wouldn’t hurt anyone, Sanae protested.

				“We agree. But this is not her design. It is humans who have decided to bring her forth. To do this they need to gather a vast amount of energy, to the detriment of our world’s equilibrium. If they succeed, it will be disastrous. We would not expect Inari to be pleased with them for it, but who knows what cultists think? A fool will not be cured until he dies.”

				Akakiba frowned and looked questioningly at her, as if she could detect truth. She didn’t know any more than he did what was truth and what was falsehood. Yoshio had said his attacks on their clan had been paid for by jealous clans and motivated by his personal hatred, but what if had been a lie? Was the Emperor an enemy?

				Sanae devoutly hoped not; what could one tiny clan do against the man who led the entire country? Murder him? That would be unlikely to help their relations with humans.

				“I can’t judge the truth of your words without witnessing the situation myself,” Akakiba said at last. “I will go as a wielder of one of the swords you prepared. I shall learn whether your actions were justified.”

				The emperor smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. It made him look freer, as if he were a normal person. “Of course. If you were refused, you would simply make your way there on your own. Do not think We do not know the qualities of your kind. If you are indeed an ally in this, you will be a welcome one.”
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				Akakiba’s declaration caused a wave of argument when it, and everything else, was related to their allies. Sanae left the men to their bickering, certain her brother would have his way. They would be going north, to discover the truth. They didn’t quite trust the emperor, and he obviously didn’t quite trust them, but they would work together.

			

			
				Crossing to the spiritual realm, she headed for what she still thought of as home even if she would never “live” there again. She had to visit her poor father, whose cold clung and clung and wouldn’t clear up. Why colds and other similar illnesses couldn’t be cured by the healing trance, she would have liked to know, but likely never would. It was one of those things with which one had to make peace.

				Just like the fact her brother was as good as trapped in his human shape, never again to hunt in the forest with fang and claw. She wouldn’t tell her father; it wasn’t her place to share such a delicate secret.

				Jien had once complained she popped in the physical world recklessly, with no thought as to who might see her, but it was untrue. She saw no reason to hide herself from people they were dealing with as part of their mission, so she didn’t. However, she could have listed several reasons not to show herself to her clan, among others the freak show she would become if she did. So when she went to visit her father, she only manifested when he was alone.

				Presently, Kiba was milling in a room with several other clan members, speaking quietly and stealing frequent glances toward the door of an adjacent room. Curious, Sanae misted over.

				In the adjacent room, she found the clan healer Maru bent over someone who moaned in a frail, old voice.

				Grandmother Naoko?

				It was her, face drawn and bloodless.

				“You should take the medicine,” Maru said.

				The old woman stirred. “No. It will come when it comes. Now out with you and your hovering.”

				“As you wish.” Shoulders slumped, Maru rose and left, closing the door behind him. With her keen hearing, Sanae did not need to follow him to catch the ensuing whispered conversation.

				“How is she?”

				“She’s too old and her bones too badly broken to mend properly under the healing trance. They would heal every which way. We could attempt surgery to realign them, but at her age and in her condition…” Maru trailed off ominously. “How are the twins?”

				There were but one pair of twins in the clan, young Hikaru and Kaoru, specialists of troublemaking. What had they done now?

			

			
				“They took your drugged tea and cried themselves to sleep,” a male voice said. “I wouldn’t want to be their parents when they have to tell them Grandmother Naoko won’t make it.”

				“It’ll serve them right for allowing their troublesome kits to play unsupervised in the forest!”

				They said no more, to Sanae’s great irritation. What had happened, exactly? She’d have to have a look. She crept toward the figure lying motionless as if in sleep. Already stained layers of bandages were wrapped around Grandmother Naoko’s legs and chest but the shapes they held together weren’t right. If she tried to fix this mess the spirit way, the bones would heal “every which way,” as Maru had said.

				Further bandages covered the side of the old woman’s head, a touch of red visible near her right ear. Those bandages incidentally covered what Sanae knew to be Grandmother Naoko’s good eye, the other long gone half-blind.

				“Who’s there?” Grandmother Naoko said.

				Sanae froze. She couldn’t have made a noise, not in this half-physical state.

				“I can sense you, young impudent. Let me see, that aura belongs to…” The old voice quavered on the last few words. “Sanae? No, no, how silly of me. Kiba, is that you? I don’t recall your aura being so similar to your daughter’s.”

				Hi, Grandmother. It’s Sanae. I’m, um, not entirely dead.

				The old woman was silent for so long Sanae feared her heart had stopped. “We burned your body,” she whispered at last, raising a trembling hand in Sanae’s direction. “Are you a ghost?”

				Focusing her energy into physicality and reshaping her appearance to that of a real fox, complete with lush, soft fur, Sanae pushed against the questing hand.

				What happened?

				“Those fool kits were playing on the edge overlooking the river, daring each other to look down. One of them slipped and the other didn’t have the leverage to pull him back up. I caught them, but the edge crumbled under our combined weight and I became a crash cushion. They’ll heal, but I won’t. My broken bones might puncture my lungs if I move and blood loss is slowly emptying my veins.”

				Grandmother, listen. My human body died, but the rest didn’t. You can come with me. The other spirits aren’t very good at conversation so it’s a little lonely, but it’s not hard to talk to people. I talk with my brother often, and my father too.

				“Ha!” the old woman said, triumph in her voice. “I knew Kiba was keeping a secret! He’s been wandering about with that tortured expression of his that means he’s keeping a secret and is troubled about it. Your mother would have noticed if she hadn’t been in mourning.”

			

			
				Sanae ducked her head at the reminder of her mother’s condition. A dutiful daughter would have eased her mother’s sorrow by now. But she couldn’t stomach the idea of being rejected by her mother the way her brother had rejected her. Akakiba had come around, somewhat, but it had taken time.

				From her mother, it would hurt too deeply.

				Grandmother Naoko’s breathing was heavy and pained even as she said, “Tell me, child. Tell me everything. These old bones cannot hold me much longer.”

				Sanae spoke fast, afraid she might lose the old woman to unconsciousness. She concluded, Watch my aura. Come with me.


				She crossed over to the spiritual realm with excruciating slowness, hoping Grandmother Naoko was able to perceive what she was doing.

				In the spiritual realm, Grandmother Naoko’s life spark was dim and flickering, a frightening sight. Sanae reached out for it, calling, You don’t need the body. Don’t die with it. Come!


				Nothing happened. She crossed back over. Can’t you hear me, Grandmother?

				“I’m too weak, child, and this body won’t let me go.”

				But it’s not difficult! Even Akakiba—!

				Wait. Her brother hadn’t so much left his body as been shoved out of it by an invading demon. Knowing what she was thinking of trying was wrong, she nonetheless steeled her resolve to do it.

				I’m going to push you out. Be ready.

				Grandmother Naoko’s aura was flickering, her body giving up. She was panting with her mouth open, making noises Sanae had heard from the dying before.

				No!

				She charged in like a maddened horse, forcing her way into the frail old body without a thought for the pain she might be causing. Making herself hard as a rock, she collided with Grandmother Naoko’s mind and soul.

				A dying woman couldn’t oppose her; the spark of life was forced out.

				Sanae left the broken body too, searching and calling frantically. Grandmother? Are you here? Grandmother!


				Surely she hadn’t just shoved her into death?

				Grandmother!

			

			
				Young lady, we’re going to have words, you and I. Being non-physical doesn’t give you the right to behave like a demon! Pushing people out of their own bodies, indeed! There was a convincing snort. Why couldn’t you do this six months ago, when my joints were torturing me? Six months of horrible joint pain you could have spared me! She paused. I will admit that in that case, there wouldn’t have been anyone to cushion those fool kits’ fall. When I get my paws on their parents!


				Without so much as a moment of doubt, Grandmother Naoko crossed over to the physical side. Following, Sanae witnessed her appear in the middle of the clan gathering as a youthful, perfectly groomed fox with an astonishingly real-looking coat of fur.

				Stop planning my funeral, Grandmother Naoko told the gathering with indignation, for such was the nature of the conversation her arrival interrupted. And do get rid of that bag of broken bones in the room. It’s disgraceful.


				There was an entirely natural moment of shock, followed by denial and questions. Everybody was shouting at the same time, so not one of them could make themselves heard. Well then. Asking about shifting and where clothing went would have to wait.

				Sanae was amused, and warmed, to spy a few men and women discreetly wiping tears. Perhaps Inari would be reborn and their land drained of life. But perhaps they would stop the cult, and the clan would enter a new life. Perhaps mourning would end, forever.

				Speaking of mourning…

				Sanae sought her mother’s spark and found her before the altar on which a painting of a red-haired girl rested surrounded with lit incense sticks, fresh flowers, and the traditional offering of sake and rice. Mourning still, after all this time.

				She shifted to mirror her long-dead body. Red hair and sharp features on a young face, modest curves and discreet muscles on a short stature, training attire to clothe it, kosode and hakama and headband to restrain wild hair. She feared, and Akakiba feared, that perhaps she was no longer this Sanae. But for her mother, she wanted to be.

				Mother. Don’t mourn for me.

				Akahana’s eyes went wide.

				“Sanae?”
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