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      The land, no, the world is seething with spirits, felt and unfelt, seen and unseen... feeling and unfeeling, seeing and unseeing. Every petal that swirls in the wind was once part of a living flower, and scent is a memory more potent than any other.




     
That is as may be, but this story is about spirits... long and long ago.
	

			
	







		


 

 

 





FIRST: A FOX, AND A TREE
	

	

		     The forest was filled with darkness, and with secrets whispering in the leaves, hidden deep beyond the touch of the moon's light.
	
	

		     The fox had walked for many, many nights to reach this very place, but no sooner did he glimpse it than suddenly he sat down, rump in the dust as he
		gazed up at the trees.
	
	

		     His eyes were dark, his paws were black, likewise the tips of his ears and the end of his brush tail, all black, as though dipped in ink. The rest of
		him was white, unluckiest white. The humans thought so, for their own reasons; and it was not the easiest color for a nocturnal animal to carry,
		either. The moon was not even full, but its oblique light found the fox's fur and made it gleam.
	
	

		     He came so far to get here, enduring many hardships, but oh, how he feared to go in. He whined a little, scratching his ear; he leaned down and gave
		one paw a cursory lick. The wind breathed in a thousand branches, sighing in impatience; but nothing else could happen until the fox could make himself
		get up and walk in among the trees that loomed up before him out of deepest darkness.
	
	

		     The fox stretched forward, head down like a man abjectly bowing. Then he got up, shook himself off, and trotted forward into the trees.
	
	

		     It was summer and the night's breeze murmured in a million leaves, like ocean waves above and around him. The fox wondered whether these trees were all
		watching him. But none of them were the one he sought. He walked on, slow and solemn, tail dragging down.
	
	

		     He knew exactly where it would be; but finding it was a shock and he sat down again, staring.
	
	

		     It was glorious, this tall cherry blossom tree - a sakura - centuries old, its limbs curved and graceful as a dancer, blossoms barely pink,
		like the palest hint of dawn in winter. And - it was in blossom, as though it were spring. Petals almost as bright as the fox's fur drifted, twirling
		down like idle snow. They were impossible, they were months out of season, but they were real: they littered the ground, and one landed on the fox's
		nose. He shook it off, staring in plain amazement.
	
	
     
		Such a tree... It should have been the center of many splendid blossom-viewing parties, where the sake flowed under the moonlight and poem
		after tipsy poem sailed through the air and disappeared, like the wayward blossoms. It would have been, were it not hidden deep in a forest.
	
	
     
		He ought to have expected it, really. Even if he had not remembered the place, there could be no mistaking a tree like this. This was what he had been
		looking for, and this was the moment he had been dreading for so long.
	
	
     
		The fox cleared his throat, and then called out in human speech.
	
	
     
		"Excuse me? Hello..."
	
	
     
		There was no immediate response.
	
	
     
		He stretched and yawned in embarrassment, then approached the tree, looking up into the branches. Even a fox's eyes needed time to look carefully in
		the dark. But the moonlight that brightened the white fox's fur also illuminated something in the branches - some gleaming thing cradled sleeping among
		the blossoms.
	
	
     
		The fox shivered, gulped, and then called out again, louder. "Hello!"
	
	
     
		It seemed to take forever, but there was a slow stirring above, and at last, a young, sleepy voice called faintly down.
	
	
     
		"Um. Yes...? Good evening..."
	
	
     
		The fox gathered in a quick, deep breath, his heart pounding, and then he perked up his ears and his tail and called up again in a jolly tone.
	
	
     
		"I hope you'll forgive me for waking you up!"
	
	
     
		"Oh... not at all, please don't worry," came the response, quicker now and very earnestly polite. The fox looked down for just a moment, blinking, then
		back up.
	
	
     
		The kami of the tree came floating down to a lower branch, the better to converse with the fox on the ground. The kami was a young man,
		slender and serious and beautiful; and he was also the tree, lithe and graceful, his robes brown and green, his eyes the green of leaves, and his long
		hair the color of the palest hint of dawn in winter.
	
	
     
		"How do you do?" the kami said, bowing: always and forever studiously and fluently polite. "My name is Rinji."
	
	
     
		The fox bowed his head in return. "How do you do, Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		Green eyes blinked down in surprise. "You don't have to call me that."
	
	
     
		"Yes, I do," said the fox. "I hope you'll forgive me."
	
	
     
		Rinji hesitated. "Well, of course, but... what should I call you?"
	
	
     
		"You can just call me 'Kitsune,' Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		"But... truly? Just... 'fox'?"
	
	
     
		"Yes, please, Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		"It doesn't seem polite," said Rinji, sounding worried, but it seemed he had to leave it at that. "Well, it is nice to meet you... Kitsune-dono."
	
	
     
		This was more respectful a title than Kitsune knew himself to deserve, but he, too, had to leave it at that.
	
	
     
		"It is nice to meet you, too, Rinji-sama. Your tree is... very beautiful. I don't think I've ever seen its equal."
	
	
     
		"Oh - it's nothing really, just a very ordinary tree," said Rinji at once, as good manners demanded; but he was blushing, obviously pleased at the
		compliment.
	
	
     
		"Hardly that, Rinji-sama. Everywhere else it is summer, but this tree alone is in blossom. How is that?"
	
	
     
		"Oh," Rinji said, a little vaguely, "it's always been like that. It's - just - spring right here, I guess."
	
	
     
		"I guess," said the fox, after the tiniest of pauses.
	
	
     
		"I don't get many visitors," Rinji said. "That is to say, I've never had one before. I would offer you proper hospitality if I could. I'm sorry,
		Kitsune-dono."
	
	
     
		"I beg you not to apologize to me," Kitsune looked embarrassed and quickly followed this with another bow of his furry head. "I... woke you from your
		sleep, after all."
	
	
     
		"I sleep a lot," Rinji said seriously. "It's not that I need to, it's just that there really isn't anyone to talk to. The other trees are nice but...
		they're not - like - me."
	
	
     
		"No, you are different," Kitsune agreed. "Can you... are you able to leave your tree?"
	
	
     
		Rinji frowned slightly as he pondered this question, and the night's breeze murmured in the leaves again. "I... think so..." His arm encircled the
		trunk. "But why would I want to?"
	
	
     
		"There is a whole world out there, Rinji-sama. You could visit it, see things. There would be someone to talk to." This last was said hopefully:
		Kitsune meant himself. "You could always come home again, to sleep; but at least you would have new things to dream about."
	
	
     
		Rinji's eyes, green as the leaves, gazed off into an imaginary distance for just a moment as he considered. The fox watched his face, an anxious whine
		caught in his throat.
	
	
     
		"Please, Rinji-sama? It's very important."
	
	
     
		"Well -" Rinji had both arms around the tree's trunk now, hugging it protectively. The fox felt a lurching in his chest, as though his heart might
		shatter at the sight. Then Rinji looked up bravely: "Just for a little while, maybe?"
	
	
     
		"Yes, Rinji-sama, just for a little while."
	
	
     
		" ... All right, then."
	
	
     
		Rinji leaned his forehead against the sakura's trunk and murmured to it, too quietly for even Kitsune's ears to decipher. Then he turned away and let
		go, floating down with no more weight than the petals, to step lightly on the ground. One hand still resting on the tree, Rinji blinked at Kitsune,
		then offered a shy smile.
	
	
     
		"I'll be back," he told the tree, then to Kitsune, "Where are we going?"
	
	
     
		"Out of this grove, for one thing," said the fox, "and from there - we'll figure it out. You've been in a sort of island of trees. All around that is
		the rest of the world."
	







		


 

 

 


	



		SECOND: A TANUKI
	


	
     
		For several hours, Rinji followed Kitsune without question, diverted by the novelty as he moved among stranger-trees, but detached from the reality of
		it because their progress through the grove was too similar to his endless dreams to mean much. He did not know where he was, but that was less
		important than he had briefly feared. As long as he could touch the ground, Rinji could feel his tree, its roots in the good earth, its
		branches reaching toward the moon.
	
	
     
		But though he could feel the tree, and was part of the tree, Rinji was not, himself, the tree. His spirit was human, and curiosity was carrying him on
		behind his new friend, the fox.
	
	
     
		Then, so suddenly it seemed, they ran out of trees, and Rinji stopped short in amazement. This open space - ! He had never seen ... or perhaps
		he had, but - not for such a long, long time ... a sky uncrowded by familiar branches, a sky without limits or boundaries. He gazed out and around,
		biting his lip a little, clutching at the sleeves of his robes. He felt infinitely small under this vast open sky.
	
	
     
		Kitsune stopped and turned to look up at Rinji's face. "Are you all right, Rinji-sama?" - and Rinji was embarrassed, to have come all this way to get
		frightened now. He laughed a little, trying not to hear the shakiness in it and hoping Kitsune wouldn't. "I'm just not... used to all this space."
	
	
     
		"You've been in that grove a long time," said the fox, quietly. "But you'll get used to this, Rinji-sama. This is just sky. Wait till you see the
		mountains... or the sea."
	
	
     
		"The sea?" said Rinji, startled.
	
	
     
		"Perhaps," said Kitsune. "But we should keep going now, Rinji-sama, if you're not too tired. Sunrise will come in a few more hours, and we'll need to
		find a place to shelter by then."
	
	
     
		"Keep going?"
	
	
     
		"Yes, Rinji-sama. Just a little while longer."
	
	
     
		It was not that he was tired. He didn't think he was. He had been walking, yes, for hours now, but he did not really get tired that way - as far as he
		knew.
	
	
     
		But Kitsune was right in saying that they would need a place to shelter once the sun had risen in this massive sky. Even a sheltered kami like Rinji
		knew that daytime was difficult and dangerous for spirits and creatures, that the night was their time of freedom and the fullest use of their powers.
		He just had rather expected to return to his tree by sunrise, somehow. Would they beg hospitality of some other tree? That seemed a peculiar idea to
		Rinji. Was that even possible? And even if it were, where would Kitsune go? Rinji did not want to be parted from his only friend!
	
	
     
		Rinji's feet started moving again while his thoughts hurried on. His eyes stayed fixed on the white beacon of Kitsune's tail as the fox ran ahead.
	
	
     
		Darkness led on to different kinds of darkness. Sometimes Rinji could sense what he could not see: villages as groups of dark shapes containing more
		darkness. The sound of a stream approached and faded back more than once as they wended near it and away, as the fox's nose led them.
	
	
     
		Rinji was a little tired now after all, but worse than this, there were now many, many ri between him and his own tree. He was not lost
		precisely, but already he was far from home, and whenever he lost sight of Kitsune he started to feel really afraid. He was ashamed of this at first,
		and did not grow less so with the passing of hours and the accumulation of footsteps.
	
	
     
		"Kitsune-dono," he said once, too softly for the fox to hear. Then he stopped. "Kitsune-dono!"
	
	
     
		The fox turned halfway back, impatient now. The sky, though half hemmed with strange trees here, was beginning to change, the deepest stain of night
		beginning to clear toward indigo. It was not morning yet, but morning was approaching.
	
	
     
		"What is it, Rinji-sama? We mustn't stop now, the night will soon be over."
	
	
     
		"Where are we going?" Rinji asked bluntly. "When will we stop? I don't know where you're taking me, Kitsune-dono. Do you?"
	
	
     
		But before he reached the end of this question, the fox spied something nearby on the ground and crept forward, sniffing, to investigate.
	
	
     
		"You've found something here, Rinji-sama. I'm sorry I fussed at you about stopping. I should have realized you'd find a place."
	
	
     
		"What did I find?" asked Rinji, mystified. He squatted down beside Kitsune. Now he could see: a hole in the side of the hill, half hidden by an
		outcropping of rock.
	
	
     
		"A tanuki den," Kitsune said. "A former one, I should say. Just a moment, Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		The fox disappeared inside. Rinji waited, listening. After a moment he glanced up at the sky. It was perhaps one shade lighter than when last he looked
		up, one less dipping into indigo dye. Then he heard the fox and looked down.
	
	
     
		Kitsune said, "It's empty - who knows why. I can't smell any disease, though. We should be safe in here for the day."
	
	
     
		"All right," Rinji said, and though he was tired, he had not forgotten that his questions to Kitsune were not yet answered. It was only a night's walk
		back to his tree in the grove... but first, he really was tired now and the chance to rest was more appealing than anything else in the world.
	
	
     
		So he got down and crawled under the outcropping into the empty tanuki den. Inside there was more room, a large central chamber in which Rinji could
		not quite stand, but could kneel more or less comfortably. Kitsune found a small side den, snug and clean, and Rinji climbed in and curled up on his
		side, his head pillowed on his arm. Kitsune crawled in with him, cautiously curling up by his side.
	
	
     
		Rinji reached out and gathered the fox against his chest as though he were a cat, sighing once against his fur as he fell deeply asleep.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		Hours passed as they slept, underneath the world of day. Rinji was comfortable in such a place, it was as though he could more easily feel his tree's
		roots, and he was soothed by the breath and heartbeat of the fox in his arms.
	
	
     
		But eventually he was awakened: a voice in his ears, and the tension of Kitsune, himself instantly awake at the sound, jolted Rinji from his warm deep
		earth slumber. The voice was very near, and very angry.
	
	
     
		"Well, well, what've we got here! Is this a fox in a lowly tanuki den? Maybe I've fallen down and hit my head on something. And what's -"
	
	
     
		In the same moment that Rinji registered who was speaking - a tanuki, round-bellied, short-furred, with paws indignantly on hips and his tail stuck out
		behind him like the rudder on a boat - the tanuki had caught sight of Rinji in his turn, and his expression and demeanor changed completely, all in a
		moment. He blinked once. Then he smiled.
	
	
     
		"Excuse me," the tanuki said to Rinji, with a bow. "I didn't see you there." His voice was smooth and warm, with no hint of anger.
	
	
     
		"Excuse us," Kitsune cut in, and bowed his head low. "We have intruded without meaning to. We thought this den was empty."
	
	
     
		"It was," the tanuki snapped, with a dark look at the fox, and once again his manner changed when he addressed Rinji, "but you are
		welcome here just the same. How do you do, I am Morio..." He lifted his eyebrows, awaiting Rinji's name in return.
	
	
     
		"How do you do, I am Rinji, and this is Kitsune-dono. Morio-dono, please forgive us for trespassing here. We really didn't mean -"
	
	
     
		Morio held up one paw to forestall him, and shot a glance from his dark button eyes at the fox. "'Kitsune,' seriously?" and at the fox's nod he
		shrugged and turned back to Rinji. "Rinji-sama, you are no trespasser here, please say no more about it or I will be shamed at how meager my
		accommodations are."
	
	
     
		Rinji wanted to protest, but had been neatly boxed in by this, and so he had no choice. He bowed in thanks.
	
	
     
		Morio said, smiling, "You are very lovely, Rinji-sama. Are you - ? No, let me try to guess. You are... maybe a waterfall, with that pale hair? Or a
		tree. That's it, isn't it - a pretty flowering tree?"
	
	
     
		"Thank you. Yes, a sakura."
	
	
     
		"This is a topsy-turvy sort of day, I think. I usually ask someone's name before they find themselves in my chamber, not the other way
		around."
	
	
     
		This furry little creature was pretending to flirt shamelessly with him. Rinji laughed politely, but the fox was angry and he showed it.
	
	
     
		"Why are you alone here, Morio-dono? This den is large enough for a whole town of tanuki."
	
	
     
		"What are you trying to suggest, fox?" Morio snapped, rounding on him in a moment. An excitable fellow, Rinji thought to himself. He spoke up quickly
		in an effort to intervene, as both animals had begun to bristle.
	
	
     
		"It is only a question, Morio-dono, and I wonder about it too," Rinji said, gently. "Are you truly all alone here?"
	
	
     
		"I am now," Morio replied, and turned away from them, dropping down to all fours. Rinji and Kitsune looked at each other.
	
	
     
		Rinji crawled out of the smaller chamber out into the larger part of the den. Morio was halfway across it already, looking very much as though he were
		about to escape down one of the many holes.
	
	
     
		"Please wait, Morio-dono," Rinji said softly, and very politely, and it made the tanuki pause. Morio did not quite look back over his furry shoulder,
		but his little round ears were perked up with attention.
	
	
     
		Rinji took a breath and said, "I am so sorry that we intruded on your home. But as we find you in trouble, can't we help you somehow? Won't you please
		tell me what's happened?"
	
	
     
		For a long and agonizing moment, the tanuki hesitated, then when he answered his voice was so low they had to strain to hear him. "My family is gone.
		They made the majo angry and she has spirited them away."
	
	
     
		"A majo!" said Kitsune in horror.
	
	
     
		Morio shrugged. "Her house is on the top of the hill."
	
	
     
		A majo - a sorceress. Rinji was not frightened of such women, but he did know enough to respect their power. He said nothing, waiting for Morio to
		continue.
	
	
     
		"It was New Year's," the tanuki continued after a minute. "They were having a party in here, like always. The noise and the music disturbed the majo...
		They went one by one up the hill into her house, and they didn't come out again."
	
	
     
		A silence.
	
	
     
		Kitsune cleared his throat, a little fox cough echoing in the big empty den. "But you did not - ?"
	
	
     
		"I was not at the party. I was in the village with - my lover. My human lover."
	
	
     
		Another silence, about three times longer.
	
	
     
		Rinji glanced at Kitsune, then bowed very low to Morio, so low that the tanuki turned all the way around again and stood up on his hind paws.
	
	
     
		"Morio-dono, we have trespassed in your home, and taken your hospitality without bringing any gift. Please allow me to make up for this. I am
		not afraid to go and beg for mercy from the majo."
	
	
     
		"Rinji-sama!" gasped the fox in horror, before Morio could even react. But the tanuki's expression was almost exactly the same.
	
	
     
		"Are you - this is crazy, you can't be serious!"
	
	
     
		Rinji sat up on his heels and gazed calmly at the tanuki. Rinji was always serious. This mood seeped through, after a moment.
	
	
     
		"I am not afraid," he said again. "She is not cruel, this majo?"
	
	
     
		"No," Morio admitted, "not especially. But she's powerful, so she's, you know. Dangerous."
	
	
     
		"And you live underneath her house? Are you crazy?" Kitsune interrupted.
	
	
     
		"It's like living next to a volcano," Morio said. "One has to live somewhere; and volcanoes don't erupt all the time."
	
	
     
		"I will go and speak with her," Rinji said, bowing again before turning toward the exit tunnel, fully intending to walk up there now, by himself.
	
	
     
		"Wait!" cried Kitsune, at the same moment Morio said "No!"
	
	
     
		Rinji hesitated, looking back at them.
	
	
     
		"You can't just go marching up there!" said Morio. "I don't want her getting mad all over again!"
	
	
     
		Kitsune was on his feet. "Wait, Rinji-sama. If you must do this, let me propose - a plan. It may be safer. We may be able to learn what happened to
		Morio's family without having to beg favors of a dangerous majo. Who knows what she might ask in return? What if it's more than you expect to pay?"
	
	
     
		Morio stood alongside Kitsune, nodding corroboratively, temporarily aligned with the fox.
	
	
     
		Rinji could not see what a majo, or anyone, could do to him. He possessed a serene power and knew no fear save that of loneliness. All the same, seeing
		the two creatures agree even for a moment had its own power, and he turned back to hear Kitsune's plan.
	







		


 

 

 





THIRD: A MAJO
	

	
     
		The majo was just sitting down to do some mending, with a little snack alongside, when she heard the noise from outside. At first she thought, Damn
		those thundering little tanuki bastards! and then she remembered that it couldn't be them. No, it was something else she was hearing from outside, and
		carefully she went to put her eye to a little rent in the paper wall.
	
	
     
		What she saw outside made her gasp. A customer! A rich, stylish customer - in a litter - with attendants - and the house in this state! She could never
		impress such a patron in this squalor. Her gaze swept the worn mats, the broken and repaired table leg, the pile of mending she left lying there. This
		would be a disaster. She had very little time, but she did have a decent imagination and more than enough powers-of-seeming to dazzle eyes
		that were expecting dazzlement.
	
	
     
		The image of the quick glance outside felt glazed onto her eyes like a pattern on a teapot. The rich robes, so many layers, the beautiful woman in the
		litter. A beautiful youth, some sort of artist perhaps. And an older woman, for propriety. The silk and gold on the litter! Was this one of the
		imperial women? The majo could scarcely imagine such a one traveling all the way out here. It was all so mysterious. But understanding had to wait,
		first she had to make enough magic to appear competent to such a patron's eyes.
	
	
     
		The majo picked up the cloth she was mending, twisted it in her hands and breathed a word into it. Then she shook it out and let it go, watching it
		grow. It did not take on human form, but that was not what she needed it to do: she was a majo after all, and could be expected to have magic servants.
		The twisted cloth figure was flexible and most importantly, obedient to her wishes.
	
	
     
		"Tea," she told it. "Flowers. Get incense, but for the heavens' sake let me light it. And stay out of my way for a minute, I've got some spells to do,
		quick now."
	
	
     
		One spell was a glamour on the interior of the house. Everything looked like a finer, better, cleaner version of itself. The teapot, the altar scroll,
		the table, all remained but now looked perfect.
	
	
     
		The other spell, the majo cast upon herself - another glamour. Such a customer would not expect an ordinary, middle-aged woman as the wise majo they
		sought for whatever it was they were after. They would expect a wise old crone, and that was what she would show them. She cupped her hands in front of
		her face and breathed into them, thinking of age, of wrinkles, of hair turned white by many years of life. She hunched forward, her hands became claws,
		her footsteps a tiny shuffle as she reminded herself that she was supposed to be old and fragile, and that she was used to living in this beautiful
		home.
	
	
     
		Most importantly, she wished to appear used to having impressive visitors. A sufficiently pleased patron might recommend her to their friends.
	
	
     
		Hmm. Surely such a very old woman would need a stick to walk around with. It would look good, anyway.
	
	
     
		"You!" she said to the servant-figure. It didn't have any name, of course. "When they come to the door answer it, slowly. Bow lowest to the pretty
		lady. Then show them to the table and bring them tea and snacks. Got all that? I need something from the back room, and besides, it'll make a better
		entrance if I come creaking in."
	
	
     
		The servant bowed as flexibly as a ribbon, then twisted off to obey as the majo scuttled into the back room in search of a convincing stick.
	
	
     
		Some of the objects in the back room would have looked very impressive out on display, she realized as she rummaged in a closet. That big old gong, for
		example. But it was too late now, and she rather doubted that her ad hoc servant would have been able to grapple the thing.
	
	
     
		Ah, but here was just what she needed, a gnarled old stick. She couldn't even remember why she had it, but it was perfect, which was good because she
		was not about to waste another spell just for one effect.
	
	
     
		Out in the other room, she could hear the door slide open, and low voices in ritual murmurs politely announcing their intrusion. Much rustling of
		cloth, only some of it from the servant. The court lady's robes must have had twelve layers at least. When it sounded like everyone had been seated,
		the majo counted to six and then slowly, shakily slid open the back-room door and emerged, clutching at her stick for support.
	
	
     
		"Oh, my," she quavered, quickly sliding the door shut before the disarray behind her could be glimpsed. "We have visitors?" As though she didn't know.
	
	
     
		The majo had to adjust her estimate of the beautiful lady's robes at closer view. There had to be twenty layers at the very minimum, and the subtleties
		of shade from one to the next, ah, how beautiful. Was it the latest fashion, perhaps, with some poetically named theme, perhaps even some clever
		literary reference...? She was so fixated on this that she didn't seem to catch the names she was given. This didn't matter, she was supposed to be
		terribly old, after all, and in any case such a lady as this would of course use a pseudonym.
	
	
     
		The young man, now, he was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with his clothes. There was something strange about him, but... every time she
		tried to think about this, she noticed something else about the beautiful lady's costly garb and - ohh, the jewelry! And the scent of expensive
		incense! It was almost intoxicating. It was not as though the majo loved money to the exclusion of all else, it was just that her house was in
		disrepair and besides, there were things her magic could not make. One needed cash for worldly comforts, and she was not exactly above worldly
		comforts. Not even if she really lived to be as ancient as she looked right now.
	
	
     
		The third person, the older woman, had finished making the introductions and sat quietly. The majo was aware of some fearful looks from the woman, but
		that was only to be expected, magic was a thing of fear as well as of desire. She was trying for a benevolent mode right now, however, and so attempted
		to put the woman at her ease.
	
	
     
		"Help me sit down, won't you, dear?" the majo wheezed, crinkling her eyes up in a smile. "These old bones can't sit down as fast as they used to..."
	
	
     
		The woman obeyed, but kept her eyes averted. Ah well. The majo knelt down at the head of the table, and nodded in satisfaction as her cloth servant
		brought her tea. A quick glance around suggested everything looked good: serene, ordered, hidden hint of power, yes, all was as it should be on this
		short notice.
	
	
     
		The gong would have looked really good in the alcove, though. Ah well. Next time.
	
	
     
		"I am honored by your visit," the majo said to the beautiful lady. "I wonder how I can be of assistance to someone so exalted."
	
	
     
		The lady opened her jeweled fan and hid her blush behind it. She was very charming. Her voice was high and light as flute song.
	
	
     
		"This person is of no importance herself, honored majo-dono! I do not know where to begin... but I am sure that one of your power must guard your
		precious time as though a hoard of pearls... so I will come swiftly to the point... as swiftly as eagle-fletched arrows cut the winter sky to pieces...
	
	
     
		"I have come in hopes of your help, yes, but on the behalf of someone, well, someone higher. There is - a situation, in a place, well, above other
		places."
	
	
     
		The majo nodded in a wisely knowing way, while feeling her heart pound in excitement. A connection at the imperial court? Oh, what couldn't she charge
		a few discreet clients there!
	
	
     
		"Know then, that this worthless one has the incalculable fortune to have drawn the regard of a certain someone, whose identity is so precious, so
		exalted that I dare not even hint at it..."
	
	
     
		Oho. The majo absorbed this enormous hint with ever-increasing interest.
	
	
     
"And yet, alas, this marvelous regard has not yet borne the hoped-for precious fruit, and it seems clear that it can only be the influence of certain		ill winds, which can carry unwholesome airs even above the clouds... certain factions... I'm afraid the tale I have to tell is, well
		... there are details that I only disclose because I must, but I beg you to keep them secret ...?"
	
	
     
		The majo leaned forward, nodding reassuringly. She was avid for details, and she couldn't even tell yet if the nature of this gossip was prurient and
		embarrassing or some kind of state secret. Perhaps it was both! She was captivated.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		Morio, in the guise of the older woman, slipped away from the table. The fox had told him beforehand that by the time he (as the court lady) uttered
		the word clouds, the majo would be hooked and unable to look away, and so it seemed to be.
	
	
     
		Funny, Morio hadn't realized the majo was so old. He had always thought she was much younger. But he hadn't been so close before, after all.
	
	
     
		Quietly he tiptoed to the back room, slid the door open and slipped through. He was well used to using a human form, in fact he was quite good at it -
		but he was not so well versed (as Kitsune apparently was) at using a female one, and the clothes made everything different in the way you moved around.
	
	
     
		He looked around, frowning. It was just an ordinary back room - more ordinary than the front room, except that it was full of curious objects. There
		was no sign of his family, no hint or clue as to their ever having been there. If they were to learn anything from the majo, Kitsune would have to
		wiggle it out of her in conversation.
	
	
     
		He should give this up, he decided, and sneak back to the front room before the majo noticed he was gone. It would of course be a gross breach of
		etiquette for the woman he was supposed to be to go poking around -
	
	
     
		As Morio turned he realized the cloth servant was there in the room with him, gesturing angrily but in perfect silence, pointing at the door. It
		unnerved him completely. With a yelp of fright he staggered back, stepped on the hem of his robe, and fell into the large gong.
	
	
     
		There was a horrific crash, truly spectacular. The loudest sound Morio had ever heard, let alone made, a rumpus as big as thunder - right here in the
		middle of the house of a majo who couldn't stand noise.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		Kitsune froze mid-gesture at the din from the back room. Curses on that fool of a tanuki! Kitsune had been weaving such a bright net of nonsensical,
		slightly scandalous court stories, with the majo completely believing every word, and now all that work was ruined.
	
	
     
		And of course, there was now an angry majo to placate. Kitsune flapped his fan a little harder in the heat of anxiety as the old lady fixed her beady
		eye on his face.
	
	
     
		"Where is your servant, Lady?" the majo snapped, jumping up from the table with surprising agility.
	
	
     
		"Oh, er," flustered Kitsune, swaying to his girlish feet, a prisoner of all those beautiful robes which had seemed like such a good idea at the time,
		"perhaps she has gone seeking the convenience...? Perfectly understandable, I'm sure you will agree ..." but by then the majo had gone stomping to the
		door, sliding it open with a snap and bellowing: "What is going on in here?"
	
	
     
		The 'woman' Morio was at the bottom of a heap of curious objects, including a large brass gong, and the cloth servant stood by, pointing an accusing
		corner of itself at the miscreant.
	
	
     
		"Yes, thank you," the majo told it with heavy irony, at which it flapped off dejectedly to the front room.
	
	
     
		Kitsune glanced aside at Rinji to see how he was taking all this. Rinji was frowning worriedly, looking at Morio with obvious concern. Kitsune sighed,
		then suddenly found himself obliged to attend the majo's questions.
	
	
     
		"Honored lady - you know, I never did catch your name - were you aware that your servant here is a tanuki?"
	
	
     
		"Oh - er - is she?" gasped Kitsune breathlessly, fanning ever harder, but the whole sham was falling down now, the majo was eyeing him with a
		gaze like an axe, yet he could not stop trying, "I had no idea whatever! Why, she has served my family for many years and - "
	
	
     
		"Please, that's enough," said Rinji softly, and Kitsune shut his mouth - and his fan - with a snap.
	
	
     
		The majo rounded on Rinji, hands on her hips. She looked considerably less decrepit when she was angry. "What's this now? Are you the one in charge of
		this - heist or -" the old lady gestured at Morio, "whatever it is you're doing here, wasting my time?"
	
	
     
		Rinji bowed to her: graceful, courtly and sincere. No one could fail to be moved that beheld him, thought the fox, and then shuddered a little and
		looked away.
	
	
     
		"I am deeply sorry for our intrusion, majo-dono, and for our feeble attempt to deceive you," said Rinji. Kitsune winced. Feeble! Well, yes. He fired a
		disgusted look at Morio, who had crawled out from under the mess and knelt cringing on the mats. Morio, catching this look, made a face and spread his
		hands as though to say, It's not my fault.
	
	
     
		"My friend Morio there is a tanuki, and the lady is my friend Kitsune."
	
	
     
		"Of course you're a fox," said the majo to Kitsune in disgust. "What was I thinking! All that shiny talk about nothing!" She turned her blade of a
		glance on Rinji again. "And what are you, young man, helping these beasts to infest my home and make me waste my magic?"
	
	
     
		"My name is Rinji," he said, and behind him on the half-open door, his shadow was the shadow of a tree, its branches - and his hair - moving slightly
		in a breeze none of the rest of them could feel. "I'm a kami."
	
	
     
		"I can see that," she sighed, "there's no need to show off."
	
	
     
		Rinji looked puzzled, but was too polite to correct her, Kitsune knew. He just bowed slightly. The tension in the atmosphere had lessened considerably,
		and the tanuki looked up hopefully from the floor.
	
	
     
		"Oh, for heaven's sake," the majo sighed, rubbing her eyes in weariness, "well, come back to the table, all of you, and if you don't mind too
		much, take off those ridiculous forms you're wearing and just be what you are." She stomped back to the table, her walking stick long
		flung aside and forgotten. She muttered, "Can't believe I fell for that. That litter didn't even have bearers!"
	
	
     
		Kitsune released the form he was wearing, the beautiful and dazzling lady of the court. He shrunk back down to his own size and shape, his own white
		and black fur, and turned to see Morio doing the same, the woman melting down into the furry little raccoon-dog.
	
	
     
		"Don't give me that look," whispered the tanuki. "That hanky thing crept up on me and scared me, it wasn't my fault!"
	
	
     
		They returned to the table: their argument would have to wait.
	
	
     
		The majo eyed them. "So, neither of you are female? Huh." Turning to Rinji, "You are a boy, right?"
	
	
     
		"Yes, majo-dono," said Rinji earnestly, and for some reason Kitsune wanted to laugh, this just seemed wildly funny. "That is to say, I was once," Rinji
		went on, and the laugh died in Kitsune's throat.
	
	
     
		"You're a ghost?" said the majo in surprise. "But you seem - well, forgive me, but you seem so nice."
	
	
     
		The silence around the rest of the table had grown awkward, avid, as though something very private was being discussed after all. Rinji looked
		uncomfortable, his gaze downcast.
	
	
     
		"I'm a tree, majo-dono. A sakura."
	
	
     
		"But you said you were once a boy?"
	
	
     
		Rinji was silent. But no one spoke up to save him from answering, and he was too polite to leave the majo unanswered.
	
	
     
		"Yes..."
	
	
     
		"Your tree, is it close by?" the majo persisted. Kitsune's eyes flicked between her and Rinji, wondering if he dared do anything to intervene that
		wouldn't make everything worse.
	
	
     
		"No, majo-dono, it's many ri from here," Rinji said at once, as though relieved to have such an easy question to answer.
	
	
     
		"Then how can you leave it, if you are the kami of the tree?"
	
	
     
		Rinji was struggling to answer, his eyes clouded over. Kitsune opened his mouth to try to intervene, but the majo lifted a hand to stop him.
	
	
     
		"I am... one with the tree," Rinji said at last, "And, I was a boy. I can walk free if I want to, but the tree is where I live."
	
	
     
		"Where you live," repeated the majo, in a voice of dawning comprehension. "One with the tree. I think I understand. So, you're, er... don't mind my
		rudeness here young man, but it's worth checking, you're not... angry then?"
	
	
     
		"Angry?" His big eyes blinked at her. The fox felt a spasm of fond warmth at the sight of it. "No, majo-dono. Why should I be?"
	
	
     
		"I don't know," she said, lifting her eyebrows. "Ghosts, no offense meant here, but ghosts by their very nature tend to have - business, and
		innocent people get in their way and all."
	
	
     
		"Oh, majo-dono," he was distressed, wringing his hands, "please don't be worried, I'm not angry, honest. I've been sleeping in my grove for many years
		now, I don't even know how many. I've got nothing to be angry about, and I don't have any business except - "
	
	
     
		And he stopped short. Kitsune held his breath. But then Rinji glanced toward Morio.
	
	
     
		"Except - to ask - for your kind favor - in the matter of the tanuki... ? That is what we came seeking, majo-dono, and that's all. I wanted to just ask
		you, like this, in the first place, but ... " he sighed, "I admit I was curious to see them change forms, so I probably didn't try hard enough to stop
		them, majo-dono. It was fun to see them working together. That's all."
	
	
     
		And he bowed, his fingertips on the table, bending down in beautiful humility. The majo cleared her throat.
	
	
     
		"I ought to have realized what that was about. Now I recognize you," to the tanuki, "you're the one that was keeping the whole village awake with that
		poet of yours for a while there last year. Oh yes, I heard about that, of course I did. But your family, well. That New Year's party of theirs, I had a
		headache, I had to go and complain to them three times and each time they promised they'd keep it down, but no sooner would I get back up here
		than off they'd go again, and enough was enough.
	
	
     
		"I lured them up here and then made them all sleep till my headache cleared up. Then I sold them to a traveling show."
	
	
     
		"Sold?" The tanuki's claws gripped the edge of the table, which was looking rather shabbier now than when they had arrived. "What do you
		mean?"
	
	
     
		It wasn't all that politely put, but the majo appeared to overlook this. "I made them sign a contract. Half a year each year for seven years, they're
		to form a musical, juggling, transforming comedy act as part of a traveling show. They'll be back home in a couple of months for their half-year off. I
		think they'll be rather good." She sipped her tea reflectively. "Once they learn how to sing and juggle."
	
	
     
		"Oh," said Morio, his voice shaky. "I ... I see. Thank you ... " and he ducked down behind the table to wipe his face.
	
	
     
		"Hang in there," said the majo. "I'd offer you a hanky, but to be honest I don't think mine likes you."
	
	
     
		She looked around at Kitsune. "You're Rinji's friend, eh? You're part of his 'business', I'm sure, but I believe him when he said he isn't angry. Why
		is he so far from his tree, friend fox? Where are you leading him?"
	
	
     
		He thought before that her glance was like an axe but now he could see and feel that her glare was like a needle through the head. It was not that he
		felt compelled to reply, it was that he feared what would happen to Rinji if she decided to interfere in his 'business.' But he could only answer her
		so far in any case, and no further.
	
	
     
		"Majo-dono," he said carefully, his eyes downcast, his paws neatly cradling his teacup, "we are seeking the ending to a story. It started a long time
		ago and - everything went wrong. Rinji can't remember it but - I can. I persuaded him to leave his tree and come with me to seek this, and we are going
		to the places he chooses. That's - that's all I can tell you." Kitsune carefully put his teacup down and bowed his furry head. When he dared to lift it
		again, though, she was frowning.
	
	
     
		"I'm not satisfied with this," she said flatly. "The way you all came swanning in here, well. If you're going to put on a show you may as well be
		entertaining in a way that doesn't make me feel stupid. I want each of you to tell me a story. A true story, about something that really has happened
		to you. Do this, and I will let you depart as my friends."
	
	
     
		There was a pause during which they contemplated the idea of not being her friends, and whether she would allow them to depart if they were
		not. Rinji frowned, looking down at his hands.
	
	
     
		"Is that all?" said Kitsune lightly. "I am willing to oblige you as best I can, majo-dono. I will tell you a true story about something that really
		happened to me. I'll go first, shall I?"
	
	
     
		"Oh, won't you?" muttered Morio, savage with sarcasm, and he bit into a sweet bean paste dumpling as though it were his natural prey.
	
	
     
		Kitsune ignored the tanuki, cleared his throat and began to speak.
	
	
     
		"Years ago, when I was a kit, my littermates and I reached that age one day when our mother must drive us away. (That is how it is with foxes, you
		see.)
	
	
     
		"We stayed with our mother while we were young and silly, and she taught us how to hunt prey and how to cache food, how to change shape and how to
		speak the human tongue. But then... suddenly one day, we were too old to live in our own home anymore. We had to go and find homes of our own, new
		places: places where we had not been born, where we had no fond memories.
	
	
     
		"I protested to my mother, 'But I am not done learning from you. Give me another season, just one more season in which to learn, and I will be a fox to
		make you proud.' She bit me and said, 'That is what I fear. Not another day; be off with you!'"
	
	
     
		Placidly, Kitsune dipped his head down to lap tea from his cup. The majo smiled and nodded.
	
	
     
		"I accept."
	
	
     
		"What?"
		said Morio.
	
	
     
		"Which of you is next?" The majo raised her eyebrows.
	
	
     
		"What kind of a story was that?" Morio snapped, rounding on Kitsune, who did not deign to reply.
	
	
     
		Morio jumped up and turned away from him, toward the majo and Rinji, bristling in outrage. "I didn't understand that! It wasn't even a proper story!
		And what was the point? Am I supposed to feel sorry for him, because his dam did as all vixens do?"
	
	
     
		The majo smiled grimly.
	
	
     
		"I only asked that the story be true. I made no other requirement. Kitsune has acquitted his debt to me. Is it now your turn to do the same?"
	
	
     
		The fox would never tell anyone that he had told the shortest story he could get away with, because he was tired of talking after his stint in the
		guise of the court lady.
	
	
     
		Morio stared helplessly at the majo for a moment, then glanced aside at Rinji. Rinji was sitting with his hands folded in his lap, looking troubled.
		The tanuki sighed and sat back down.
	
	
     
		"All right. I'll tell a true story, majo-dono. A proper one," with a glance aside at the fox, who ignored him.
	
	
     
		"Ahem. - Of all the tanuki in my tribe, I am the most skilled (I am sorry to have to say so myself) at transformation to human shapes. I help the
		elders to teach the young ones - well, I did help. They will have to practice without me now, I suppose.
	
	
     
		"In any case, the final part of our rite of passage to adulthood is, of course, to go out among humans in disguise, and fool them. This proves a
		tanuki's skill.
	
	
     
		"I imagine the foxes do something of the sort as well, though I am sure we do not need to bother to ask Kitsune about it. He might tell us that once
		his teacher raised his voice to him, and we shall all weep such terrible tears!"
	
	
     
		Morio paused just long enough to fire a withering look of disgust Kitsune's way.
	
	
     
		"...That season I had two youngsters facing their test, and it was simple enough, though some of our elders had tended to mischief and had made it
		sound the most awful ordeal to the poor, impressionable pups.
	
	
     
		"Really all that was going to be required of them was to buy some things at the festival market for all of us to enjoy at their feast later on, when
		they were inevitably successful: sake and sweets, and then finally they must say a quick prayer at the village shrine before bringing home
		their proud purchases.
	
	
     
		"When I took my test years ago, of course, I also had to somehow acquire the money needed to bring the required items back; a test of ingenuity. Earn,
		steal, beg, it did not matter how, just that the tanuki use his own wits; but in recent years things have become lazier, less strict. The pups were my
		cousins, silly and feather-headed; the truth is that I myself gave them the coins they would need, and sent them off with encouraging words. Soon they
		would be back, and soon after that we would have such a splendid party.
	
	
     
		"To their credit, the two youngsters were not bad at changing, though they were really too lazy to practice enough different character shapes... but,
		ah well. Every generation thinks those that follow it have it too easy. Every generation is right to think so.
	
	
     
		"As I say, the two youngsters changed into a young man and woman and scampered off. I changed too, taking a human male form I had been working on this
		spring while running the pups through their own exercises. This shape was of a young, handsome fellow, and of course, because it was a festival, I wore
		fancy holiday robes.
	
	
     
		"As we tanuki say, there is no work that is not made better by a bite to eat… I passed the time waiting for their return most pleasantly, walking
		about among the stalls. Snacks, drinks, toys... an endless profusion of things to see and taste.
	
	
     
		"I spent many coins on takoyaki, dried fish and sembei - and sake, of course.
	
	
     
		"At length, I came to a stall with a young man selling poems. I stopped to look, gazing with curiosity upon the youth, who was poet and calligrapher
		both. He had an elegant hand, and when he glanced up, he proved to have a winsome smile.
	
	
     
		"'Good day to you. Would you like to buy a poem?'
	
	
     
		"'A poem?' said I, a little flustered by his wonderful, merry eyes. 'A poem, what about?'
	
	
     
		"'Why, you are the customer,' he said, all modesty, but it was clear to me that he already knew what he wanted to write. His hands were in the act of
		reaching for his brush. 'It is for you to say what it should be about.'
	
	
     
		"I was intrigued by him, and sake had made me brave. Both had made me warm. 'Then: write about love,' I said.
	
	
     
		"His eyes lingered on mine, and my human face was blushing. Slowly he looked down, thought for a minute, and began to write on a new piece of clean
		paper.
	
	
     
		"How the brush danced in his hand; how his hand and the brush danced together. It was so beautiful that I forgot he was writing; to me, entranced, it
		seemed a sacred festival dance, a rite to the god of poetry, and the goddess of dancing - and they were making love.
	
	
     
		"I waited, my curiosity growing as the ink slowly dried. At last he gave me the poem. It read:
	
	
     
		"Spring was all but gone: or so I felt, till I saw the tanuki in his festival garb."
	
	
     
		"When I read this, I gasped. I looked to him fearfully, but there was no malice in his smile that I could see, only merriment.
	
	
     
		"This stranger, this poet knew what I was! But how? I had done my best on this form, and I had practiced so much that sometimes I got carried away and
		half fooled myself that I was human. Yet - effortlessly he looked through the illusion to see me - me, the proctor of the transformation test for the
		younger ones. What shame! How could I ever face the elders? Or even the pups?
	
	
     
		"Carefully, he cleaned his brush and ink stone and put them away. I stood helplessly, not trusting myself to speak, waiting for him to name his price
		for the poem. But he closed up his stall and came out to me, taking my hand, and leaning in close he whispered in my ear,
	
	
     
		"'Tanuki-san, tanuki-san, won't you play with me?'"
	
	
     
		There was a long pause. Morio shrugged his shoulders and said nothing more, staring into his tea cup.
	
	
     
		The majo sighed deeply. "I accept."
	
	
     
		There was another silence.
	
	
     
		At last Rinji said, "I know that it is my turn. But - truly, I only have one story... the beginning is so old I have forgotten almost all of it, and...
		I do not yet know the end."
	
	
     
		Kitsune watched him intently as he spoke, then said to the majo, "Of all of us, Rinji-sama has given you the least offense, surely, majo-dono?" After
		all, he had been the first to confess and apologize for their charade. Kitsune didn't even need to point this out.
	
	
     
		Morio added, "Perhaps he can promise to tell you a story later, majo-dono..." The tanuki's face was sad since telling his tale, his ears and tail were
		drooping.
	
	
     
		Rinji waited calmly for the majo's decision, his leaf-green eyes gleaming. She studied him for a minute or two, then said, "Do you promise?"
	
	
     
		"I promise, majo-dono. In the fullness of time, I will tell you a true story."
	
	
     
		"Done, then," said the majo, and stood up. "I will look forward to it."
	
	
     
		As though released by her gesture of getting up from the table, Morio jumped up, not looking at anyone, and scurried to the door, opening it enough to
		dart through and blindly run down the hill. He left the door half-open and they could hear him go even after he was out of sight, as his sudden passage
		disturbed ground-nesting birds and startled them into the air, shouting in complaint. Kitsune and Rinji had both risen already, bowing to the majo.
		Rinji turned as though to follow Morio at once. Kitsune was relieved when the majo put a stop to this, as he wasn't sure whether Rinji would listen to
		him.
	
	
     
		"Wait, please," she said. "The sun is up now, and human beings are out and about their business. You may as well stay here the day, and go on at
		sundown to wherever it is you're going. And I think you should let your friend the tanuki be alone for a little while."
	
	
     
		Kitsune thought this a fine idea, though he was a little nervous of the majo. He'd thought she would be more annoyed than she seemed to be at him, the
		obvious ringleader of the failed attempt to con her. It was going so well until that fool of a tanuki knocked over a gong of all things - ! Ah
		well. After all, they had the knowledge they sought, and Rinji would obey the majo and stay here till sundown.
	
	
     
		Rinji bowed again, and soon they were being treated to a nice meal (meat for Kitsune, flowers for Rinji,) and then the cloth servant led them outside
		to the bath house. In the bright light of morning they could see stitches from mending on the servant's back.
	
	
     
		Once they were alone, Rinji scrubbed and rinsed himself and then Kitsune before they climbed into the tub to soak. Kitsune tried to be polite and avert
		his eyes from Rinji's body, but Rinji was as oblivious to this as a tree in the rain.
	
	
     
		Rinji looked thoughtful, frowning. He said, "Poor Morio-dono. I suppose he's gone back to his empty den. It must be lonely there."
	
	
     
		The fox tried not to sigh. "At least he knows his family are all right, and he'll see them again soon."
	
	
     
		Rinji smiled at him. "You're right, of course."
	
	
     
		And though Kitsune would have been happy for this moment of comfort and intimacy to last forever, soon both of them were yawning and drowsy in the
		heat. Before long the majo's servant led them to a futon that felt as though made of clouds. They slept all day, Rinji breathing deeply, with the fox
		curled up against him.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		A little before sundown, Rinji opened his eyes and looked up at the majo: she had just touched his arm. He blinked up at her face, seeing it looked
		even younger now. The majo's real age, it seemed, was somewhere in the range where one wavered between 'big sister' and 'auntie' when addressing a
		woman.
	
	
     
		He nodded at her with a smile, and looked down at Kitsune. The fox was curled up with the brush of his tail covering his nose. His fur was very clean
		and stood out from him like a dandelion puff. Rinji touched his head, stroked his ears. "Kitsune..."
	
	
     
		"He's awake," the majo said, getting up from where she had knelt to wake them. "He's been awake since I entered the room. He's just enjoying himself."
	
	
     
		Rinji smiled as the fox pretended to wake up now at the sound of the majo's voice, yawning hugely. "Hello. It's evening already?"
	
	
     
		"Yes," said the majo. "Come and have a meal before you go. I've got a story to tell you that you may as well hear before you go chasing after that
		tanuki or any such thing."
	
	
     
		Their meal this time was leftovers from the previous one, and the cloth servant had disappeared. When the majo noticed him looking around for it she
		said, "The magic wore off," and showed him a scrap of cloth tucked into her sleeve. There were mending stitches visible on it. Rinji just bowed in
		reply, because he didn't know what else to say.
	
	
     
		As they ate, the majo said, "Well. Now I know the beginning of the story of the tanuki and his poet. Alas, I already knew the end."
	
	
     
		Rinji and Kitsune exchanged a look, and Rinji asked, "Its end, majo-dono? Poor Morio-dono, anyone can see how unhappy he is. Did ... his lover die?"
	
	
     
		"No ... he did not. Tojuro, that is the poet's name, he was charming all right, nice looking fellow, and not so bad a poet, if you like that sort of
		style."
	
	
     
		Kitsune said, "You say he did not die, but you also say 'was' ... ?"
	
	
     
		"He no longer lives in this village. His family sent him away, somewhere in the mountains. He could be dead, that's possible of course, but I
		have no reason to think it. No, Morio mourns not a death but his lover's faithlessness, and the cruel trick of a fox."
	
	
     
		"Oh!" exclaimed Rinji. This surely explained the tanuki's venom toward Kitsune. No wonder it had seemed so personal, though they had never met before.
	
	
     
		"Yes. There was quite a scandal last year, you see - Tojuro and his tanuki lover. Everyone talked about it. The two of them were fools, always making
		such a spectacle of themselves. More to the point, their carryings-on at night shattered everyone's sleep. There is just something about tanuki; when
		they are happy they must make the most outrageous fuss. At least this one was using his balls for something other than a drum, is what I say; but then,
		I couldn't really hear them way up here in my house... unless I wanted to."
	
	
     
		She smiled as though to say that sometimes she did want to.
	
	
     
		"Morio took no mate of his own kind, for he loved Tojuro. But Tojuro's eye and interest had a way of wandering. He was very popular. He had other human
		lovers, male and female. And also he had a lover that was a fox.
	
	
     
		"It is ironic, is it not, that in Morio's story Tojuro was the one who knew a tanuki when he saw one; for he did not recognize a fox when he bedded
		one. She was a vixen, and when she came into heat she had a cruel streak to her lust.
	
	
     
		"He had angered her some time before, during their very first tryst, when after their lovemaking he had murmured some endearment to Morio in his sleepy
		comfort. She did not forget this slight; she nurtured it till it overwhelmed her, and in her heat she could not think clearly about her grudge or
		anything else.
	
	
     
		"She took the form that Morio always wore when he was with Tojuro, and visited him in the night. She was cruel to him in Morio's name, and after
		coupling said terrible things about his loving and his poetry and his person, such things as would drive lovers apart. And then she changed - not into
		her own fox form, but another form she had carefully practiced as she nurtured her anger - the semblance of the tanuki. She flew at him and deeply
		scratched his pretty face with tanuki claws, blinding him in one eye before she ran away, never to return."
	
	
     
		A shocked silence settled over the majo's table. At last, in a whisper Rinji asked, "What... what happened then?"
	
	
     
		"Well, Tojuro was terribly ill for many days. The scratches became inflamed, and of course nothing could be done for his eye. The handsome young man
		would be terribly disfigured; everyone talked about it.
	
	
     
		"Everyone believed Morio did it. Certainly the poet did. The tanuki was not allowed to visit his suffering lover; he was turned aside, threatened with
		swords. When Morio heard what he had supposedly done to his beloved, he despaired; when he inquired further he discovered to his even greater pain just
		how many 'poems' Tojuro had given away... it just happened that one of them was to a fox.
	
	
     
		"The poet healed as best he could, and then he left the village to travel back to his family. Apparently he was of a noble family, run away in a fit of
		romantic notions. His youthful adventure had gone as badly as his parents surely predicted."
	
	
     
		More silence. They pondered the sad fate of Morio's love affair. "And now, with his tribe all away, not to return for months - he must be miserable,"
		said Kitsune.
	
	
     
		"Yes," she said. "He did not deserve what happened, and the truth is that neither did Tojuro, for all his philandering. But regardless of the injustice
		of it, love has damaged both of them forever."
	
	
     
		These words were followed by a deep silence that Rinji feared to break. What did one say in the face of such a story? He knew that once they left the
		majo's house he would go down the hill to the tanuki den and try to help Morio, but what on earth could he do to actually help? It was
		inconceivable, but so was the thought of traveling on and doing nothing. They could not simply stay there keeping Morio company until his family came
		back. Sleeping a few hours in the tanuki den was one thing, sleeping the day here in the majo's house was another - but Rinji must travel 
		until he returned once more to his tree - he felt this instinctively. To try to settle down in some other place would be too distressing. He would feel
		the tree calling to him all the time. It did so right now, but in a companionable, reassuring way. All was well in the grove, his tree as undisturbed
		as ever.
	
	
     
		"Well now," the majo said, looking between Rinji and Kitsune. "I don't know where you're going, but I doubt you do either, so I won't bother asking.
		I'll just offer this. I don't know if you can convince the tanuki to come with you. But if you can... you should. That's my advice to you."
	
	
     
		They both nodded. Rinji bowed, too, because he was trained to show respectful thanks for good advice.
	
	
     
		He gazed down into his teacup. Such mischief the she-fox's anger had wrought. She did not punish the poet for being with someone else; she punished him
		for thinking of someone else, even for a moment. Unjust punishment. Rinji shivered, as though a cool breeze was riffling through his
		tree's leaves, far away but still keenly felt.
	
	
     
		Such rage frightened him. Rage intertwined with love, lashing out and destroying that which was most precious. He shivered again. Kitsune snuggled up
		beside him, and Rinji gratefully stroked his warm thick fur.
	
	
     
		The sun slipped below the horizon, unseen here in this part of the majo's house, but intimately felt by all present. Rinji bowed deeply and sincerely
		to the majo, and Kitsune too bowed his head, the pointed black tips of his white ears brushing the floor.
	
	
     
		"Well, it was nice to meet you," said the majo in a thinly disguised attempt to conceal emotion behind practical bluster. "Don't get into too much
		trouble. And you," to Rinji, "don't you dare forget your promise to me. Now, off you go!"
	







		


 

 

 





FOURTH: A WELCOMING CAT
	

	
     
		"Go away, fox."
	
	
     
		"Morio-dono. Please listen, it's important."
	
	
     
		"No. I don't care."
	
	
     
		"Morio-dono!"
	
	
     
		"I suppose she told you the whole story after I left, eh? All about the village disapproving, and Tojuro's... his lovers?"
	
	
     
		"Yes, Morio-dono. And she told us about what the she-fox did."
	
	
     
		"Damn her! And damn all foxes!"
	
	
     
		"Thank you. ...Morio-dono. You are going to listen to me, to us, because we care what happens to you; because we have something to say that you very
		much need to hear; and - well, because we're not going to go away until we've said it. Do you understand?"
	
	
     
		The tanuki did not answer the fox. But he seemed to be listening. Nearby, Rinji was listening, too.
	
	
     
		"It is not good to stay here, all alone in an empty den, Morio-dono. Without family, without students, without a lover, why should you stay here and be
		reminded of all those things?"
	
	
     
		"That's right. Why should I not kill myself?" The tanuki mumbled this through his paws.
	
	
     
		"Here is why you should not, if you really don't care about coming back again in another life. We are on a journey to seek kaiketsu,
		resolution. A story without an ending can never begin again. Your story doesn't have a resolution, either. Why not come with us and seek yours?"
	
	
     
		Then Kitsune bowed his head deeply to Morio, who lifted his head at last in surprise.
	
	
     
		"I am ashamed at what my kinswoman has done to you and yours; I swear by the face of the moon that I have no malice toward you. I have my own burden,
		that I will carry as best as I can; but if I can help you, I will."
	
	
     
		Morio looked embarrassed. "All right. You - you don't need to make such a big production out of it."
	
	
     
		Rinji and Kitsune stood aside, now, to give the tanuki time to recover himself and prepare for travel. As they waited, Rinji smiled at Kitsune and
		whispered, "That was well done, Kitsune-dono. A fine apology."
	
	
     
		Kitsune squinched his eyes up at Rinji and whispered, "I was only imitating you, Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		Rinji felt himself starting to blush, and he had to laugh at himself, just a little bit. There was, after all, a kind of compliment that could turn his
		head. Just a little bit.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		Within the hour, they were above ground again and walking in the night. Kitsune ran on ahead, but Morio took a human form to walk alongside Rinji.
		Rinji wondered, but could not ask, if this sad-eyed fellow's was the face Morio had worn when he was with his lover. It would be far too nosy and
		hurtful a question even if they were longtime acquaintances, and after all they had only just met.
	
	
     
		"Your shape changing is very good, Morio-dono," Rinji smiled, choosing to redirect the subject rather than change it, a polite dance. "Can you change
		into many forms?"
	
	
     
		The tanuki looked pleased at this praise, though he tried to be modest. "Only a few. I have to keep in practice, or else I forget just how a form
		should look and move and sound, for it to be convincing." He shimmered, and transformed several times: first he became an old priest. In another
		moment, a gap-toothed little girl; next an enormous wrestler in a loincloth and topknot who grinned mischievously down at Rinji before shrinking back
		down into the handsome, sad-eyed fellow.
	
	
     
		"That's wonderful, Morio-dono!" Rinji clapped his hands, smiling.
	
	
     
		"Oh no, that's nothing," but Morio was obviously very pleased. "I haven't got half the skill of my elders. But enough about me. I'm interested, that is
		to say, I'm curious about you, Rinji-dono. I am sure your tree is very beautiful, hidden away in a grove like you said. How did you come to be
		there?"
	
	
     
		This simple question, so pleasantly put, dropped into Rinji's heart like a stone into a well.
	
	
     
		"I..." But he could not speak. His throat closed around any words that he could use to answer the question. How did he come to be there? But that was
		the story that he had promised to the majo, and he could not tell it now.
	
	
     
		Kitsune saved him just then by bounding back from his scouting ahead. (Did he do it on purpose, Rinji wondered fleetingly? Those pointed ears could
		hear a long way.) "The road ahead splits in two, Rinji-sama," he reported. "One way continues along the river, and the other goes east, around the
		mountain. Which way should we go?"
	
	
     
		All three had stopped walking, and Rinji looked around in bewilderment. How was he in charge of where they went? But then he remembered stopping at the
		foot of the tanuki den, and sighed.
	
	
     
		"Along the river, I think," he said softly. And they started walking again; there were hours to go until dawn. There was a tense silence, but at least
		the tanuki did not ask any more questions.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		Dawn was almost staining the sky when they met the cat. Her fur, mostly white, stood out in the dark, but she sat so still at first, staring, that
		Rinji thought she was a statue.
	
	
     
		Then she startled him by squinching her eyes up and lifting her left paw in a welcoming wave.
	
	
     
		"Hello! Welcome to my village."
	
	
     
		Rinji bowed after only an instant's hesitation. "Thank you," he said. "How do you do?"
	
	
     
		"How do you do," returned the cat, putting her paw down to lean her head down in a pretty little nod, not quite a bow. She was a cat, after all. "My
		name is Aki."
	
	
     
		"My name is Rinji," he replied, "and these are my friends, Kitsune-dono and Morio-dono."
	
	
     
		The tanuki, reverted to his native form, bowed. The cat blinked at Kitsune's lack of a proper name, but did not comment on it in her rush to say,
		"You're an interesting bunch. What's your story?"
	
	
     
		Rinji sighed, just a little. Kitsune spoke up, and this time Rinji was sure it was on purpose. "Forgive us, but we've been walking all night and we're
		very tired. Look at poor Rinji-sama here, he's half asleep on his feet. Do you know a place where we might shelter for the day?"
	
	
     
		The cat stood up, stretching. "Sorry, sorry. Can't help it, you know. You're so interesting. You can come with me. The old lady keeps a shop
		downstairs during the day, and never comes upstairs until dark."
	
	
     
		Rinji bowed again. "Thank you most kindly, Aki-dono. We are grateful for your hospitality."
	
	
     
		Aki looked at him for a moment, whiskers twitching.
	
	
     
		"I have got to find out where you all came from. But, yes, yes, rest first, follow me."
	
	
     
		The cat, her tail jaunty, led the tired travelers into her village, and they slipped up a set of stairs as an old lady, already down on the ground
		floor, was getting ready to open her sweet-shop in the early morning hours, making fresh treats to sell.
	
	
     
		The cat led them into the upstairs living quarters with the casual air of a teenager in its parents' house. "This is a good spot to sleep...
		particularly in the early afternoon, the sun warms the tatami mats nicely... and over here, this is the old lady's shrine to..."
	
	
     
		She turned and noticed them drooping with weariness, and relented. "All right, we'll talk once you've rested. Make yourselves at home."
	
	
     
		Rinji sank down to curl up on the mat in the first place the cat pointed out as 'good to sleep', arms wrapped around himself. Morio curled up against
		his chest. Rinji was already sliding down into sleep as he felt Kitsune finally curl up against his back. The sun rose outside, and the three of them
		sank down into dreamless darkness together.
	

	

		* * *
	

	
     
		Aki sat right down where she was standing and curled her tail around herself, tucking the tip across her front paws. Settling in, she stared at them
		with her lantern-yellow eyes as they slept. Curiosity pushed her ears and whiskers forward as she contemplated her guests.
	
	
     
		The lovely ghost boy with hair the color of petals... the tanuki and the fox, both in love with him. And the way the fox looked at them both
		before he finally lay down, well. This was a story worth knowing about. And as strange as the ghost boy was, the fox.... there was something mysterious
		about the fox. There was more to it than with the tanuki. It didn't take a cat's eyes to see that.
	
	
     
		He was definitely a fox, all right, she mused as she licked her paw and smoothed it back over her ear, again and again in a soothing rhythm she could
		purr to. It helped her think. Yes, definitely a fox but... his manner was so strange. Not like any fox Aki had ever heard of, but it was true enough
		that she didn't exactly see a lot of them, here in the village. Hmm.
	
	
     
		Putting down her white paw she turned her head and licked her black-splotched shoulder. They were a strange group, the pair of them - and the tanuki as
		well, they made an odd little triangle indeed.
	
	
     
Aki extended a back leg and rooted thoughtfully between her toes. Where could these creatures all be going? And how could she get them to		tell her? She might not know a lot about foxes, but she did know about stories. Aki's village had a lot of civilized cats, and where there
		were civilized cats there were storytelling clubs. Aki acquitted herself well there most weeks, but tonight's meeting promised to be particularly
		memorable for her, what with this new material.
	
	
     
		During the day, muted sounds and voices filtered up from the shop below, but by then even Aki was sleeping, and none of them stirred.
	
	
     
		When the sun was going down she stretched herself awake, then found in dismay that her guests were on the point of bowing and continuing their journey
		before the old lady finished her work for the day and came upstairs. But Aki hadn't learned anything about them yet!
	
	
     
		"Are you sure you can't stay a little longer?" she wheedled, twining against Rinji's legs. He leaned down to stroke her back, and she purred
		encouragingly.
	
	
     
		Kitsune answered, "We're sorry, Aki-dono. We are grateful for your hospitality, but we must move on."
	
	
     
		"Where are you going?" A rude question, but she could get away with it.
	
	
     
		"Not to a place exactly. We are seeking kaiketsu."
	
	
     
		"Oh!" said Aki, startled, stopping mid-purr in astonishment. Kaiketsu! Any storyteller knew what that was. These three must really be special. What a
		story it would be, if they did find it.
	
	
     
		Rinji was bowing to her now, quite beautifully. He moved like a dancer, she thought. "Goodbye, Aki-dono, and thank you..."
	
	
     
		She followed them down the stairs and watched them go, her tail twitching just a little at the tip. Then she turned and ran in the opposite direction,
		into the lengthening shadows.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The storytelling club was just coming together in its loose circle. There were a dozen or so members, though this could fluctuate a bit as cats came
		and went. There were a couple of ladies' cats, of which Aki was technically considered one, but those others put on airs because their ladies
		were languid and idle, instead of running a sweet shop. There was a poor thin cat whose heart-wrenching tragedies were told in a deep rich voice that
		seemed to belong to some other creature entirely. A sailor's cat, wary and damaged, but clearly knew what she was talking about when it came to tales
		of bravery. And there were two black cats that always sat together. They were exactly alike except that one was large and fat and the other was little
		and wiry.
	
	
     
		Aki jumped up onto a rice bale, demanding everyone's attention with her jaunty tail. There were some affronted stares at this gambit, as it violated
		club protocol, but cats are curious, after all.
	
	
     
		Aki said grandly, "Brother and sister storytellers! I have seen wonders today."
	
	
     
		Out of the side of her mouth, the fat black cat said, "It'd be a wonder if she ever waited her turn."
	
	
     
		The oldest among them, the one with the deep voice, said chidingly, "Really, Aki-chan. There is a way of doing things."
	
	
     
		"But you must listen! This is not just a shadow-story! I have seen with my own eyes: a sakura ghost-kami, and a white fox, and a tanuki all traveling
		together to seek kaiketsu!"
	
	
     
		The sailor's cat shuddered. "A white fox? So unlucky."
	
	
     
		At least now she seemed to have everyone's attention! "They slept the day above my sweet shop. Gorgeous sakura. Tanuki on one side and fox on the
		other. It's the strangest love triangle you ever - "
	
	
     
		One of the ladies' cats interrupted. "Well, how did it turn out, then?"
	
	
     
		"What?" said Aki coldly, though she heard perfectly well.
	
	
     
		"The triangle. The kaiketsu. Are you telling a story or not? What happened to them?"
	
	
     
		Aki passed a quick paw over her face while she was thinking. Then she gave them all an arch smile.
	
	
     
		"Wouldn't you like to know...?"
	
	
     
		Now they really were all staring at her with rapt attention. Every eye, every ear, every whisker was oriented on Aki now. She liked the feeling. But
		she couldn't tell them she didn't know the rest of the story. It was in this moment that she made the decision - or, really, when she saw that she had
		no choice but to go find out.
	
	
     
		"I only stopped in tonight to give you all a little taste. I'll tell you the rest... next time... maybe."
	
	
     
		She flounced off away from the meeting. Behind her their voices rose in a jumble.
	
	
     
		"Aki...!"
	
	
     
		"You tease!"
	
	
     
		"Get back here Aki!"
	
	
     
		"Order, order...!"
	
	
     
		Aki walked with proud-tailed swagger till she was fully out of their sight... then she tore off following after Rinji, Kitsune and Morio, her heart
		pounding like a taiko drum.
	
	
     
		If I don't find out the rest of the story... I'll never be able to show my whiskers again!
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		It took her a little longer than she'd thought it would to catch up with them. They had continued along the river, but when Aki left the storytellers'
		circle she dashed in the wrong direction and had had to double back, staying well clear so as to hide her tactical error. It had just seemed a more
		auspicious direction for a dramatic exit, that's all.
	
	
     
		At last she caught sight of Rinji's pale-pink hair up in the distance. After a long scrambling dash and then a quick wash so she wouldn't look as
		though she'd been hurrying, she sidled up behind them.
	
	
     
		Rinji was the one to notice her first. "Aki-dono? Hello again..."
	
	
     
		"Hello there," Aki said, almost as casually as she was hoping to sound. It was so hard to keep curiosity out of her voice! "I'll be going with you, if
		it's all the same to you. I can be useful when I want to be. And you can cover a lot of ground, taking the hidden ways that only we cats know."
	
	
     
		She knew already that Rinji would accept her. If nothing else, her letting them sleep in the room upstairs of the shop would had given her a claim on
		some return, if she were rude enough to claim it - and she was. It was the other animals she needed to accept her, or at least to accede to
		what Rinji would allow. Aki was not afraid of either of them separately, but she had to travel with these creatures, and a cat's got to sleep sometime.
	
	
     
		"Of course, Aki-dono!" Rinji said right on cue, and when he looked to Kitsune the fox said, "I've no objection, but I'd like to get on before the whole
		night is wasted."
	
	
     
		"It's all right with me," said the tanuki. "But what about your shop?"
	
	
     
		"Oh, the old lady's got a statue of me by the door, it can look after things for me while I'm gone," was Aki's careless reply, though privately she
		felt a pang for the accustomed comforts she'd have to go without for a while - generous meals, a lap to sit in and so forth. Still, she couldn't have
		enjoyed those things properly anyway with so many things to wonder about.
	
	
     
		She kept her word about the cats' hidden pathways, and they traveled miles beyond what they could have covered without her. Before dawn they were
		within a glimpse of a town on the coast, many times larger than Aki's village.
	
	
     
		That day, they took shelter in a shrine to the god of fishermen. Aki supposed that there might be a few things worth leaving home for, after all. She
		got none of her nosy questions answered yet, but she did get plenty of fish.
	







		


 

 

 





FIFTH: A DRAGON, AND A TENGU
	

	
     
		The town on the coast was of sufficient size to have a pleasure district, and this district had an establishment that was particularly fine. The women
		there were ravishingly beautiful; sweet and marvelous incense perfumed the air, and the sounds of drum and shamisen caressed the ears. Of course, its
		patrons were only the most wealthy and purse-proud.
	
	
     
		There was a courtesan there who was not human, though she pretended to be so. Her skin was pale and smooth as mother of pearl, her marvelous long hair
		deep and dark and faintly gleaming green. Her black eyes shimmered with darting hints of silver, like quick glimpses of tiny fish. And her voice,
		uncommonly low and melodic, could drive men mad with the impossible desire to possess her completely.
	
	
     
		She was called Okinyoko, and she was a dragon. Her old home in the deep sea was cold and lonely, and she enjoyed luxury and pleasure and the gifts of
		beautiful jewels that her admirers brought her.
	
	
     
To pillow with the men was pleasant enough, but her true regard and passion was for another kami like herself. Yukari was not another dragon, but a		tengu - half human, half bird. Unlike her beloved, Yukari was not a courtesan. She too had the ability to change her shape at will, but she
		almost never chose to use it.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko craved and enjoyed the worshipful attentions of interchangeable men, but the tengu was steadfast. As for Yukari, her kind usually preferred to
		live in trees, but she preferred to be where Okinyoko was.
	
	
     
		On this morning, the dragon had been up all night long with customers, and now, even though she was exhausted, she could not seem to sleep. Though she
		turned this way and that way she could not seem to be comfortable. The room was well shaded, to allow such nocturnal creatures to sleep; yet sunlight
		still leaked in around the edges to dimly illuminate them - just as at night when they lit many lamps to make pockets of daylight, hemmed in around the
		edges by darkness.
	
	
     
		What is it, my jewel? I know you are tired. Can't you rest?
		Yukari did not speak aloud, whatever her form. She could speak her thoughts into the mind, and Okinyoko perceived it as a low, throbbing, irresistible
		music.
	
	
     
		"I'm sorry, Yu-chan," she murmured, turning to cuddle against those soft feathers. "I don't mean to disturb you."
	
	
     
		You know it's not like that. 
	
	
     
		She sighed. "I know. I just... can't... sleep."
	
	
     
		Can't, or don't want to?
		Yukari caressed Okinyoko's forehead. The dreams..?
	
	
     
		Okinyoko nuzzled Yukari's throat. There was a feathery sound, wings shifting in the near-dark.
	
	
     
		I like that. You needn't stop, my jewel, but you do need to talk to me, I think. The dreams?
	
	
     
		Okinyoko turned away and rolled onto her other side. "I hated it there! I'm never going back, never. Why must I always dream about it?"
	
	
     
		The sea. Cold, deep and vast. When the dragon dreamed, she plunged again and again into the ocean of her birth, and however she struggled she could not
		rise. It was terrible.
	
	
     
		It is part of you. You turn away from it, so it finds you there in dreams.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko lashed out, "It's so easy for you to say that! You've never been there! You've never known what it's like! You've never been... so
		cold... and lonely..."
	
	
     
		The outburst trailed off into sobs. Yukari reached out and rubbed the shaking back. At length Okinyoko turned around and embraced her lover tightly.
	
	
     
		Yukari rocked her in a gentle rhythm. Was there nothing good about it?
	
	
     
		The dragon didn't answer for a while. When she did, it was in a sleepy, befuddled voice.
	
	
     
		"Just one thing... It looked so beautiful as I left it behind."
	
	
     
		She fell asleep against her lover's breast, enfolded in dark wings. Peaceful and safe... until she once again reached the dream sea. Down, down and
		deep...
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"Someone is coming," said Kitsune.
	
	
     
		Aki was busy washing her face. She had eaten very well today, all respect to the generous god of fishermen.
	
	
     
		Morio shrugged. "So? Humans have been coming and going all morning." This was so, but they were like translucent shadows, not noticing and barely
		noticed by the kami resting on the shrine's spacious grounds. Even the sounds of the hand-claps seemed muted, as though muffled in heavy cloth.
	
	
     
		"No," said Kitsune. "I mean someone real."
	
	
     
		Everyone looked up with interest. Aki actually put her paw down.
	
	
     
		A tall, strangely shaped silhouette was coming up the walkway and its many steps. When the figure came through the spirit gate, they could see it
		properly.
	
	
     
		It was not translucent. This was a kami, with great, dark-feathered wings and a long beak, and the body of a woman. She carried a tall staff that
		jingled with rings as she strode purposefully, eyes grave, toward the shrine.
	
	
     
		Aki said, "A tengu? How interesting. I've never met one before."
	
	
     
		"Me neither," said the tanuki.
	
	
     
		The tengu caught sight of the group and paused in confusion, staring. Rinji stood and bowed politely. He was so graceful even a cat could envy him -
		secretly, of course.
	
	
     
		The tengu bowed back, then approached them. As she got nearer, the cat started to fidget. What looked like a normal sized bird-creature from afar was
		proving to be much, much bigger as it came nearer and nearer.
	
	
     
		Good day. I am Yukari,
		said the tengu into all of their minds, which upset the cat even more.
	
	
     
		Rinji said, "How do you do, Yukari-dono. I am Rinji; these are Aki-dono, Morio-dono... Kitsune-dono." Always the slight hesitation when first
		mentioning this name that was not a name. The old lady at the sweet shop called Aki 'Tama,' a name almost as generic, but it was still better than
		plain old 'Cat.'
	
	
     
		Well met. But I hope you will excuse me. I came to ask a favor of Ebisu.
	
	
     
		The bird-woman bowed again and went to the shrine. The indistinct people around her did not seem to give Yukari a second glance, even when she clapped
		the tips of her wings together right there among them. She finished praying and bowed, backing away in the same way the humans did, so as not to
		present their backs to the shrine.
	
	
     
		Returning to them, she paused for a minute and then said,
	
	
     
		
			I prayed for my beloved to find peace from dreams of the sea. It did not seem completely unreasonable to ask Ebisu for such a thing. I did not know
			if it would do any good, but I needed to do something, and this idea was accompanied by a particularly powerful compulsion, enough to take me from
			the bed of... Well. I have asked, but I believe it may be you and not Ebisu that I came to see, after all.
		
	
	
     
		Rinji and Morio looked at each other; Aki watched Kitsune watching them.
	
	
     
		Yes, I'm sure of it. It is you, all of you. Somehow you are what I need, or I am what you need - though I confess I do not see how yet.
	
	
     
		She bowed again, very low. The rings on her staff jingled with the motion. It was yet another thing unnerving to a cat.
	
	
     
		
			Would you not care to oblige me by coming with me? My home is modest, and my cooking is terrible, but this afternoon it will rain. You would be
			more comfortable under a roof, and perhaps we may learn something from each other.
		
	
	
     
		There was no moment at which a decision was made, they just seemed to join the bird woman's impromptu flock and followed her out of the shrine, up into
		the town and its pleasure district.
	
	
     
		The cat had seen paintings of this sort of place, and this was much more real, especially the cheaper parts, the outskirts. The tengu led them through
		crooked streets of slapdash houses and throngs of shadowy human beings, even at this hour: girls, actors, and customers with eager and furtive faces...
		but they all seemed to part for the tengu, a kind of magic she had that was not unlike the magic of a cat sidling away from trouble. Yet another source
		of tension for Aki, who now trailed along last in the group, trying to look very amused as though she had seen all this sort of thing before.
	
	
     
		She watched Rinji: his eyes were big with naive curiosity. The tanuki had taken human form, walking close beside Rinji as though to protect him.
		Kitsune looked almost as frazzled as Aki secretly felt.
	
	
     
		As they went along, the houses became larger and more sumptuous, the road smoother, the trees better kept, until at last they came to the finest one,
		which was like a mansion. Yukari pointed it out, then demurred at the impressed reaction from Rinji and Morio. No, no, this is not my house, 
		she told them, I only live here. 
	
	
     
		She led them around through a garden to an entrance at the back.
	
	
     
		The rain was just starting when the tengu slid the door aside and they all stepped up quickly onto the porch, all but Aki and Kitsune taking off shoes.
	
	
     
		They entered into an elegant room. Yukari bowed them to the table and they sat. She went out by a different sliding door, and returned rather quickly
		with a burgeoning tray of delicacies.
	
	
     
		I have nothing here, but please have some.
		This traditional phrase was well known to all of them, of course - but it sounded so absurd when spoken in the mind, so carefully and precisely.
	
	
     
		And so inaccurately. It was a feast, with treats for everyone in this rather diverse group of guests - fish, meat, flowers, fruit, pickled plums and
		fried bean curd, and many other things besides. There was sake, which was situated in front of Morio, who became cheerful at the mere sight of
		it. They set to this delicious food with great enjoyment, while outside the screens, the rain fell whispering on the leaves of the summer garden.
	
	
     
		Now the plates were greatly depleted, and Morio's face was a little bit flushed. Seated beside him, Rinji was enjoying the food, handling his
		chopsticks and teabowl very gracefully. Kitsune, though he had eaten, had not had much and was not eating now. Yukari watched Kitsune.
	
	
     
		You are on a journey, I think.
	
	
     
		"Yes, Yukari-dono. The others are coming with me to seek kaiketsu."
	
	
     
		"That's not it," interrupted Morio. "I'm not going anywhere with you. We are all going with Rinji-dono. But yes, to seek kaiketsu."
	
	
     
		Yukari tilted her head. Aki, though she had gotten used to the sight of the big bird-woman, more or less, was still not comfortable with that great
		beak slashing around when the tengu moved her head, and she started to slink down under the table.
	
	
     
		What does this mean?
		Yukari asked. I comprehend the word, but in what manner do you seek it?
	
	
     
		Aki popped her head up again, drawn back as ever by curiosity. "Yes, I've been wondering about this too."
	
	
     
		"It's hard to explain," Rinji said, putting his chopsticks down. "My friends are following my choices, in hopes of our all finding an ending to our
		stories."
	
	
     
		"A good ending," said Morio, interrupting again, and lifting his sake dish to make it a toast.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		In the next room, the dragon was dreaming.
	
	
     
		She fell through the sea as though it were the sky. Indigo plumes of darkness intertwined with pillars of jellied light. Fish scattered in all
		directions like storm-borne silvery petals, which in a way was exactly what they were.
	
	
     
		Always, it was the same, though each time new details rose to her dreaming senses. Each time, she knew she was going to dream the same dream, and it
		would find her no matter what she wanted. Even dragons must sleep. And when they sleep, they must dream.
	
	
     
		She moved a little, fitfully, whimpering in her sleep. Her arms reached out for Yukari who was not there beside her.
	
	
     
In the dream... in the sea... it was cold, always cold, endless cold. Bubbles fizzed around her skin as she fell and fell and continued to fall.		I don't want to be here, she moaned. I want to be warm...
	
	
     
		Dark it was, but darker it became. On and on, down into the deep. There were things that lived down there, bigger and older than dragons. She could
		sense them, their old, vast, sluggish vibrations in the water, rippling across her hide - indistinguishable from a shiver of fear.
	
	
     
		I don't want to be here! I don't want to be here!
	
	
     
		YOU ARE ALWAYS HERE.
	
	
     
		No! Please! Please! I don't WANT -
	
	
     
		Okinyoko woke, suddenly as always. Slowly she sat up, rubbing her eyes.
	
	
     
		This human body always felt alien when first she woke up in it, stiff and strange and foreign with its short torso and long limbs. It was all wrong;
		yet after a few minutes awake, after moving around a bit, it always seemed to fit her again, like a garment that got a bit twisted as she slept. It was
		not beautiful the way dragons were beautiful, but she had a fondness for it, and for little human trinkets and games.
	
	
     
		She looked around, still a bit befuddled from sleep.
	
	
     
		"Yu-chan...?"
	
	
     
		She knew already that the tengu was not here in her bed, and there was nowhere in this chamber she could be hidden. It was a gesture, a momentary slip
		of her loneliness. Yukari went on errands and did other things. It was no worse a calamity to not find her here on waking than it was to wake hearing
		the rain.
	
	
     
		Then Okinyoko heard the sound of voices in the next room, and she looked alertly at the wall with the sliding door. A female voice she had never heard
		before, saying she was wondering about something.
	
	
     
		She raised her eyebrows. Her human heart started to pound. Who was that talking in the next room? With Yukari? Okinyoko got silently to her feet and
		put on a splendid robe, straightening and smoothing her hair. Then she slid the door aside.
	
	
     
		A room full of creatures looked up at the sound of the sliding door. Okinyoko stood framed in the open doorway, knowing she looked pale-skinned and
		painfully beautiful in her magnificent silks, peering in at them with an air of polite surprise. She looked at Yukari possessively. There wasn't any
		woman here with her.
	
	
     
		Everyone at the table stood, politely. They were quite an assortment - a bunch of animals and a pretty boy-ghost kami of some kind Okinyoko wasn't very
		familiar with. One didn't see that sort in a place like this.
	
	
     
		Yukari told them, This person is known as the lady Okinyoko. She is a courtesan, the highest ranking woman in this house. Trust Yu-chan to see to all
		the proprieties.
	
	
     
		She bowed, though a bit stiffly. Not to do so would be churlish, though she could be as churlish as she liked now that she'd done it.
	
	
     
		My jewel,
		Yukari turned to her, I met these kami when I went to pray at the shrine of Ebisu for you. I have brought them home to meet you.
	
	
     
		The strangers bowed. Okinyoko was not paying any more attention to them whatsoever, even when the boy-ghost tried to make introductions.
	
	
     
		"How do you do, Okinyoko-dono. I am Rinji, and these are Morio-dono, Aki-dono and Kitsune-dono..."
	
	
     
		She heard him, but she did not care. "I don't understand, Yu-chan. Why would you do that? To trouble Ebisu on my account, not to mention these
		strangers...?"
	
	
     
		The white-and-black cat, the courtesan noticed, was staring fixedly with her yellow eyes at Okinyoko. This must be the owner of the voice that had
		drawn her out of bed; Aki was the only female in the group. She could see now that the cat was not a threat in that sort of way, but the eyes fixed
		upon her were most unnerving.
	
	
     
		In fact, it quickly became annoying. It was like an itch all over her skin, that stare. Okinyoko swung toward the cat and snapped, "My, Aki-san. You do
		stare so. Have you never seen a prostitute before?"
	
	
     
		The cat replied pertly, "Oh, yes, plenty of those, Okinyoko-san; but I've never before met one that was also a dragon."
	
	
     
		Kitsune, Morio and Rinji looked up at Okinyoko in surprise. Okinyoko gasped in shock and outrage, feeling color rushing into her human face. She had
		already been annoyed by this passel of strangers in her chambers, now she had been embarrassed? She looked accusingly at Yukari, letting anger and hurt
		mingle visibly in her eyes so that her lover would really feel it.
	
	
     
		Yukari spread her wing-hands. No, my jewel. I told no one. You know that.
	
	
     
		"I'm a cat," said Aki. "Don't you know...? Cats are never fooled by appearances."
	
	
     
		And she directed a hard stare across the table at the fox, who got uncomfortable and looked away.
	
	
     
		I would like to go with you,
		Yukari said to Rinji.
	
	
     
		Everyone turned to stare at her. Okinyoko gasped again, much louder. Her head was throbbing. Her palms were wet. "What? Yu-chan! What are you saying?"
	
	
     
		I would like to go with them. Won't you come too, my jewel?
	
	
     
		How could she sound so reasonable when she was speaking of shattering Okinyoko's whole world?
	
	
     
		"What? Yu-chan - are you insane? Leave here? To go where? Why should I? And - and why would you want to? I don't understand, Yu-chan, make me
		understand!"
	
	
     
		And now she sounded like a child. Perhaps that was why, when Yukari responded, she sounded as though she were talking to one.
	
	
     
		
			I know you are comfortable here, my jewel, and you like the attention. But I have a reason. Your dreams, Okinyoko. It's because of your dreams.
		
	
	
     
		She drew herself up. She was trembling. "So! Of course it is my fault, and you want to leave me! I knew that you would someday!"
	
	
     
		And she ran back into the other room, flinging the door to slide shut with a loud snap.
	
	
     
		Her sobs were, she knew, embarrassingly audible through the paper walls. She could imagine them all carefully avoiding looking at one another.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		In the next room, everyone carefully avoided looking at one another. This unexpectedly awkward and embarrassing scene was made worse by the sound of
		the woman crying. Yukari bowed deeply to them all in silent apology, and then went through the sliding door in pursuit of Okinyoko.
	
	
     
		The cat got up from the table and stretched luxuriously, from front paws to tail tip.
	
	
     
		Morio turned to Rinji. "It has stopped raining... Would you like to walk in the garden, Rinji-dono?"
	
	
     
		He expected the fox to object, or do something else to try to intervene, but this did not happen. Rinji smiled at him, gladly giving his assent. No one
		really wanted to stay in this room, but the garden was the only place they could reasonably go. This place was not quite like the rest of the human
		world. The humans were awake all night in places like this.
	
	
     
		Outside in the garden, Morio and Rinji strolled side by side. The garden was enormous - well tended, carefully-sculpted paths on an unusually large
		amount of land for a house in the pleasure district. This was of course no ordinary house, but such a garden would not have been out of place on the
		estate of a nobleman. There were magnificent pines screening a fence to make it seem even larger. A little stream meandered under a tiny bridge.
	
	
     
		They stood together on the bridge, looking at the water.
	
	
     
		"Morio-dono," Rinji began, his voice soft and hesitant, and Morio entertained a whole parade of wild hopes before the kami went on, "are you all...
		truly following me?"
	
	
     
		Well, this was not quite what the tanuki had been fantasizing that they should talk about, but it was a lot better than nothing. "Oh, yes, Rinji-dono.
		I know it was Kitsune who talked me into it and all, but I would never have agreed if it hadn't been for you." This was nothing but the plain truth.
		"Are you worried about it?"
	
	
     
		"Well..." Rinji looked down over the bridge railing at the stream. "Worried might not be the right way to put it. But I'm concerned. Because it seems
		like everyone's journey is being planned by my - whims, really. I just don't know if that's wise."
	
	
     
		Morio took a chance. "Rinji," he said, just his name with no honorific. It was a bold step. He added boldness to boldness and took first one of Rinji's
		hands, then the other, turning Rinji to face him. Rinji looked up at him, startled, a slight blush on his face at the intimacy.
	
	
     
"Your whims are my good fortune," said Morio, with complete honesty. "They led you to me, and then the very first thing you did after meeting me was to		help me. Was that just another whim...?"
	
	
     
		Rinji, staring raptly up into his face, shook his head.
	
	
     
		Morio said, gently, leaning closer, "I would never have had the courage to go up to the majo on my own. No, it's true, believe me. I might have died of
		misery before they all came home for their half-year off! I'd follow you, kaiketsu or no.
	
	
     
		"So don't worry too much how it works. It may take a couple of days and it may not, but you can be sure the tengu and the dragon will end up joining
		us. They're kami, too. We're all kami who - who need something. Even if we don't all know exactly what, yet. And if we all go together to find it, we
		might be able to help each other. Yes...?"
	
	
     
		Rinji nodded, his expression very sober and serious, and did not withdraw his hands from Morio's.
	
	
     
		"Thank you... Mori-chan."
	
	
     
		Morio was delighted! His gamble on name-intimacy had paid off handsomely.
	
	
     
		"Come on. Let's go on a little further. The sun will set soon."
	
	
     
		They went on along the path over the bridge and passed by the willow tree. Rinji bowed politely to it as they passed. It was a beautiful tree, but it
		had a sleepy kami; it did not notice his greeting, but went on dreaming as they walked by.
	
	
     
		They sat on a bench, side by side, gazing at the sunset. As the last sliver of the brilliant disc was sinking out of sight and a cool breeze sang
		through the leaves, Rinji shivered, and without a word Morio put an arm around his shoulders, scooping him in.
	
	
     
		With a sigh, Rinji turned toward him, snuggling in against his chest. Morio just held him. He had the wisdom not to push his luck too far, too fast.
		But it was wonderful, to hold him like this in this romantic setting. There was the faintest scent of blossoms in Rinji's hair, and it was silky
		against Morio's cheek.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		That was how the fox found them, sitting in each other's arms on a bench in the deepening dark of the garden.
	
	
     
		He stopped in his tracks and watched them, eyes wide. He should have known... but he did not think Morio would work so quickly, or that Rinji would
		succumb so fast. True, they were not even kissing - not yet. But how the fox's heart burned inside him to see that arm around the slim shoulders, to
		see the pale petal-hued hair against the tanuki's kimono.
	
	
     
		Kitsune closed his eyes and fought against the barking whine of anguish trying to escape his muzzle. Behind his closed eyes he still saw them, as
		though illuminated by a halo of mutual comfort, a comfort that the fox was not permitted to know. Unfair, unfair! He longed to lunge at the tanuki,
		fight with teeth and claws!
	
	
     
		No... no. He shook his head. No! He must not allow himself to destroy everything. He must not.
	
	
     
		Heart aching, tail drooping, Kitsune slunk away on his belly to curl up underneath a bush in the farthest corner of the garden.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"We should go back inside," Morio murmured at last. "Someone will surely come to look for us soon."
	
	
     
		Rinji and Morio got up from the bench and walked back up the garden path toward the main building. They did not touch, but they walked a little closer
		together than before. On the porch, Aki was sitting as though waiting for them.
	
	
     
		"Welcome back! Did the two of you enjoy your... stroll in the garden? It's extremely romantic, don't you think?"
	
	
     
		She was trying to embarrass Rinji, but Rinji took her literally. He smiled.
	
	
     
		"Indeed, Aki-dono. I thought so too."
	
	
     
		Morio was smiling too as they went inside. Aki was annoyed and washed her face for a moment, getting her dignity back.
	
	
     
		"Wonder where poor old odd-fox-out has got to," Aki muttered to herself. "Of course, he'll have been spying on them. I wonder what he saw."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Meanwhile, in Okinyoko and Yukari's room, they were lying together, clothed, on the futon, spooning with Yukari on the outside - Okinyoko was crying;
		Yukari was trying to calm her.
	
	
     
		"But I'm famous and comfortable now, here!"
	
	
     
		
			My jewel. No one could force you to do this. I will not try. But I must go, and I will go. I love you, and I will find a way for you to have peace
			from your dreams. This I swear.
		
	
	
     
		She stroked Okinyoko's hair. I wish you would come with me. But you must decide about that.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko did not answer, keeping her gaze turned down in stubborn misery.
	
	
     
		
			Can you not understand my point of view? Can you not imagine my misery when, day after day, you cry out and struggle in your sleep? Seeing you
			distressed causes me pain, my jewel. Can you not try to understand that?
		
	
	
     
		Again, the dragon did not answer.
	
	
     
		At length Okinyoko detached herself from Yukari's embrace and sat up. "I need to think. But I can't do that right now; it's time for work."
	
	
     
		I understand, my jewel.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko turned to look at her. She couldn't catch shades of meaning in thought speech, and Yukari's gaze was hard to read as well.
	
	
     
		"Promise me, Yu-chan. Promise me you won't just - leave. I would die if you did."
	
	
     
I would never leave without your knowing it, my jewel! But I hope that when I do go - which I must		 - that you will come with me, and live.
	
	
     
		It was another one of the tengu's seemingly endless store of cryptic statements. Okinyoko sighed. "It's just like you, to say something like that..."
	
	
     
		She got up and began to dress, her face already a mask as she painted makeup on. The dragon readied herself for another night in her chosen land of
		exile, the floating world.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Tonight, the madam welcomed a large group of actors who had just won patronage from someone they seemed to deem very important. They were flush with
		triumph and eager to drink, and they had plenty of money to spend.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko was in a perverse mood - made desperate by dreams, angry with Yukari, frightened of things changing. When she heard what sort of men she was
		to entertain this evening, she sent a message to the one who arranged things within the house. Okinyoko had never met this person and did not even know
		their name, but that person was well acquainted with the famous courtesan's many demands.
	
	
     
		She was worth it, and they all knew it.
	
	
     
		Servants were dispatched at once to implement Okinyoko's idea. In the bath, they set screens about the tub, and outside of these, tables and cushions
		and sake for the guests. Then the guests were ushered inside. They laughed to see where they had been led.
	
	
     
		"What! Are you trying to tell us something?"
	
	
     
		"Ho ho! Kei-kun, I've been telling you for years that you stink!"
	
	
     
		Chattering and insulting one another, the actors settled down to drink and wait for the fabulous woman whose attentions they could never, but for their
		rich new patron, have dreamed of affording before tonight. They drank to this fact again and again.
	
	
     
		Then Okinyoko came in.
	
	
     
		"Beautiful lady!"
	
	
     
		"Okinyoko-sama!" This sort of address was impertinence, but they were obviously half-drunk already. One learned to ignore such things in a place like
		this.
	
	
     
		Despite their rousing cheers, she pretended not to notice them at all. She was clad in robes of dazzling magnificence, vivid colors perfectly matched
		for the most opulent effect. In her hair were combs of jade.
	
	
     
		The expression on her face was not cold; indeed it was a little dreamy, the air of a long day about to become lovely via a hot bath, all to herself.
	
	
     
		She glided over behind the screens, ignoring the men, and they groaned in protest until one of them noticed beams of light peeking out from a lantern
		hung within: each and every one of the screens set around the bath had holes in them.
	
	
     
		Soon there were men pressed to every screen, peering in through the holes in the screens at Okinyoko as she bathed.
	
	
     
		The fabulous robes parted and slipped down, revealing her pale, silky skin and lithe form. Her breasts were proud and her nipples, like her hair, had a
		tinge of green.
	
	
     
		She took her time becoming completely naked. She washed herself slowly, thoroughly, with loving and lingering attention to detail, turning every which
		way to reach, her supple body gleaming in the soap suds like mother of pearl.
	
	
     
		Then she rinsed off. Gleaming droplets streamed from her body, and the men around the screens sighed, several of them touching themselves. She was
		magnificent, and peering through the screens in this way made it seem so deliciously forbidden - despite what their patron had paid! - that they were
		maddened with desire.
	
	
     
		Sake
		flowed, and soon enough the screens were moved aside or knocked down. In her reckless, ugly temper she welcomed them eagerly, aware every moment that
		Yukari, in the next room, could hear it all. Though Okinyoko strove hard, that knowledge was the only pleasure she had that night, and it was scant and
		bitter enough.
	







		


 

 

 





SIXTH: CHOOSING
	

	
     
		Rinji stayed close to Morio when they returned to the rooms shared by the dragon and tengu. Those two were elsewhere in the house now that night had
		fallen, leaving the rest of them to pass the time as they liked.
	
	
     
		Morio played idly with some dice that he had found. Rinji looked around. "Where is everyone...? Aki-dono, Kitsune...?"
	
	
     
		Morio glanced at him before saying, "Who knows? Out in the garden... or maybe, you know... elsewhere in the house?"
	
	
     
		Oh. So for the time being at least, he and Morio were alone.
	
	
     
		Alone... alone in a much different way than Rinji had always known. Alone together; not really alone at all. His cheeks flushed as he contemplated the
		matter. He was not a complete simpleton. He knew the tanuki liked him. What he didn't properly understand was what it meant; or, even more importantly,
		what he should do about it.
	
	
     
		Was it all right to enjoy the attention? Rinji did not think he loved his admirer, but... he very much liked the warmth of Mori-chan's gaze. And the
		comfort of his arm and chest when they sat in the garden, Rinji had liked that, very much. It had been.... nice. More than nice. It had been... Warm.
	
	
     
		"Would you like to play a game, Rinji?" smiled Morio.
	
	
     
		"A... game?" echoed Rinji, mystified. "What sort of game?"
	
	
     
		"A game of chance," said the tanuki, watching him closely. "But not for money."
	
	
     
		"What are the rules?"
	
	
     
		"Rules, rules, let's see now," mused Morio. "Here, let's have a drop or two."
	
	
     
		He poured sake for them both. Rinji sipped, and felt its warmth soak through him like the heat of a bath.
	
	
     
		"All right now. We both roll the dice, obviously. Best six out of seven. Odd numbers pass the turn clockwise. Even numbers roll again."
	
	
     
		"All right..." Rinji, startled by the detail, tried to memorize what Morio was telling him.
	
	
     
		"Now," continued Morio, already growing expansive with drink, "if the even number is a two or a four..."
	
	
     
		Soon Rinji gave up trying to follow and just watched and listened to him speak, smiling a little in fond bemusement. The most important thing about
		this game, he could tell, was that it seemed designed that, no matter what happened, Rinji would be assigned a forfeit, to be collected in the form of
		a kiss.
	
	
     
		Rinji looked down into his cup, troubled. Was that what he wanted? The thought of kissing was exciting... yet somehow terrifying.
	
	
     
		But Rinji was not timid. He wanted to do this. He made up his mind.
	
	
     
		He lifted his chin, and his eyes, giving Morio a look that stopped the tanuki mid-sentence.
	
	
     
		"All right. I believe I understand the rules now. Shall we play?"
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		In the garden, the cat went looking for the fox. As she went she skirted around a few couples availing themselves of the darkness and fresh air of the
		garden for their trysts. It was all very amusing. But she had an objective and no time for voyeurism.
	
	
     
		"Kitsune...?"
	
	
     
		At last she found him in a corner. The black tip of his brush was just visible (to a cat's eyes) from underneath a bush.
	
	
     
		"There you are," said Aki. "Sulking?"
	
	
     
		There was a convulsion of leaves, and the tail tip disappeared as the fox curled up even tighter. "Go away."
	
	
     
		"That's a yes," said the cat, and she sat down and began to wash her whiskers.
	
	
     
		"Why don't you say something to him?" she asked, presently. "Anything at all? He doesn't know how you feel about him."
	
	
     
		"That's right, he doesn't," burst Kitsune's voice from inside the bush. "Nor will he!"
	
	
     
		"Indeed?" She dipped her head, working on the whiskers on the other side of her face. Her pointed ears swiveled, catching sounds of small creatures
		scurrying here and there in the undergrowth. "Never?"
	
	
     
		"Not from me, he won't." Kitsune's voice was bitter and low, an almost indistinct mutter. But the cat's ears missed very, very little.
	
	
     
		"I'm coming in there," Aki announced, and before the fox could utter a word of protest, she crouched low and slunk under the bush to join him. Inside
		it, Kitsune was shocked to see her. He had been crying.
	
	
     
		"What are you doing? Go away!"
	
	
     
		"Hush. I'm not doing anything. Just... hush."
	
	
     
		She crouched next to him in the leafy dark, shoulder to shoulder. The fox's body was tense, strung tight enough to twitch, but the shared warmth and
		the sound of the breeze were pleasant, and after a time they both became a bit sleepy.
	
	
     
		Slowly, a faint rumble began to emanate from deep inside the cat; she purred, sitting with her eyes squinched not-quite-shut. She turned her face
		toward the fox and began gently licking the top of his head, between his ears.
	
	
     
		"What," said Kitsune, sleepily.
	
	
     
		"Hush," Aki purred.
	
	
     
		All she did was wash his face, then settled down again next to him, still purring, her paws curled in toward herself as though she leaned on
		nonexistent elbows.
	
	
     
		Lulled by this curious comfort, Kitsune drew a deep breath... and then relaxed... and fell asleep. Aki could feel it happen. The pair of them, both
		black and white, one asleep, one awake, stayed there under the bush all night long until the sun had long risen.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"No, see, that was a seven," said Morio.
	
	
     
		"Now wait a minute," protested Rinji.
	
	
     
		They were both flushed, smiling, having fun. By this time Rinji had had a considerable amount of sake, though not nearly so much as Morio had
		had to drink. The tanuki had been holding back in his invented game, teasing and flirting with Rinji, making him laugh and filling his cup again and
		again. But now, the dice stood mutely there on the table in front of Rinji: a losing throw.
	
	
     
		"No, look, see..." Morio pointed at the dice. Rinji looked at them, blinking his big eyes. Morio was telling the truth, they showed seven.
	
	
     
		"Well - that's a seven all right," said Rinji. Then: "I guess I lost!"
	
	
     
		He laughed and laughed to see it. He had lost! It was somehow hilarious. He put a hand over his mouth in a vain attempt to stifle his
		laughter.
	
	
     
		He could not seem to stop laughing. Nervousness fueled it and it went on and on. Morio, with an expression of fond amusement on his face, slid around
		the table to Rinji's side and pulled him into his arms. He cuddled Rinji against his chest and stroked his back, waiting for the giggles to slowly wind
		down.
	
	
     
		Rinji clung to Morio, befuddled by more than sake. He already felt wonderfully warm, and light enough to float up from the tatami mat; but
		anchored against Morio's chest, he felt warmer yet.
	
	
     
		He started to catch his breath back at last. His eyes were open; he realized where he was. He clung to Morio, gripping the front of Morio's robe. Morio
		stroked Rinji's hair.
	
	
     
		Rinji made up his mind. He sat up straighter, lifting his head... looking up into Morio's eyes.
	
	
     
		Morio leaned down.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		At that moment, through every window and open sliding door in the entire house came a sudden, rushing gust of warm wind - carrying with it a blizzard
		of pale pink cherry blossom petals, bursting and scattering everywhere with the force of a typhoon - such force that some screamed in fright.
	
	
     
		Others were truly unsettled only afterward, when they realized that the petals that remained, lying all over everything, were months out of season.
	
	
     
		"Sakura? Now?? This is the work of some restless kami," one sensible person said, and soon many echoed her.
	
	
     
		By the time Kitsune and Aki had come back into the house in the mid-morning, the cherry blossom petals had been swept up, though their faint, lingering
		scent still hung in the air.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Okinyoko did not speak to anyone when she returned from her bath - a private one, this time. She stalked past the others as though they were not there,
		into the other room, stiff-legged as a sleepwalker. When Yukari tried to follow her, the dragon slid the door shut in her face.
	
	
     
		Even now that she was alone Okinyoko's face was impassive, as perfect and cold as that of a doll. She tended to her songbirds herself, going from cage
		to cage to feed them, but such was her own silence that she was unable to hear a note of their music. Even when she lay down to pretend to try to
		sleep, she turned her back toward the door and clenched her fists till her nails etched dashed lines into her palms.
	
	
     
		Yu-chan wanted to leave her. Yukari wanted to leave and go away with her new friends. Okinyoko did not really matter to her. She had never loved
		Okinyoko at all! So cruel, so cold, and now she would leave and the dragon would be all alone, cold and endlessly falling... no longer just when she
		slept, but all the time.
	
	
     
		It was so cruel. So cruel!
	
	
     
		Okinyoko curled herself up into a tight ball and imagined what it might be like for other kinds of dragons. If only she could curl up like this at the
		dark heart of a mountain - if only she could literally crawl under a rock!
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		On the other side of the paper wall, the tengu stood still, then sadly turned away to sit down at the table. Her wings drooped, and even the dark sheen
		of her feathers seemed dull and dispirited. The others made room for her, embarrassed by the dragon's behavior and uncertain how to express sympathy to
		Yukari. But she saved them all from that by saying,
	
	
     
		Honored guests, I think it would be best for everyone if we left this place tonight.
	
	
     
		Rinji and Morio were sitting next to one another. Rinji glanced at the tanuki and then said quietly, "I... hope we have not caused you or Okinyoko-dono
		any trouble, Yukari-dono."
	
	
     
		Aki snorted. "That's a vain hope! Are you blind and deaf, Rinji-dono? We've caused them nothing else."
	
	
     
		Rinji looked down, compressing his lips together. Of course he knew that. That was why he had taken the trouble to say he hoped they hadn't. The cat
		had become incredibly, unconscionably rude.
	
	
     
		Recently the… weather has been strange,
		the tengu told them, and it has greatly unsettled some in the house.
	
	
     
		Rinji knew what she meant: the petals that had flown through the teahouse when Morio kissed him. His face colored. Morio shifted beside him, and the
		fox looked at neither of them.
	
	
     
		"Well, then," said the fox. "We must go. Will you be coming with us, Yukari-dono?"
	
	
     
		The tengu inclined her head.
	
	
     
		"And leave your jewel here, to enrich others?" said the cat pertly, but now she had gone too far. Eyes flashing, the tengu stood up abruptly from the
		table, opening her sharp beak, and Aki, her fur puffing up all over her body like a black-and-white dandelion gone to seed, bolted out of the room and
		into the garden.
	
	
     
		Then the tengu, who seemed to them extremely tall and angry, went to Okinyoko's door. She silently slid it open and went through, closing it behind her
		with a hissing snap.
	
	
     
Those remaining in the room all flinched in unison at the sound. A few seconds passed. Then, after a moment, Morio cleared his throat. "Well. Where		do we go next, then?"
	
	
     
		Kitsune turned his head toward them. "Rinji-sama should choose."
	
	
     
		Rinji looked at him, flustered with a new anxiety. Did Kitsune know about what had happened? He must, they all must, surely. Was Kitsune... angry?
		Rinji could not tell.
	
	
     
		"I don't know where we should go," Rinji said honestly. "What if I choose wrong?"
	
	
     
		The white-and-black fox got up and replied with dignity, "Rinji-sama, it is not important where we go. It is only important that we
		go."
	
	
     
		So saying, he walked out into the garden after the cat.
	
	
     
Rinji turned to Morio with a pleading look, but the tanuki smiled a little and shook his head. "You mustn't ask me. Just think. Where do you		want to go?"
	
	
     
		At first Rinji almost answered, Home. But he thought about it for a moment. Did he really want to go home? His tree was very beautiful, but...
		surrounded by its massive wall of forest... Alone... Truly, the sakura had been falling asleep for longer and longer stretches, and not just during the
		dormant winter season.
	
	
     
		But where did he want to go? They could not stay here - certainly not after what had happened last night. He blushed again, remembering it. Strong arms
		holding him steady. The gentle spin and sway of a little too much sake playing with his senses. The heat of Morio's body, scorching Rinji
		right through their clothes. And the sweet warmth of his lips...
	
	
     
		He had not known that would happen - the storm of petals. At the moment of contact they had simply - been there, and they appeared with such force and
		in such quantity that they had had nowhere else to go but out. How could he have expected it? When had he ever been kissed before?
	
	
     
		Troubled, suddenly restless, Rinji rose from the table and walked around the room. There was a small, beautiful ink painting hanging in an alcove.
	
	
     
		Rinji stepped closer to gaze at it, taking in the details.
	
	
     
		The strong lines in the center of the autumn landscape emphasized the outlines of the cliffs. The artist's brush had fashioned mountains, cliffs, and
		large stones using an alternation of thick, exaggerated outlines and thinner, more delicate lines that made the scene seem almost real enough to reach
		a hand into.
	
	
     
		The main subject of the painting was a tiny tree in the foreground, its leaves scorched by wind, but that which drew Rinji's eye was a detail in the
		background. It was rendered so simply, merely a sketch, but even so, he could see it: a little mountain, and near its peak a tiny shrine.
	
	
     
		"There," he said, pointing. "The mountain. That shrine, near the top. That is where we shall go." Once he said this, he felt the calm settling over him
		of a decision made.
	
	
     
		Morio got up to stand beside him, and the two of them gazed together at the painting. Truly elegant skill had been applied, rendering such a scene with
		only black ink.
	
	
     
		"You see it there?" Rinji said.
	
	
     
		"Honestly, no," said Morio affably. "I can see the mountain well enough, but I can't make out any shrine. However -" forestalling Rinji's confused
		reply, "I think that means you've chosen properly. If you can see it, I think that's the point."
	
	
     
		Rinji wanted to reply to this, but he couldn't think of a thing to say. It was there, right there on the mountain, as plain as day.
	
	
     
		"Well, then," said the tanuki in a jolly tone. "That's settled. You see that character there at the bottom? I think Yukari-dono painted it. If she did,
		then she can show us where it is."
	
	
     
		Rinji nodded, still gazing at the landscape. "I wonder if it is far."
	
	
     
		"Hopefully so," Morio smiled. "All the more time to spend with you in seeking it."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Out in the garden, the fox looked for the cat for some time before finding her. Aki's coat should have stood out as much as his own did, but somehow a
		disconcerted cat could always find an out-of-the-way place to await the return of dignity.
	
	
     
		"You should know not to tease a tengu," Kitsune said, and the truth was that he was laughing at her - a little. She knew it, and stopped amidst her
		angry bath to offer a soft hiss in return.
	
	
     
		"And you," she snapped, "you should have better sense. You are losing Rinji moment by moment to that philandering tanuki. Can't you see that?
		We have to leave here because of them!"
	
	
     
		"We have to leave anyway," said the fox. "This is not where the story ends."
	
	
     
		"How do you know?"
	
	
     
		"Because it must end where it began."
	
	
     
		"And where's that?"
	
	
     
		"At the end."
	
	
     
		"Oh, you fool!" Aki spat. "If you don't want to answer, just don't! You're making my head ache."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The silence in Okinyoko's room was crackling like ice.
	
	
     
		Yukari moved carefully and noiselessly around the room, gathering her belongings. A few garments; her brushes and ink stone. All of these were gifts
		from her dragon lover.
	
	
     
		Having gathered these things into a small bundle, she knelt down by the futon. Okinyoko still had her back turned.
	
	
     
		My jewel.
	
	
     
		The dragon made no reply.
	
	
     
		I love you.
	
	
     
		Nothing.
	
	
     
		Yukari got up, took up her nine-ringed shakujo staff, slid the door open and went out without another word.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko curled up tighter, and cried till her ribs ached, without ever making a sound.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The tengu came back out to them with a small bundle of belongings and a wooden staff topped with a large metal ring, from which jangled nine smaller
		rings. When Rinji showed her where he wanted to go in her painting, she looked at him for a long time. He shifted under the light of her bright black
		gaze.
	
	
     
		It will take some time to get there,
		she said. I have not seen that place… in a very long time. I will have to remember the roads.
	
	
     
		"I understand," said Rinji gravely. "But they say that where we go next... is up to me. I don't know very much about the world... I have lived a long
		time in my forest, and I... don't remember anything else. But your painting, Yukari-dono, is very beautiful, and the shrine... I would like to see it.
		That is all."
	
	
     
		For the first time in a while, Rinji's eyes moved to Kitsune. The fox bowed his head in acquiescence. Rinji felt a wave of relief pass through him:
		they were still friends.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The cat sighed. She wanted to complain and demand to know exactly how long before she could return to the familiarity and comforts of her warm
		shop (with a ripping yarn to bat about with her friends), but after having angered the tengu, she was not in a hurry to repeat the experience.
		There was just something humiliating about being a feline intimidated by an avian, even if said avian was six feet tall with a beak like a
		pair of giant scissors. Just thinking about it made Aki lift her paw to briefly and vigorously wash her face.
	
	
     
		They all looked again at the painting with its tiny mountain and invisible shrine. Then they looked at Yukari. The tengu was miserable, anyone could
		see that, and no one dared ask her anything about Okinyoko. It was best to be practical, and to speak only of practical matters, thought the cat, but
		she said not one word.
	
	
     
		It seemed the afternoon would pass into evening in this way, but about an hour before sunset, a commotion could be heard along the corridors, and then
		the door on the corridor side slid open.
	
	
     
		It was the madam of the house. Aki could have told it by her manner, even if she weren't wearing enough jewelry for six of her courtesans.
	
	
     
		Yukari got up and stood in front of Okinyoko's door. Aki was secretly impressed by the way the woman marched up to her.
	
	
     
		"One side, if you please! This is my house!"
	
	
     
		Yukari reluctantly stood aside, and the madam slid the door open and sailed on in. They could hear the ensuing conversation through the paper walls. In
		any case, the woman had left the door open.
	
	
     
		"Oki-chan! Are you sick? You must get up. I have wonderful news!"
	
	
     
		The dragon did not answer, but after a short pause the woman went on, "I have had a magnificent offer for you, a contract!"
	
	
     
		"I am not interested," came the musical voice in reply, faint and without a trace of its usual color and warmth. Even in this pallid state, it was very
		beautiful.
	
	
     
		The madam's voice, already shrill, became piercing with anxiety. "But you must be! You absolutely must! He is... a very important man. Most
		terribly important and influential. A daimyo, do you understand? - Oki-chan! Are you even listening to me?"
	
	
     
		"I hear you."
	
	
     
		"Good! Good! Then hear this. He offered -" and then the woman must have been leaning in to whisper, not wanting the amount to be overheard. Not even
		Aki's ears could catch it, but a daimyo was a very great lord, so it must, she assumed, have been a lot. There was another pause.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko said coldly, "And...?"
	
	
     
		"And? Oki-chan, it's a fortune - and an exclusive contract!"
	
	
     
		"I am not interested."
	
	
     
		"But - you must!" 
	
	
     
		Aki sidled closer to the door so that she could see into the room.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko was sitting up and facing the madam, blankly cold as the face of a glacier. There was no trace of her earlier tears; perhaps they had frozen.
	
	
     
		"Do not say 'must' to me! I am not your daughter. I am not interested in a contract with anyone, not a daimyo, not the blessed Emperor!"
	
	
     
		"Oki-chan!"
	
	
     
		"That is another thing. Do not call me by that name."
	
	
     
		The madam, sputtering in indignation, turned and stamped back out through the doorway, not bothering to close it again behind her. Her face was red
		with fury, and the look she turned upon the kami around the table was not pretty to see.
	
	
     
		"I want you out!" she shrilled. "All of you! You are a bad influence on Okinyoko! And you disturb my customers. It took hours to get all of the cherry
		petals out of everyone's clothes and hair! I run a good house, a fine house! I work my fingers to the bone!"
	
	
     
		She was waving a fist in the air. Her skin was soft and the only calluses she had were where her fingertips stroked the beads of her abacus.
	
	
     
		Rinji looked around at the others and got up, bowing politely. "We apologize," he said softly. "We have troubled the harmony of your house. We will be
		gone by sundown."
	
	
     
		The woman's eyes narrowed speculatively on the youth. Aki could see what she was thinking, it was written all over her face. He was marvelous... he
		could make her a fortune working here. Morio and Kitsune, both watching her, took note of her assessment of him, the way her eyes traveled over his
		strange, beautiful hair, his clear eyes and fine features, his slender grace... and both of them bared their teeth.
	
	
     
		The owner of the house saw it, and her face, already flushed with anger, darkened further. Aki was still watching her face and could still read it.
		Self-righteous weariness - alas, how the most beautiful and desirable (and thereby profitable) ones were ever the most trouble to deal with, arrogant
		and irrational and, more often than not, surrounded by protective kami. Also, she was intimidated by the animals' teeth. Aki staged a sudden yawn so
		that hers were also visible.
	
	
     
		"Fine. See that you are, then!" And she flounced out, angrily calling to a long-suffering servant to attend her.
	
	
     
		There was no further conversation. The cat might otherwise have had some choice remarks to make about the woman who had herself shattered the peace
		with her stamping and bellowing, but remained circumspect, for it was clear that the tengu was upset by the notion of Okinyoko having attracted the
		interest of a daimyo. For the woman to urge her most prominent courtesan to leave with him (and stop enriching this house,) the offer (and the madam's
		percentage) must have been very rich indeed.
	
	
     
		But they kept their promise, and they left upon the moment of sundown, following the tengu, who did not turn to look back, not even once.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Okinyoko heard them go. She could hardly believe it... Yu-chan had really done it, really left her. The dragon had morbidly imagined such a thing more
		than once, to torment herself. But now it had happened. The end of the world.
	
	
     
		Yet the world stubbornly refused to end, after all. The sun went down, and with darkness came the realization that she was truly alone. Alone, and the
		world went on, and the customers were still eager. The maids came to help her bathe and dress, since the tengu was not here to do it anymore.
	
	
     
		The dragon endured in silence the bland and mindless chattering of the human girls tending her hair, nails and clothes. They, like everyone else in
		this large house, had already heard about the daimyo's offer, Okinyoko's refusal, and the mistress' anger. The rumors about the sum of money involved
		tripled with every retelling, and the girls quivered with interest and excitement and envy. No doubt, she thought darkly, they were thinking how
		expensive she was.
	
	
     
		When she was ready, she rose from her seat, cold and graceful and so lovely it tightened one's throat, and went to meet the men who could afford her
		tonight. These men would be very, very fortunate indeed; for Okinyoko knew this was the last night she would ever work as a courtesan.
	
	
     
		She performed her duties without flaw or fault. She was even brilliant, some would say later, in the stories that were told of the legendary, fabulous
		Okinyoko. She danced; she sang; she told witty stories, glittering like the jewel that Yukari had always called her. She lay with several men, and
		ruined them forever for anyone else. Each of them would die thinking of her; soldiers on the battlefield, old men in their beds. Each of them would
		whisper her name when his kami slipped free of his body.
	
	
     
		But she would never even remember they existed. Once they had spent themselves, she had already forgotten them, her gaze drifting away from their
		glazed and pleading eyes.
	
	
     
		When the sun had risen, and she had bathed, Okinyoko dressed herself in fashionable colors, freed her caged songbirds after a word of thanks for their
		company and comfort, and left the house, following Yukari. The many gifts from admirers, even rich jewels and silks, she left behind. She took with her
		only one treasure: an ink painting of a tiny, brave little maple tree with wind-scorched leaves, that Yu-chan made for her when first they ever met.
	







		


 

 

 





SEVENTH: A PILGRIMAGE TO A SHRINE
	

	
     
		The tengu felt a terrible pang when she left the house that Okinyoko, her jewel, so wanted to stay in. But all she could do was trust in her love to
come to her senses, to realize that she had tarried long enough in this insubstantial pleasure world. No daimyo, indeed, not even the Emperor		could force a dragon to be his... but terrible mischief could be wreaked all around her in the midst of the effort.
	
	
     
		Yukari knew all too well what it meant to be in love with Okinyoko... but she also knew her love in ways none of the transient men of the night had
		ever even wished to. Once you felt this, this ferocious tenderness as you gazed upon her face, marveling at the strength and delicacy so
		perfectly balanced with secret weakness... you could not let it go. Not without fate intervening and forcing you. And even then...
	
	
     
		She mused in this way as she led the fox, cat, tanuki and sakura kami out of the pleasure district. As they passed through each sub-district the tengu
		glanced around and knew how terrible the suffering could be even for some in the grand, rich houses like the one they just left, but these... the
		steadily seedier places seemed to stink of misery. Yukari had ignored it for her lover's sake, but she was suddenly very glad to be leaving this place
		and going up into the mountains.
	
	
     
		Because of what they were, the guards at the gate did not try to prevent their leaving. Rinji was the only one of them likely to attract their notice,
		but the tengu used a bit of her own mental magic to meddle with them and make sure that he did not. The guards looked past the boy and thought fleeting
		thoughts of cherry blossom petals they had seen in springs long gone.
	
	
     
		The travelers passed several shrines before Yukari stopped and beckoned them in to look. This was the sort of shrine where people left offering-tablets
		with their wishes, and paintings of horses, inscribed upon them.
	
	
     
		"What are these for?" said Rinji curiously, turning one over in his hands. The wish written on it was for the safe delivery of a child. The horse
		picture was a rather nice little sketch of a fine, cantering beast. Yukari handed one to Morio, and then held another out to Kitsune. After a moment of
		hesitation, the fox shimmered and became a woman, and accepted the wooden tablet.
	
	
     
		We can cover more ground if we ride,
		Yukari told them. These wishes have all been granted. They will carry us until sunrise.
	
	
     
		"But they're just pictures of horses! How can we ride them? How can they carry us?"
	
	
     
		
			Long ago, the people who came here offered real horses. Now, these paintings stand in for them. They mean the same to kami. They can stand in for
			us.
		
	
	
     
		Once they left the shrine and crossed through the gate, the tablets writhed in their hands and, once let go, changed and grew and transformed into four
		fine horses. They did not act quite like proper equines - their coats felt smooth as polished wood and they made no sound - but they were solid, and
		eager enough for exercise. Rinji, Morio and Yukari mounted their steeds.
	
	
     
		Kitsune, in his guise as a woman, said to the cat, "Coming with me...?"
	
	
     
		Aki looked horrified, leaning away from Kitsune. "I'm not riding on one of those things!"
	
	
     
		"Come on now," said Kitsune, holding arms out, "I won't drop you."
	
	
     
		Aki turned her back on Kitsune, tail tip twitching.
	
	
     
		"Aki. You can't keep up with the horses, even by your secret cat-ways. Don't you want to know the rest of the story...?"
	
	
     
		Aki sighed in annoyance. She got up and went to Kitsune, though her ears were grumpy. "You'd better not drop me."
	
	
     
		The horses surged forward, fluid and swift.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Rinji put his arms around his steed's neck, leaning forward. Between its ears he watched the rushing, starlit darkness coming toward him. The wind in
		his hair felt good; like being home, in his tree, with the wind in the leaves... yet it was terrifying too, being out of contact with the earth,
		rootless. He was used to feeling its heartbeat, being part of it. Now instead of the tree he was like the cast-off petals, helplessly blown on the back
		of the wind, scattering... He squeezed his eyes shut, clinging to the back of his wish horse.
	
	
     
		Morio clung grimly to his horse, sulking. He wanted to share a steed with Rinji, to ride behind him with his arms wrapped around that delightful waist.
		But Yukari forestalled such a possibility by handing out spirit horses as though doling out towels at the bath. Now the tanuki had to wait until they
		stopped for the day to spend more time with Rinji, and then the damned fox and everyone else would be underfoot, interfering.
	
	
     
		The fox managed his mount and the cat with no trouble. In human form he had always been well able to ride, though it had been many hundreds of years
		since he had... It caused him great pain to remember it, though in truth he could do nothing else...
	
	
     
		The cat had fallen asleep in the arms of the transformed fox. The motion of the horse was smooth and steady, never faltering. She purred, enjoying her
		nap with particular perversity. Such a fascinating adventure to impress the cats back home with, and here she was enjoying the luxury of missing it.
	
	
     
		When they stopped at last for the day, just before sunrise, they had reached a shrine by an impressive waterfall. The tengu, watchful of the sky, urged
		them all to dismount, and moments after they did, the first rays of daylight streamed down. When the light touched them, the horses shimmered... and
		then blew away, like incense smoke.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		They rested, sheltering in a cave behind the waterfall. Aki had recovered her insatiable curiosity, though she still refrained from annoying the tengu.
		Instead she bothered the fox, who resumed his own shape as soon as the last wisps of his horse had dissipated.
	
	
     
		"Hey, Kitsune. Why do we have to call you just 'kitsune'? I mean, don't you have a name, a proper name?"
	
	
     
		"Of course I have a name," Kitsune said slowly. He glanced at Rinji, but Rinji was looking at Morio.
	
	
     
		"So, then, what is it?" the cat pressed him.
	
	
     
		Kitsune looked away and did not reply. The cat made an impatient noise.
	
	
     
		"Come on, already. Everyone else has given their names like mannerly beings, why not you? Are you supposed to be special or something?"
	
	
     
		Now Rinji was looking at Kitsune. Morio frowned, looking at Aki from over Rinji's shoulder.
	
	
     
		"Never mind," muttered the fox, looking uneasily from side to side. "Call me whatever you want. What does it matter?"
	
	
     
		Aki sat up very straight and curled the tip of her tail around her front paws.
	
	
     
		"And another thing. How come you only ever turn into a woman? I can see from here you're not a vixen."
	
	
     
		Kitsune was embarrassed! His tail dropped down between his legs as though to hide things.
	
	
     
		"Yes, I wondered about that too," said Morio suddenly. "Not that I'm complaining exactly, mind you."
	
	
     
		"Oh no, of course not," smirked Aki. Then to Kitsune, "Come on now. At least tell us your name. It annoys me, just calling you 'fox'. It makes me feel
		like an idiot."
	
	
     
		Just then, the tengu opened and closed her beak with a loud click!.
	
	
     
		Startled, Aki looked at her, then back to the fox, holding her ground and looking expectant. The very tip of her tail was twitched up slightly over her
		toes: a little ruffle in her stately demeanor.
	
	
     
		The fox looked away from everyone's gaze, even Rinji's. Especially Rinji's. "I can't," he said helplessly. "I can't tell you. I've - taken a vow."
	
	
     
		"That's convenient..." retorted the cat, plainly meaning to press the matter, but at that moment the huge, booming noise of thunder made them all
		freeze in confusion. The sound was loud enough to be plainly audible over the noise of the waterfall.
	
	
     
		"Thunder?" said Morio.
	
	
     
		I sensed no storm,
		Yukari replied.
	
	
     
		There was another BOOM! then more, faster: BOOM-BOOM! BOOM!
	
	
     
		Rinji suddenly smiled in comprehension. "Drums."
	
	
     
		The kami all got up, each going to the edge of the sheet of water to peek around it and see the priest, going out in procession in his white formal
		robes.
	
	
     
		"What's going on, I wonder?" mused the cat. "Is it some local festival, maybe?"
	
	
     
		"Maybe," said Morio. In human form again, he had slipped his arm around Rinji's shoulders as they stood side by side. He went on enthusiastically, "Or
		maybe it's a wedding! Mmm, we should go see! We could share in the sacred feast." He meant sake.
	
	
     
		Kitsune, turning back from the cave lip and catching sight of Morio's arm around Rinji, recoiled, staring. Then he said with a snarl, "Sacred feast, my
		foot! You just want to get Rinji drunk!"
	
	
     
		Rinji gaped, staring at Kitsune as though uncertain he had heard right. Morio sneered, his arm tightening on Rinji's shoulders. "I'll pour him only
		what he wishes to drink, fox. Don't blame me if you will only play at being women."
	
	
     
		Rinji squirmed, his face flushed with distress. "Please," he said, but in a voice so low that only the cat could hear it with her keen, sharply-pointed
		ears, which swiveled toward him. Not hearing the plea, the other two continued arguing.
	
	
     
		"At least I do not take advantage of him," said the fox sharply. "He is too well-mannered to refuse a cup already poured, however shabby the
		vintage."
	
	
     
		"Shabby vintage? Why, you moth-eaten excuse for a -"
	
	
     
		"Please!" Rinji shouted, and broke away from Morio's arm, moving as though dancing back away from both of them, his eyes a little wild. "Stop
		it, stop!"
	
	
     
		Kitsune and Morio both fell silent, only now seeming to realize their bad manners, and they looked away from each other angrily.
	
	
     
		There were tears in Rinji's eyes as he looked from one to the other. He turned and walked to the back of the cave to sit by himself, his back saying
		eloquently that its owner wanted to be alone.
	
	
     
		The fox and tanuki exchanged a bitter glance, then they stood down, moving to put as much distance between themselves as possible.
	
	
     
		Aki looked uncertainly at Yukari.
	
	
     
		"Are we seriously the only two left on speaking terms...?" Aki asked her.
	
	
     
		Yukari looked at her for a long unnerving moment with her beady dark eye and then said, Are we...?
	
	
     
		Aki suddenly became deeply interested in things elsewhere in the cave.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Kitsune was shaking with equal parts fury and shame. Damn the tanuki! The fox bared his teeth. They were living up to the ancient enmity of
		fox versus tanuki all right, but - ! How could he bear it, seeing Morio groping Rinji in broad daylight? His Rinji...
	
	
     
		No. Not his Rinji! That of all things, he must not let himself forget now!
	
	
     
		But - all this was for Rinji; all he had been through, all he had suffered had been for Rinji...!
	
	
     
		Even so. Not his Rinji. How could he have lost his head like that? Trying not to whine, the white-and-black fox turned and looked over his
		shoulder at Rinji's back. In its visible tension he read many accusations, and guilt consumed him.
	
	
     
		He hung his head, ears drooping. How many lifetimes had he suffered, and still he had learned nothing. He was doomed to repeat his stupidity
		forever, on and on and on, an eternal loop of pointless trips on the wheel of time, while he coveted that which could not be his. Over and over again.
	
	
     
		Kitsune's head drooped down a little further still. He was so tired, so terribly tired... weary of his just and rightful punishment. Could he bear
		another turn of the wheel? Could he bear another day, knowing that he was not equal to the task?
	
	
     
		The cat sidled over, but whether Aki had come to needle him with further questions or remarks or else, as she sometimes perversely did, to comfort him,
		he never learned; for when she touched him he jumped up with an agonized bark and bolted out of the cave, down the path and away.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Rinji turned around in startled alarm at the sound of the bark, but he only glimpsed the black tip of Kitsune's tail as the fox ran out of their
		shelter, seemingly straight into the waterfall. Rinji looked at Aki in surprise.
	
	
     
		Already disturbed by the sudden noise so that her tail had doubled in diameter, the cat said, "What! I didn't do anything! I only went to see if he was
		all right!"
	
	
     
		He is not all right.
		Everyone turned to look at the tengu.
	
	
     
		"What's the matter with him? Why would he vow not to tell his name?"
	
	
     
		The tengu regarded her gravely. Obviously, if he were to do so, something bad would happen.
	
	
     
		The cat looked uncomfortable.
	
	
     
		"All right... but... why only the female form? Kitsune is a he-fox. Morio can do either, I've seen that."
	
	
     
		"Well..." said Morio, "it's possible he just can't. Or, more likely, maybe it's that he hasn't bothered learning to. Lots of foxes, even males, choose
		to just use female forms when they want to appear human. It's because of the face..." He seemed to have slipped into his old role as transformation
		teacher to inattentive young tanuki. "Foxes nearly always have sort of pointy faces in human form... that's a little easier to carry off as a 'woman'."
	
	
     
		Rinji, hugging his knees, tried to imagine what Kitsune might look like if he ever did take shape as a human male. It was a vague mental picture, one
		that he could not seem to bring completely into focus. He glanced up at Morio. Then he glanced away again.
	
	
     
		Everything had been so nice before... and suddenly, like an earthquake, it had all been violently shaken and turned upside down, previously pastoral
countryside turned ugly and distorted. His dear friends, spitting venom at one another. Fighting each other, over him, Rinji. Over...		possession of him.
	
	
     
		Rinji shivered. Why did they have to do that? Why did it have to turn out that way?
	
	
     
		What was it about him that always poisoned others so?
	
	
     
		Rinji frowned, shifting restlessly away from unwelcome thoughts. He turned and regarded the tengu, who was looking out around the waterfall.
	
	
     
		How did Yukari feel? Sharing her loved one with all those nightly strangers? Funny, but when they were there in the teahouse he had not given it a
		first thought, let alone a second one. What must the tengu endure, loving such a one? What was there in it for her? Rinji mused, resting his head on
		his knees. Would Okinyoko stay there in that house forever?
	
	
     
		Rinji's gaze turned to Morio. The tanuki had resumed his natural form. His round little ears drooped, and the black eyes, normally bright, stared dully
		at the stone floor on which he sat slumped.
	
	
     
		When he sensed that Rinji was looking at him, he stirred and looked up. "Sorry," he said softly, and looked down again.
	
	
     
		Rinji got up, and went to the cave mouth. Vaporous spray from the waterfall wafted into his face. He closed his eyes and leaned into it; it felt good.
		Clean and cool, like dawn breeze through leaves.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Okinyoko expected at first to find Yu-chan and the other kami easily, that they would not get very far before she was able to catch them up. She should
		have realized, she thought sourly, that of course it could not be as easy as that.
	
	
     
		She had only walked about a mile or so down the stony road when she decided, in an irritable and offhand way, to change into her dragon form - which
		she had not done in years, preferring to live what she thought of as a luxurious human life. Still - there was nothing at all luxurious about
		slogging along a muddy road and getting pebbles in one's sandals. Okinyoko stopped in her tracks, put the painting (rolled up into a bamboo tube)
		between her teeth, and then she began to change.
	
	
     
		Hers was necessarily a rather more dramatic transformation than those of the fox or the tanuki, though no one was here to see or appreciate it. The
		greater difference in mass from the assumed form to her natural form made it so. She elongated, like a rippling snake - lengthening and flowing till
		the dragon, deep green and white with darkly gleaming scales, looped free into the air, with the bamboo held neatly in her jaws.
	
	
     
		Her big gleaming eyes roamed the land below her for signs of Yu-chan and the others. Darkness did not discomfit her, for whether she liked it or not
		she was a creature of the deep sea where the sun could not even reach. She did not fly through the air - she swam through its currents. As she
		twisted and dove, sailing up again like a ribbon, she closed her eyes for a moment and felt the wind all along her lithe and buoyant body. Such
		pleasure... she had almost forgotten. She had never meant to give up the sky as well as the sea.
	







		


 

 

 





EIGHTH: A TALK BY A WATERFALL
	

	
     
		Feeling refreshed by the cool vapors if not by his thoughts, Rinji went out to look for Kitsune. The fox had not, of course, really run out through the
		water; there was a path behind it that led out and down around the edge of the pool. Rinji hurried down, his feet nimble and sure even on water-slick
		rocks. He called out once or twice, but his voice was lost in the noise of the fall as it struck the pool, the water churning white as though it were
		boiling.
	
	
     
		But there was no sign anywhere of his friend the white-and-black fox, and Rinji had to decide at last that Kitsune was hiding from him. He stood
		frowning for a long time, the breeze moving through his hair, before he turned back to climb up to the cave. He might as well rest before the sun went
		down.
	
	
     
		In the cave, the tengu sat huddled off to one side, her bright beady eyes fixed on the floor. Morio, in his native tanuki form, looked up hopefully at
		Rinji when he came in. The cat was curled up in a nearly perfect circle, but the twitching of her tail-tip showed she was not asleep.
	
	
     
		Rinji bowed slightly to the others and curled up by himself, facing away. As he closed his eyes and tried to calm his mind for sleep, he could not stop
		thinking of the kiss with Morio, and the petals, and his last thought before sleep was to wonder where Kitsune had gotten to.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Aki waited until the other three had dozed off before she sat up. She was tired, yes, but perversely she was restless and she slipped outside to find
		something to do.
	
	
     
		She didn't like the waterfall much. It made a great deal of noise, and it made things moist all over, a touchy thing for a cat. Picking her way down
		the path and skirting the rocky pool in an effort to keep her feet as dry as possible, she almost missed the flash of white partly concealed behind a
		rock.
	
	
     
		Aki hissed, recoiling, her ears flattening back on her head. For a long, truly horrible moment, she thought Kitsune was dead, that what she was seeing
was the fox's body lying there. But then it occured to her that there was no blood staining the snowy pelt. It - it was not even fur - it was a		robe, a white ceremonial robe trimmed in black.
	
	
     
		Disbelieving, the cat turned and stared into the waterfall.
	
	
     
		A human figure, barely visible, stood directly under it, head and shoulders hunched as the water pounded at him relentlessly from above. It was an
		attitude of long-suffering prayer, a rite of purification.
	
	
     
		Aki sat down next to the robe to wait and watch, ears and whiskers forward in curiosity. She curled her tail tip around her toes, thoughts whirling.
		The man stood under the punishing water for what seemed to the cat an incredibly long time. It made her bones ache even to think about how cold it must
		feel.
	
	
     
		When at last he came out from under the cataract, shivering so that his teeth chattered, he waded to the edge of the pool and hauled himself out. Then
		he froze, catching sight of Aki.
	
	
     
		Her yellow eyes took in every detail of his naked form. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but lean. His torso was scarred. His hair, plastered to his
		head and neck, was black. And his eyes were dark.
	
	
     
		"That's interesting," said the cat, when he showed no signs of moving or speaking. "Your face doesn't look pointy at all."
	
	
     
		He blinked. He seemed to be trying to speak, but nothing emerged.
	
	
     
		"You're not a fox," she said, just so that it was clear. "Not really."
	
	
     
		A long moment passed. Though they spoke in normal tones, the noise of the waterfall protected their words from being overheard by anyone.
	
	
     
		"No. I'm not." The words emerged as part of a long sigh.
	
	
     
		Aki sensed her advantage and pressed it shamelessly. "And you don't take a male form, because it would be this one. And Rinji - Rinji would recognize
		this form. Yes?"
	
	
     
		Another long moment.
	
	
     
		"Yes."
	
	
     
		A few minutes later, once more wrapped in the robe that turned him into a fox, he told her what he could, though that was little enough.
	
	
     
		"Yes, Rinji would surely recognize me. He might not remember it now, but he would if he laid eyes on my real face."
	
	
     
		"And if he did?" said the cat softly. "What then? Would he have reason to fear you?"
	
	
     
		"Fear me?" said the fox incredulously, and then shuddered. "He would hate me."
	
	
     
		"But why? What did you do to him?"
	
	
     
		"I caused his death," said Kitsune. "What else? He is a murdered spirit. Long, long ago, I caused his death through petty jealousy. He was innocent,
		but I would not believe him." He bowed his head, shivering. "I may as well have killed him myself."
	
	
     
		Aki was silent for several minutes. Then she ventured,
	
	
     
		"So then... what is your name?"
	
	
     
		"I can't tell you that," said the fox, then forestalling her protest, "I can't, because... I don't remember it. Rinji knows it. It's buried inside him,
		with the memories of his human life. If... when... he ever remembers me... it is he who has the power to return it to me."
	
	
     
		"Then - why don't you let him see you?"
	
	
     
		The question seemed so obvious, but so was the answer, once he said it.
	
	
     
		"Because I would rather not have a name at all, than have to hear him say it in loathing."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The sun stained the sky with the juxtaposed colors of autumn leaves and spring flowers as it dipped lower and lower toward the earth. Swift-moving
		clouds streaked through color spaces of orange and pink and purple, toiling smoothly across the bowl of heaven. The sun itself was a vivid ball,
		gleaming through the shifting veils of cloud vapor like the face of a beautiful woman glimpsed through the corner of a screen or the opening in a
		garden wall. She did not know she was being observed; but it was always possible, and so she was always ready.
	
	
     
		It was magnificent, but so quickly, it was over. Amaterasu, the sun-goddess, disappeared once more for the night, and the world was muffled under the
		spread quilt of darkness.
	
	
     
		The kami in the cave behind the waterfall stirred. It was time to resume their travels. Rinji sat up, blinking, feeling cold and miserable and stiff.
		The sleeping conditions were no worse and indeed were better in here than in some places since he had left his beautiful tree, but sleeping with
		trouble wracking his heart seemed to Rinji almost to be less restful than no sleep at all.
	
	
     
		And he missed the way things had been before he ended up caught in the middle between the fox and the tanuki as the object of their affections. He had
		liked traveling before that. He missed having Kitsune curl up against him as they slept.
	
	
     
		And, as to that... Rinji frowned. It was clear - even to him - that he was indeed the object of the fox's affections in the same sense as he was the
		object of the tanuki's. Yet - Kitsune had never tried to flirt with him as Morio did almost constantly. Kitsune had never even taken on a male human
		form with which to even consider flirting with Rinji.
	
	
     
		Yet even so, Kitsune felt... that way. Rinji was certain of it. When the fox had seen Morio touching Rinji he had bared his teeth as though at a viper.
		And he had attacked Morio's integrity, had he not? 'At least I don't take advantage of him.' No, he had not.
	
	
     
		Rinji almost wished he would. But of course, that would just make things more strained with Morio. He rubbed his eyes, then sighed and climbed down the
		rocky path beside the waterfall, lost in his thoughts. Before him went Yukari, and behind him came Morio. Aki and Kitsune were waiting for them,
		sitting side by side. The fox looked weary still, but now the cat, too, seemed watchful and hesitant.
	
	
     
		What was that about? Rinji could not help but wonder, staring at them curiously over the tengu's feathery shoulder. The pair of them... seemed to spend
		a great deal of time together, talking privately. Even just to look at them together, with their complementary coats of snow and ink - was to wonder if
		there might not be a special understanding...
	
	
     
		Rinji looked down, blushing uncomfortably. There was nothing wrong with their being friends, he told himself. Indeed the friendship of the cat seemed
		something less than perfectly desirable, as Aki was every bit as likely to attack the fox with questions as comfort or defend him. Who wanted that in a
		confidant?
	
	
     
		Rinji felt grateful to Kitsune for starting him on this journey. Life, he had to admit, had become much more interesting since the fox had coaxed him
		down from his tree. Interesting was not always comfortable, but the boredom and isolation that he had found perfectly suitable for
		many hundreds of years now seemed to him the prison that it was.
	
	
     
		But he had had no opportunity to tell Kitsune this, and even if he did, Morio would be right there, seeking any opportunity to work his way closer, and
		most assuredly doing all within his power to frustrate the fox. In fact, even now the tanuki was walking too close behind Rinji, perhaps ready to catch
		him in case of a fall, but what would be the point of that? Rinji was already dead.
	
	
     
		Already dead. Already dead... yes. He knew he was dead, that was just a part of who he was.
	
	
     
		Now they were all following the tengu in a line on foot. Morio came up beside him, once again in human form. He put his hand on Rinji's shoulder.
	
	
     
		"Please don't, Morio-dono. Not right now..." Rinji's voice was soft and apologetically pleading, but Morio dropped his hand as though he had been
		burned.
	
	
     
		"Not 'Mori-chan' anymore?" he said gruffly, "That was quick!"
	
	
     
		And he dropped back in the line, changing back into his tanuki self.
	
	
     
		Rinji made no attempt to stop him. He walked on, head down, his face pinched in a frown of deep thought.
	
	
     
		The landscape through which they moved became wilder as they went. Passage was not so easy even for kami, and it turned out that even one who was dead
		could be scratched by thorns if he blundered into a large enough number of them.
	
	
     
		"Oh...!" Eyes wide, he stared in amazement at his scratched arm, his sleeve falling away to the elbow.
	
	
     
		But rather than blood, it was cherry blossom petals that trickled from his wounds and fluttered away on the night breeze.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Kitsune kept up with the group, but his mind was far away. Memories and echoing thoughts from the deep past were swirling up into life inside him again
		- never absent, the past, but throughout the intervening centuries it had become partially muffled under the layers of experience.
	
	
     
		Guilt and longing and frustration and shame... and sorrow, the sorrow that he had gotten it all wrong, and that Rinji had paid for his mistake.
	
	
     
		A cherry blossom petal drifted past Kitsune's nose. Startled, he looked ahead to see that Rinji was bleeding, scratched by thorns.
	
	
     
		Kitsune whined slightly and moved up to Rinji, looking worried. "Rinji-sama... Does it hurt...?"
	
	
     
		His voice was anxious. If the sakura was in pain, then that pain, like so many other hurts and grievances, was Kitsune's direct responsibility. His,
		and his alone. If not for him, Rinji would be drowsing the mild summer night away in the leaves of his beautiful tree right now. If not for him, Rinji
		would not have died at the age of seventeen - seventeen years, and one day.
	
	
     
		"Yes," said Rinji, in a puzzled and unhappy tone, looking at the long scratches on the pale flesh of his arm - the thorns had slashed the silk of his
		sleeve to reach him. As they watched, several more petals formed and took flight in the breeze.
	
	
     
		Ahead of them, the tengu had stopped, looking curiously back toward them.
	
	
     
		"Please kneel down, Rinji-sama, so that I can reach you."
	
	
     
		After a moment's pause, Rinji did so, staring at the fox in bewilderment.
	
	
     
		"Hold out your arm," said Kitsune softly, and when Rinji did, the fox lowered his head and began to gently lick the thorn-scratched skin with his pink
		tongue. At first he got a few of the petals in his mouth, but as he lapped at the angry lines, they began to knit and became smooth once more. After a
		few minutes' tender ministrations, Kitsune lifted his head to reveal Rinji's arm, unscratched and whole. "I can't help you with your sleeve, though,
		Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		Rinji gulped, and said, "Thank you," to the fox in a very small voice.
	
	
     
		"Pray don't mention it," said Kitsune with exaggerated, fragile courtesy.
	
	
     
		Rinji got up; the fox turned away. Then they resumed their travels.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Rinji was grateful for the darkness that covered the glowing heat of his face. His arm tingled from the gentle magic of the fox's healing
		ministrations, mending his torn skin... but it did not seem to be only his arm that was affected. His entire skin felt hypersensitive, thrilling to the
		touch of the night air, the silk of his clothes. And the remembered touch of that gentle, generous tongue. Rinji's blush deepened till he had to wonder
		fatalistically that he did not glow in the dark like an ember.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Behind him, forgotten, the tanuki glowered, trying not to grind his teeth. The fox, the wretched fox had gotten the jump on him! Licking Rinji's
		wounds... of all things! And the look on Rinji's face... Morio reflected bitterly on how much sake and coaxing it had taken to win a
		single kiss from the sakura spirit. And the damned fox got to taste him.... right here in front of everyone! The tanuki ground his teeth, trying not to
		snarl. He couldn't stand it... losing to a fox... again!
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Kitsune kept up with the tengu's pace, and he was careful not to do anything that would make him look smug, or give any hint he was gloating. That way,
		he knew, lay mistakes. He did not even let his black-tipped brush tail drift up into a jaunty pose as it so very much wanted to do. Quite apart from
		everything else, he had found some way to be genuinely and directly useful to Rinji. He had eased Rinji's pain, healed his hurts.
	
	
     
		He had not felt so encouraged in a hundred years.
	
	
     
		Yukari did not lead them through any more such thorns, and by the time daybreak was beginning to wear the night down to pallor, they had made quite an
		amazing amount of progress considering they had no horse pictures to travel on this time.
	
	
     
		"We will need to find a place to pass the day," Aki said, yawning. "O honorable tengu, do you have some plan?"
	
	
     
		Kitsune noticed that Aki had lost some of her fear of Yukari and her snapping beak: the words were respectful, but the tone certainly was not. Still,
		it was hard to tell with a cat.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		That day was spent in another cave, this one with a rather less scenic view than the one behind the waterfall. It was part of a series of caves that
		honeycombed through the side of a mountain, and the sun was long up before they reached a good place for all of them to rest.
	
	
     
		Rinji did not mind this, as Morio did, nor did he mind being underground, as both the cat and the tengu did; but he did mind the cold. Now the two
		rivals slept curled up in perfect equidistance from him, fox and tanuki both ostentatiously behaving themselves. And Rinji was cold between them,
		thinking mournfully of the sun-soaked afternoon nap over the candy shop.
	







		


 

 

 





NINTH: A MIKO, AND LION DOGS
	

	
     
		On a mountain far away, many miles from the dragon or the waterfall, there was an ancient shrine with multiple red torii gates. The path that
		approached this shrine led up many, many steps before any humble pilgrim came upon the gates. Only once having passed through these, reverent and awed
		as they crossed into sacred space, was such a person ready to cleanse their hands and mouth, to give offerings and ask for favors.
	
	
     
		This shrine was served by a priest - a young man with an unhappy and troubled past, and a rich family - and he was assisted by just one miko,
		a young woman named Shizue.
	
	
     
		She was very slightly built, and because she did not speak and seldom smiled, her resemblance to a doll was extraordinary, especially in her miko garb
		- the white robe, vermilion-colored divided trousers and white tabi socks with sandals.
	
	
     
		Her task was nominally to assist the priest, but the fact was that the priest scarcely knew his duties. It was she who performed many of them. He often
		stayed in his chamber, as he was doing today.
	
	
     
		She had gone out to sweep away some fallen leaves and twigs with a broom when the lion dogs came bounding up and nearly knocked her over.
	
	
     
		They were the guardians of this shrine. They were made of stone, though when they chose to, like today, they could run and leap as though they were
		made of flesh. It always amazed Shizue to touch them, for it always seemed that her hand upon one or the other's head or back should find warmth, but
		it never did. They were cold - but they were by no means quiet.
	
	
     
		"Shizue!" panted Ah, the one whose mouth was always open. "Shizue! Shizue! Good morning!"
	
	
     
		The pair of them circled her as though they were finless granite sharks closing in on a tasty bipedal fish. They were so big, and she was so small,
		that the tops of their heads were level with her shoulder.
	
	
     
		She patted Un's cold hard head - he was the one whose mouth was always closed, and so, like her, he did not speak. It did not matter; Ah was always
		more than happy enough to do the talking for all three of them.
	
	
     
		"Shizue! It's morning, good morning! I like the morning best, don't you? Morning is my favorite. Not Un. Un likes the night time best."
	
	
     
		Un nodded his big head ponderously. Shizue wielded her broom, gesturing that they should move back and let her work, but although Un went and sat down
		obediently, Ah followed her around, too enthusiastic about the world to be able to rest or get out of the way.
	
	
     
		"Na, Shizue! I saw butterflies yesterday, Shizue! I sure did, lots and lots of them, lots and lots. All colors. Purple ones and orange ones and black
		ones and white ones. And I saw a beetle. I tried to sniff it, but it just got smooshed." He scraped reminiscently at his muzzle with his massive paw.
		Shizue deftly swept under it before he put it back down on the ground.
	
	
     
		"And there were bees, too, weren't there, weren't there - tell her Un?"
	
	
     
		Slowly, ponderously, the other lion dog nodded his head as though to say: Yes. There had... indeed... been bees.
	
	
     
		Ah babbled on, "Yes, bees. They tried to sting me, ho ho ho! But I was too tough for them, they tried and tried to sting me till they got so tired they
		all had to stop and lie down and take naps. Then I caught them all and put them in a box!"
	
	
     
		Behind Ah's back, Un was shaking his head from side to side. His stone eyes rolled up in exasperation.
	
	
     
		Shizue traded a glance with him, and went on sweeping the courtyard.
	
	
     
		Abruptly, Ah sat down, twisted his head to the side and began chewing at his flank. This made a horrendous noise: the boom of his sitting down hard,
		and the grinding and scraping of stone teeth on stone skin. Shizue had to drop her broom and put her hands over her ears until he had quite finished
		chasing down his elusive - and illusory - itch.
	
	
     
		Once Shizue finished her sweeping, she had to make sure all was in order in the shrine. Of course big clumsy Ah could not be allowed to blunder about
		in there, and though Un could be trusted, he had no desire to enter the sacred space. It was his task to guard it, not to gawk at it, his expressive
		face seemed to tell her.
	
	
     
		When she came back out again, the two of them were sitting side by side, looking at her. She stopped in surprise. It was normal for them to greet her
		in the mornings as they had just done, but when she came out from the shrine they had always been back at their post. Today, they did not appear
		concerned with this task.
	
	
     
		"Shizue, Un wants to know something," panted Ah. His slightly bulging eyes and wide, grinning mouth made him look slightly loony. In contrast, his
		brother beside him (almost identical, except for the closed mouth and a small horn on the top of his head) seemed wise and fierce.
	
	
     
		Shizue lifted her eyebrows. That Ah could understand Un was not so hard to believe - they were twins, after all. But she could not speak to answer any
		more than Un could to ask, and she had no twin to translate for her. She hoped it was a Yes or No question. She could write, but the koma-inu
		guardians, for all their talents, could not read.
	
	
     
		"Shizue, Un wants to know, he wondered, what he wants to know is, the priest - the not so new priest. Un said you do all the work the priest is
		supposed to do, Shizue, so what Un wondered is, Is he a real priest?"
	
	
     
		Shizue hesitated, then shrugged. A real priest? Who could say? He had been terribly ill when he first arrived, but his convalescence had stretched on
		and on. He no longer required the tending he had needed at first, which was something, but he showed no interest in his duties, and even if she had a
		voice it would hardly be Shizue's place as miko to try to instruct him.
	
	
     
		"Well, that's what I thought," said Ah in a vague, worried tone. "I told Un, I told him, I said, that's not a proper priest, and Un thought that any
		priest is a proper priest, but he's not, is he Shizue?"
	
	
     
		Another hesitation; another slight shrug; then a slow shake of her head. No, he was not a proper priest. He knew it as well as she did, but for the
		sake of proper decorum, the pilgrims who came here did not.
	
	
     
		"Oh," said Ah, clearly having expected a different answer, and unsure what to do with the one he had. "Oh." He lifted a massive rear paw and scratched
		at his ear. "Not a proper priest." He sounded anxious.
	
	
     
		Shizue shrugged again, helplessly. Un nodded once more. Then the lion dogs got up and went down to their gate to resume their post, sitting down and
		going still, one on each side.
	
	
     
		Sighing, the miko sat down and rested for a minute. She looked around at the trees, the sky... everywhere but the shrine grounds around her. However,
		she could not avoid it even then, for several small birds came flapping down to rest upon the lower crossbeam of the torii gate.
	
	
     
		They were twittering in excitement - gossiping about something they had seen. They argued about the details of whatever it was, one or two of them
		continually flying up and landing elsewhere on the beam among his bright-eyed fellows, shuffling their group around as they talked it over.
	
	
     
		"I saw it first! I saw it!"
	
	
     
		"No, you didn't! It was me, I was the one who said - "
	
	
     
		"All of you are stupid! Nobody saw it, I heard it! Then Meiko - "
	
	
     
		"You leave me out of this -"
	
	
     
		"But it was huge, wasn't it!" piped up another of them sitting on the end, bobbing up and down. "The biggest one I ever saw."
	
	
     
		"I saw one bigger once - "
	
	
     
		"I was there, and no you didn't!"
	
	
     
		Shizue sighed again, stretching. It was a very noisy morning, all told. She wondered what they were arguing about. Something they had seen; something
		they had also heard. She tried to imagine. A storm? Another kind of bird? Something to eat?
	
	
     
		"I'm telling you. That was absolutely and beyond a doubt the biggest dragon I ever saw."
	
	
     
		"Chiyo, everybody knows that that was absolutely and beyond a doubt the only dragon you ever saw!"
	
	
     
		There was a general burble of amusement, and then a short scuffle as the sparrows rearranged themselves again, with Chiyo sulking on the end, sitting
		slightly apart from the others as they continued to gossip.
	
	
     
		"I wonder where it was going."
	
	
     
		"Seemed like it was looking for something."
	
	
     
		"How could you tell? They always fly like that. All, you know, loopy sort of. It's the way their bodies are, you know, all long and snaky."
	
	
     
		"Ooh, look who's an expert now...!"
	
	
     
		"Shut up."
	
	
     
		"You shut up!"
	
	
     
		It went on like this, and Chiyo, the sparrow on the end, moved a little further still from her fellows, and then, as they began swearing and fighting
		in earnest, she flapped down to land on the end of the handle of Shizue's broom.
	
	
     
		"I have seen a dragon before," she said earnestly to the miko. "They don't believe me. But I really have."
	
	
     
		Shizue, trying hard not to smile, nodded gravely.
	
	
     
		"It was last year. All the others were asleep but I woke up, and I saw it, silhouetted against the moon. It flew so slowly, like it was floating. Or
		maybe it was dancing. It spiraled... it was so lovely. It made my wings feel clumsy, like fans made out of bundles of leaves."
	
	
     
		Shizue just looked at the bird. Chiyo went on in a less dreamy tone, "The one we saw last night, though, that one was not dancing. It was looking for
		something. Meiko was right about that, in any case."
	
	
     
		The little sparrow bowed its head to Shizue, and after a slight pause she inclined hers in return before Chiyo took flight again and followed after her
		friends, wherever they had gone, into the late morning sky.
	
	
     
		As Shizue stood looking after the birds, a shadow fell over her. The miko turned, surprised, for she had not heard anyone coming up the approach.
	
	
     
		The pilgrim, if that was what she was, bowed slightly to Shizue. She was a tall, slender, willowy beauty in splendid robes, with sea-green lights
		hidden deep in her luxuriously thick hair.
	
	
     
		"Good morning," said the woman. Her voice was low and colored richly with music.
	
	
     
		Embarrassed to be found holding a broom, Shizue bowed deeply. She should have heard this woman coming up the steps and been out of the way by the time
		anyone came within sight. But here she was, caught out. It was not that it was not her duty - it was that the duty should already have been done. It
		was because of the sparrow, and the tale of the dragon. And the lion dogs, though only a little.
	
	
     
		No, it was wrong of her to place the blame anywhere but herself. Shizue blushed faintly in shame, and remained in her deep bow until the beautiful
		woman had walked on through the torii gate to approach the shrine.
	
	
     
		Once the woman passed out of sight, the miko fled from the path lest she fall afoul of other pilgrims.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Okinyoko passed through the gate and walked slowly along the path toward the shrine. She wondered a little about the miko behind her, who had frozen as
		though she expected Okinyoko to box her ears. It was curious.
	
	
     
		But the dragon had real problems to ponder. She had flown far and wide for several nights, her great eyes roving the darkened landscape, seeking Yukari
		and her companions. It should have been simple. She ought to have caught up to them within a single night. But she had not found any trace of them.
	
	
     
		Not knowing what to do next, Okinyoko had stopped for the day (she could travel then if she chose to do so, but she knew that those she sought,
		traveling by land, would not). She had come to this shrine on an impulse much like the one that had sent Yukari to the shrine of Ebisu. She would ask
		for guidance. She would ask for a sign.
	
	
     
		She did not realize that she had already had it.
	
	
     
		Because she did not realize it, she went ahead with her request, first rinsing her hands and mouth with water from one of the dippers and then going in
		to clap her hands and pray.
	
	
     
		Then she realized she had forgotten something. The offering!
	
	
     
		She looked down at herself - all she had, in her sleeve, was the painting in the bamboo tube, the only thing she had brought out of the teahouse. It
		was the painting Yu-chan had made and given to her, the beautiful painting with the wind-scorched little maple. Her treasure.
	
	
     
		It was the only thing she had to offer. She offered it to the shrine's kami, and not without the pain of its loss.
	
	
     
		Once she had finished, she emerged into midday sunshine. Shielding her eyes with her fan, she looked about, but saw no sign of the doll-like little
		miko in her red and white clothes.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko frowned. Where had she gone? For that matter, where was the priest who should be here? This was not some little driftwood shack of a shrine,
		this was a properly appointed sacred place which should be properly attended. She wanted to stay here for the day, to rest and to bathe in the springs,
		but she wanted it to be offered to her as it ought to be, not to be forced to take it herself in rudeness.
	
	
     
		Now that she thought about it, though the little miko had certainly bowed deeply enough, she had made no reply to the dragon's courteous greeting. What
		could she mean by such an omission?
	
	
     
		Okinyoko went to look for her - or the priest - or anyone. She was annoyed now, but as the minutes went by without success she became more and more
		irritated. The grounds were simply enormous! Was she going to have to change shape and fly over here, too, looking for someone who should be available
		to speak to her in the first place?
	
	
     
		It was too much to be borne. She turned on her heel and stomped back to the gate, to stand in front of the lion-dog with the open mouth.
	
	
     
		"You!" she said. "Where is everyone?"
	
	
     
		The koma-inu seemed to animate only slowly and reluctantly.
	
	
     
		"I don't know," he said. "The priest is not a real priest. And Shizue can't talk."
	
	
     
		On the other side of the gate, the other lion dog slowly nodded his head in corroboration.
	
	
     
		"That does not answer my question even slightly." Okinyoko made her tone as icy and imperious as only a sea-dragon could.
	
	
     
		The beast pawed the ground, looking embarrassed. "I said I didn't know." He sounded like a sulky child, but the scrape of his massive paw on the stones
		was spine-rattling.
	
	
     
		"So I still don't know," Okinyoko snapped.
	
	
     
		"But I answered."
	
	
     
		He had her there, she realized. The closed-mouth koma-inu lowered his head, trying unsuccessfully to hide his smile.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Shizue was hiding, as a matter of fact. The sudden appearance of the lady had unnerved her, and she had taken herself, her scattered wits, and her
		broom uphill to the spring and past it, sidling along a hidden little trail to sit on a rock and survey the delicate balance and harmony of proportion
		of the shrine laid out below.
	
	
     
		The shrine faced east, of course. Many steps floated gently up to the torii gates, then a long path wound on to the wooden fences that surrounded the
		main sanctuary. Massive pines and bright green groves of towering cryptomeria offset the bold straight lines and immense upward thrust of the main
		building. But up closer, as Shizue knew full well, all of the buildings abounded with abstract geometrical shapes - all sorts of curious circles,
		planes and angles. Even the building that was the miko's quarters - from up here, it looked like a little gilded doll's house.
	
	
     
		Which, she supposed, was in a way exactly what it was.
	
	
     
		Elsewhere in the compound lay the priest's quarters. There should have been two priests, as well as two miko, but at this time there was only one of
		each. Shizue did not particularly want another miko around, even though it meant more work for her. The animals and various other kami around here
		chattered away at her more than enough. It had been nothing but sheerest relief when her last miko counterpart, Hitomi, decided to get married. Shrine
		priestesses must be virgins, and so Hitomi had gone home to the village with her new husband.
	
	
     
		Shizue was actually quite glad when the new priest turned out too apathetic and self-absorbed (and, in his partial defense, ill, at least at first) to
		bother bestirring himself to seek replacements - his counterpart had died of a fever the autumn before, not long after performing Hitomi's wedding.
		Shizue had to work very hard to make sure the shrine's kami were respected and therefore content, but in return - this magnificent place was all hers.
		She looked down over it with a fond smile, like a daimyo gazing on - and gloating over - his lands.
	
	
     
		She couldn't stay here forever this way. She knew that. She had maybe a few more years before someone made her leave her shrine domain. She did not
		know if anyone would want to marry her, but she knew that she would never be like Hitomi.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Inside the priest's dormitory, a young man sat alone, submerged in miserable thoughts that made him seem prematurely old. He stared at the wall, though
		he had long since stopped observing anything about it, other than its presence. It was just a convenient place for perspective to stop.
	
	
     
		Before him was an ink stone, and he had a brush in his hand, though he seemed to have forgotten that he held it. He appeared - or would have appeared,
		if anyone were there to observe him - to be waiting for inspiration, though since he had closed himself off from nature, here inside the walls of his
		little building, there was no inspiration at hand save the images and sensations in his memory. And his memory was the last place he wanted to be.
	
	
     
		He heaved a deep sigh, and lifted his brush. He tried and tried to compose the lament in his heart, to distill it into sensations and words.
	
	
     
		'Peach blossoms...' No. A slight, minute shake of his head, another sigh, and he started over.
	
	
     
		'This world is fleeting as the...'
		No.
	
	
     
		'The fields in springtime...'
		No.
	
	
     
		'Alone with my thoughts...'
		No. No.
	
	
     
		'Tears in the rain....'
		No. No. No.
	
	
     
		Again and again he tried for an opening line, but again and again there was the slight shake of his head, the sigh, and the renewed attempt. Hours
		slipped by in this way. Sometimes he stopped and thought for so long that his brush dried out.
	
	
     
		'The morning dew, the evening mist...'
		No.
	
	
     
		'Full moon mirror...'
		No.
	
	
     
		'The waves against the seashore...'
	
	
     
		No, no, ten thousand times no.
	
	
     
		The priest worked on and on, laboring to produce the poem that would heal him, the one collection of syllables and images that would complete his sorry
		existence either by expiating his anguish, or at the very least, by accurately expressing it.
	
	
     
		The paper under his elegantly dancing brush was caked with ink - a sodden, solid black mess from word leaking into word leaking into word, drawing each
		word-character swirling down into the dark puddle, all meaning lost to irresolution.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Just over this gorge,
		the tengu told them, there is a good sized shrine, and a hot spring. We can be more comfortable throughout the day, this time, I believe. The
		cave behind the waterfall, though convenient, had also been damp, cold, noisy and uncomfortable. No wonder it had no resident kami of its own, despite
		its picturesque location. And that mountain cave, well. The less thought given to that wretched place, the better.
	
	
     
		They were all eager for rest, and the mention of the hot spring got their attention "Oooh, a hot spring..." said Rinji, with longing.
	
	
     
		Aki shuddered. "Ugh! Like being boiled."
	
	
     
		And when Morio realized that if the fox did avail himself of bathing, he would be doing it in female guise as usual, the tanuki cheered up
		considerably.
	
	
     
		They went forward, but then stopped short, looking up with dismay at the many, many steps going up the side of a mountain that they must climb - the
		approach to the sacred precincts of the shrine grounds.
	
	
     
		"Whew," said Morio, craning his neck in an effort to see the top. "By the time we climb all those, we will need a bath!"
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		At the top of the steps, Rinji arrived unruffled, but the others seemed slightly the worse for wear from all the climbing.
	
	
     
		When the lion dogs saw them, they stood up at once and bowed their heads.
	
	
     
		"Hi there! Good morning! Hello! Good morning to you all!" enthused the open-mouthed one on the right. "Wow, we sure are having an interesting time
		lately, aren't we Un? We never get so many visitors. I mean, of course we get human visitors, lots of them, oh, lots and lots and lots, but I mean
		guests, that just hardly ever happens, and now this was the second time in two days, wait till the dragon lady sees you! She'll be in a better mood, I
		bet, don't you think so Un? Won't she be pleased then?"
	
	
     
		Un tilted his head to one side: 'maybe.'
	
	
     
		Yukari reacted with astonishment, a lapse of her usual dignity.
	
	
     
		Dragon lady? Did you say dragon?
	
	
     
		But she strode off without waiting for an answer, wings moving in agitation, head moving from side to side as she searched for Okinyoko.
	
	
     
		"She's staying with Shizue," said Ah confidentially. "I don't think Shizue likes it much, but then I don't think the dragon lady likes it so much
		either, does she Un."
	
	
     
		Slow shake of the big stone head.
	
	
     
		"Not that she's a bad kami or anything of course, I don't mean anything like that. She's a very pretty lady, isn't she Un? As far as ladies go, I mean.
		Only she's very, well, she's awfully grumpy about everything."
	
	
     
		Nod.
	
	
     
		"She really got mad that there's only one priest and one miko and the priest isn't a real priest and the miko doesn't talk."
	
	
     
		All of them blinked at the river of gossipy words from the lion dog. Shizue had learned with practice to let his babble wash over her like the sound of
		cicadas in high summer, but the newly arrived kami had had no opportunity as of yet to develop such conversational calluses.
	
	
     
		As if to spare them a continuation of his twin's ramblings Un bumped his head into Ah's, producing a tremendous and horrible noise of stone clanging
		into and scraping against stone. When Ah broke off speaking Un nodded to the fox, cat, tanuki and sakura, and led them along the path to their
		accommodations.
	
	
     
		"Sorry," said Ah quietly, bringing up the rear of the line as they followed after Un. "It's just, you know, exciting. So many visitors. Sorry."
	
	
     
		Rinji, next to last in the line, turned his head to offer a friendly smile to the koma-inu. "Don't worry," he said kindly. "It is exciting,
		isn't it? For us, too. Your shrine is very beautiful."
	
	
     
		Ah looked pleased, but said modestly, "Oh no, it is a very humble place. Very humble."
	
	
     
		"Hah," said the cat, "believe me, we've seen 'humble,' and this isn't it."
	







		


 

 

 





TENTH: A HOT SPRING
	

	
     
		Shizue, about to bring a meal over to the priest's dormitory, supposed she should not be surprised to find a tengu at her door. It was a 'karasu'
		tengu, the kind whose bird half is crow, and it bowed politely.
	
	
     
		Good morning,
		it said, in her mind. Excuse me, but I am seeing one whom I believe to be here. Her name is Okinyoko. Could you tell me where she is?
	
	
     
		The voice, though silent, was definitely female. Shizue blinked, and her hands rose to make the accustomed gesture that informed strangers of the fact
		that she was unable to speak; but before they could complete it, the tengu went on,
	
	
     
		You can speak to me the way I speak to you.
	
	
     
		Oh! The… the lady… I think she is at the spring,
she thought carefully. Unaccustomed as she was to communicating in words, it was not easy even without speech.		Up the hillside… there is a path…
	
	
     
		The tengu bowed again, very low. The miko blushed.
	
	
     
		I thank you, very much indeed. Please excuse me.
	
	
     
		The girl watched the woman-bird stride off toward the spring path, the black feathers of her great wings gleaming in the sunlight. Shizue shook her
		head. What would be next?
	
	
     
		"Hey, Shizue! Shizue! Guess what, Shizue!"
	
	
     
		She turned to see Ah and Un herding a curious group. A black-and-white cat. A white-and-black fox. A grumpy-looking tanuki. And a strange, beautiful
		green-eyed boy of about her own age.
	
	
     
		"We've got more guests!" said Ah proudly, with the air of one who was bringing great - and not wholly obvious - news.
	
	
     
		Un nodded, backing him up.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Yukari climbed the path that wound up the hillside, her clawed feet unerring in their purchase on the rocks. Her heart beat wildly, and as she neared
		the spring she was almost running in her haste to get there, to see Okinyoko again.
	
	
     
		The dragon had heard her coming. The jingling rings on the top of the staff must have alerted her ears as she lay lolling in the hot mineral water of
		the onsen. So she did not appear surprised when Yu-chan arrived, and even seemed calm at the sight of her, which Yukari most assuredly was
		not.
	
	
     
		"Hello," Okinyoko said, her voice coldly even, and the tengu paused in confusion, staring at her hungrily. Okinyoko's hair was piled up on top of her
		head. The thick dark tendrils that escaped seemed perfect, artfully arranged, though Yukari knew her lover and knew that that was not so. Okinyoko's
		slender fingers would have casually twisted up that glorious mass in a matter of seconds, and she had surely not given it another thought. Whether she
		tended to things with meticulous care or with irritable half-attention, Okinyoko just had a way about her of making it seem the pinnacle of perfect
		beauty. Yukari knew she was love-blinded, but she knew too that she was not the only one.
	
	
     
		My jewel,
		she said, and her mental tone was hesitant and afraid. She gripped her shakujo staff nervously, and the rings clinked as they shifted against each
		other. My jewel…
	
	
     
		"How nice to see you," said Okinyoko with deepening chill, which was a feat when surrounded by gently wafting steam. "Just passing through the area,
		were you?"
	
	
     
		
			I have been hoping... that you would catch up with us, my jewel. I have longed for you every moment since we parted. I am... overjoyed to see you
			again...
		
	
	
     
		"Oh, is that so?" The dragon stood up, naked, waist deep in the spring. Her dark eyes flashed at Yukari. Okinyoko was not trying to mask her anger now.
		"Is that a fact? Why couldn't I find you, then? From the air?"
	
	
     
		From the air?
		The tengu blinked at her in shock. In all the time she had known her jewel, she had never known Okinyoko to change into her true form. It seemed very
		much as though the dragon hated even to be reminded that she was a dragon. But she had flown, and therefore taken the hated form, in order to seek
		Yukari.
	
	
     
		"Yes, from the AIR! And I must have flown over the entire country -" she was exaggerating in her annoyance, surely? - "back and forth ten times, and no
		sight of any of you! Were you hiding from me, eh? Hoping I'd give up and go away?"
	
	
     
		In her agitation some locks came loose from her hair, drifting down to frame her angry face.
	
	
     
		We were underground,
		Yukari protested, a little weakly. I did not know that you would -
	
	
     
		"I liked things the way they were! I liked it at the teahouse! Then you brought all those strangers home and thanks to them, I can
		never go back!"
	
	
     
		My jewel, that is not entirely true and you know it,
Yukari interrupted her, firmly. She leaned on her staff as though it were holding her up on her feet. Perhaps it was.		I heard about the daimyo's offer. You know you would not have been permitted to refuse! We would have had to leave anyway.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko clenched her fists and looked down at the surface of the water. "Some jumped-up lord of humans thinks he can steer my fate!"
	
	
     
		Yukari took a step closer to the edge of the spring. Her wings were moving restlessly, stirring up breezes.
	
	
     
		My jewel. Okinyoko. I know you. You did not really like it there. You were just... used to it.
	
	
     
		"DON'T TELL ME WHAT I LIKE AND DON'T LIKE!" bellowed Okinyoko, and her usually musical voice sounded just like a dragon's bellow now. It echoed across
		the valley like the bugling of a conch shell. The birds in nearby trees flew up in shock.
	
	
     
		THEN DON'T LIE TO ME ABOUT WHAT YOU LIKE AND DON'T LIKE!
		Yukari fired back, and a single, hoarse crow's cry echoed from the hillside then.
	
	
     
		Rather than alighting once more, all of the displaced birds decided to take a little stretch of the wings, and wait out the disturbance from the safety
		of elsewhere.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		When the echoing shout and screech erupted one after the other from above, all of them stopped talking. Ah whined slightly as the echoes slowly died
		away.
	
	
     
		"What's going on up there?" wondered Rinji.
	
	
     
		"They're fighting," said the cat. "Isn't it obvious?"
	
	
     
		There were further noises, as the dragon and tengu continued their confrontation.
	
	
     
		Morio sighed. "I was hoping for that bath."
	
	
     
		"Me, too," said Rinji.
	
	
     
		"I wouldn't go up there for all the fish in the world," said the cat.
	
	
     
		"It does seem more prudent to wait a bit," Kitsune agreed. "Until the noise has at least died down for a while, so as not to blunder into the middle of
		the quarrel."
	
	
     
		Ah said brightly, "We can take you on a tour of the grounds, can't we Un?"
	
	
     
		Rinji summoned up a smile and polite response. "That would be nice." Kitsune fell into step at his side as he followed Ah. Morio lagged behind.
	
	
     
		"This is the priest's quarters..." said the lion-dog.
	
	
     
		The miko girl had a tray of food to bring in to the priest, who did not come out to see them, nor did they hear him speak any word to the miko while
		she was inside. When she came out again, her face was very worried.
	
	
     
		"That's weird," said the cat, eternally tactless, as they walked on. "What's the matter? Is he sick or something?"
	
	
     
		The girl looked pained, then she shrugged. She had no materials with which to write an explanation, after all. Rinji considered that even if she could
		speak, she might not volunteer that detail to strangers, however friendly. Shizue spread her hands in a helpless gesture.
	
	
     
		But Ah was, of course, only too happy to speak up in her place. "He was sick when he came here, but he isn't anymore, not exactly, is he Un?"
	
	
     
		Un nodded, corroborating the negative: Yes, he was not exactly sick anymore.
	
	
     
		"Well, what's the matter with him?" said the cat to the loquacious koma-inu. Rinji wondered that she seemed to have no fear of the half-dog: but then
		it was also half-cat, after all. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Morio wandering off along the gravel path.
	
	
     
		Ah grimaced. With a face like his, it was a little hard to tell he was doing it. "He's really unhappy. He doesn't really want to be a priest, does he
		Un. Something bad happened to him. He calls out in his sleep. I think maybe it's because of his eye, huh Un? He had an accident that hurt his eye. He
		doesn't want people to see him, I'm thinking, maybe."
	
	
     
		"But what about his duties here at the shrine?" said Rinji, a little shocked. This was not a small shrine by any means. And such duties could not
		simply go undone, not without serious repercussions.
	
	
     
		"Oh, Shizue does just about everything."
	
	
     
		Un nodded, for once without a prompt from Ah.
	
	
     
		Shizue shook her head, modestly, but the koma-inu continued, "Yes, yes she does. She does everything. Well, she hasn't done any weddings, there haven't
		been any in the village since Hitomi's. That was wonderful! Wasn't it Un! We got to wear flower garlands, and I wore mine for days until they withered
		and fell off by themselves. Hitomi used to be a miko too, but now it's only Shizue. There used to be two priests, but Kei got the fever and he's all
		dead now. Now there's just Tojuro, and he's never even -"
	
	
     
		"Wait," said Rinji sharply, too startled to be properly polite. "Did you just say... Tojuro?"
	
	
     
		"Why do people keep asking me what I just said?" fretted Ah. "Don't I speak clearly enough?"
	
	
     
		Un nudged him. Then turning to Rinji, he nodded. Yes: Ah had just said 'Tojuro.'
	
	
     
		Rinji, Kitsune and Aki traded looks amongst each other. Tojuro was not so uncommon a name, but a Tojuro with a missing eye? That had to be rather more
		rare. Rinji looked down the path after Morio, who had wandered away, out of sight and out of earshot. They spoke now in low voices.
	
	
     
		"Could that be him? The poet?"
	
	
     
		"How could it not be?"
	
	
     
		"Morio doesn't know - "
	
	
     
		"What if he sees Morio?"
	
	
     
		"What if Morio sees him?"
	
	
     
		"What should we tell him?"
	
	
     
		They could not arrive at any particular consensus. They didn't know whether the priest even knew that his injuries were inflicted not by the tanuki,
		but by a jealous vixen. Or, if he did know, whether or not it would make any difference.
	
	
     
		"If he never comes out of there, maybe they needn't see each other at all."
	
	
     
		"Wait," said Rinji, distressed, looking from the cat to the fox and back again. "They should see each other! They can talk about it and - and make it
		right!"
	
	
     
		There was a pause.
	
	
     
		Kitsune said softly, and there was pain in his voice, "Rinji-sama... some things just can't be made right that way."
	
	
     
		"Then how can they be made right?" demanded Rinji, turning to him. "If they still love each other? Why can't they see each other, and make each other
		understand what went wrong, and then forgive...?"
	
	
     
		He broke off, staring down at the fox.
	
	
     
		"Kitsune... what is it? What's the matter?"
	
	
     
		"Nothing," said Kitsune, and abruptly he sat down and, turning his head, he worried at an imaginary itch on his flank.
	
	
     
		Bewildered, Rinji looked to the cat, expecting to see her looking as puzzled as he felt, but Aki wouldn't meet his eyes, either.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Morio, bored with other people's problems, obsessed with his own, wandered ahead a little way along the neat gravel path.
	
	
     
		The fox walked right next to Rinji all the time now. Morio had been watching them, gauging with narrowed eyes just how close they were, and measuring
		it against the distance between Rinji and himself. It galled him, sitting in his stomach like a stone. 'Not right now. Morio-dono.'
		But Kitsune could touch him, Kitsune could walk with him. Kitsune could taste him.
	
	
     
		There had been no further angry noises from the spring. Weary of the pointless tour and of glaring at Rinji and Kitsune, Morio climbed up to see if he
		could find out if the dragon and tengu were even still there. The tanuki was grumpy and tired, and if he could have no other comforts, he wanted at the
		very least a nice, hot soak.
	
	
     
		Silently he crept along the path, then all at once he froze as he peered around a tree.
	
	
     
		After a stunned moment, Morio turned around and went back down the hill again, even more annoyed. Well, Okinyoko and Yukari had finished fighting at
		least, but even so, none of the rest of them had better go up there until they were quite finished making up.
	
	
     
		Damn them. Did absolutely everybody have to be happy except Morio?
	
	
     
		He went back to the others to pass on this news, and found them looking rather furtive when they saw him coming, their conversation grinding to a
		sudden, awkward halt.
	
	
     
		It was too much. Rage and misery boiled up in him and spilled over.
	
	
     
		"So you're talking about me now?" he demanded, and when they all looked guilty he felt a sharp bitter pang in his chest. He went on, "Well, what is it?
		Say it to my face, whatever it is, why don't you! Just say it to my face, and get it over with!" He said this last to Rinji.
	
	
     
		"Morio-dono -"
	
	
     
		"I hope you're happy," Morio sneered at the fox, who sat silently absorbing his tirade. "I hope you're really pleased with yourself!"
	
	
     
		"Mori-chan!" said Rinji, sharply, and the tanuki broke off in surprise and looked up at him.
	
	
     
		The sakura kami knelt down in front of him and said gravely, "Mori-chan. Please listen, all right? I have something to tell you. Something important.
		...Tojuro is here."
	
	
     
		"What?" said the tanuki, staring blankly. "What?" It seemed to him completely out of context.
	
	
     
		"The priest," Rinji said, still more gently. "We think the priest is Tojuro. Your Tojuro, Mori-chan."
	
	
     
		Morio continued to stare. His mouth hung open, and his round ears were twitching slightly. He felt like a man who watched his house burn down, with all
		his family still in it.
	
	
     
		Then the tanuki turned and ran, bolting down the approach, out through the gates, and away down the steps.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"Let him go," said Aki quickly, as Rinji took a step to follow him. "Leave him alone. He's going to need to think about it."
	
	
     
		"I wish you hadn't done that," said Kitsune, very softly, to Rinji, but Rinji did not, for once, apologize. He set his jaw stubbornly.
	
	
     
		"If Tojuro is here then... we must have come here for a reason, mustn't we? Ah-san said he's unhappy. How can we just leave it like that? Were we
		supposed to just hide what we knew from Morio-dono?"
	
	
     
		"I suppose not," said the fox, more softly still. Did he think Aki couldn't hear him?
	
	
     
		The miko, meanwhile, was looking at them curiously. Aki walked over to her and bumped into her leg: Shizue looked down to see black and white hairs on
		the red fabric of her divided skirt.
	
	
     
		"I can tell you all about it," said Aki, looking up at her with a hopeful purr. "I know the whole story. - I don't suppose you've got any fish...?"
	
	
     
		There was indeed a little bit of fish, and Aki made it swiftly disappear, washing her whiskers carefully afterwards before curling up in Shizue's lap
		to tell her the story of the tanuki and his young charges at the festival, and of the poet in his stall; of their ensuing romance, the jealousy of the
		she-fox, and the results of it. The girl stroked the cat's fur, absorbing the details. She was unable to interrupt with questions, but Aki prided
		herself on being very, very thorough, so that by the time she had finished her tale, the miko knew as much about it as the rest of them.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Outside, Rinji and Kitsune walked around the grounds together, silently side by side. After a time, Rinji turned to the fox. "Kitsune...?"
	
	
     
		"Mm?"
	
	
     
		"Can I ask you a question?"
	
	
     
		"Of course. But... I might not be able to answer, Rinji-sama."
	
	
     
		"Then answer if you can. Why don't you ever take a male form, Kitsune?"
	
	
     
		There was more than simple curiosity in Rinji's tone. He was blushing, his face faintly pink. They had stopped walking, and stood facing one another.
	
	
     
		"I am in a male form," the fox pointed out, but Rinji shook his head. The wind had increased, and Rinji's pale hair fluttered around his face.
	
	
     
		"You know what I mean - when you take a human form. Why don't you ever take a male one? I - I would like -" he broke off, then after a deep breath went
		on, "I would like... to see you that way. So that... so that I could... hold your hand, when we walked together. So that... I could..." His voice
		dropped to a whisper now. "So that I could kiss you...?"
	
	
     
		"Could you not hold a woman's hand, kiss a woman's lips?" said Kitsune, but he looked sad: as though he already knew the answer.
	
	
     
		"I... could," said Rinji doubtfully. "But... I wouldn't really want to. Not in the same way." It was not really the form, but the fact that it wasn't
		true to Kitsune's real nature, like a mask he would be wearing.
	
	
     
		Kitsune looked down and did not reply.
	
	
     
		Rinji burst out, "Please, Kitsune. Couldn't you please...?"
	
	
     
		After a long moment, the fox said in a dull, hollow voice, "I... could, Rinji-sama. But... I wouldn't really want to." His ears and tail were drooping.
	
	
     
		"Why not?" A whisper. Rinji did not dare to speak more loudly. His eyes were weighted with a hot glaze of tears.
	
	
     
"Please... please don't ask me any more. I... just... can't. I think you know that my reason is not simply to frustrate you, Rinji-sama. It's		never that. You do realize that, don't you?"
	
	
     
		"But - then - what is the reason?"
	
	
     
		"Rinji-sama. I cannot tell you that without telling you everything."
	
	
     
		"Then tell me everything!" Now the tears had spilled over and were rolling down Rinji's face.
	
	
     
		Unable to answer, the fox could only shake his head.
	
	
     
		There was a long silence during which, in the distance, they could both hear a rumble of gathering thunder. The wind increased until Rinji's hair
		streamed out behind him like a banner.
	
	
     
		It was late afternoon, but the swiftly moving clouds blotted out the sun and darkened the shrine compound as though under an eclipse. Rinji looked up
		at the sky, but it was more for a moment's chance to calm himself than to see what all of his other senses already knew: it was going to rain.
	
	
     
		He said at last, "All right. I... I won't ask anymore."
	
	
     
		Then Rinji squatted down and, putting a hand out, stroked Kitsune's furry head, and down his back. "Come on, let's get in before the storm gets here.
		May I...?" He picked the fox up and, cradling him against his chest, ran toward the compound just as the first fat drops of rain began hitting the
		ground.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Kitsune nestled in those sheltering arms, hardly able to believe that Rinji accepted not being told everything he wanted to know. But here he was, held
close against Rinji's heart. Kitsune remembered the sakura spirit's words from earlier.		'If they still love each other... why can't they see each other, and make each other understand what went wrong, and then forgive?'
	
	
     
		Why not indeed? But Rinji's was - had always been - a good and simple heart. It was too easy, too direct. And too abstract. After all, the
		sakura could see Kitsune every day with no distress; but if he were to remember the real... 'Kitsune,' then surely understanding and
		forgiveness would be impossible in the face of such awful crimes. No matter how long ago. No matter how deeply regretted.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Of the buildings in the compound they were closest to the priest's dormitory; Shizue and the cat were all the way across the compound in the miko's
		quarters. Where Morio had gone, nobody knew.
	
	
     
		"Excuse us, please," called Rinji as he slid open the door, still holding Kitsune. "We are sorry to intrude..."
	
	
     
		He stopped short, unable to prevent himself from staring at the state of the room and its occupant. He felt Kitsune go tense in his arms.
	
	
     
		First, the entire room was a mess. It was not merely untidy, which would have shocked Rinji enough. There was paper everywhere, scattered over every
		surface as though a whirlwind had come through the building. And every last piece of that paper was black, covered with so many word-characters that no
		meaning could be ascertained or even guessed at in the caked-up excess of ink.
	
	
     
		At the table sat the young man. He did not look up at them; he reacted not at all to the presence of the kami and the fox. His one eye stared dully
		into the middle distance; the other was bandaged. In his hand was a brush. It hovered over an ink stone like a crane waiting patiently to spear a fish.
	
	
     
		The priest - Tojuro - showed little sign of ever having been the playful, handsome fellow that the tanuki described in his tale, back at the house of
		the majo. Indeed, the man looked a little frightening. His pallor and thinness, his unwashed smell, and his single bloodshot eye were all bad enough,
		but the expression on his face and the stillness with which he sat, brush poised, were not remotely natural.
	
	
     
		Suddenly he moved: Rinji jumped, startled. But Tojuro only inked his brush and began writing... upon another of the thick black pages, similarly but
		more freshly encrusted with lost words, like the ones he was adding to it even now.
	
	
     
		The brush moved surely, gracefully in his nearly skeletal hand, as though it knew what it wanted to write, dancing out the strokes, lifting delicately
		in between; then, it hesitated... paused... stopped altogether, and lifted up to hover over the ink stone once again. All the time the rest of him
		remained in that unnervingly complete stillness, staring blankly into the middle distance.
	
	
     
		Rinji swallowed nervously, then backed slowly toward the still-open sliding door, Kitsune tense in his arms. Perhaps this was a form of meditation...
		though it did not seem to Rinji to be entirely... healthy. Still, outside the rain was pouring down, showing no signs of respite, and it was a long way
		to even the next nearest structure - a very long way in this rain. A shiver passed over Rinji, like a breeze in the leaves. What should he do? He did
		not truly want to stay here, but he did not want Kitsune to be soaked.
	
	
     
		Standing in the doorway, he caught sight of a pair of figures coming more or less in this direction, down from the hillside. Though the rain was
		pummeling down, they were not hurrying. They walked slowly, arms around each other. It was Okinyoko and Yukari, and both of them were laughing.
	
	
     
		Catching sight of Rinji standing framed in the open door holding Kitsune, they made their way over to him. They were still not in a hurry; he waited
		several minutes, continuing to shiver, before they stood before him, still arm in arm, languid from recent pleasure. Both of them were utterly soaked;
		the dragon woman's robes were plastered to her body, and the tengu's dark feathers streamed with water.
	
	
     
		"Hello," said Rinji, and he and the fox both bowed their heads to Okinyoko. "It is good to see you again, Okinyoko-dono."
	
	
     
		She inclined her head, smiling. It was rare enough for her to smile at all, but this smile was incandescent. It should surely have burned off the
		clouds. Perhaps it was better that it was raining, after all.
	
	
     
		Yukari glanced up past Rinji's shoulder and hesitated, going quite still. At once, feeling her sudden tension, Okinyoko turned to look at her.
		"Yu-chan...? What is it?"
	
	
     
But rather than answer, the tengu addressed the two standing in the doorway.		Rinji-dono... both of you, please come out, and close the door behind you.
	
	
     
		"But... the rain...? We'll get soaked."
	
	
     
		As a favor, Rinji-dono. Please oblige me, by coming out of there. Now.
	
	
     
		Blinking, the sakura kami obeyed, stepping forward, and closed the door behind him as Yukari requested. The rain, of course, almost immediately
		drenched him and the fox till they were as sodden as the other two.
	
	
     
		At Yukari's urging, they walked away from the dormitory, across the compound to the miko's quarters. They walked slowly, at a measured pace, with the
		tengu leading the way. Though he was already wet, the large drops stung when they hit Rinji's head. Instinctively he hunched forward, to shelter the
		fox from similar bombardment. It didn't make any difference as far as being wet, but Kitsune, knowing Rinji was shielding him, nuzzled him gratefully,
		and they shared a curious sort of warmth nonetheless.
	
	
     
		When they reached Shizue's dormitory, the miko looked up at them all in surprise. Aki jumped up out of her lap and stretched from toes to tail-tip.
	
	
     
		"Ugh!" she said, when she had gotten a good look at them. "You're all soaked!"
	
	
     
		Rinji bent forward, and Kitsune jumped down out of his arms to the floor. "Really?" the fox said in a tone of heavy irony. "We hadn't noticed," and
		then he sneezed.
	
	
     
		Shizue got up and brought towels to them all. Okinyoko and Rinji accepted theirs gratefully, but Yukari demurred; her feathers repelled much of the
		water.
	
	
     
		There is a problem here,
		she said to them. A matter of concern. Everyone should know.
	
	
     
		Then she looked around, bright eyes searching the corners.
	
	
     
		Where is the tanuki?
	
	
     
		"He ran away," said the cat. "Because of who the priest is."
	
	
     
		Yukari cocked her head at this information, then looked to Shizue. That is the problem - the priest. He is a victim of possession. Did you know?
	
	
     
		Looking shocked, the miko shook her head. The tengu was able to transmit her thoughts to the rest of them: No, of course she did not know. She did
		think his behavior strange, but was able, despite the extra work his inattention to his duties put her to, to empathize a bit with someone who had lost
		his eye. She had not always been without a voice, after all.
	
	
     
		The priest is clearly under the influence of some distressed spirit,
		said Yukari.
		
			If he had unhappy experiences before coming here, his own spirit would have been very weak. When I looked into the dormitory, I saw a shadow over
			the man, hovering over his head, and flying around the room. That is the shadow of a kami, a mono-no-ke. The man is extremely ill. If it is not
			driven from him, he may die.
		
	
	
     
		"How did it get there, Yu-chan?" said Okinyoko. "What does it want?" The dragon's manner had softened considerably since their fight. Also, her lover's
		authority in this matter of a spirit possession seemed to be something she had never seen before. At the teahouse, the tengu's devotion had expressed
		itself as something like servitude - as well as protection. Okinyoko was obviously the reason they were well treated there, and such a place was once
		the realm of her authority - such as such things really were. Now it was Yukari's turn.
	
	
     
		That is what we must force it to tell us,
		said the tengu, continuing to look directly at the miko.
	
	
     
		"What do you mean? An exorcism?" said the cat, looking up at them. "But don't you need a priest for that? That's just wonderful! What are you supposed
		to do when the priest needs exorcising? It's like if a doctor got sick."
	
	
     
		That is exactly what it is like,
		agreed Yukari. Fortunately… there is another 'doctor' in town. She moved her staff so that the rings clinked.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko looked proud.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		A properly armed priest, or equivalent being in this case, was not all that would be required for an exorcism. The other crucial element was the miko.
	
	
     
		The miko's duty in such a rite was to act as a sort of lightning rod. Once the kami had been driven out of the afflicted person, place or thing, it had
		to be transferred to a human medium, through which it could be questioned and made to declare itself. Only then could the kami be driven out of the
		medium, and harmony restored.
	
	
     
		That medium was almost always a young girl. Shizue, as a miko, was ostensibly trained to perform such a duty. There was, however, just one rather
		obvious problem. The cat was the one to point it out.
	
	
     
		"Um... look, I'm really sorry to be tactless but... am I the only one who's noticed that... Shizue doesn't talk?"
	
	
     
		"She doesn't?" said the dragon in surprise. The others turned to look at her, but she showed no trace of sarcasm. "I'm sorry. I hadn't noticed. I just
		thought she was... quiet."
	
	
     
		"Well, she is," said Aki, "really quiet. Yukari-dono, what happens when the medium can't speak? How can the kami declare itself then?"
	
	
     
		I will be able to understand it,
		said the tengu confidently. It can use mind-speech with me.
	
	
     
		Shizue had risen from her seat, and she looked around at all of them, her face very pale. Aki, looking up at her, rubbed against her leg, purring
		worriedly. "Are you all right?"
	
	
     
		Like the closed-mouth lion dog Un, Shizue shook her head solemnly from side to side.
	
	
     
		"Never done it before?" guessed Rinji. The miko nodded: Yes, she had never done it before.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko, to everyone's surprise, stepped forward and took the girl's hand. "Don't be afraid," she said kindly. "Yu-chan would never let you get hurt.
		I am absolutely sure of that, dear. If you are the miko here, then you are the only one who can perform this duty. And the only one who can save your
		shrine's only priest."
	
	
     
		Behind her, Yukari solemnly nodded her head, doing her own impression of the left-hand koma-inu.
	
	
     
		Trembling slightly, Shizue exerted her mind as she had done before, in the unaccustomed effort of mind-speech to the tengu. Now?
	
	
     
		No, not now. We must both prepare; we will perform the rite tomorrow. Is that agreeable to you, miko-san?
	
	
     
Shizue swallowed nervously; but the form of address had made its point for Yukari. Taking a deep breath, the girl nodded in unhappy acquiescence.		Yes, she added, as an afterthought.
	
	
     
		"Look," said Rinji. "It's raining even harder..."
	
	
     
		They looked outside at the water pouring down like a veil. This place looked just like some kind of cave behind a waterfall.
	







		


 

 

 





ELEVENTH: A WANDERER, AND A KIND LADY
	

	
     
		Morio closed his eyes and whimpered.
	
	
     
		The tanuki was under the influence of a blind, wits-scattering panic at the very mention of Tojuro. Tojuro?? Here?? Morio was filled with
		unreasoning terror.
	
	
     
		Tojuro! Here! What if he saw Morio? What would he think? Surely he would think that Morio, whom he believed to have betrayed and disfigured him, had
		followed him here to do him more harm.
	
	
     
		Of all the shrines in all the villages in all of this blessed land - why, why was Tojuro here?
	
	
     
		Away from the shrine, crouching under some dense shrubs and shivering as he tried to shelter from the rain - which had come to further his misery,
		surely -
	
	
     
		He was afraid for Tojuro to see him. And.... it shamed him to admit it, but... he was afraid to see Tojuro, too. The wretched vixen had mutilated his
		merry, handsome lover, so that now he could be neither. Morio could bear it if it were only that! But Tojuro doubtless believed his mutilation to be
		Morio's fault, just as the spiteful vixen had intended him to.
	
	
     
		What was Morio supposed to do? Walk up to him, look him in his remaining eye, and try to explain that 'it wasn't me who did this'? What kind
		of fool would believe that? Any person with a whisker of sense would kill the tanuki immediately - or try to.
	
	
     
		The rain soaked into his fur, and he hunched down even further. It had absolutely no effect. The hedge was of so little use that Morio may as well be
		trying to shelter under a loosely woven basket.
	
	
     
		What could he do? What should he do? What was there to do? Briefly the tanuki entertained the thought of changing his shape and going down
		into the village to make friends... find a barrel of sake... and crawl into it. But... he shivered... he simply did not have the heart to do
		it. He was too miserable to try to befriend anyone - too bewildered and confused for charisma. And as for the sake, well, he didn't really
		want that so much, either. What he wanted was to be warm. What he wanted...
	
	
     
		What he wanted... his thoughts touched longingly on his large and boisterous family exiled into service by the majo (however justly). He had not
		thought of them in a shamefully long time, absorbed in his fruitless pursuit of Rinji. How were they all? Did they enjoy the majo's punishment, working
		as entertainers? Knowing them, he rather suspected most of them probably did.
	
	
     
		With a slight jolt Morio realized that he actually envied them, even if they were bound to years of service. If he had been at the party with them, he
		would be with them now. But instead he had made his choice to be with Tojuro for the New Year instead of his family, and what had that brought him? Bad
		luck, that's what, and plenty of it. A wretched shelter under a miserable hedge, where he could drown in the rain. Or, at the very least, catch his
		death of cold.
	
	
     
		Where
		were they now, his family? Wherever they were in their travels, he hoped fervently that they were warm and dry and at their ease, unlike their lost
		Morio. He missed them, suddenly and intensely. Botan. Jiro. (These were his cousins, always close - they all shared the same birthday, despite all
		three of them having different mothers.) Hiroshi, and all of his other friends from childhood. His big brother, Sachio. His little sisters - funny
		little Midori, and the twins, Taka and Taya. His mother, Suzu. Everyone. Everything. Everything he had ever lost…
	
	
     
		But that included Tojuro. Indeed, the poet/priest topped the list of lost things. Morio's thoughts were dragged back to him again and again.
	
	
     
		The rain went on and on and on. It seemed that the tanuki's very bones must be sodden. Were he to fall down a hole, they would surely bend and not
		break. Of course, in a hole he would drown, in this weather.
	
	
     
		What was he to do?
	
	
     
		He had abandoned the thought of the village. That left him with two choices. Go back to the shrine - where Tojuro was. Impossible. Or leave
		entirely. Run away, to... where? Back to where he started, living alone in a big empty den? That too was unthinkable! But if not there, then... where?
	
	
     
		He would seek his family and willingly join their service, if he only knew where they were!
	
	
     
		Morio had been staring at the leaves just before his eyes, blinking slowly, for some time before he started sneezing.
	
	
     
		"Now they're t-talking about me," he muttered, eyes closed, head down, shivering.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Rinji, looking out at the still-pounding rain, wanted to go out and find Morio. "No one should be out in such weather," he protested.
	
	
     
		"He's the one who ran off," said the cat.
	
	
     
		"He was upset!" argued Rinji. "It was a shock! And he doesn't know that Tojuro is afflicted."
	
	
     
		"He'll come back," Okinyoko predicted, a trifle dismissively. "Where else could he go?"
	
	
     
		There's the village,
		Yukari soothed; if he went there, then he is already under shelter.
	
	
     
		Rinji subsided, but he was still troubled. Kitsune looked at him and then said quietly, "Rinji-sama, one of the koma-inu could go down to look for him.
		They are not affected by the wet as are those of flesh. He could find Morio if Morio is outside."
	
	
     
		"One of them? Why not both? They could find him more quickly!"
	
	
     
		The tengu said, They are guardians. One at least must stay to guard the gates.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Morio's wits were drifting, having come loose from their moorings as the fever started to build within him. It seemed somehow that he had lived his
		whole life miserable under this bush, and everything else was all a dream, an absurd hallucination.
	
	
     
		The rain was not going to stop. He had to... Had to move... He could not stay here. Lion dogs would not mind the rain. They would find him if they came
		looking. He did not want to be found.
	
	
     
		Crawling out from under the hedge, he shook himself all over, and continued to shake. He sneezed several times. The rain had collected on the ground in
		many deepening puddles, and with his short legs he was wading through them, his tail floating. Ugh, there was surely no need to add such indignity to
		his already considerable misery! He concentrated... or tried to. The usually simple transformation state eluded him now. His mental image of what he
		wanted seemed to double and triple before his mind's eye.
	
	
     
		"I'm cold! and wet! and short!" he lamented, then closed his eyes and tried to collect his strength. "I can do this," he muttered. "I must do
		this."
	
	
     
		Slowly, almost painfully, he changed, becoming the young man who had flirted with Rinji. He staggered, suddenly many times taller, feeling himself
		precariously high above the ground as though he were on stilts. Aloud he chided himself, "Fool, would you rather swim?"
	
	
     
		No, he would not rather swim. But he could not seem to walk properly, either. His arms felt hopelessly long, seemingly elongated like tree branches...
		was it catching, to become a cherry tree? If he became one, could he be planted beside Rinji? But no, Rinji would not want him there. There would not
		be room for Morio - no matter what. Undoubtedly if Morio did become a tree, he would grow in some unlucky place. Like a cemetery. He giggled even as he
		felt sorry for himself, staggering along down the lane.
	
	
     
		He was alone, of course, being the only sorry fool in town stupid enough to be out in the rain. The elongated, wooden-shingled houses lining the street
		seemed to dance and sway, as though Morio were drunk - a familiar enough feeling, in the usual way of things. He staggered as though he had a belly
		full of sake, instead of just tears and rain.
	
	
     
		His breath sounded harsh in his ears. His sandaled feet moved haltingly, one step after another - each step hard-won against the opposition of his
		shifting balance and shivering limbs. Morio's tongue felt thick in his mouth; sweat stood on his brow.
	
	
     
		He must... keep going. Away from Tojuro. Toward his family.
	
	
     
		Morio stumbled, tripping over his own foot, and sprawled on his face in a puddle with a low, startled cry that got water in his mouth. He pushed up
		feebly to crouch on all fours, coughing and choking violently. He ached... oh, how he ached. The world was determined to punish him; it could have him.
		Let it win, he admitted defeat, only let it end...
	
	
     
		A door opened, and light spilled out over the wretched huddled figure of the transformed tanuki. A figure came out, stooped to help him rise and put an
		arm around his shivering shoulders before gently steering him into the house.
	
	
     
		Head lolling on his neck, Morio tried to open his eyes. "Where..." Dark lashes fluttered. "Who..?"
	
	
     
		"Shh. All will be well. Don't worry, now. Here we go..."
	
	
     
		The voice was female, an unfamiliar alto. Morio focused on a woman's face, round and slightly off center, and he blinked at her in confusion as she
		eased him down onto a futon.
	
	
     
		"We'll need to get you out of these wet things." Her hands were strong but gentle, and ruthlessly efficient. Shivering and addled, he made a try for
		humor, wondering what she would look like if she were to smile.
	
	
     
		"But m-my lady, we haven't even b-been introduced..."
	
	
     
		She did not smile. Her hands did not pause, either. "I'm not a lady. My name is Tsuyu. Here, wrap this quilt around yourself, and try to keep warm
		while I get the water heated. - What is your name, my lord?"
	
	
     
		Completely deadpan, she had returned his joke. Was there a twinkle in her eye? The tanuki could barely focus on her, how could he be sure of that or of
		anything?
	
	
     
		"Morio," he said, and his voice was slow and faint, as though coming from far away. "And I'm not a lord, either."
	
	
     
		He clutched the quilt around his naked body, feeling as though his clammy skin would never be dry or warm again. Yet slowly, as he lay there curled up
		under it, the tempo of his shivering began to decrease, bit by bit. There were faint noises of preparation from another room nearby. He opened his
		eyes, lifted his head from out of his quilt nest and looked around groggily.
	
	
     
		The floor was covered in clean rush mats. There was a lacquered chest made of paulownia wood, and a few round straw cushions for sitting on. Morio
		closed his eyes, wriggling his toes, feeling the slow return of warmth to his limbs, though they still ached.
	
	
     
		After a little time she came back with a small bowl of pungently steaming liquid. "Willow wood tea," she said, "it doesn't taste good, but you must
		drink it, like a good boy."
	
	
     
		He opened his mouth, but she went on seamlessly, "You want to say that you are not a good boy? Anyone can see that. - Drink it all, now. It will help
		the fever."
	
	
     
		Sitting up in his quilt cocoon, Morio took the warm steaming bowl and began cautiously sipping it. It was bitter. But at least it was liquid,
		and it was hot. If only it were sake. He swayed slightly, but succeeded in miraculously not spilling any on himself or, more importantly,
		Tsuyu's quilt.
	
	
     
		In the meantime Tsuyu had busied herself with readying a bath. When Morio finally, obediently lowered the empty bowl, still making a face, he
		surrendered it to her and lay back onto his pillow, sighing. But her hands were tugging insistently on his shoulders, despite his efforts to curl up in
		an impenetrable ball in the soft thick quilt.
	
	
     
		"No, no. Not yet. You can sleep very soon, Morio-san. But you need to get warm first. I will help you. - Don't worry. I'm a doctor."
	
	
     
		Groaning and sighing, he staggered to his feet, trying not to lean too heavily on Tsuyu's shoulders. She was smaller than he, but she was stronger than
		she appeared.
	
	
     
		She did all the work; washing him, rinsing him, helping him into the tub. It was all Morio could do to stay sitting up and not slip down in the water.
	
	
     
		"Mind you keep your head up!" Tsuyu said sharply. "It won't do for you to drown now."
	
	
     
		"At... least it's... a much nicer puddle... than... if you left me... in the street."
	
	
     
		At last, when he was clean and dried and terribly drowsy, she let him lie down on the futon again, and he slid out of consciousness even in the midst
		of attempting to thank her for all her pains.
	
	
     
		Though he did not feel so wretched as he did when she found him, (though indeed it was hard not to feel one's situation improved in comparison after
		any sojourn, however brief, in a mud puddle,) his fever did not abate right away. Indeed, it got worse in the night. He moaned incoherently, head
		shaking No, and shoved the quilt away, too hot to be able to bear its weight on his skin. Moments later he whimpered fitfully in the cold as chills
		swept over him, and groped for the covers to hide under again for the one or two glorious minutes during which it felt good to be warm... before he got
		hot again, and the miserable cycle began to repeat itself.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		At the shrine compound, Shizue sat apart from the others with the cat in her lap. By now the miko's red trousers were hopelessly coated with black and
		white cat hairs. She did not care. Her thoughts were fixed upon the priest's dormitory, and the sheets of ruined black paper everywhere... an excess of
		waste almost demonic seeming in its wanton intensity. Shizue used a tray of sand to practice her calligraphy on, rather than squander precious
		materials like that.
	
	
     
		And the unnatural behavior that Tojuro had been showing for... some time now, she realized, with a pang of guilt. Had he had a kami haunting him all
		this time? Was that what was wrong with him all along?
	
	
     
		But in order for them to free Tojuro of this kami, it had to be driven out of him, and... into her. This being that frightened her and made her shiver
		would have to enter and inhabit her. And she had to let it.
	
	
     
		Shizue stroked Aki's head, between her ears, and down her black-and-white back in a long stroke before lifting up and starting over again. Her fingers
		rubbed the rounded base of each sharply pointed ear, then the top of Aki's head in between them. Hand slipping around under the cat's chin, she tickled
		the silky fur of her throat, then rubbed along her jaw before sliding around to rest on the warm, purring back.
	
	
     
		Aki squinched her yellow eyes shut, her front paws (one white, one black) kneading the miko's leg. When she felt the girl flinch she murmured, "Sorry,"
		and took better care to keep her claws sheathed.
	
	
     
		"I can tell you're worried," purred the cat softly. "Anybody would be. Don't feel too bad about it, Shizue."
	
	
     
		Shizue sighed.
	
	
     
		"Listen, Shizue-chan, other girls do this rite all the time, don't they? And some of them don't even have any training at all in the procedures and the
		right way to behave in this kind of a situation, like you have. Yukari here seems to me to know what she's doing. She will stand in as the priest for
		your priest, and then he will be able to fulfill his role. At the very least... if he were cured, then he could be told about what really happened to
		him, so that he and Morio could find some peace between them."
	
	
     
		The hand which had stilled on Aki's back resumed its pattern once more, taking comfort from pleasing the cat.
	
	
     
		"Or is it... that you want to keep this place all to yourself?" she said suddenly, turning her head under Shizue's hand to look up at her with her
		yellow lantern eyes. "Lone priestess? Queen of the onsen?"
	
	
     
		The girl squirmed, not breaking eye contact, but with her cheeks beginning to show a telltale blush. Far from proclaiming judgement about this, the cat
		nodded in apparent satisfaction.
	
	
     
		"You like being the only miko... well, then, you must perform all the duties. And this is the big one, the one most needed. You can do it, can't you?"
	
	
     
		Slowly, Shizue nodded.
	
	
     
		"Well then," and the cat turned her head back to face forward, eyes squinching again as her purr resumed at increased volume. "That's all right then."
	
	
     
		Shizue nodded once more, even though Aki was no longer looking at her. She wondered if it really was all right.
	
	
     
		But she had no choice, she supposed. She would have to trust in the advice of these strangers and endure the chaos they had brought.
	
	
     
		"Don't stop, please," Aki purred, and Shizue obeyed.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"How long has he been gone?" worried Rinji, again.
	
	
     
		"I still don't know, Rinji-sama," Kitsune answered.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko was frowning, looking out into the rain. "Wait, here he comes at last."
	
	
     
		Ah was dancing around in the rain like a puppy, clearly having more fun than his quest was supposed to include.
	
	
     
		"You!" called Okinyoko, "Lion dog! Come here."
	
	
     
		Ah obeyed in a slow and roundabout way. He didn't come in, but stood outside in the rain. He was too big to come inside no matter what, but there was
		also magic on him and his brother that prevented it. Un had come also, and sat a little behind and beside Ah.
	
	
     
		Rinji went to the edge of the floor, leaning out enough that droplets of water misted his hair. "Ah-san, did you find any sign of Morio-dono?"
	
	
     
		Ah looked a little startled, as though he had forgotten. "Mmmff mmn murhfur."
	
	
     
		"What...?"
	
	
     
		"What's that you've got in your mouth?" asked the fox curiously.
	
	
     
		Looking shamefaced, the lion dog leaned his big head forward into the doorway and spat out a small round object made of leather. It was quite sodden of
		course, as he had found it lying in a puddle, and it hit the floor with an unpleasant wet smack. Yukari and Okinyoko recoiled, but Aki, jumping down
		from Shizue's lap, slunk forward, sniffing curiously.
	
	
     
		"It's a kemari ball!" said Rinji suddenly. "Ah-san, where did you get it?"
	
	
     
		"I found it," said Ah. "Didn't I Un?"
	
	
     
		Then he looked around, perplexed. Un just looked at him.
	
	
     
		"Un-san wasn't with you there, Ah-san," Rinji offered gently.
	
	
     
		"Oh! Right. Well, I did. I found it on the ground. I like it 'cause it's chewy. But it's awfully wet. - Isn't it Un?"
	
	
     
		That Un could attest to. Slow ponderous nod.
	
	
     
		"Anyway, your friend wasn't outside in the village. I made sure. I went all over, around and around. Maybe he was inside one of the houses? You didn't
		tell me to go in any of the houses, so I didn't. Should I have gone in there?"
	
	
     
		There was a silent, collective shudder as everyone else in the room tried to imagine the mayhem a well-meaning, massive stone lion dog the size of a
		pony would cause, going from door to door in search of a runaway tanuki.
	
	
     
		"No, Ah-san. Thank you, you did the right thing in coming back to report," Kitsune said firmly but gently. He tried to assume a cautious authority even
		though the creature he addressed must be five times his size.
	
	
     
		"May I see it, Ah-san...?" When the lion dog assented, Rinji stooped and delicately picked up the drenched little vaguely spherical object, and Kitsune
		tried to read the curious expression that crossed his face as he examined it. Fondness?
	
	
     
		"I used to play. I won a prize once, for it. I kept it up in the air for 200 points."
	
	
     
		Kitsune remembered the game. One had to keep the small leather ball from touching either the ground or one's hands, and the score was the number of
		times the ball was successfully deflected from its inevitable journey to the ground - or perhaps, if one were particularly stylish, in one's hand,
		prudently stopping short of surpassing an imperial opponent.
	
	
     
		The leaf green eyes became vague even as Rinji smiled. "That was when... that was where..."
	
	
     
		The fox froze, eyes wide, staring up at Rinji in a posture of alarm as though ready to bolt out of the building, rain or no rain, running away, out
		through the gates and away down the stairs as the tanuki had done. Disappearing, just like Morio, rather than facing shame.
	
	
     
		But Rinji only stood there after trailing off, his brow politely furrowed as though he were trying to remember the name of someone encountered by
		chance in the street.
	
	
     
		Kitsune cleared his throat, which from the fox came out as a sort of a quiet, coughing bark. But before he could say anything to change the subject
		Rinji said, "...well... that was long ago... I don't remember. Still, it's nice to see that even after all these years, they are still playing kemari.
		I wonder what the record is now?"
	
	
     
		"The young ones these days think it has just been invented," Okinyoko smiled knowingly.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		It was night now, and dark in the room. Outside the rain continued on, hissing and pattering and trickling on the shingles above Morio's feverishly
swimming head. It sounded like distant voices whispering, muttering, saying things he could not quite hear.		They're talking about me? About how worthless I am...
	
	
     
		Eyes closed, he moaned, repeatedly throwing the quilt off and scrabbling for it so as to pull it all the way over his head, shivering.
	
	
     
Someone else was in the room. There was a rustling. Morio stirred uncomfortably as the earth tilted and swayed. (And without even a drop of		sake! he thought, with the outrage of one who usually knew perfectly well why the earth was spinning and also that he usually deserved it.)
		Then there was a tugging at his quilt. He resisted in surprise, trying to keep hold of it, but it pulled free of his sweating hand. A draft struck his
		shivering body as the quilt lifted up, and then - a naked body slid up against his in the dark.
	
	
     
		It was Tsuyu. She smelled faintly and sweetly of aloes and cloves, and her skin was exquisitely smooth as she pressed against him, the quilt settling
		down over them both.
	
	
     
		He froze in disbelief. But the heat of Tsuyu's body, so different from that afforded by the quilt, soaked into his and made it impossible not to
		respond.
	
	
     
		"What?" Morio whispered. He would have liked to say something rather more charming, but his wits felt widely scattered, as spread out and porous as an
		empty net.
	
	
     
		"Don't worry," she murmured against his throat. "We've been properly introduced now, haven't we? Do not fear, sir. I will not molest you. It's for the
		fever. Now lie still."
	
	
     
		Dazed, he could only comply. His skin, hypersensitive with the effects of his illness, ached with the closeness of her, tormenting him with
		unexpectedly powerful desire. But he was weak - too weak to seek consummation of that desire, at least not right then. And she had commanded him to lie
		still, furthermore. She was clearly the sort of woman who expected to be obeyed.
	
	
     
		And so he was obliged to wait, and breathe in her scent, feeling in her hair and her skin the living embodiments of varying types of warm silk,
		listening to the rhythm of her breathing.
	
	
     
		She held him, a cool hand stroking his forehead as she drew the fever out of him and into herself, for she was strong and healthy and not worn down by
		travel and trouble and transformations. Unconsciously he found himself breathing in rhythm with her, and when hers slowed to the telltale regular tempo
		of slumber, his followed suit and Morio was at last able to give in and sleep.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The rain finally stopped about an hour or two before dawn.
	
	
     
		The sun rose, thin and fitful, into a pale, watery sky that seemed somehow unfinished, as though surprised by the sun's arriving early and not entirely
		ready for her visit. It hastily corrected this, inspired by her presence as she burned off the clouds and a bright blue was revealed.
	
	
     
		"Finally," said Rinji when he looked outside, "I've been longing to try the hot spring. Who else would like to bathe, before Yukari-dono and
		Shizue-dono must begin the rite?"
	
	
     
		Kitsune looked down fixedly at the floor beneath his feet, showing sudden intense interest in some invisible mote of dust that only he could seem to
		see.
	
	
     
		"Come on now," Rinji smiled at him, "I will not quarrel with any form you take, Kitsune. Only, do come and bathe, the water here is extremely
		healthful."
	
	
     
		Nodding slowly, the fox got up, but he still avoided Rinji's eye.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko said, "I'll be glad to go back for a little more soaking." Yukari chimed in silently with a nod.
	
	
     
		"What about you, Shizue-san?"
	
	
     
		The girl hesitated, then shook her head. She had her own ritual bath to attend to in private, and she must also refrain from eating any breakfast,
		fasting before the transformation as medium.
	
	
     
		"Well, you can count me out, obviously," Aki remarked, washing her whiskers with pointed self sufficiency. "A whole gang of bipeds all together in a
		cauldron with hot water? Revolting. Sounds like an oni's recipe for soup."
	
	
     
		"You make it sound so appetizing," said the fox to the cat, wryly.
	
	
     
		"Well, I'll stay here, shall I, so that someone will be at hand in case anything comes up." Despite these responsible words she was yawning hugely, and
		it seemed clear that what she really planned to do was nap on one of the straw cushions in a patch of sunshine.
	
	
     
		So Rinji, Kitsune, Okinyoko and Yukari all walked up the path, walking carefully because of the rain having softened everything, to investigate the
		rocky, steaming pools of pungent mineral water.
	
	
     
		Despite the cat's image of a 'cauldron,' it was not one single basin. The formation here, authored long ago by a volcano, had produced a number of
		smaller pools, the largest one being big enough for all of them if they were to sit close, and the smallest being too small for anyone but the fox by
		himself in his own fox form.
	
	
     
		So Okinyoko and Yukari took one of the middle size springs together, and urged Rinji and the fox toward the largest pool for the two of them to share.
	
	
     
		Without a trace of modesty Rinji disrobed, neatly piling his garments and turning toward the spring. His lean body was lithe and almost glowed with
		preternatural beauty. He glanced at Kitsune, once, through his pale lashes, and smiled a little mysterious smile. It was only one glance, one smile,
		after which he calmly turned away from the fox and toward the water. It was very hot, veiling his reddened face with pearly steam; but after some
		hissing and deep breaths, he sighed, beginning to grow accustomed to it.
	
	
     
		How Kitsune longed to shed his fox robes and emerge from it, human, naked, to join Rinji in the mineral bath! But he would simply have to do the other
		kind of change, and he became a woman with the classically pointed features that tended to give away any transformed fox.
	
	
     
		If Rinji was disappointed, he kept it to himself. He could not really expect Kitsune to reveal his identity here in front of Okinyoko and Yukari -
		though admittedly it did not really look as though the dragon and the tengu would notice if the pair of them transformed into rampaging oxen. Instead
		he ignored the semblance and smiled straight into the fox/woman's eyes - as if to seek out the hidden heart of the person within.
	
	
     
		Blushing, the 'woman' dipped a toe into the spring, and yipped in surprise. If he could have, he would have been laying ears back in astonishment. But
		with a glance at frail-looking Rinji already lounging in the water and apparently enjoying it, he climbed in, gasping as Rinji had done at the
		near-scalding temperature. "That's hot as hell!"
	
	
     
		"Hot as lava, anyway," Rinji was lounging in obvious comfort with sleepy eyes and a relaxed smile. "Come on in, it feels like heaven. ...After a
		minute."
	
	
     
		After a few moments where it seemed like being poached in molten lava, like being boiled in oil - there came an exquisite moment when it suddenly
		revealed itself to be nothing less than a heat that soaked into weariness and burned it away clean, leaving only renewal.
	
	
     
		All four kami sighed as the heat caressed muscles and bones, relaxing them all into an exquisite state of near stupor. Some well-meaning traveler
		happening along might, were he ignorant of the springs, suppose them all to be in the grip of some spell, or indeed, as the cat acidly suggested, that
		they were all being made into soup.
	
	
     
		Rinji's eyes were closed, and he leaned his head back against a smooth-edged rock. His pale hair, wet and plastered to his face and neck, was only
		slightly darkened by the moisture. His cheeks were flushed, giving his skin the look of a deliciously ripe peach - or so thought the fox as they soaked
		in the spring, as he studied Rinji through half lidded eyes.
	
	
     
		Rinji opened his eyes and smiled a little sleepily at Kitsune. "It's so nice. It made me feel... well, warm sleepy, not cold sleepy like I
		always get in the winter. I don't know if I've ever..." trailing off vaguely. "Maybe I have, but if I've been anywhere like this before, I just can't
		remember. Even if I have, it's been..." he shrugged and laughed a little at the impossibility of reckoning exactly how long it could have been, for he
		had no idea whatever of how long he had been dead. He had felt the years passing, of course, divided into seasons; but without human beings to come and
		go around him he had had no particular reason to count those years as they went by. "Well, it's nice," he repeated with a sigh.
	
	
     
		"I'm glad." Kitsune's voice was husky, and the woman he was pretending to be looked languid and pleased. "I hope you are not... sorry that you let me
		persuade you," he said after a time. "You know - to leave your tree. I hope you don't... regret it, Rinji..."
	
	
     
		He had left off the 'sama.'
	
	
     
		Rinji reached through the water for Kitsune's hand, picked it up and held it, smiling.
	
	
     
		"Oh, no. Can't you tell? I know I was reluctant at first, and I'm sorry about that, but about coming with you - I'm not sorry at all."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		In the other pool, facing the other way so that (in order to provide the occupants of each pool with a little extra intimacy) their backs were facing
		the others' backs, Okinyoko and Yukari snuggled together, sighing in the splendid heat.
	
	
     
		"You're ready for the rite, then, my love?" murmured the dragon, nuzzling the feathered neck. "You've got everything you need, and the priestess girl
		knows what she has to do?"
	
	
     
		My jewel, you know that I am, and that she does.
	
	
     
		"But have you done this before?"
	
	
     
		Yes.
	
	
     
		The answer was surprisingly short. The dragon raised elegantly plucked eyebrows. "When...?"
	
	
     
		Long ago, my jewel. I will not bore you with the details. But trust me. I remember perfectly what to do.
	
	
     
		
     
			 
		
	
	






		


 

 

 





TWELFTH: AN EXORCISM
	

	
     
		Shizue never slept at all, not for a moment all night. She was tired, terribly tired, with all the excitement - but the threat of dark dreams, of
		falling into the void of the ink-glutted pages, had kept her from any chance at even a moment's true rest. The truth was, and if she could only speak
		she would gladly say so to anyone and everyone, that she just wanted to get it over with. The sick dread lodged in her belly made the requirement of
		fasting seem to Shizue not like a hardship but, rather, like a kindness. However, the waiting for it all to begin was nothing but torture.
	
	
     
		Once the others had gone up the hill to avail themselves of the waters, the miko performed her simple, ritual ablutions in preparation for the task
		ahead. Aki, though she insisted on being in the room, kept her back politely turned during this process.
	
	
     
		Freshly garbed in clean garments of red and white that were, at least temporarily, free of besmirching cat hairs, Shizue took a deep breath and offered
		a silent prayer to the kami of the shrine. It should know her well enough, she thought, to hear her even without a special offering; she labored hard
		in its service, after all.
	
	
     
		Walking up beside the cat, Shizue stooped a little to lay a small, trembling hand on the warm, silky-furred back. Aki immediately turned and rubbed her
		jaw insistently against Shizue's hand with a rumbling purr.
	
	
     
		"There, you look fine," she told the young miko approvingly, "you'll do splendidly, and it will all be for the best, Shizue; do you understand me?"
	
	
     
		Slowly, gulping, Shizue nodded assent. What else was there for her to do? She realized bitterly that even if she could speak it would probably make no
		difference: everyone would dismiss her worries and fears, her dreams and visions, insisting that everything was for the best and that everything would
be all right. Shizue had reason to know that that was not always true. Probably they would also say things like,She is making too much of nothing, or She will get over her little bout of nerves, or even, worst of all,		She is too young to understand but she should mind her elders and betters and do as she is told.
	
	
     
		The black and white cat remained with Shizue for a little while longer, trying to comfort her but sensing, with growing annoyance, that she was not
		doing very well. A butterfly, mostly white with red and black markings, tumbled past the open door of the miko's room, and Aki drifted out from under
		the girl's stroking hand to go and watch it intently, the tip of her tail twitching.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The four returned from the springs about twenty minutes later. When she caught sight of the miko fully garbed and clearly ready to begin, the tengu
		clicked her great beak in annoyance, a sharp and startling sound.
	
	
     
		It is not quite the time that I said we would begin. Please oblige me by waiting a moment, miko-san,
		she said, in the coldest mental voice she had yet been heard to use with anyone.
	
	
     
		Already nervous and upset, the miko blinked, then bowed very low and stayed down until the tengu had passed her by.
	
	
     
		Rinji stared after Yukari's retreating back and restlessly shifting dark-feathered wings, astounded by the sudden change in her demeanor but too polite
		to be able to remark upon it, even out of earshot of the subject. The cat, who was concluding some rather messy personal business with a butterfly, was
		not handy to make the expected sarcastic remark or blunt demand for explanations. Rinji could only look to Kitsune, who was once more a fox; Kitsune
		could only look grim and shrug furry shoulders.
	
	
     
		"Perhaps it is nerves," the fox said softly. "Surely so. She has never failed to be perfectly polite before."
	
	
     
		Rinji nodded as though he accepted that answer, but he could not entirely erase the feelings of doubt.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko said a little loudly, "Of course it's nerves. She didn't mean it, Shizue-san. She's done this before, mind you - but it's, er, been a long
		time since the last time, I gather..."
	
	
     
		She sounded vague, trailing off. Rinji nodded again, still more troubled. But the tengu reappeared, looking smoother and more self-possessed, holding
		her ring-tipped shakujo staff and wearing a curiously shaped hat, a short black cylinder topped with a pointed dome.
	
	
     
		She walked at a stately pace. Inclining her head to the miko as she passed, she led the way toward the priest's dormitory and the task of exorcising
		the unsettled kami that had fastened upon the priest.
	
	
     
		The others followed in a silent line, going along to witness but otherwise to stay out of the way of the acting priest and the medium, especially the
		medium, when things got truly underway.
	
	
     
		The tengu stepped up into the building, and after a momentary hesitation the miko followed suit, looking very small next to Yukari.
	
	
     
		Rinji, walking behind them, thought that they looked very splendid, and that if only the tengu were not herself part of the scene, she might have
		wanted to try to paint such a moment. A pity, and an irony... ah well. He could only behold and absorb the sight of them himself, and perhaps someday
		he would find some way to express it. Some kind of dance...
	
	
     
		The cat reappeared then, jumping silently up to sit aside, well positioned to be the first to leave if things became at all disagreeable - as they were
		apt to be for a cat at an exorcism, even if everything went smoothly. A white, red and black wing was protruding from her mouth, but even as Rinji
		noticed it her pink tongue appeared, pulling it neatly in. Aki winked one yellow eye at him, then she sat poised alertly as she ate the last bits of
		the butterfly, her tail wrapping around her toes.
	
	
     
		Yukari sat down on a round straw cushion, and Shizue sat down beside her, in attendance. The tengu reached into her robes and pulled out a thin, highly
		polished wand, which she handed to Shizue to hold.
	
	
     
		All the while, the priest sat still at his table, utterly still but for the hand with the brush writing blackness upon blackness.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Shizue willed her hand not to tremble as she lifted it to take the wand, but it did not completely obey her. This was the moment she had been hoping
		all morning would hurry and arrive, but now as it approached her she resisted every inexorably passing second as her fingers and the wood approached
		each other.
	
	
     
		Then it touched her palm and she wrapped her fingers around it as Yukari let it go. The miko's heart was pounding. This wand would draw the kami into
		her when the priest - or in this case the tengu - spoke the incantations. What she had to do here was nothing short of sitting in a tree atop a
		mountain peak in a thunderstorm... holding a sword. And all the tengu had to do was summon up the storm and then sit back and watch, she thought
		sullenly, in her anxiety ignoring the very real effort and danger involved for Yukari.
	
	
     
		Then Yukari closed her bright black bird eyes, and began to chant, not in her thought-speech but in bird language: staccato bursts as she uttered the
		sacred syllables of the mystic darani incantations.
	
	
     
		Shizue clutched the wand in her sweaty hand and willed herself not to drop the suddenly slippery object - to do so would be disastrous, she knew. She
		kept her eyes lowered, studiously avoiding looking at the priest or the disturbingly ruined pieces of paper scattered around him like the blown seeds
		of a spent dandelion. Of course, she could avert her eyes, but she could not avert her nose. She could breathe through her mouth, but despite the open
		door, the sour staleness of this room was offensive with a taint of decay, as though a dead creature were decomposing under the floor.
	
	
     
		The tengu continued to utter the harsh yet peculiarly melodious sounds. Really, as strange as it might seem, the girl found it almost soothing,
		somewhat to her surprise. It was something to concentrate on, after all, something other than the creeping fright that she felt just being in this
		place, not to mention the subtly unwholesome smell... which was growing stronger...
	
	
     
		Shizue, still clutching the stick, began to tremble. Strange, she thought in a dreamy, distant way. She was not cold. She didn't feel afraid anymore...
		or sullen, or for that matter much of anything else at all. But still - she must not attract attention to herself, it was for the tengu to perform the
		rite, the miko was only a tool, after all. If she started to shake any harder the tengu would notice, and of course she would be angry. This was of no
		real consequence to Shizue, but angering the priest was, she was sure, no way to assist in the successful completion of a rite.
	
	
     
		She tried to gain control of the insistent, jarring vibration; to marshal her strength of will in the way she had learned through long hours of
grueling and tedious instruction in her duties, mostly by Hitomi when she had still been there. Hitomi was very bossy, but essentially kind.		She never felt a sense of her sacred duty - she admitted once to Shizue in so many words that she was really only killing time till she could
		marry - knowing that Shizue, however shocked, was unable to repeat this gossip.
	
	
     
		Shizue believed. All her life she had been able to see and hear all sorts of kami. She had been brought up to honor the gods and to work hard: left
		here as a child when scarcely more than a baby, burning with a fever that took her voice from her throat forever... But she survived...
	
	
     
		Life inside the shrine gates was all she had ever known, unlike the other miko who came and went, passing time till they became women, too mature to
		serve any longer. What would happen to Shizue when she was too old...?
	
	
     
		Shizue blinked, sitting up straighter, eyes wide.
	
	
     
		Her wits were wandering - she must not permit that! She must focus on the here and now! Yet though she gathered them again and again, her wits
		persisted in falling away from her like leaves.
	
	
     
		She no longer had any sense of the danger and dread that kept her sleepless all through the night before. She knew where she was and what she was
		doing, but no more than that.
	
	
     
		Then a soft, pearly gray mist, like thick dawn fog, seemed to rise up about her, obscuring everyone else in the room and enclosing her in a muffled,
		white, noiseless space, a sphere of smoke in which she hung suspended. Her body swayed, and her eyes slid up behind her lids in a trance.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Everyone jumped, even the tengu, when the girl toppled over onto the floor and began to writhe. The wooden wand went clattering away across the floor
		as she twisted. The sound of it was shockingly loud.
	
	
     
		Shizue's clothing was quickly disarrayed as she continued twisting. Only hisses issued from her slack lips. Rinji pressed his hands to his mouth, wide
		eyed.
	
	
     
		The miko's gasps and struggles were becoming quite alarming in their ferocity. She was bruising her own hands and feet on the hard floor. Rinji glanced
		at Yukari. The tengu was watching all with riveted intensity, and her chanting grew louder: the harsh voice of a crow harmonizing with the non-voice of
		the girl and that which was beginning to inhabit her. It was working. Even Rinji could feel it. Soon the girl's gasping would ease, and the tengu would
		be easily able to compel its obedience.
	
	
     
		However... Yukari chanted on and on, resolutely keeping to the tempo, on and on, with no noticeable change: Shizue still writhed and croaked, hands
		blindly clawing, eyes blank whites in her head. It was like watching someone being tortured, Rinji thought wildly, his own fists clenching and
		unclenching in impotence. Poor Shizue! He fervently hoped it would not go on much longer. The girl did not deserve such an ordeal, even if this was a
		miko's duty. Was the world still so cruel...?
	
	
     
		The witnesses were shifting slightly, beginning to seriously worry that the girl would be injured. Rinji's heart was pounding with a spike of panic as
		he saw the tengu exchange a swift glance with Okinyoko even as she continued her chanting pattern of avian cries. He exchanged another such glance with
		Kitsune, who shook his head helplessly. What could any of them do to interfere?
	
	
     
		Rinji's gaze fell to the dropped wand. Could that be what had gone wrong?
	
	
     
		He looked to Shizue, still in torment. Rinji's resolve solidified. He must do something to help her. He moved from his place to retrieve the wand.
		Beside him, he could hear Kitsune gasp as he picked it up.
	
	
     
		Still kneeling on the floor, Rinji shifted near enough to Shizue to grasp her flailing hand, and gently wrapped her fingers around the wooden shaft of
		the wand. She gripped it with sudden, shocking ferocity, slashing it through the air so that the wind whistled in its wake, and Rinji fell back with a
		little cry.
	
	
     
		However, it seemed to have been the right thing to do, he thought cautiously, as the miko had stopped her terrible, self-destructive throes.
		There were bruises already forming on her face and limbs; her hand clutching the wand trembled slightly, and her eyes were closed.
	
	
     
		All at once, Yukari stopped her chanting and addressed the being inhabiting Shizue in firm thought-speech that all could hear as though it were a
		raised voice: WHO ARE YOU, AND WHAT DO YOU WANT? As basic a pair of questions as there could be, blunt in their import, although they were
		phrased with moderate politeness. Everyone waited breathlessly for the answer, wondering how it would be given.
	
	
     
		Rinji glanced aside from the miko for an instant, to see that the priest's unnatural posture had at last dissolved, and that he was slumped at the
		table over his work. It would seem that Tojuro was still insensible, but as long as Yukari was able to appease the kami or drive it out, he would
		probably recover. That, at least, was a relief.
	
	
     
		The girl opened her eyes, and everyone recoiled slightly to see that they were the gleaming, slitted eyes of a serpent.
	
	
     
		Yukari clutched at her staff and the nine metal rings clinked along the single large ring that topped it. At the noise, Shizue's head whipped to the
		side, her horribly transformed eyes and baleful attention focusing on the shakujo - and then just past it, narrowing on she who held it.
	
	
     
		She moved like a serpent, though her body remained human. The only obvious change was in her eyes, but they were the least of what made her so
		horrible. With a human skeleton she should not have been able to move the way she did; and yet she did, twisting and writhing with appalling
		speed. A continuous hiss seemed to boil from her throat.
	
	
     
The tengu repeated her questions, gesturing with the staff, from left to right and left again, for purification.		WHO ARE YOU? WHAT DO YOU WANT? YOU MUST ANSWER! But the possessed miko did not even blink in response to this effort, merely waiting
		watchfully, a cold and patient predator.
	
	
     
		At last she opened her mouth more widely and began to speak - or tried to. But all that emerged was a raspy hiss.
	
	
     
		None of them understood it, of course. The tengu blinked, plainly at a loss for what to do. The expression on the girl's face had stretched into one of
		incredulous anger.
	
	
     
		Speak to me as I speak to you! The girl can! WHO ARE YOU AND WHAT DO YOU WANT?
	
	
     
		Shizue looked furious, continuing to hiss. Her hands clawed at the air in frustration. The lips moved, but the sounds that emerged were like water
		boiling, or a storm in forest leaves.
	
	
     
		What have I done!
		thought Rinji in a panic of anxiety, clutching white-knuckled at his thighs as he sat there. Was it my fault? Had he made things worse, giving
		the wand back to Shizue? But - how could they just have left her writhing and hurting herself like that? He shuddered at the cold that crept up his
		spine like hoarfrost engulfing the trunk of his tree. Those eyes in her poor little face… What could they do? Everyone looked to Yukari. She was
		supposed to be the one who knew what to do.
	
	
     
		The tengu was opening and closing her long beak, throat working as she gulped in horror and amazement. The serpent girl swayed before her in a
		mesmerizing dance.
	
	
     
		It was a slow, looping dance that brought the kami-inhabited body of the girl a step closer to the bird-woman with each completion of the pattern.
		Shizue's face was grinning now - lips peeled back from her teeth in a distorted expression that had more to do with pain or madness (or both) than any
		actual mirth. Yukari just stood there, clutching her staff. She did not know what to do. No one did.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Okinyoko's eyes were wide, staring with fear now. She and Yukari had come close to a true parting during that terrible argument up by the onsen, and
		the balance of power between them had changed in return for their continued relationship. She had been afraid to begin any arguments with the tengu so
		soon after they made up their fight, or to doubt her authority in this matter of exorcism, which was hardly Okinyoko's area of expertise. After all,
		Yukari had deferred to the dragon's judgment - or let's face it, whims - in most things for years.
	
	
     
		The dragon had, in the way of all lovers whose loved one went into danger, been afraid that something terrible would happen, that something would go
		wrong. But her gentle (for her) attempts to broach the subject were turned aside and Okinyoko had allowed it, even though she sensed a certain degree
		of bravado in the one she knew so well. Just because they were long-lived creatures did not necessarily make them wise, she knew that bitter truth all
		too well for herself.
	
	
     
But it did not take any rank of priest to see that something had gone wrong here, that the kami that had been driven into the miko for taming was		not submitting to being tamed. And the classic dance of snake and bird was chillingly familiar enough - as was that dance's customary end.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko leapt up from her kneeling position and ran to her lover's side, grasping her shoulder. "Yu-chan!" She shook the dazed tengu once, twice, as
		hard as she could, and the rings on the staff jangled loudly. Shizue-but-not-Shizue smirked at them, then lunged forward with the wand outstretched.
	
	
     
		"NO!" shrieked Okinyoko, the dragon voice slapping the room like a cold wave. Shizue crumpled to the ground, eyes closed, limp as a little doll. The
		wand fell to the floor, and this time it broke, with a clatter and a snap.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko was knocked aside. She fell to the floor but immediately scrambled up, turning back toward Yukari...
	
	
     
		The tengu's shakujo staff fell to the floor with a jangle and a crash. Yukari stood stock still, staring with serpent eyes. Okinyoko stopped short,
		horrified. "NO! Yu-chan!!"
	
	
     
		Now this is a host I can use... with a lover like you, who shares her charms with so many...
	
	
     
		Yukari stepped toward Okinyoko and grasped her arm roughly. Okinyoko tried to struggle but to her shock, she was overpowered. She glared up defiantly
		at the possessed Yukari. "I have left that life."
	
	
     
		But Yukari looked confused. This host...
	
	
     
		What was wrong with her? She let go of Okinyoko, who staggered back slightly.
	
	
     
		This… host…
		She stared incredulously at her own feathery hands. She looked up angrily at Okinyoko.
	
	
     
		
			This creature would not care if you bedded a hundred others a night, if it made you happy. This creature does not FEEL the things I need...! None
			of you are SUITABLE!
		
	
	
     
		Yukari swayed snakily from side to side, the cold eyes flicking around the room, then they settled upon the wide-eyed Rinji with his shadow of
		branches. Okinyoko followed this gaze, and in the single moment she had in which to think it, she understood. Rinji - the only other one to touch the
		conducting wand.
	
	
     
		The dark-feathered tengu darted forward with the blurred speed of a serpent striking, snatching up the shakujo staff as she/it lunged at Rinji. Eyes
		wide, mouth open, the young man knelt there on his cushion, frozen with startlement. The fox started forward, crying out in alarm. That was all any of
		them had time to do; the serpent kami had already beaten him by the time Kitsune cried out. The rings of the shakujo staff touched Rinji's chest.
	
	
     
		Upon that instant there was a blinding flash of light and a sound of thunder so loud that it knocked them all down.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		They were all struck senseless; Kitsune in particular, closest to the explosion, was flung across the room to collide painfully with the floor over by
		Tojuro's desk. He lay with the wind knocked out of him, wondering fatalistically if he was about to die again... but after a few minutes of shallow
		panting he found he could breathe, more or less, and then he stood up, more or less; and he turned to see what had happened.
	
	
     
		Yukari, Okinyoko and Shizue all lay sprawled and insensate on the floor. Blood was trickling from the miko's nose, but her breathing was, at least,
		deep and even. Rinji -
	
	
     
		Rinji was nowhere to be seen.
	
	
     
		"Rinji," cried Kitsune hoarsely. "No!!"
	
	
     
		It was worse than the other thing he instinctively feared even as he looked around, that he would see Rinji inhabited by the other kami the way they
		had all just seen Shizue; but no. But - there was no way of knowing if that had happened or not, if it had carried Rinji away somewhere, where Kitsune
		could not find him...!
	
	
     
		He ran outside, wincing at the twinge in his ribs when he jumped down from the elevated floor onto the gravel, but grimly beginning first at a trot and
		then a full out run across the shrine compound. "Rinji!" He ran as though he were being hunted.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Morio woke as sunlight streamed into the room in which he lay. Lifting his head he blinked at the strange walls, then memory returned with a rush, and
		he turned his head quickly to the side to find - no one sharing his futon with him. At least, no one was sharing his futon with him now. However... he
		inhaled... he could swear he could still discern the faintest trace of cloves.
	
	
     
		And his fever... He lifted a hand to rub at his face, moved his head cautiously... The fever seemed to be... Gone. In fact, he felt... Completely well.
		He was considerably surprised to realize that he felt this way. He felt, last night, so wretchedly sick that he might die, and indeed would gladly have
		died in that puddle when she found him. How lucky for him that that was the puddle he chose! Luck? For him? Strange but apparently true.
	
	
     
		He looked up at the sound of approaching footsteps. Tsuyu appeared with a tray bearing a meal of rice, crispy baked fish, soup, sweet potatoes, seaweed
		and radishes. "Good, you're awake."
	
	
     
		"Good morning," said Morio.
	
	
     
		Staring and sniffing, Morio found himself ravenous, his mouth watering at the aroma of the fish and the steaming slices of sweet potato - his favorite.
	
	
     
		"Breakfast," she said, setting the tray down in front of him. "You eat all of it, now."
	
	
     
		He smiled gratefully. "Thank you so very much..." He looked at the tray, then back up at her with his most hopeful charming smile. "Perhaps... if I may
		ask... a drop of sake...?"
	
	
     
		"That's all you need!" Glaring, she put down a pot of tea and poured him a cup. He looked at it a little wistfully when she put it in his hands.
	
	
     
		"You drink it, and do as you're told!" she fussed when he hesitated - not even having a chance to offer any verbal complaint. "You were burning with
		fever last night, were you not? You are feeling much improved, are you not? So, trust me, and drink that tea! It's not that bad and you know it."
	
	
     
		She was scolding him, but not with real anger. He flinched when she did, but not with real fear. Morio made a bit of a grumpy show about drinking the
		tea, but then found it was delicious. "That's - good. Thanks."
	
	
     
		"That's more like it," she said with satisfaction as he handed her the empty pottery cup, "Now, eat up, if you please. As I'm supposed to say, 'There's
		nothing here, but please -' Well, in my house, there's something here, and you'd better. If you want more when you're done, you can have it.
		But see what you can do with this lot, first."
	
	
     
		He blinked at her, then offered a shy grin. She was not as crusty as she was taking pains to appear; the lingering impression of her scent in the futon
		and the quilt told him that. Ah, if only he had not been so sick! He could not really remember - no more than a flash of the silky, sultry, cool
		feeling of her against his overheated skin.
	
	
     
		Her eyes twinkled briefly at him, then with a little smile she left him with the tray of food. It was generously heaped and rather heavy.
	
	
     
		It was a good meal. And - sweet potatoes, for a treat. More good luck for him? If so, did he dare get used to the idea that his luck could be changing?
	
	
     
		Perhaps, and perhaps not. Morio was, at heart, an amiable sort who liked to get along by drifting through life, letting others nudge his course
		slightly as they would, and compensating for the nudges with his own easygoing charms.
	
	
     
		Morio put down his chopsticks at last with a happy smile. Every one of the little dishes on the tray had been denuded, and not a single grain of rice
		was left behind in the bowl. The only thing that remained was the skeleton of the little fish, neatly centered on its plate. Morio patted his belly in
		contentment.
	
	
     
		Tsuyu reappeared at the door at that moment, lifting her eyebrows. "Well?"
	
	
     
		Morio, feeling recovered enough now to turn on the charm, sighed expressively. "I wish I could ask for more, dear lady, as it was so delicious. But you
		have judged the capacity of my appetite perfectly, down to the last grain of that excellent rice, and so, I thank you for the feast."
	
	
     
		Her response was a flash of white teeth in a sly little grin. "That was the right answer."
	
	
     
		He shrugged modestly as she took away the tray of empty dishes. When she returned, he tried to thank her properly. "Tsuyu-dono... Your kindness has
		saved me. I owe you my life..."
	
	
     
She lifted a hand, cutting him off. She looked serious too. "I was glad to help you, Morio. I like you - very much. But if you wish to thank me -		properly - you must first do something for me."
	
	
     
		Her eyes were serious. The tanuki, about to make a teasing and flirtatious response to the significant way she pronounced the word 'properly', blinked
		and held his tongue.
	
	
     
		"I want you to go to the shrine," she said, her voice quiet but firm. "Today. Now. I want you to take an offering there for me. When you've done
		that... then... if you wish... return to me. And I will make you glad that you did.'
	
	
     
		He stared at her. The shrine? Go to the shrine? No, it was not possible, he could not go back there. That would only look to Tojuro as though his
		attacker was pursuing him there in his new home, the retreat to which he fled, in order to try to attack him again!
	
	
     
		"I..." His mouth felt numb, scarcely able to form speech. "I..." He was trying to say, 'I cannot', but the intensity of her dark eyes fixed onto his
		seemed to prevent him from saying the words aloud.
	
	
     
		"I saved your life," she said softly. "I tended you with my own hands. I slept with you, to draw off your fever." She put her hand against his forehead
		for a moment. He blushed a little again.
	
	
     
		She said, "This small errand is the one and only payment that I require, to satisfy your debt for my saving your life. Do you understand?"
	
	
     
		Slowly, miserably, Morio nodded. Perhaps, he thought wildly, perhaps he could sneak in, unnoticed by anyone, and -
	
	
     
		She smoothly interrupted his thoughts, having crossed the room to open the small trunk and return with something white half-hidden in her hand.
	
	
     
		"I wish you to deliver this," she said, pressing an intricately folded piece of paper into his hand, "to the priest, and no one else. Do you
		understand?"
	
	
     
		Crestfallen at her neat interception of his thoughts and not quite able to conceal it, he gulped guiltily, then nodded. In the guise of a simple errand
		she had posed him the most awful task of his entire life - his own exam, as one might look at it.
	
	
     
		Numbly Morio looked down at the item in his hand. It was a piece of paper that had been folded into the shape of a turtle, so that it would have to be
		completely unfolded in order to disclose the message concealed inside its belly. The turtle was perfectly fashioned and nicely detailed, from its
		hexagon patterned armored shell to its skinny little tail that protruded from underneath.
	
	
     
		"Give him that," Tsuyu said softly, "and see that he reads it. Then, once you have done that, if you wish... then you can return to me."
	
	
     
		She shifted closer, and touched his face. The scent of aloe and clove caressed him every bit as much as her gentle, sensitive fingers. "I would be
		glad, if you did," she added softly.
	
	
     
		Somehow she knows, he thought wildly, in that moment as they sat looking at one another, with her hand touching his face. She knew how great and
		terrible a thing it was to him that she was asking, whether or not she knew the why of it. She was asking it because it was the most difficult
		possible thing.
	
	
     
		Could he do it? Could he really go back up there, up all the many steps and through the massive gates, this time knowing that his lost love was there
		in service to the resident kami, hidden away and in self imposed exile?
	
	
     
		What was the alternative? To flee from Tsuyu as well, with his debt unpaid, and continue his vaguely formed idea of a quest to join his family in their
		travels?
	
	
     
		Could he do that? Could he really? Leave behind the friends he had made, and not find out anything more about Rinji, and on top of that, abandon the
		promise that he, no fool after all, was well able to read in the eyes of the woman who had saved him and healed him when she could have left him to
		die?
	
	
     
		Holding the paper turtle cupped carefully in his hand, he bowed to Tsuyu, trembling slightly. He could not even imagine it - walking away from
		everything, for the road he would take alone on his vague and fruitless quest would doubtless lead to his death - because that would be what he was
		really seeking on it.
	
	
     
		But if he could only climb those steps... and walk through those gates... and look Tojuro in the eye.... if only he could do that, then his path could
		lead back here, and to life.
	
	
     
		She nodded at him, smiling encouragingly, then got up and left the room, sliding the door shut behind her this time. Morio's clothes were hanging on a
		small wooden rack near his futon, clean, waiting for him to put them on.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		What has happened?
		Kitsune's thoughts were leaping over one another in a frenzy. The horrible eyes of that poor young miko girl, the hideous hissing. Those eyes in his
		Rinji's - in Rinji's beautiful face? No, no! It was not to be borne, it was - ! - No. He must not lose his head. Rinji may have been human once, but
		now he was a kami, and the… possession… was apt to be different. If only Kitsune had not fainted when -
	
	
     
		He stopped running, but more because his legs had suddenly gone numb than because of any conscious decision on his part to halt. Kitsune collapsed onto
		his haunches, staring.... up.
	
	
     
		The tree. Rinji's tree. The sakura tree. The elegant branches, the delicate bounty of exquisite pale petals, the green of the leaves just like Rinji's
		eyes.
	
	
     
		Here, growing here in the middle of the sacred ground of the shrine, rooted as though it had been here hundreds of years. Here where it had never been;
		here where it did not belong. It was not only out of place, it was out of time - or more precisely, out of season. Here and now, it was early summer,
		and the native, normal sakura trees (there were quite a few on the grounds, as well as some of a wild variety growing up on the hillside) were long
		past their blossom-scattering glory, already dreaming of next spring.
	
	
     
		But here, Rinji's sakura was at the peak of its own glory, the winter-pale petals drifting down like faintly-fragranced snow. This was how it was in
		the grove where it properly belonged, but seeing it here... it was wrong. Kitsune had never been so frightened.
	
	
     
		The tree still took his breath away, but now with an awful, debilitating horror. Wrapped around the tree was a mighty serpent, a monstrously
		large and long snake whose glistening scales were marked with small brown circles. It twined up the trunk to where it divided, and continued on up one
		of the secondary trunks. From there it looped out onto a thick branch...
	
	
     
		Rinji was hanging from that branch, upside down and naked. The snake itself had chained him in its own coils, and its head, its monstrous wedge of a
		head with enormous, slitted eyes, hovered right next to its captive's inverted face. Rinji's long pale hair reached almost to the ground.
	
	
     
		Kitsune groaned in horrified disbelief. Will it... eat him before my eyes...!
	
	
     
		The snake's mouth was right near Rinji's head, its long forked tongue periodically tickling the shapely ear while its head bobbed and swayed, and when
		this happened Rinji shuddered, twisting slightly as he dangled there, his arms trapped and squeezed against him by the tight spiraling of the spirit
		serpent's impossibly long body.
	
	
     
		It was... talking to Rinji. The serpent's voice was a harsh hissing whisper, but as it spoke Kitsune could not help but hear the words.
	
	
     
		"Are you looking to your fox? I would not look to such a one if I were you. Perhaps you do not realize it, but he is a creature whose karma is burdened
		by betrayal... not exactly a letter of referencssse."
	
	
     
		At this final sibilant sound the forked tongue caressed Rinji's ear. He squirmed in distress.
	
	
     
		"Does that not give you pause? Perhaps it would if you were to remember the rather personal nature of that betrayal. He is here, surely, only to betray
		you again; why not strike firsssssst?"
	
	
     
		Rinji practically convulsed in the snake's clutches as the flickering tongue invaded his ear once again. The snake drew back to look at him more
		clearly, bobbing its head up and down in satisfaction.
	
	
     
		The fox was on his feet, bristling, his sharp white teeth bared. He wanted to attack! To rend and destroy the loathsome snake kami that dared 
		to touch and threaten Rinji in that way!! But how? How could he possibly reach? Even if he were to dash in close and begin biting at the coils around
		the lower trunk, the business end of the snake had Rinji, and in retaliation for such an attempt on Kitsune's part could easily crush Rinji, or bite
		him or even swallow him, in moments. There was no way to know!
	
	
     
		The snake looked at him, still nodding, as though agreeing with Kitsune's very thoughts. Indeed - there was nothing that the fox could possibly do but
		stand there. The snake slid forward enough so that its head could turn in front of its hostage and look Rinji in the eye.
	
	
     
		Its regard full in Rinji's face made him recoil, but the snake did not desist: it was constant, unwavering, hideously patient.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Tojuro moaned, his head turning from side to side. There was a crinkling as he moved. He was lying on paper - his work - whatever he had been writing,
		he must have fallen asleep on it. A poem...
	
	
     
		He lifted his head, which felt as heavy and as full of cobwebs as on the average morning during his former life of drinking and debauchery. He
		blinked... and experienced anew the realization that he only saw on one side, that the other eye was blank, and muffled with bandages. Still it took
		him some minutes of staring down and blinking his one useful eye to realize that what he was looking at was a piece of paper, made black with too much
		ink. How had he done this...?
	
	
     
		A look around his desk showed him his own brushes and ink stone, in terrible condition from neglect. Tojuro stared in disbelief. What was this? Some
		prank? Surely it could not have been done by the dutiful miko, but who else could have placed these things around him while he was sleeping?
	
	
     
		Lifting his head he looked around, taking in first the disheveled state and many black pages scattered about - then with a start he realized that the
		little miko was here, lying on the floor, along with...
	
	
     
		He stared. He did not understand. A tengu... and a fantastically beautiful woman also lay on his floor, and all of them were equally insensible.
		What... what had happened? What was happening? He climbed to his feet, then swayed, clutching at his desk lest he fall, his legs numb from long
		sitting. He felt... weak, as though he had been in bed for days, unable to move or eat.
	
	
     
		He must find out what was happening - what had happened to him, who they were. He looked uncertainly at the tengu. The miko, he already knew, could not
		speak. That left the beautiful woman.
	
	
     
		Shaking and weak, he tottered the few steps to reach her side and then sank down on his knees beside her sprawled form, shaking. His nose wrinkled at
		the sour, unwashed smell that arose to it. How long had it been since she had bathed...? Oh...! Tojuro realized with dawning horror that the
		unpleasant aroma offending his fastidious senses was not hers, but his own. His robes were creased, sweaty, streaked with ink.
	
	
     
		How could this be? What was going on?
	
	
     
		He shook the woman's shoulder. She lolled, muttering. "Wake," he muttered desperately. "Please, wake up! I need you to tell me what's been happening
		here..."
	
	
     
		"I can tell you," said another voice from the open doorway.
	
	
     
		He turned to see a black-and-white cat sitting just inside the door, regarding him solemnly.
	
	
     
		"You look better than you did," she told him. "But, to tell you the truth, you smell about the same."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Okinyoko, having been knocked helplessly unconscious, writhed in dreams; the everlasting dreams that always rose up to swallow her, the dreams of the
		sea. As always she was falling down, down into the depths, but this time as she went, she saw and felt the eyes of all the fish and other creatures
		that she passed fixed silently upon her. Expectant. Judging. And, in the case of the sharks, so utterly, pitilessly cold...
	
	
     
		Nightmarish blurred visions of enormous predators leering from the dark. Okinyoko's head whipped around in distress.
	
	
     
		Mother! Mother!
	
	
     
		Those creatures which did not have eyes - and there were more of those, the deeper she went - noted her passing as well. Okinyoko could feel their
		attention too, like vibrations on her skin, making her shiver and twitch as she continued to spiral down beyond their ken, down into the darkness.
		Bubbles streamed up from her hysterically snapping muzzle, escaping to the surface as she could not.
	
	
     
		Mother, let me go!!!
	
	
     
		She was entangled along with her mother in the wreck of a ship. Her mother was already dead.
	
	
     
		Okinyoko, with a last blinding effort at survival, clawed at her mother's body till she was released from the wreckage and flailed toward the faraway
		light above.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The kami snake's eyes bored into Rinji's as its head swayed from side to side, mesmerizing him as it had briefly the would-be tengu priestess. Rinji
		stared back, whimpering, for he was not able to close his eyes or look away, no matter how hard he tried. His head, too, swayed from side to side with
		the motion of the snake that bound and rocked him.
	
	
     
		"I will not let you go," it said to him in its cold, flat, hissing voice. Its flickering tongue came so close to Rinji's lips that it fanned them with
		a chilly little breeze that made him shiver in revulsion. "Not until you remember. Not until you speak of it. Look at the fox, Rinji. Look at
		him."
	
	
     
		It tilted its head out of the way, so as to stop obstructing Rinji's line of sight. Slowly, Rinji's eyes turned to the white-and-black form of Kitsune,
		standing helpless, upside down. Cherry petals rained down and drifted in swirls. Rinji had never been so frightened.
	
	
     
		"What is his name," asked the snake. "You know it. What issss it?"
	
	
     
		Rinji did not answer. His eyes blurred with tears, but in the grip of the serpent he was unable to let them fall. They hung suspended in his eyes like
		a glittering mist.
	
	
     
		"I am sure it is on the tip of your tongue. Let me give you a hint," murmured the snake, seeming not at all annoyed by his captive's resistance; indeed
		it seemed pleased. "Think... betrayal. Imagine... others thinking it was somehow your fault if someone powerful found you beautiful."
	
	
     
		Rinji was trembling, now, in the snake's grasp. Down on the ground below, Kitsune was trembling too. The tree's leaves were hissing as though in a
		storm wind.
	
	
     
		"Or even," continued the snake kami, "oh, just for example... rape. Shall we think about rape? Ah, a terrible thing, of course. But how much
		more terrible it would be, would it not, lovely one, if it were to be done by someone one loved and trusted... Someone that you counted on to protect
		you, turning on you for something you did not even do?"
	
	
     
		"No," groaned the fox, biting at his own paws.
	
	
     
		"Yessss. Now then, pretty Rinji, what would you think of something like that? 'Dear, dear, what a terrible world,' perhaps? Or perhaps you would not
		believe such a story, 'it is too morbid to be possible?'
	
	
     
		"Ah, but I assure you that it is possible, and so now what would you think? Who would punish their beloved so, and in so doing acquire a curse
		that would follow them through life after life?"
	
	
     
		Rinji stared at Kitsune, his eyes wild with distress and fright.
	
	
     
		"Who would do that, Rinji?" persisted the serpent. "Who did do that, Rinji?
	
	
     
		"Rinji... how did you die?"
	
	
     
		Rinji stopped struggling and his eyes glazed over as the serpent hissed, gloating.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Down below on the ground, beneath Rinji's suspended body and directly in front of Kitsune, opened a terrifying black pit... A pit of utter blackness, a
		whirling maw of night beyond night, of the dark behind the stars.
	
	
     
		It opened its wide mouth and waited, everlastingly hungry, waiting for the moment when it would swallow the exquisite kami that was dangling above it
		like a sugared morsel held between delicate chopsticks. The mouth had no teeth; it needed none. The snake was about to feed it as though it were a tame
		beast.
	
	
     
		Kitsune ran from side to side, barking and yipping and growling, beside himself in an agony of worry and panic.
	
	
     
		What could he do? What could he do?
	
	
     
		Think, Kitsune! Think! Think!
	
	
     
		He did think. He had one magical item at his disposal - one that could save Rinji if - no, when - the snake chose to drop him. One thing
		alone; and if Kitsune used it, he would give the snake that which it sought. He would not be able to hide any more.
	
	
     
		But... after what it had already said to Rinji... why leave the deed halfway done? It was time - after all these long years, it was time at last to own
		up to what he had done, to what he had caused. Kitsune, too, had come seeking kaiketsu after all. Rinji's resolution, for good or ill - and so far it
		seemed that it had all been ill - was bound up with his. Now it was time at last to get it all over with.
	
	
     
		It was time to take back his name.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Morio climbed the steps slowly, the small paper turtle clutched carefully in his increasingly sweaty hand. After a little while it began to squirm, and
		he looked at it in surprise.
	
	
     
		It cocked its folded paper head at him. He realized then, after the initial shock at the origami - no, shikigami creature's unexpected
		liveliness, that it was becoming slightly damp in his palm. "Oh - ! My hand is sweaty. I beg your pardon," he mumbled in embarrassment, transferring it
		to his other hand while awkwardly wiping the other one off on his hakama trousers.
	
	
     
		It walked off Morio's palm and up his arm, a little awkwardly but nonetheless making sure and steady progress on its little paper limbs. "Er..." said
		the tanuki in polite embarrassment as he stood there on the long, long stairway, waiting. After having already sweated on it, it seemed unconscionably
		rude to try to hurry it along, so soon after its having revealed its ability to move at all. And indeed it was not as though he were in a rush to
		complete this errand... except of course, in the sense that he would like to get it over with. His stomach was twisting around the nice meal Tsuyu had
		given him. Come on, come on, he urged the shikigami - but silently.
	
	
     
		The paper turtle at last completed its own lengthy ascent up Morio's arm to his shoulder, where it seemed content to stay. In any case, it did nothing
		more. At last, bemused, Morio shrugged (with his unoccupied shoulder) and resumed his laborious journey up the steps.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Tsuyu sat down after Morio had left her house, listened to the sound of his slowly retreating footsteps, and tried to wait. Really, she did try. There
		was more than enough in her house to do. She had not lived here as long as she made it seem to her tanuki guest, and if she would be living here
		permanently there were things she wanted to change to suit herself... and him, she hoped.
	
	
     
		But she was worrying, because there seemed to be something not quite right in the shrine above. She worried about what she was sending Morio into...
		and what was happening to those that were already there.
	
	
     
She had not actually promised to wait here, she thought. It was not that she wanted to make sure he was going where she asked. She knew he would... she		thought he would. But there was a strangeness in the weather that she could feel. She couldn't just sit here waiting, after all. She got up
		and went out to follow where Morio had gone.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		Tojuro had had time only for a quick, perfunctory wash and to change his clothes when the cat said, her voice shrill with sudden tension, "Something's
		happened! - Quick!"
	
	
     
		Wild-eyed, the young man turned around and around to look - with only one eye and the corresponding lack of depth perception, he found it frustrating
		to look for things - but there it was, the haraigushi - the wand made of a sacred tree branch, festooned with white paper streamers. Stooping
		to take it up, he found himself swaying for a moment, light headed, and forced to lean on it for support.
	
	
     
		It snapped under his weight, and he fell down to the floor in surprise.
	
	
     
		"Oh, for -" The cat darted to Tojuro's side as he climbed up to his knees, wincing, and started collecting the pieces of the broken staff. "Are you all
		right? Never mind it, come on - !"
	
	
     
		"But - I might need it!"
	
	
     
		"You really aren't very good at this, are you?" snapped Aki. "It's useless now! Leave the damned thing there and come on!"
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		When Morio reached the towering torii gates, he found the lion dogs pacing in agitation, and once he (and the turtle on his shoulder) had crossed
		through them, Ah rushed up to him (almost blowing the paper turtle off Morio's shoulder) and said in such a rush that the words took a minute to
		untangle from one another,
	
	
     
		"Oh tanuki-san it's terrible, just terrible, there's a kami here that doesn't belong but we couldn't keep it out because it was already here,
		only now it's all awake and angry and mean, even meaner than the dragon lady isn't it Un, and we don't know what to do, there's a sakura tree in the
		middle of the Third Court!"
	
	
     
		After a moment of blinking, sorting through the torrent of speech, Morio said sharply, "Did you say sakura tree?"
	
	
     
		Ah stamped his big heavy foot, which shook the ground, and snapped,
	
	
     
		"YES I said sakura tree! SA-KU-RA TR-E-E! Didn't I Un! The priest was possessed, possessed by a snake, and the snake couldn't talk because Shizue can't
		talk, can she Un..."
	
	
     
		"The priest?" whispered Morio. "Tojuro? Possessed...? Is he all right? - And the girl, is she??"
	
	
     
		"He is all right, but he seems weak. The cat-san is with him. Shizue is still sleeping. She was hurt, by the snake, but he thought she would be all
		right, didn't he Un?"
	
	
     
		The girl would need to be seen to by Tsuyu, Morio thought to himself with firm resolve. And, most likely, so would Tojuro. As soon as possible!
	
	
     
		"And now the snake has the sakura tree boy and we don't know what to do!"
	
	
     
		Morio felt his blood turn to ice. Rinji...? The snake has - ?
	
	
     
		He turned and ran on up the approach, no longer remotely hesitant in his demeanor as he plunged on into the sacred compound to what awaited in the
		middle of the Third Court.
		.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		The fox stared silently at the dark, hungry pit below Rinji, then he reared up to stand on his hind legs. He tottered there for a moment, balancing on
		legs not designed to stand this way, and then he began to grow... elongating into the muffled shape of a man. A tall man, dressed in a cloak that was
		white edged with black. He pushed back the hood, and gazed up into the tree, into Rinji's eyes.
	
	
     
		His own dark eyes were sorrowful, but resolute. Hand pausing at the throat fastening of his cloak to remove it, he let Rinji get a good look at his
		face - the good look that would, for all intents and purposes, break the spell. The spell of anonymity that had let him steal all these precious
		seconds basking in the light of Rinji's regard, maybe even his love - it was over, now. Over.
	
	
     
		Rinji gasped, and then cried out in a choked voice,
	
	
     
		"Jomei - !"
	
	
     
		The fox/man shuddered as Rinji uttered the word, the name, the incantation that would release it all, like devils out of a hitherto sealed jar.
	
	
     
		Jomei.
		His name. The name he had borne so long ago, so very long ago, when first they ever met.
	
	
     
		Jomei nodded, acknowledging it - swallowing with difficulty the large, burning lump in his throat. Then he pulled off his cloak and swept it around as
		though laying it down for a picnic - or a lover. He spread it over the black pit below Rinji, and the white silk covered it up, though the cloak
		undulated slightly from time to time, as though from a draft underneath it.
	
	
     
		Then, he straightened up. Instead of being naked as when the cat had seen him at the waterfall, where he had sought vainly to purify himself of his
		envy of the tanuki, the man that was the fox was dressed now in dark blue robes, patterned with white carp.
	
	
     
		He had no sword, only a great long bow and a woven bamboo quiver containing a number of arrows.
	
	
     
		"Rinji," he said, his voice soft and heavy with entreaty and shame. "Rinji. I'm so sorry about it all. I'm so sorry!"
	
	
     
		"Oh, he's sorry all right," sighed the snake, with laughter in its tone. "But sorry too late, and even when it's on time 'sorry' isn't worth
		much, is it? In any case... yes. There is your precious fox, who slept in your arms not so long ago. There is your Jomei, who betrayed and
		defiled you and condemned you to die."
	
	
     
		Rinji sobbed, staring at Jomei's sorrowful face. The former fox said nothing to deny the accusations pronounced by the snake, nothing to defend
		himself. Only his eyes told of the increasing level of pain with every mention of his crimes. It was all true, his eyes said, all of it, nothing more
		than the truth. He had no excuse. No excuse was even possible.
	
	
     
		There were faint sounds to either side of him. The priest had come. So too had the tanuki, in human form. They froze when they saw one another.
	
	
     
		"But how splendid!" cried the snake, catching sight of them. "Look who else has arrived. Would you like me to put the priest's other eye out for you,
		eh, tanuki-san...?
	
	
     
		"I had great fun with his vixen, but after I made her go berserk and, er, alter his perspective, she became boring. I left her dead. I was able to slip
		into the man while he lay senseless, through the wounds she had made on him with me inside her. I slithered in, through his missing eye."
	
	
     
		Morio shuddered. Tojuro swayed, looking as though he might faint.
	
	
     
		"I had thought to have some fun with him - but then he goes and decides to become a priest! It offered certain opportunities for mischief but... I am
		not just any kami who likes to see humans get upset. I eat jealousy. That is my sustenance! And this indiscriminate lover went and
		decided to become a veritable hermit!
	
	
     
		"When at last someone thought to exorcise me - and that took a greater portion of forever, you fools, what did you think all of those black
pages meant?? - when at last someone performed the ceremony, it was bungled by that know-it-all tengu, and I was in possession of a new body -		that could not speak!"
	
	
     
		It hissed in irritation.
	
	
     
		"Well, that did not last long. And neither did the tengu - with a lover like hers, jealousy should never be far away - but it was not there! Nothing
		for me!
	
	
     
		"But then this little fool," its coils squeezed Rinji in an obscene parody of affection, "this delectable little fool picked up the
		wand after the miko dropped it! What could a kami do? Ignore such an opportunity? Behold the wellspring of delicious jealousy! - I cannot
		inhabit him as I did the girl - he is already dead. But he touched the wand; and so, I can hold on to him all the same, can I not, lovely one." Another
		squeeze.
	
	
     
		Shuddering, Rinji moaned, "Jomei." His eyes were closed. It could not be told whether he was still sensible of what was being done and said around him.
	
	
     
		From the way his head turned from side to side even after the snake had stopped speaking, it seemed that Rinji was reacting to something else. Jomei
		was sure he was beholding the memories that had been buried inside his heart for all these hundreds of years.
	
	
     
		But then Rinji opened his eyes again and gasped, "The - the majo-dono. Where is she, is she here?"
	
	
     
		Jomei shook his head in incomprehension, but then there was another voice, another person stepping into the
		Third Court. "I am here, Rinji-dono," called a woman that Jomei had seen before.
	
	
     
		Morio stared. "Tsuyu?? What are you -"
	
	
     
		She nodded to him, but her attention was on the tree, and Rinji. "I am here, Rinji-dono," she called again. "What do you want me to do?"
	
	
     
		"I had better tell you my story now," Rinji said, and he laughed a little even while he was crying. "By the time I reach the end of the beginning, we
		will find out the rest as we go."
	
	






		


 

 

 





THIRTEENTH: RINJI'S TALE
	

	
     
		There was a shower of shooting stars that night.
	
	
     
		The Chinese astrologers that had been sent to the court had predicted them, and though many of the courtiers scoffed (less at the notion of anyone
		being able to foretell such a thing than at the implied ability of foreigners to be able to foretell such a thing), his Imperial
		Majesty had commanded a party to be held that lasted all through the night, to break up only once all present had written a fitting poem to the dawn.
	
	
     
		The astrologers had said that the time for viewing would be in the middle of the night, beginning at around the Hour of the Tiger. There was
		considerable grumbling at this, but never within the earshot of His Imperial Majesty.
	
	
     
		The moon was bright, and its silver brilliance blotted out some of the stars, but much of the sky was dark enough for them to be seen. They did not
		shoot in a great rush like a show of fireworks explosions, as many of the court had clearly expected - but rather, they leaped into flight one by one
		like an archery competition. Here and there a bright line would etch across the sky, and those who saw it would exclaim quietly, and those who did not
		muttered blearily and tried to warm their hands inside their voluminous sleeves.
	
	
     
		There was some friendly argument among them about what the falling stars signified. The ladies in particular vied among themselves for the most
		fantastic of tales to explain it. The stars were falling down to die in the sea; or the stars were moving, so that their kami could visit one another
		in their celestial shrines; or that the stars were dancing.
	
	
     
		Some were little and quick, making thin straight lines that swiftly disappeared from view. Some, however, were large and took several seconds to "fall"
		- like as not they "fell" sideways as down toward the earth - leaving a cloudy stamp of their passing in the sky that lingered for quite some time
		after.
	
	
     
		Rinji kept his eye on one star, that was brighter and steadier than the others. It was going to fall, he was sure - any moment now, it would. It was
		obvious - it drew attention to itself with its steady intensity. It was just about to fall. It stood as though poised on the riverbank, ready to
		jump... Rinji watched it and watched it, unwilling to look away, because he knew that when it did fall it was going to be spectacular, a magnificent
		streaking tail pointing right down toward them.
	
	
     
		He was staring at it so intently that he missed many beautiful and dazzling meteors. He waited and waited for the one he had chosen, the one that would
		be the most spectacular shooting star of them all, any moment now, only he must not blink! - waited and waited for it to fall, so that he would have
		been watching, and seen it all.
	
	
     
		He hardly blinked, and he waited all night; but Kinsei (which is also called by some Venus) never fell, to his bitter disappointment and,
		later, deep chagrin, when he realized his mistake.
	
	
     
		At least it had been his friend who had explained it to him, when they were alone, and not the jealous, sneering members of the imperial court catching
		him out in front of everyone in such a gross stupidity. What did he know of stars? But somehow here at court one was expected to know a bit of
		everything. Rinji, when talking to others, was often nagged by the conviction that most people could do less than a third of the things they claimed to
		be masters of.
	
	
     
		"No," Jomei had told him gently, with only a trace of a smile as Rinji blushed and bit his lip, "that was a planet, Rinji. The falling stars would just
		suddenly appear, randomly... in places where you couldn't expect them. Kinsei will not fall, have no fear. I'm just sorry you missed the other ones,
		really. The big ones were terrific!"
	
	
     
		Rinji could not help but watch Jomei's animated hands and voice as his friend spoke. The older boy had taken frightened, sniveling, really-too-young
		Rinji under his wing when the both of them had ended up studying together, and Rinji had never quite ceased to idolize Jomei.
	
	
     
		Now that they were both in the service of His Imperial Majesty, they tried to look out for one another. They were not always together, but a day did
		not usually go by when they had not at least spoken briefly. Rinji's accomplishments were in dance and music, while Jomei's specialties were in riding
		and archery, so the occasions at which one or the other of them might be attending upon His Imperial Majesty did not often coincide. Still, sometimes
		they did, as in the case of the falling-stars party.
	
	
     
		Rinji turned back toward the others in time to notice them reacting to the presence of a girl walking near them. It was Mayu.
	
	
     
		Mayu served His Imperial Majesty according to her natural gift: she was a truthsayer. She attended when His Imperial Majesty had important questions,
		and Mayu would signal to him if anyone should lie.
	
	
     
		She walked calmly and paid no attention to them as they whispered behind their hands.
	
	
     
		"Oooh. It's Mayu. She gives me the shivers."
	
	
     
		"Sh, don't look at her."
	
	
     
		"It's an unlucky day when you see her before breakfast..."
	
	
     
		For those who wondered how on earth even His Imperial Majesty could expect to be sure that his young male dancers remained pure - Mayu was the answer.
		The boys were regularly questioned, 'Are you still untouched?' in the presence of the truthsayer; and so, it may be imagined, most of them did not
		relish the sight of her.
	
	
     
		Rinji, hearing the remarks of the others, was annoyed by them. He didn't like the way they were behaving. Coming to a decision, he lifted his chin and
		smiled at Mayu, who was now nearing him.
	
	
     
		"Good morning, Mayu-dono."
	
	
     
		Mayu looked up in surprise. No one said 'good morning' to her.
	
	
     
		"Good - morning."
	
	
     
		Mayu looked astonished and - perhaps? - just a little pleased before she nodded and turned back on her way. Rinji bowed his head and walked on. The other
		dancers, shocked, stared after him.
	
	
     
		His Imperial Majesty had two separate groups or cliques of friends - or to be more accurate and honest, well-wishers, sycophants and hangers-on. These
		two groups, as is the case whenever there were two of anything, found reasons to be rivals with one another for the attention of His Imperial Majesty,
		whose time was after all extremely limited, owing to his many pressing duties as the parent of the civilized world.
	
	
     
		His Imperial Majesty felt, as is often true of those who mean well but were too busy and self-absorbed to become truly involved, that, if choice
		representatives from each group were to be invited to join its opposite faction, cross-friendships might form from it, and that peace might be promoted
		in those that constantly surrounded him.
	
	
     
		In the interests of promoting this policy, His Imperial Majesty asked young Rinji, a talented dancer (though somewhat mediocre poet, if the truth were
		to be told. Alas, that there were so few whose accomplishments extended to everything!) to join him on his next afternoon of archery games.
	
	
     
		"You can help chase after stray arrows," His Imperial Majesty told the youth generously. "You are friends with Jomei, I have noticed; you can begin my
		program of exchange. Be certain to do your best."
	
	
     
		Of course he would do his best; Rinji had bowed very low indeed, thanking his master for the honor and confidence. His master had already turned his
		attention to a butterfly drifting by.
	
	
     
		The courtiers gossiped about the dancers, of course, as they did about everyone.
	
	
     
		"I don't believe for a minute that they're really chaste. Not all nine of them."
	
	
     
		"Oh, not this again. You know His Imperial Majesty watches over them like a mother hawk..."
	
	
     
		"Well, if they are all virgins then... Would it count if they did it, you know, amongst themselves?"
	
	
     
		"...Yes."
	
	
     
		"Oh. Still. ...Wonder what those dances are like, eh... that only His Imperial Majesty gets to see."
	
	
     
		"Do you never think of anything else...?"
	
	
     
		The archery exercises that were performed on foot consisted mainly of three targets - the large target, the deer target, and a large round target, at a
		distance of fifty meters. When they had done with this they would shoot from horseback, galloping at another three targets. If His Imperial Majesty had
		not yet tired of the sport, they might move on to shooting at hats placed at different distances.
	
	
     
		Alas for the imperial plan of exchange, it was a sad fact that the lad couldn't hit the broad side of the palace. Not with bow and arrow, anyway. The
		young man bowed deeply in apology and refrained from pointing out that his intensive training in dance had not allowed for much in the way of martial
		arts study. He was extremely fit, but had no practice drawing a bow.
	
	
     
		"Here now," His Imperial Majesty said jovially, "Jomei, isn't this your little brother?" (They used the friendly, familiar term 'brother' despite being
		only distantly related to each other.) "Have you had no time to teach him the first thing about archery? I swear the lad holds it as though it were a
		one-stringed koto." Everyone dutifully laughed.
	
	
     
		Jomei bowed, then straightened and said, "I have been meaning to, Majesty, but first Rinji promised to teach me how to dance, and he has not gotten
		around to that yet, either."
	
	
     
		The laugh greeting this was more genuine, but more subdued. The speaker of these words, after all, was not a god, merely the son of some country
		gentleman who nobody remembered.
	
	
     
		As the three of them stood around bantering, another man stood aside, watching them all with fierce intensity. This man was Reizo, and he was an
		important minister, quite powerful. His attention and his desire had fastened upon Jomei within days of his arrival at court, and being obliged to wait
		a few years before having any opportunity at him had not bothered him in the least.
	
	
     
		His Imperial Majesty said, "Well then Rinji - there seem to be a few arrows that have gone wild... Would you retrieve them?"
	
	
     
		There was a general titter. Rinji blushed anew and bowed deeply, embarrassed to the core.
	
	
     
		"Gladly, Majesty, at once - I beg your pardon, Majesty."
	
	
     
		Already other courtiers were moving in on the Emperor, looking for his attention. Jomei fell back to let some of them by. Rinji backed out of the
		Emperor's presence, then turned to the grove of trees back behind the archery targets and walked into it.
	
	
     
		Rinji sought his stray arrows, trying not to scratch himself on thorns or branches. He was preoccupied with chagrin. Indeed, he had had no archery
		training, but to do as badly as that? Out of the nine arrows he had shot - or tried to shoot - he was seeking seven. The other two had not hit the
		target either, but at least they had not been lost!
	
	
     
		There was one. He picked it up and ducked under a heavy branch, quickly finding two more and a third stuck into another tree beyond it.
	
	
     
		Three more. Three more arrows were in here somewhere. Rinji crunched a twig underfoot. Then - another snapped, when he was not moving.
	
	
     
		The minister Reizo stood over him, smiling, his eyes glinting oddly. He was holding three arrows.
	
	
     
		"Looking for these?"
	
	
     
		"Ah, yes, Reizo-sama, thank you very kindly. I am a terrible shot, as - as I am sure you saw."
	
	
     
		"Ah, well. It is not given to all of us to shoot arrows, after all. It's hardly what you are for." He held out the arrows to Rinji.
	
	
     
		Rinji blinked, then said only, "Reizo-sama is quite right, of course." But his mouth was dry as he took the arrows. There was something about the way
		the minister leaned on the final word that made it linger in the air.
	
	
     
		"Did I offend you? I'm so sorry," said Reizo smoothly. "It's just that when I want to speak to a man, and he is too busy gazing at a creature like you
		to notice me, I must take offense."
	
	
     
		Rinji stared at him.
	
	
     
		"You dancers," said Reizo, "you dancing boys. The nine of you are like koi in a pond. How sleek you all are, gleaming in the water for all to admire
		and covet, and so fiercely protected. But for what? What is the point of fixating on a creature like that? To lay a hand on one of you is forbidden on
		pain of death for both. Except...
	
	
     
		"From time to time one of you leaves and is replaced, isn't that so? Do you know why, Rin-chan?"
	
	
     
		Rinji stiffened but fought not to show it. He had been addressed with patronizing familiarity, as to a child or a pet. But the minister was powerful
		and high-ranking, dangerous to offend - as everyone in the court well knew. His heart was racing. How had he offended? He did not
		understand... "Of course His Imperial Majesty dismisses those who do not satisfy him," he started to answer, but Reizo cut him off with a laugh, as
		though Rinji had made a joke.
	
	
     
		"Satisfy him! That's good! But you've got it backwards, Rin-chan. First they satisfy him, then he dismisses them! That's the whole
		point. He didn't seem to notice you until today, pretty fish, but from the way His Imperial Majesty was eyeing you just now I'd say it won't
		be long before you're out of your pond... and lying across your master's plate. And once he's done sometimes he shares with others before sending the
		leavings home. Maybe I'll get a taste?"
	
	
     
		This last, half-laughing, was called after Rinji's back as Rinji turned and fled. His heart was pounding in his ears, his face burning as he ran. The
		arrow shafts were slick with sweat from his palm as he gave them to the archers' servant with a hasty bow before turning away.
	
	
     
		Jomei.
		Where was Jomei??
	
	
     
		Rinji's eyes, frantic, veered wildly around the throng, but nowhere could he see his friend. It seemed as though all the faces were blank, or the
		painted visages of dolls. Did all of these people know this thing Reizo-sama had said? Were the dancers and their work not sacred at all, but just the
		display of shining koi in the Imperial private pond?
	
	
     
		Lying across your master's plate.
		The metaphor made him shudder with cold. Rinji needed to find Jomei, to talk to him, to tell him all that had been said, to beg him for assurance that
		it was not true. Reizo-sama was known for cruel speech.
	
	
     
		He almost ran into someone in the west garden as he darted down a corridor canopied with pawlonia trees. She stopped with a gasp, staring at Rinji. It
		was Mayu.
	
	
     
		Rinji, wits scattered, had enough self-possession to offer her a little bow, but instead of returning it she backed up several paces, staring at his
		face in open horror.
	
	
     
		"Mayu-dono?" said he, confused, but still intent on his purpose. "Have you seen - "
	
	
     
		But she never let him finish the question. With a low cry she spun and fled him just as he had fled Reizo in the grove.
	
	
     
		Rinji stood there, blinking in shock. What was the matter? How had he frightened her?
	
	
     
		But then a servant came running up the path, calling out to Rinji. His Imperial Majesty was looking for him. He had to perform his duties attending
		on... his master. He had to dance and smile and laugh softly at stilted jokes as though nothing at all was wrong.
	
	
     
		When His Imperial Majesty finally dismissed him for the night, Rinji went not to the dancers' dormitory but to Jomei's quarters, in defiance of curfew.
		At last he would be able to see his friend and unburden his heart!
	
	
     
		Rinji slid open the door and stood in surprise.
	
	
     
		He need not have worried. Jomei was there, all right. And he had been drinking... for hours.
	
	
     
		Rinji stared. He had never seen his 'big brother' drunk to the point of inebriation, but here Jomei was, swaying and staring, and slurring slightly
		when he spoke.
	
	
     
		"Jomei...?" Rinji said, hesitant. "Are you all -"
	
	
     
		"Close the door."
	
	
     
		Rinji did so.
	
	
     
		"So," Jomei said hoarsely. "Done for the night, are you?"
	
	
     
		"Yes," said Rinji, startled, and halted in mid step in his confusion. "Jomei - His Imperial Majesty - "
	
	
     
		"I'm not talking about His Imperial Majesty."
	
	
     
		"But - Jomei... what's wrong? Has something bad happened? You don't seem... like yourself."
	
	
     
		"Oh I'm myself. It's finding out who you are that's the problem." Ugly, mirthless laugh.
	
	
     
		"What - what do you mean?" Confused, Rinji cast his mind around for any plausible explanation. "Are - are you mad because of my bad archery?
		because I embarrassed you, in front of His Imperial - "
	
	
     
		"I said I wasn't talking about His Imperial Majesty, Rinji. I mean someone else. Do you know who I mean?"
	
	
     
		"No!" Rinji was becoming frightened, and thus defensive. His Imperial Majesty was exactly who Rinji needed to talk about.
	
	
     
		"Ah, are there so many to choose from, then?"
	
	
     
		"What...? I don't know what you're talking about!"
	
	
     
		Then Jomei got up, his eyes dark and glassy, and grasped Rinji's arm hard. Rinji cried out.
	
	
     
		"Jomei! What's the matter with you? You're hurting - "
	
	
     
"Be quiet! For years I've wanted you... but I protected you... I couldn't have you, but no one else could... but now I find out... what you're		really like... Reizo told me... said he felt sorry for me if I cared for a fickle thing like you - "
	
	
     
		"Jomei - !"
	
	
     
		"So now it's my turn, my turn, to have a taste of what you give away to that traitor Reizo and all the gods know who else - "
	
	
     
		"Jomei, no!"
	
	
     
		And then...
	
	
     
		It did not matter when Rinji forgave him and put loving arms around his neck;
	
	
     
		It did not matter that they spent the rest of the night in each other's arms;
	
	
     
		It did not matter what they said or did, because word had already reached His Imperial Majesty, and Rinji's fate was sealed.
	
	
     
		In the morning, while Jomei lay senseless, Rinji went out to get food for their breakfast, and was taken away by the guard to His Imperial Majesty's
		private court. This was serious business, conducted without a lot of witnesses. Rinji, tired and frightened, was on his knees before His Imperial
		Majesty, who looked serious and angry.
	
	
     
		"Some ugly words have reached my ears, Rinji. About you and your conduct."
	
	
     
		Rinji tried desperately, "Your Imperial Majesty - "
	
	
     
		"Be silent. I want only one word from you. Appropriately witnessed, of course."
	
	
     
		He gestured slightly with his hand. Rinji looked and saw Mayu sitting to His Imperial Majesty's side, kneeling and looking down at the floor. She was
		holding a fan.
	
	
     
		Because it would be unseemly for a mere woman to speak during matters of state, a signal had been devised for the truthsayer to use with His Imperial
		Majesty. Mayu's fan had a clear full moon on one side, for truth, and a clouded crescent on the other, for lies.
	
	
     
		His Imperial Majesty looked down on Rinji, with a face showing he had already come to his decision.
	
	
     
		"Rinji. Are you still untouched?"
	
	
     
		Rinji looked to Mayu, whose eyes as they looked back at him were helpless with sorrow.
	
	
     
		Rinji turned his attention back to His Imperial Majesty and bowed low.
	
	
     
		"No... Your Imperial Majesty."
	
	
     
		His Imperial Majesty nodded, that was what he had already decided must be true. Mayu was holding the fan with the moon showing, and there were tears in
		her eyes.
	
	
     
		Darkness.
	
	
     
		His Imperial Majesty did not like disappointment, and the sacred dancer was executed for his so-called impurity.
	
	
     
		And of course, a most humiliating and protracted death was devised for the man who dared to defile one of His Imperial Majesty's pets.
	
	
     
		But it was not Jomei who died for the deed... It was Reizo. The courtiers' gossip had already condemned him in His Imperial Majesty's mind in the same
		moment as it condemned Rinji.
	
	
     
		By the time Jomei regained his senses, Rinji's life was over... and an infinite road of guilt and grief lay before Jomei's feet.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"Do you remember?" said the serpent, back in the here and now. "You failed to mention who actually did the deed. And Reizo, who was innocent, died; and
		you died also. And Jomei went free, unpunished."
	
	
     
		"No!" shouted Jomei, hoarsely. "It's true, I - I wronged him, I hurt him, and I am worthless, unforgivable. But I did not go unpunished!"
	
	
     
		He said to Rinji, "They had you buried in that same grove of trees. It was me that planted the sakura over you.." He was crying. He sank to his knees,
		his head hanging down. He spoke toward the ground. "I just wanted... for you to have... a beautiful grave."
	
	
     
		Rinji stared at Jomei.
	
	
     
		"I wanted to kill myself every day. I wanted to kill the bastard who would do such a thing! I deserved death and I knew it; I longed for it, but... but
		I made myself stay on the Wheel of Life. It was the only way, I thought, to even try to make it right. We would have to meet again, no matter what.
	
	
     
		"But time went by, on and on, and you didn't come back... finally I had to come and find you. Back to the beginning. In that grove of trees where your
		seven arrows went wild.
	
	
     
		"But I understand now."
	
	
     
		"No, you don't understand," said Rinji. "You did have the thought in your heart when you seized me. Yes. I saw it there in your eyes.
		But you only seized me, and kissed me... and then all in a moment you were crying and kneeling before me and your tears were hot on my feet.
	
	
     
		"You don't remember, Jomei? You stopped yourself and begged my forgiveness. And I knelt down to stop you begging and I kissed you. We made
		love, Jomei. You don't remember because you were drunk, but I wasn't and I do. The thing you've been punishing yourself for didn't happen the way you
		thought. I forgave you! I forgave you everything, I died loving you. I tried to write you a death poem but I... I've never been a poet and I
		couldn't think what to write."
	
	
     
		Jomei lifted his head. "Oh. Oh... Rinji."
	
	
     
		They gazed into one another's eyes for a long, long moment. But then, Jomei slowly shook his head.
	
	
     
		"Because of me, you were executed. It can never be made right. It isn't possible. I surrender."
	
	
     
		He strung his bow, drew out an arrow. "But I'll do one more thing before I go, Rinji. Please hold still if you can."
	
	
     
		Everyone stood arrayed around the tree as though carved out of stone, staring at the dark-haired man as, with impeccable form, he fitted the
		eagle-fletched bamboo arrow to the string, simultaneously lifting bow and arrow together up above his head, then lowering them as his hand pulled the
		feather fletching past his face.
	
	
     
		The snake hissed, "You will misssss! You will miss, unlucky fox!" It was laughing down at him, its head whipping quickly from side to side in front of
		Rinji. "Shoot, then, go on! Shoot, and miss me, and hit him, and complete what I helped you begin so long ago!"
	
	
     
		Jomei's and Rinji's eyes met again, for a long moment of total understanding.
	
	
     
		Rinji opened his mouth to say something, but the snake tightened its coils around Rinji's neck so that he could not speak or even nod.
	
	
     
		Into the silence broke a loud, sharp, Clap! Clap!! 
	
	
     
		It was Shizue. Pale and haggard, she had staggered here from where she had fallen. The lion dogs started up like hunter's hounds, and she pointed them
		straight at the twisting serpent.
	
	
     
		As though they had trained for this moment all their long lives, the pair of koma-inu lunged toward the tree. Un halted for Ah to bound up on his back,
		and then Ah clamped his toothy mouth around a coil of the snake. It arched back in shock and pain.
	
	
     
		Rinji smiled, and closed his eyes, waiting as calmly as though Jomei were intending to shoot an apple sitting in Rinji's outstretched hand. It was as
		though he said, 'Do it; I trust you.'
	
	
     
		Jomei nodded slightly, and loosed the arrow.
	
	
     
		It struck: precisely at the moment when the head of the serpent was whipping back. Struck: driving into the open, laughing mouth. Struck, and pinned
		the serpent's head into the trunk of the sakura tree.
	
	
     
		There was a storm of blossoms, a veritable blizzard of petals making it difficult to see what was happening. The fox robe that had been spread over the
		black void in the ground was rippling, turning dark, but continuing to cover the hole that tried to suck its intended victim in.
	
	
     
		The long, long body of the snake writhed and whipped around. It tightened on Rinji's throat in its throes, then abruptly its coils went slack all at
		once, dropping Rinji as they dissolved into smoke.
	
	
     
		He fell; Jomei flung aside his bow and rushed forward. The air filled with blossoms so that those who stood transfixed, watching, got petals in their
		eyes and mouths. (Ah's mouth was stuffed full of them, but he at least did not need to breathe.)
	
	
     
		When the air cleared again, there was Jomei kneeling on the ground, holding Rinji, who was enfolded in the fox robe - which was now completely black.
	
	
     
		Rinji, wrapped in the shining dark robe, struggled; startled, Jomei loosened his hold, and when Rinji freed his bare arms, Jomei flinched slightly, as
		though expecting to be struck. But Rinji wound his arms around Jomei's neck, and flung himself against him, nestling his fair head against the archer's
		shoulder.
	
	
     
		They spoke to one another, but no one could hear them, except possibly the cat, whose ears swiveled unerringly in their direction.
	
	
     
		When he could see that Rinji was all right - and that, as he had thought, was quite lost to Morio and always had been - the tanuki turned to the gaunt
		priest.
	
	
     
		The paper turtle crawled down his arm to his palm, and Morio held it out to Tojuro. He would have liked to say something, but all of the fragments of
		sentences that swarmed around his mind had disappeared now.
	
	
     
		Slowly, Tojuro reached out and accepted the turtle. It wriggled once in his palm and then spontaneously unfolded, revealing a poem.
	
	
     
		It said,
	
	
     
		Autumn's bare trees can hide nothing, but spring will return another year.
	
	
     
		It was a farewell poem, a poem of parting. Tojuro looked up, and nodded. He folded the poem and slipped it into his sleeve.
	
	
     
		"I want you to know, Morio... I never believed it was you, afterwards. The people caring for me - they jumped to conclusions, and meant only to protect
		me."
	
	
     
		Morio bowed his head.
	
	
     
		"But when I realized you had been driven away... I knew that the way I lived my life was like a child spinning around and around, staggering and
		tearing the walls, hurting others just for a dizzy thrill." Tojuro looked around at the shrine.
	
	
     
		"And so... I decided to come here - to live a life that did some good, that served some need."
	
	
     
		"Then this place and its kami are lucky in you," Morio said softly.
	
	
     
		Tojuro turned toward Morio. His tone was gentle. "I hope you understand, Morio... it wasn't what you thought. It was fun. It wasn't... Love."
	
	
     
		Morio nodded. His shoulders were slightly hunched. "I know."
	
	
     
		They left it like that, bowing their heads slightly before turning away from one another.
	
	
     
		Morio paused by the priest's quarters, looking in and finding Tsuyu sitting down beside Shizue, feeling her pulse and touching her forehead. Morio
		nodded to Shizue, who nodded shyly back over her cup of Tsuyu's tea.
	
	
     
		Morio's heart felt light all of a sudden, light as a scrap of paper as yet unwritten on.
	
	
     
		Rinji and Jomei, walking very close together, approached, then Jomei bowed to Tsuyu, who looked up at them, smiling.
	
	
     
		Jomei said, "It's good to see you again, majo-dono. You look younger all the time."
	
	
     
		"Flattering fox." Tsuyu turned to Morio, who had been standing and gazing at her with warm eyes. "Yes, it's me. Your terrifying old neighbor. Is that
		all right?"
	
	
     
		"Yes..." said he, then, "But I do like you better this way."
	
	
     
		She laughed. "I will look that old someday. But by then you'll be too old yourself to care." And she took his hand.
	
	






		


 

 

 





FOURTEENTH: KAIKETSU, AT LAST
	

	
     
		Shizue went to the lion dogs and touched each of them on the head. They wagged their tails and followed her up to her favorite spot, overlooking the
		shrine grounds once more. Soon a second priest and a second miko would be coming to live there, and everything would start to change. Down below she
		could see Tojuro slowly walking around his quarters, scattering what must be salt, purifying the building.
	
	
     
		Since she woke up on the floor of that place, she had remembered herself. Memories from long, long ago had risen up inside her and shown themselves to
		belong to her. She could remember what they felt like. She could see it in her mind. She could see it even now, looking down at her hand which, in
		memory, held a fan painted with the face of the Moon.
	
	
     
		I was Mayu. The truthsayer. I knew Rinji when he was still alive. 
	
	
     
		She did not see him die, thank all the gods. But she had seen Death standing close behind him when she met him that day on the path. It had been so
		close to poor Rinji and there had been such love in its terrible eyes that she had quailed with horror.
	
	
     
		Rinji - the only one at court who had ever been nice to her, who had treated her like someone normal. Sweet Rinji, lovely Rinji, whom she could love
		from afar and never be in peril of making a fool of herself to, because the dancers were pure. Rinji, who in the end she could not help. Rinji who had
		spared her having to use her power against him by telling the truth. It was just like him to do that.
	
	
     
		So after they had killed him and His Imperial Majesty needed to know what to do with his body, Mayu had told her master a lie. She told him that if he
		wished to avoid being threatened to the seventh generation by Rinji's angry ghost, then he must be buried in the grove where (the rumors said) he had
		lain with Reizo. And the grove must then be abandoned, and the court move far away. By the time she told His Imperial Majesty this, she was feeling
		positively drunk with lies.
	
	
     
		Her advice was followed. On the eve of the final departure of the last of the courtiers, she too made ready to leave - but she did not intend to arrive
		at the new palace. She would go and kill herself in the grove where Rinji lay. It would not help him now - but she could imagine no other future.
	
	
     
		When she found the place, after moonrise, she also found Jomei. Jomei, weeping, filthy, abject. What Mayu learned of the matter from listening to him
		cry out to Rinji made her consider using her knife on him, first; but when she understood what Jomei was there to do, she felt an idea rising inside
		her from what felt like some other place... like her truthsaying, but wholly unbidden.
	
	
     
		Rinji deserved to live. Even more, Rinji deserved to live in beauty and sweetness, not to be the wronged, angry shade of the boy she knew. That could
		still happen, even now. That innocent boy could become a monster, all unwilling. Unless something were done.
	
	
     
		Once Jomei had finally gone (she did not care where), Mayu went to the tiny sakura tree he had planted, knelt over it with tears in her eyes, and began
		to sing to it in a low voice. She sang to it a song about Rinji, her friend, and how kind and lovely he had been. She sang to it about a lost and
		lonely boy without a home. She sang till the sun touched her face, and then sank back exhausted and knew nothing more for a long time.
	
	
     
		She hoped that somehow the hand of Fate would let her find out if what she'd done had helped Rinji. Someday. Maybe. So she did not kill herself. But
		she did not rejoin the court either. She went away and lived a very different life, and when she died and rejoined the Wheel she lived another and
		another, till this one, as the mute miko Shizue.
	
	
     
		I have long since seen many things in the world,
		she realized, and over the days as she thought about it, the world's size changed in her mind.
		
			The world is more than just this shrine - this place that seems so vast is in truth very small. There are many more vistas to survey. There is even
			the sea.
		
		When the time came to leave here… Shizue would have imagined the world she wanted to live in next.
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"I just couldn't wait to find out," Tsuyu told them afterwards, serving them tea in her house down in the village. "I guess you could say I got drawn
		into your story.
	
	
     
		"And, to be honest, I have been... reflecting on my harshness to your family," she said to Morio, who sat at the head of her table. "Seven years -
		well. It was a bit excessive. I will release them, if you like." She placed twice as many sweets on his plate as anyone else's.
	
	
     
		Morio beamed at her, then said, "Thank you. But please, be sure that those of them who are enjoying it know they can stay. I have a feeling some of
		them have forgotten it was supposed to be a punishment." This, as it turned out, was quite true, though there were several of the clan who chose to
		come home. The den no longer sat empty.
	
	
     
		Rinji and Jomei sat close together on the other side of the table, both of them radiating a sort of calm, sober joy that belonged in a painting. Rinji
		continued to wear the black cloak. The black fox was a lucky creature, unlike the ill-starred white, plaything of the gods.
	
	
     
		The sakura tree had disappeared from the third court of the shrine, returning - presumably - to its own proper place. Rinji himself did not know. He
		did not feel attached to it anymore.
	
	
     
		The tengu and the dragon were not present. They had gone on a pilgrimage to a seaside shrine, for Okinyoko, at Yukari's urging, to make contact with
		the spirits of her ocean home. The majo had agreed that this would end the dreams which plagued the kami; and so Okinyoko had transformed into her true
		dragon self, and for the first time, she and her Yu-chan had flown together, flown away toward the sea.
	
	
     
		Rinji looked thoughtful, regretful. "I am... sorry for what happened to Reizo-dono. I never meant... I didn't know about the gossip. I thought I would
		be the only one punished."
	
	
     
		Jomei looked gravely, tenderly down at Rinji and touched his hair. "It's over now. Don't worry about it anymore. We've been released... so has he."
	
	
     
		He and Rinji gazed at each other in understanding, and Rinji nodded, his mood clearing.
	
	
     
		"I am glad you let a strange fox persuade you to come away from your tree," Jomei murmured.
	
	
     
		"Oh, I knew who you were. I wouldn't have gone with just anybody."
	
	
     
		Jomei stared at him in shock. "You recognized me, you remembered me? You were just being polite?"
	
	
     
		Rinji laughed aloud. "No, not like that! I didn't remember. I just... knew you. In my heart. I mean... the fox - you said exactly the same
		thing you said to me, when I first met you and I was scared to leave my family home to go to court. I can remember that now. 'There's a whole
		world out there. You can always come home again, to sleep; but at least you'd have new things to dream about. And I'll be there, to talk to.'"
	
	
     
		Rinji smiled sunnily at the look on Jomei's face. "I've been waiting all these years to tell you I love you. Now I don't have to wait anymore."
	

	

		* * * 

	
	
     
		"What will the two of you do?" Tsuyu asked Rinji, later, but the young man just shook his head, smiling.
	
	
     
		"We don't know," he said. Jomei shrugged, helplessly, his smile matching Rinji's.
	
	
     
		"Doesn't matter," he said, his arm loosely draped around Rinji's shoulders. Rinji snuggled in against him.
	
	
     
		"And you?" Tsuyu asked the cat, smiling.
	
	
     
		"Oh, I'll have to get back to the shop soon, I suppose. The old lady will be wondering about me." Her casual tone fooled no one.
	
	
     
		"She'll be glad to see you, I'm sure," said Rinji, smiling. "There ought to be plenty of fish involved."
	
	
     
		"Well, yes. And, of course, I have to return in triumph to the storytelling club," Aki said.
	
	
     
		"Your friends - the other cats? What will you tell them?" Rinji asked.
	
	
     
		Aki looked around at them all smugly, tail tip twitching.
	
	
     
		"What else? I'll tell them the real story."
	
	
     
		Rinji and Jomei looked at each other.
	
	
     
		"The real story?" said Jomei. "What do you mean, the real story?"
	
	
     
		And the cat began to tell them. "The land, no, the world is seething with spirits..."
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