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    Dedication  
 
    For Ian Malcolm – my ever patient, ever cheerful editor: great warrior against the hordes of darkness, pirate of the war-torn seas! Weed-whacker at the edge of doom!  
 
      
 
    - And also a damned good bass player! 
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    Said the Monk: 
 
    “If a creature loves the world and forms too great an attachment – then how will it ever release the world?” 
 
      
 
    Said the Fox: 
 
    “Love is not an illusion. The illusion is separation.  
 
    To love a thing absolutely is to become a part of it absolutely. There is no letting go – For we are one and the same.” 
 
      
 
    Said the Monk: 
 
    “Is not love a barrier to righteousness?” 
 
      
 
    Said the Fox: 
 
    “Love is the path of the Way.  
 
    In the book of Kâo Tsze, Mencius said: 
 
    ‘I love eating grilled fish, but I also love to eat bear’s paws. If I cannot have both, I will forgo the fish and choose to eat bear’s paws. 
 
      
 
    I love life – but I also love righteousness. 
 
    If I cannot have both, I will forgo my life, and instead choose righteousness.’” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sacred Isles… 
 
      
 
    There is a vessel without sides, ever full, yet ever empty. 
 
    There is a river without end. Ever still, yet ever flowing. 
 
    Through it and within it, all the myriad things are formed. 
 
    - Tao… 
 
    Around us and within us, never seen, yet all encompassing. 
 
    Motion never ending. Life without end. 
 
      
 
    Eight worlds coalesced out of the primal energies – for it is the nature of the Tao to take on form.  
 
    Eight worlds: Seven supernatural realms forming a ring about the eighth – around the mortal plane. 
 
    There, at the hub of creation, the mortal realm prospered and diversified. From the oceans and the air, the myriad lands arose, and upon them the beasts and plants, the herbs and metals, with the elemental spirits in all of their profusion. The primal animal spirits grew in power, spreading their mortal kin across the world. At heaven’s edict, the first men began to appear. Spirit and man performed great deeds, and the stories became legends. Tribes joined to become peoples, and the first ancestors of the nations arose. 
 
      
 
    At the far edge of the mortal realm, great, rugged islands arose out of the waves.  
 
    They were lands of majestic mountains and wind-swept, lonely shores – of tall forests, of bamboo groves and whispering mountain streams. There were hot springs steaming upon snowy mountainsides, and quiet places where the great kami spirits dwelled. When the first men arrived, they found a land already steeped in ancient magic. 
 
    The Sacred Isles: Land of the Rising Sun. 
 
    Few now remember the terrible ordeals of the ancient age – of the time before the emperors: only the archives of the kitsune reach back so far. Clan battled clan, until the counsel of the foxes finally prevailed. When the Oni of the demon realm invaded the mortal world, it was the peoples of the Sacred Isles who defeated their attack. It was Tennu, the man destined to become the first emperor, who slew the Lord of the Oni, and sealed shut the demon gate forever. The terrible magics faded, leaving nothing but tiny, unseen cracks in the barriers between the worlds. 
 
      
 
    In the Sacred Isles, the imperial court brought a golden age of art and order: painters and poets, holy men and philosophers. To the old religions and philosophies were added the schools of Buddhist thought. The Sacred Isles blossomed with a culture rich beyond all words. Yet as years became centuries, the imperial court became more and more focussed upon its own inward affairs. Warrior clans were settled in the wilderness, there to tame and farm the lands. The warriors embraced their own codes of honour and of loyalty, and became the samurai.  
 
    Far from the elaborate culture of the court, the great samurai clans slowly grew in power. Rebellions and clan feuds began, staining the lands with war. To maintain order, the court created its own clans of imperial samurai, led by imperial magistrates chosen for merit. Imperial law kept trade flowing, and helped to smooth the ruffled feathers of rival samurai lords. 
 
    And so there settled a peace of sorts. The warrior clans grew ever larger, and the court once again sank itself deep into its own affairs. The Oni were long, long gone, and it seemed as though the world would last forever and unchanged.  
 
      
 
    Though as any fox will tell you: all stasis is an illusion. 
 
      
 
    As years complacently turned into centuries – Evil began to find its way… 
 
      
 
    But the Tao is balance. 
 
    Where there is darkness – there must also be light. 
 
      
 
    Where there are evil spirits –  
 
    There will be Spirit Hunters. 
 
   


 
  


 
    Twelfth Encounter: 
 
    Shackles of Honour… 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    On a bleak, grey day, long rags of cloud clung low above the plains. The light seemed drained and colourless; the breeze came in fits and starts, carrying a scent of silt and mud. It stirred through the trees, disturbing birds who clung sullenly to their perches high above the ground.  
 
    The wind moaned through weeds and reeds, ruffling the waters of a broad, shallow river. Down by the water, a pair of herons sheltered behind a fallen tree, scowling at the breeze. Wide gravel shallows stretched across the river, with little isles of mud and pebbles jutting up out of the current. The two birds moved forward, feathers ruffled and heads held low. They stepped along beside the water, pushing slowly through the grass.  
 
    Armoured horseman suddenly flashed through the grass – ferocious men in iron demon masks. Their banners hung torn and broken, and arrows jutted from armour plates. Blood streamed down their horses’ flanks as they plunged into the river. A samurai fell from his mount - another reeled, his armour red with blood. Spray exploded up around them as fifty samurai rode wildly through the shallows, whipping exhausted horses on across the ford. 
 
    Behind them, hundreds of foot soldiers came plunging straight into the river. There were samurai in full armour, horned and masked like monsters. Foot soldiers too were masked – their armour pin cushioned with arrows or sheeted red with blood. They flung themselves into the river to wade across, fighting through the current. The banners of the Akaishin clan sagged and swayed overhead, some dropping as flag bearers fell into the shallows.  
 
    Another swarm of horsemen came thundering on the tail of the Akaishin troops. They were Ichiro badger spirits in full armour, their spears bloodied and swords drawn. The badgers ploughed into the fleeing soldiers, snarling wildly as they drove weapons home. Akaishin warriors fell – others reached the gravel islands and fired bows at their attackers. The Akaishin cavalry turned about mid-stream, charging straight into the badgers, horses crashing chest to chest in the foaming water. 
 
    Demon masks and badgers grappled in the saddle, combatants falling into the water to plunge long daggers at gaps in each other’s armour. Blood flooded the river as the wild melee swirled and raged. More badgers came racing – foot soldiers with spears, and samurai armed with massive no-dachi field-swords. They flung themselves at the demon-masked troops, the river now red as the fight raged at its heart. 
 
    Corpses swirled on the current, making horses stumble. At the river’s centre, a huge figure in red-laced demon armour wielded a massive ono battle axe from horseback, hacking down the badger samurai before him. Arrows jutted bloodily from Lord Akaishin’s armour. His demonic mask had a deep slash through iron and leather into the face beneath. The man snarled and killed, blood dripping from his mask – his screams of fury echoing horribly across the water. 
 
    An Ichiro samurai on horseback swirled his mount around and around in the bloody waters. He saw Lord Akaishin and levelled his spear. 
 
    “Akaishin! Demon lover!” 
 
    The badger samurai charged. Lord Akaishin’s axe dripped blood – seeming to glow with dark internal fires. The lord spurred forward, roaring in rage, his axe streaking forward to meet the badger’s charge. Spear and axe clashed – steel sparked, and then the axe crashed clean through the spear’s haft. But the badger dodged aside, the axe shearing armour plates from the skirt of his helmet. The badger slammed the broken point of his spear into Lord Akaishin as the man thundered past, rocking him in his saddle. Both men roared and turned their mounts back into the attack, water splashing wildly up about their horse’s hooves.  
 
    The badger streaked his sword out of its sheath. He bared his fangs, poising his blade, then charged straight towards Lord Akaishin.  
 
    The two men clashed at lightning speed. The Ichiro samurai sliced his sword forward, but the Akaishin lord blasted his blood axe into the blow. Their horses crashed chest to chest, biting and screeching. Axe and sword rang, blows raining down. The sword blade sliced at Lord Akaishin’s armour, then caught against an armour plate. But then the axe haft caught the badger’s sword and wrenched it aside, sending the weapon flying through the air. The badger smashed his mailed fist against the demon mask. The two men grappled, then fell crashing into the water while horsemen raved and battled all around. 
 
    Lord Akaishin’s strength was utterly monstrous. The badger samurai whipped out his long dagger as they wrestled, but Lord Akaishin seized hold of him by the breastplate and hurtled him back into the water. The badger tried to rise, but a back-swing of the axe smashed him backwards. An instant later, the red axe hacked down. The badger screamed as his arm was sliced clean off at the elbow. Again he tried to rise, but Lord Akaishin screamed in blood-lust, crashing the axe down into the badger’s face again and again and again, the huge blade seeming to glow with a hellish light. Lord Akaishin stood and lifted the bloody weapon high, roaring towards the Ichiro troops in challenge. 
 
    “I am Lord Akaishin, the red death! Come to me and die!” 
 
    Four Ichiro samurai rode thundering through the shallows, bows singing as they aimed and fired, cutting down Akaishin foot soldiers as they passed. The Ichiro were all in their half-animal forms – black and white muzzles bared and fangs snarling. They saw Lord Akaishin, seized arrows from their quivers, and bore down on him, hooves thundering through water. They swerved through the frenzied battle, firing one after another at the blood red figure standing at the centre of the carnage. Arrows struck sparks from armour, lodged in shoulder plates and tassets. But one missile slammed hard into Lord Akaishin’s thigh, piercing through metal scales and flesh. The warlord staggered beneath the sudden rain of blows. The horsemen thundered past, up onto a gravel island, turning their horses back for another firing pass.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A tall Akaishin samurai fought on foot down in the river. A swordsman fighting with immense technical skill, he locked blades with a badger warrior, sliding forward, his blade somehow slithering and circling – slicing into the inside of his opponent’s thigh. The badger staggered back. The Akaishin samurai cut the man down, then saw the mounted archers thundering towards his lord.  
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    The samurai leapt over the body of the fallen badger. He splashed frantically forward to Lord Akaishin, protecting his master’s back as the warlord staggered and tried to rise. As the horsemen closed, the samurai flashed his blade. Four arrows were cut clean out of the air, pieces spinning as they fell. It was a dazzling display of skill. But more arrows hammered at him: one rang against his tsuba, while another caught itself in his shoulder plates. An instant later, the horsemen were past and still cantering through the water, fitting new arrows to their bows. 
 
    The horsemen turned in their saddles, firing behind themselves as they passed. The samurai hurled himself between his master and the arrows. He flicked one arrow aside, but three more crashed hard into his armour. One penetrated two finger-breadths through his breastplate: another sliced through the mail of his right arm and slashed a wound across his flesh. But Lord Akaishin had been protected.  
 
    The four Ichiro samurai charged through the melee again, this time drawing swords. The young Akaishin samurai plunged forwards through the water, tearing free his damaged mask. As the lead horseman reached him, the man sliced his sword to the right, sidestepping the horse and crashing the blade through its front legs. The horse collapsed screaming, ploughing into the water. It catapulted its rider forward. The Akaishin samurai ducked and parried the second horseman’s sword, making the creature swerve away from Lord Akaishin. He ran the rider through, sending the dying man crashing into the path of the other riders. The last two horsemen bore forward, trying to cut the young samurai down. Flailing hooves knocked him back, slamming hard against his armour. The samurai fell – but Akaishin foot soldiers had managed to fight their way forward through the battle. The spearmen thrust wildly at the horses, forcing the Ichiro samurai back.  
 
    Lord Akaishin’s mounted bodyguards arrived, slamming into the Ichiro warriors. The young Akaishin samurai staggered to his feet and lifted his lord from the waters. 
 
    Lord Akaishin staggered to his feet, blood flooding from his mask. He snarled, snapping away the feathers of the arrow that ran clean through this thigh and hurtling the weapon away. The lord’s demon mask looked at the young samurai – the snarling face, savage, blood streaked and powerful.  
 
    “You are skilled, samurai. What is your name?” 
 
    “Kuraika Saburo, Lord!” 
 
    Lord Akaishin turned back to the fight without further acknowledgement. The badger spirits were fighting deep into the river, with more men closing in upon the Akaishin flanks. Corpses choked the river as the Akaishin were driven slowly back. 
 
    Arrows flashed overhead. Lord Akaishin seized hold of two riderless horses lost behind the battle lines. The warlord heaved himself up into the saddle of one then turned and threw the reins of the other horse into young Kuraika Saburo’s hands. 
 
    To the bodyguards’ astonishment, Lord Akaishin pulled back from the fight. Turning his horse he swept the bloody axe out, pointing to Saburo and the nearest guards. 
 
    “You men – with me!” He slashed at his horse, sending it leaping forward towards the river’s far, empty bank. “To the badger shrine!” 
 
    With an appalled look at the desperate battle, Saburo turned his horse. The Akaishin bodyguards followed his lead, battling their mounts free of the fight’s chaos. They abandoned their own troops, racing from the water up onto the bank beyond. Behind them, the Akaishin troops were pressed back towards the deeps of the river as badger samurai tore into their ranks. 
 
    Within the battle lines, Lord Ichiro sat atop his horse. The old grey badger spirit rose in his stirrups as he caught a brief sight of Lord Akaishin. Lord Ichiro waved his war fan, bellowing through the tumult to a group of his own hatamoto. 
 
    “Stop them! The Akaishin must not gain the Oni’s blood!” 
 
    The Ichiro clan hatamoto were led by a dire old serpent spirit. The scaled samurai whirled his horse and signalled with his spear. A dozen black and white furred troops in thick iron armour surged their mounts to his side. They thrust through the deeper waters downstream of the ford, wading saddle-deep past floating corpses, shoving against the current as they fought their way over to the far bank. Slipping and swimming, their horses finally found their footing. They lunged up onto the banks, slipping and kicking, then finally fought their way onto the open grass beyond. The serpent shouted, and the badger warriors whipped their horses on, following as he plunged forward on the trail of the Akaishin lord. 
 
    Lord Akaishin raced his bleeding, wounded horse along a dirt track that threaded through the trees. Kuraika Saburo clung to his own mount, bleeding streaks down his armour, reeling as his exhausted horse crashed through saplings and tall weeds. One of the men just behind him suddenly reeled, an arrow jutting clean out of his back. Another arrow hissed past Saburo’s ear. He looked back and saw the Ichiro samurai racing hard behind, the front riders loading and firing bows with terrible efficiency. An Akaishin rider fired back, flashing an arrow towards the serpent riding at the enemy’s head. The snake dipped and the arrow missed him by a whisker.  
 
    Arrows sliced through the air – horses swerved. One Ichiro samurai went down – an Akaishin fell from the saddle with an arrow through his neck. But suddenly the mad race burst out through the trees - past empty fields and orchards.  
 
    The tall gateway of a Shinto shrine led into a nest of wooden halls. Badger priests and shrine attendants came racing out towards the road, all bearing naginatas and bamboo spears. They made a ragged line to block the Akaishin from the shrine – and then Lord Akaishin crashed his horse hard into their midst. 
 
    The glowing red axe smashed down into a priest, cleaving the man’s skull. Saburo and the Akaishin samurai plunged amongst the priests and shrine attendants, slicing with spears and swords. One horse went down – but priests were cut apart. Lord Akaishin forged onward into the shine, his axe hacking a horrifying path. He smashed through shrine maidens and screaming servants, bursting bloodily out into the open ground beyond. Saburo rode through the screams and spears, fending off a naginata and cutting down a priest who frenziedly tried to stab at his chest. The young samurai struggled to somehow try to protect his bloodstained lord. 
 
    The serpent and his Ichiro samurai scythed into the surviving Akaishin hatamoto, screaming for vengeance. Lord Akaishin abandoned his men to the fight, leaving them surrounded by spears and swords. He leapt from his horse, surging forwards as terrified shrine maidens stumbled away from him in terror. One girl fell, and Lord Akaishin struck off her head, hissing as he held it aloft by its long hair.  
 
    He swiftly mounted the steps towards the shrine’s main hall. The demon mask looked back and signalled, roaring to his men. 
 
    “The prize is within!” The savage fight was right behind him. Three of his bodyguards survived, and the Ichiro were bringing their swords and spears raging straight towards the stairs. “Hold them! Hold them, and our power is saved!” 
 
    Hurtling the maiden’s head aside he strode up the stairs and into the waiting hall. Frantically fighting on foot, the last three bodyguards ran back to stand on the steps beside Saburo. Below them, the badger samurai joined with a dozen Ichiro priests and peasants armed with spears. A hedge of spear points surged forward, jabbing and lunging at the Akaishin on the steps above. 
 
    Saburo stood shoulder to shoulder with a masked bodyguard. The man held his sword on guard, ready to fend off attack as the enemy massed below. He gave a swift nod to Saburo. 
 
    “It is as good a day to die as any, Saburo san.” The man flicked a dark glance at the headless body of the shrine girl lying at his side. “I would that it were for better purpose, and for better cause!” 
 
    Saburo’s sword never wavered. 
 
    “A samurai’s soul is found only in duty! A samurai’s only duty is loyalty!” The man’s back was straight - his face set. “There is no life. There is no death. To a samurai, there is only duty!” 
 
    The serpent samurai had gathered the last of the priests. Spear in hand, he led a charge straight up the stairs, with badger samurai beside him and priests flooding up the steep slopes beside the steps and making savage thrusts with their long spears. Saburo and the Akaishin bodyguards met them blade–to-blade, trying to hack their way past the spear points and attack. They were driven back step by step, spear blades ripping into their armour. A priest went down, then another – and then an Akaishin samurai. Blood ran bright across the stairs.  
 
    Inside the hall, great dark beams all but shut away the light. Deep within, an altar stood surrounded by charms and paper prayers. A pentagram – the kitsune seal – had been inscribed on the stone floor, gouged deep about the altar and filled with salt. 
 
    Atop the altar, a protective cradle surrounded a heavy earthen bottle painted with protective charms. The bottle seemed to pulse with darkness – throbbing to the light shed by Lord Akaishin’s axe.  
 
    The man moved forward, then suddenly recoiled as a shield of light sprang up from the pentagram. The warlord looked down at the pattern with his sneering mask, and brought his weapon forth before him. 
 
    He slowly wiped the slaughtered shine maiden’s bloody robes along his axe. The weapon seemed to drink in the blood. The blade glowed with a hideous dark red light. 
 
    Lord Akaishin cast aside the robes and stroked his hand along the haft of his axe. 
 
    “Homage to the fire and darkness! Homage to the Lord of Blood!” He swirled the weapon, its light growing ever more intense. “Eh! Eh…!” 
 
    He gave a massive kiai shout, and struck the axe down at the pentagram. The blade smashed through the shield and shattered the circle about the symbol. The shield of light flashed and died, leaving a mass of sparks trailing in the air. Red light flooded from the axe blade and out into the pattern, hissing and crackling the salt into ash – charring prayer papers and withering the prayer ropes that bound the altar.  
 
    Lord Akaishin hissed in triumph. He moved forward through the ashes, opening his arms towards the flask upon the altar. 
 
    “No blade will slay me. Death shall not halt me. The blood of Oni shall flow in my veins…!” 
 
    A female voice suddenly screamed out from the darkness. A young badger shrine maiden in human form came lunging from the shadows, stabbing at Lord Akaishin with a short uchi-ne javelin. The warlord twisted aside, seizing the girl. He flung the maiden to the ground and pounded his axe into her chest, wrenching free the blade and kicking the small body aside. He raised his bloody axe and roared in lust. There were no more barriers between himself and his prize.  
 
    Lord Akaishin whirled and strode towards the altar – toward the terrible flask. He reached out his hand – and suddenly an impact slammed clean through him. The point of the girl’s javelin jutted from his throat – driven by the furious strength of the maiden’s dying throw.  
 
    He staggered – incredulous – falling to his knees. His hand reached impotently for the flask upon the altar. Choking on his own blood, the warlord crashed face down to the ground. 
 
    Behind him, the shrine maiden saw her enemy fall – and then she died. 
 
    On the steps outside, the strange battle had turned into a storm of carnage. The Akaishin bodyguards had managed to plunge down amongst the untrained spearmen, cleaving wildly into them with their swords. Saburo cut down the serpent samurai on the steps, then looked back inside the hall in time to see Lord Akaishin fall. 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    The last of the Ichiro samurai charged up the stairs. Saburo met two men blade-to-blade, parrying one man’s sword and cutting instantly over into the man’s arms. He thrust up through the badger’s neck, wrenching free an instant too late to stop a sword cut to his own thigh. Metal scales blocked part of the blow, but a savage cut sliced into Saburo’s leg. He staggered backwards and whipped his own sword down in a massive blow that blasted down through the badger samurai’s helmet and clean through the skull beneath.  
 
    The last Akaishin bodyguard reeled back with two spears plunged through him. Saburo lurched forward and cut both spearmen down. More men came at him. Exhausted, he fought in a blur of steel, finally slicing through a priest who charged madly at him through the haze of blood. Saburo cut, then wildly whipped about en garde, staggering back amongst a sea of corpses. 
 
    The courtyard was suddenly silent. Saburo staggered, turning in a daze. 
 
    There was nothing around him but corpses splayed across the ground. 
 
    The shrine priests and servants were dead. The maidens slaughtered. The Ichiro samurai had been cut down, their blood mingling with the Akaishin. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    At the distant river, the waters swirled. Wind blew over the grass, the fallen banners and the corpses. Bodies drifted down the river, turning slowly in the current. But no living soul stirred.  
 
    Saburo staggered up the steps of the shrine, half falling – leaning bloodily upon his sword. He was pierced with arrows, bleeding. His clan was gone, the army destroyed. There was nothing all around him except for a wilderness of death. 
 
    The man collapsed, then slowly dragged himself to sit upright at the head of the steps, looking out over the carnage below. Saburo stared about himself in shock and desolation – his senses ebbing. He drew off his helmet and let it fall.  
 
      
 
    “If your lord has ten thousand retainers – follow. 
 
    If the lord is reduced to a mere ten men – follow.” 
 
      
 
    Saburo gazed at the fallen men and banners at his feet. 
 
      
 
    “And if he shall be reduced to none…. Follow.” 
 
      
 
    The man had a yoroidōshi, an armour piercing dagger, in his belt – sheathed on the right with its handle to the rear. Dazed, Saburo wrenched at the bottom of his breastplate. He drew his long dagger, preparing to follow his lord into death. 
 
    A sudden, dark, deep inward draw of breath seemed to come from the temple hall. 
 
    The rivers of blood flowing down the shrine steps changed direction. The flow slithered up past Saburo and into the darkness of the hall. It flowed thickly from the corpses, moving in nightmarish streams up into the shrine.  
 
    From the darkness, the slow, dragging voice of Lord Akaishin spoke into the silence. 
 
    “Kuraika no Saburo. Last retainer of clan Akaishin…” 
 
    Saburo turned, eyes open wide. In the shadows of the hall behind him, the huge, sinister outline of Lord Akaishin stirred. 
 
    Lord Akaishin crouched in the dark, wrapped in a terrifying, evil power. Arrows and a javelin jutted from his armour. The rivers of blood flowed across the floorboards of the shrine – and into the black shadow that was Lord Akaishin. 
 
    The shadow dropped something from its hand: the empty flask taken from the altar. Lord Akaishin had drunk the demon blood. He stirred, lifting his masked, fanged head. 
 
    Saburo bowed. 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    Lord Akaishin slowly flexed his armoured fists. 
 
    “In death and life, the bond of lord and retainer shall never be broken.” The dark voice hissed – now unearthly with power. “In blood we have fallen. In blood we shall rise again.” 
 
    The dark, dripping figure slowly arose. 
 
    “Kuraika nō Saburo – you will follow.” 
 
    The young samurai bowed – lost and pale. 
 
    “Yes, lord.” 
 
    Saburo rose to his feet – still blank with shock. All about him, blood flowed upwards – on into his lord. 
 
    Around them, the orchards shivered as dark clouds gathered up above. The river flowed across the corpses – onward through a land filled only with the dead.  
 
    Kuraika Saburo numbly arose, walked into the reeking hall, and bowed before his lord. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    Distant thunder rumbled far off on the horizon. The clouds were low – the skies black, hanging just above rough ridges of rock far off to the east. The day was still warm – the road dust hot underfoot – but the sun was sinking ever lower.  
 
    A broad gravel ford crossed a wide, shallow river. Sickly reeds dotted the banks – wilted grass covered the nearby plains. Deep in the grass, ancient helmets rusted. The winds blew, gusting hard through grass and old, dead trees. 
 
    Four figures came walking along an overgrown path that led towards the ford. To the fore was a fox spirit bearing a long orange spear. She was engaged in discussion with her companion – a samurai in armour laced in fashionable sakura pinks. A little rock elemental floated just above them, apparently following the argument blow-by-blow, nodding in agreement with the fox.  
 
    Behind then came Nezumi Chiri – a beautiful white rat spirit with long hair streaming in the wind. Tsunetomo Tonbo walked beside her – a massive, patient samurai clad from head-to-toe in heavy armour. Across one shoulder he carried a tetsubo – a spiked iron staff longer than he was tall. Chiri’s air elemental – a little creature that glittered like a sapphire dragonfly – rode atop the tetsubo, wagging her wings and thoroughly enjoying the ride.  
 
    Overhead, the dark clouds roiled. 
 
    Kitsune Sura walked merrily along, thoroughly enjoying her day. The fox spirit was in her humanoid form – hair tied back into a long pony tail, rusty orange and tipped with white. Her long fluffy tail streamed joyously in the wind. She walked with Kuno at her side, deep in a long, ongoing discussion. Chiri and Tonbo followed behind, both looking thoughtfully at the gathering clouds above.  
 
    The wind blew hard, and lightning shivered through the distant clouds. Sura revelled in the chaos of it all. With straw hat strapped to her pack and spear held tight, she whooped with laugher as the breeze tugged wildly at her hair.  
 
    Kuno tried to keep his dignity, even in the flailing wind. He was doggedly continuing an ongoing discussion, and was not allowing himself to be distracted. Kuno hastened after Sura, waving one hand and demanding her attention. 
 
    “…no no no no no no no! You keep saying that! Forgive me, Sura san, but I do not appreciate the difference between Taoism and Zen. Both say that misery comes from the illusion of differences – the illusion that you have, and I have not. Surely the two religions are the same?” 
 
    “What? No way are they the same!” The fox gave a great, careless toss of her hand. “Zen is a branch of Buddhism. All that lovely esoteric thoughtful stuff you hear, that’s just the surface. The core is all tied up with illusions and lotus flowers and gods and all kinds of weird goo goo!” 
 
    Kuno made a noise of exasperation. “Whereas Taoism is all concerned with magic and secret formulas!” 
 
    “That’s Taoism Taoism! Neo Taoism! Some sort of idiotic foreign magic cult.” The fox waved her tail. “I’m from Taoism – the original font of happy thoughts!” 
 
    Kuno hastened to interrupt. “…that then became a system of magic and alchemy!” 
 
     “And longevity potions, geomancy and feng shui!” The fox circled a finger next to her temple. “I cannot help what a bunch of humans run off and do with a perfectly simple, pleasant idea!” Sura walked along backwards, gesturing with a hand as she talked. “I personally just happen to be an enthusiast for the Tao Te Jing and Zuan-Zhi!” 
 
    Kuno was decidedly annoyed. “But you can’t say you’re a Taoist if you’re not actually a Taoist!” He pointed a finger at the fox. “You’re a priestess! How can you say that you’re adopting some parts of an official body of thought, and simply discarding others?” 
 
    “Easy! Because I’m a genius! The Tao that can be Tao’ed is not the Tao!” The fox seemed utterly unconcerned. “Organised religion is just an excuse for not thinking!” 
 
    Kuno immediately looked prim. 
 
    “Organised religions are schools of gathered wisdom.” 
 
    “They’re mental crutches! I’m a fox! Foxes always know all the answers!” Sura stepped nimbly past what seemed to be overgrown horse skeletons lying beside the path. “I kinda agree with some of the Taoist stuff – so that’s my jumping-off point.” She led the way down towards the great, wide river. “Look – the idea is, sure, you should read all this stuff. But words and books are just supposed to kick your own thoughts into action. You’re supposed to figure things out for yourself!” 
 
    They reached the edge of the river – a great wide gravel ford, with the water only knee deep. Kuno – fully armoured and stoic – prepared to march into the water as he was. Sura, on the other hand, simply unhitched and stepped out of her hakama, throwing the garment merrily across one shoulder. She tugged off her socks and sandals and slung her sandals from the shaft of her spear. Her loin cloth was printed with little fox paws. Happily pantsless, the fox splashed into the river, giving a whoop of joy as she felt the water ice-cold against her shins. 
 
    Kuno irritably hastened to follow her, armour clanking as he caught up with her mid-stream. 
 
    “You shall not escape so easily! You have still not answered my inquiry about the difference between Tao and Zen!” 
 
    Back on the banks, Chiri and Tonbo were removing their sandals and socks, preparing to cross. It had been a long day of walking. Tonbo – huge and heavy in his iron armour – looked at Kuno, shook his head and sighed.  
 
    “Don’t get her started.” 
 
    The rat spirit drew back her long white hair, where her air elemental Bifuuko could gather it all up and fussily tie it into a pony tail. Chiri looked over to Sura, and shrugged. 
 
    “He is getting her started.” 
 
    “I hate it when she gets started…” 
 
    Out in the river, Sura strolled through the water with Kuno. She pulled her favourite soup spoon from her belt – a decidedly kitsune eating utensil - and waved it in front of his nose.  
 
    “Okay, look – it’s all about perceptions of the world of phenomena. You know - matter, time, space, events, fuzzy caterpillars – that sort of thing!’ The fox swirled her tail. “Zen basically says ‘There is no spoon!’ Taoism says ‘There is definitely a spoon – but we are all the spoon’. And as for old Zuan-Zhi …” 
 
    Sura smacked Kuno on the bridge of his nose with the spoon. The samurai batted her irritably away. 
 
    “Stop that!” 
 
    “Did that hurt? That’s because it’s a spoon!” The fox shook her head in admiration. “Zuan-Zhi had a lovely grip on reality.” 
 
    Sura splashed happily onwards, up onto a little gravel island. She let Daitanishi settle on her hand.  
 
    “See - Zen is based on Buddhism, and Buddhism is based on a pretty pointless leap of faith! Buddhism believes that the whole world is an illusion. You, me, phlegm, bad haircuts…. It’s all just an invention of the mind!” 
 
    Kuno stood tall. “Ah! And that mind is the Buddha mind!” 
 
    “Eh - supposedly. We are all the one person, and that one person is the Buddha. One awareness, but it deludes itself with a belief in separate being.” 
 
    Kuno flicked a glance at the fox. “I am aware of this. You do not agree with this belief?” 
 
    Sura pranced a few steps forwards, reaching the far bank of the river. She posed with tail fluffed and ears pricked high. 
 
    “Hello! Do you see me? Do you see this fox? This is style! Tonbo’s hairdo – that is not style. Two completely separate things. No illusion!” She hopped up onto the grassy banks. “Now Taoism says we are all part of the one unified system, but that it has definite parts and manifestations – the real is the real!” She stamped her foot against the grass. “You feel the ground because the ground is demonstrably there! The Tao is in everything!” 
 
    Kuno frowned. “Ah. I see…” 
 
    “And Zuan-Zhi would have told us all to quit fussing about something we can’t possibly understand!” Sura breathed the beautiful scents upon the air. “Thrill to the differences! Enjoy the smell of rain on hot dirt!” 
 
    Now up and out of the river, Kuno tramped his feet. He dubiously inspected Sura, who remained barefoot and was delighting in the feel of grass on her bare soles.  
 
    Kuno watched, and scratched at his chin. 
 
    “So you are a Taoist priestess? But surely Lao Tzu tells you to eschew greed, to stop being a slave to lusts and desires. Yet I know you well, and you never cease to crave rich foods, fine wines and long mornings lying in bed!” 
 
    Sura had her head back, savouring the feel of wind against skin. 
 
    “I said I was a Taoist! I didn’t say I was a good Taoist!” 
 
    “Hmph! Shouldn’t a priestess be a good example?” 
 
    “I am! I’m a good example of a bad Taoist! I just joined up for the exorcism – and because the robes look really cool!” Sura suddenly turned and laughed in delight. “Ha! Look at the bird!” 
 
    A hawk was flying into the wind – flapping madly and moving a handspan forward before being slowly blown one handspan back. The bird looked decidedly put-out. Sura ran over to get a better look, tail whipping out behind her in the breeze. 
 
    Kuno saw Sura’s delight, and could only shake his head in wonder. The floating rock elemental looked at the man and seemed to give a shrug. 
 
    Chiri emerged from the river. She sat herself upon a large boulder and pulled her socks back on. She stopped to watch Sura, smiling fondly as the fox spread her arms into the wind. 
 
    “You must understand, Kuno san, that to animal spirits, the world itself is sacred. Sura is an exemplary Taoist, because she sees the sacred in everything, and everything is a joy. Thus the fox revels in storm winds and the forest fire. A rat finds beauty in the bustle of a marketplace.” 
 
    Kuno could only watch the fox in wonder. 
 
    “Sura has a unique ability to drive me to distraction. Yet I will admit – there is a core there which never changes its kindness and delight.” 
 
    Chiri sat and quietly watched her friend at play. 
 
    “Some people – a lucky few – decide early in life the type of person they must be. The one great test of character, is whether disaster and hardship can shatter the essential beliefs that give meaning to the self.” She gazed upon Sura with respect. “True character – pure soul.” 
 
    Kuno looked at her, quietly touched. 
 
    “Is that from a book, Chiri san?” 
 
    That rat spirit gently blushed. 
 
    “Not really, Kuno san. It is in a story I wrote myself…” 
 
    Tonbo finished re-tying his chainmail-covered socks. He took up his tetsubo and trundled past the others, jerking his chin towards the clouds.  
 
    “Hurry, or we will be caught by the rain. Illusory or not, rain is wet.” The man seemed annoyed. “The Crow Spirit has sent us on a wrong track. He assured me that there was shelter along this road.” 
 
    Chiro joined him. They looked along the old path – now nothing but a faint trace in the grass. The rat spirit gave a frown. 
 
    “The road must lead somewhere, Tonbo san.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Tonbo was not impressed by the trail. “It seems strangely overgrown…” 
 
    However someone had once made the trail, and made it well. Some old dry rock walls might once have been the borders of fields, and a jizo statue stood beside the path. With clouds lowering and the scent of rain growing thicker in the wind, the Spirit Hunters picked up their pace and hastened onwards. 
 
    They walked for half a ri, past old overgrown orchards and forgotten fields. The light all but vanished as the storm closed in. Wind blew hard in their faces, whipping old leaves and dirt past. Daitanishi and Bifuuko both sheltered in Chiri’s robes, weathering the storm. The travellers all walked forwards, wincing in the gale. 
 
    As they pushed past a stand of tossing trees, lightning flashed again. The dark landscape lit brilliant white, and Tonbo saw the silhouette of a torii gate ahead.  
 
    There were buildings beyond the gate – massive black silhouettes in the gloom. There were no lights – no sign of life – but the first rain was just beginning to fall. Tonbo forged forward, trampling down weeds that choked the road, and led the way onward through the gates.  
 
    Distant lightning flickered. In the brief light, the Spirit Hunters caught sight of a large shrine hall atop an earthen mound. Steps led up to the hallway, with long grass whipping wildly back and forth in the wind. There was no sign of life: some old sheds seemed to have collapsed further on across the courtyard. Sura immediately flitted up the long flight of stairs. She levelled her spear and peered into the hall, long tail lashing in the breeze. But the hall seemed to be empty: the floor was covered in at least a decade of dirt and wind-blown leaves. The fox advanced, sniffed carefully, then signalled her friends to come in out of the storm. 
 
    They were not a moment too soon. As Chiri flitted inside, a flicker of light was swiftly followed by a deafening blast of thunder. Rain fell, then rapidly built to a deafening downpour. The air seemed to fill with mist as the deluge crashed onto the ground. Sura whooped, shielding her face as stinging flecks of water gusted through the doors. 
 
    Bifuuko emerged from Chiri’s robes and whirred up into the great, black spaces of the hall. The little air elemental glimmered, spreading light that reached heavy roof beams and great black pillars. The hall was intact. Wind gusted outside, but the roof seemed secure. Tonbo looked carefully about, senses tingling – but there were no monster, no wildlife and no sign of habitation. Just a great, echoing chamber of darkness filled with an unearthly chill… 
 
    They made camp in an alcove between some of the huge pillars. Tonbo gathered wood from the wind-drift all about the hall, and Sura set the little campfire ablaze with a flick of magic from her spear. Kuno remained in full armour and kept watch through the hall’s open doors. Night had come, and the world outside was a chaos of lashing wind and rain. Sura came out to stand with him for a while. She collected rain that streamed from the roof, filling their teapot and noodle pot. 
 
    Kuno looked out over the drowning wilderness, but all seemed well. The rain was furiously heavy – nothing dared move in the open. He helped Sura carry water back inside, and settled himself down beside the fire.  
 
    Sura hung the tea kettle over the little campfire. She then took up her spear, looking suspiciously at the great, empty spaces of the hall. 
 
    The fox wandered off, searching carefully through the shadows. She headed towards what might have been an old altar, poking about with the butt end of her spear. She moved softly, Bifuuko hovering beside her to light her way.  
 
    Chiri knelt beside the fire, unwrapping food to cook for the evening meal. She kept a nervous eye upon the dark spaces of the hall. Her weapons remained in her belt, and Daitanishi sat at her side, eyeing the shadows all about them.  
 
    Kuno knelt down, armour clanking, and set aside his helmet. He joined Chiri in looking at the great, dark hall. He took Chiri’s intuitions very seriously.  
 
    “Do you sense something, Chiri san?” 
 
    The rat gave a shiver. 
 
    “I do not like this place.” Chiri drew her robes about her shoulders. “There is a scent of old bones…” 
 
    “This shrine was important once.” Kuno looked at the expensive cedar pillars and beams – the towering ceiling. “Why would a shrine be left totally abandoned? Surely the entire priesthood could not have been destroyed?” 
 
    Sura brushed at the dirt and leaves that covered the floor beside the old altar. She knelt, Bifuuko shining bright beside her, and suddenly began to sweep the leaves away. 
 
    A pentagram had been inscribed all the way about the old altar. The five quadrants had been marked with elemental invocations, and it was correctly aligned to the rising point of the guardian constellation of Subaru – the stars of Orion. The fox sat back on her heels. She was very interested indeed. 
 
    “The great kitsune seal.” It had been one of the gifts wrought by the kitsune clan long, long ago – a ward of incredible power. The one carved here on the floor had once been filled with rock salt – but the salt seemed blackened and somehow charred. There was still a lingering taint – a tingle of magic – and of something worse. 
 
    Something horrible. 
 
    The altar had once been tightly bound by prayer ropes. They now lay charred, severed and decayed. Sura searched and found a carved wooden charm – weirdly bubbled and corrupted. She looked at it with an incredulous chill. 
 
    “This is a ward against Oni!” 
 
    Chiri looked at her in shock. 
 
    “Oni?” 
 
    Sura felt something unseen prickle across her senses. She jerked her face to look to the left of the altar. The fox swept her spear down into guard, and whipped two fingers along the weapon’s shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Spirit blade!” 
 
      
 
    Sura’s spear blade sizzled with enchantment, the orange weapon flickering like fire, ready to bite into insubstantial enemies. Sura rose from the ground, poised to fight. She advanced with the sinister, gliding steps of a master spear fighter. 
 
    Moving forward to a patch of deeper darkness, her breath began to mist in the sudden cold.  
 
    Tonbo, Chiri and Kuno joined her, with the two elementals hovering just behind. Kuno drew his sword and Chiri her pair of natagama. They stalked forward, carefully watching every shadow.  
 
    Sura waved the others to hold in place. She moved onward, spear point dropping – now far more fascinated than alarmed. She slowly circled a patch of bare, empty air. 
 
    Tonbo knelt. He, too, could feel the colder air concentrated just ahead. The huge man kept carefully ready poised at Sura’s side. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Sura lowered her guard – her eyes fixed on the empty space just ahead of her. She moved with an almost gentle care. 
 
    “There’s a ghost here….” She held out a hand, fingers spread, sensing the ebb and flow in the darkness. “It’s weak. It’s trying to manifest to us.” 
 
    Kuno remained at the ready, sword poised. 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “It’s too weak to manifest properly.” Sura was deeply interested, and filled with compassion. “I can feel it. It’s trying hard. It wants to speak.” 
 
    Sura planted her spear. With her left hand, she made two careful gestures, the air around her thrumming as she summoned up a spell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Spirit lingering on Earth. 
 
    Let the rifts now all be healed. 
 
    Draw robes upon the old dry bones. 
 
    Come forth and stand revealed!” 
 
      
 
    The shadows thickened, coalescing into a dense swirl of black. The black mist struggled – jerking as if driven by an effort of ferocious will. An instant later, it burst apart, and a shape floated out into the air. 
 
    It was a thing of bones and tatters – torn, bloodstained clothing and long hair littered with old leaves. The face wavered between a skeletal shape, and the vague image of a young maiden. White stripes shimmered in her long black hair. 
 
    The face wavered. The ghost seemed gripped with sadness – lost and alone. Its voice was a thing of empty, drifting breeze. 
 
    “I have called – and no one came. No one…” The bones stirred in their misty robes. The ghostly maiden seemed tired. “It has been so long to wait. So very long…” 
 
    Sura bowed – infinitely gentle. She transformed into her half fox, half human form, fur shimmering with life. 
 
    “We are here now, honoured ghost. We have come.” 
 
    The ghost looked up and saw the fox – saw Sura’s magic glowing bright. The maiden suddenly flooded full of hope. 
 
    “Reibai!” The ghostly maiden reeled, eyes bright with wonder. “A kitsune! The child of the great kami has come!”  
 
    Suddenly the ghost sagged, as though a terrible memory had flooded into her. She sank down, lost and hollow. She stared at Sura, utterly blank with shame. 
 
    “Know then that it is gone. This shrine failed in duty. The Oni’s blood was stolen.” 
 
    The fox felt her ears rise. She moved very quietly, careful not to distress the ghost. Sura tilted her head, listening intently. 
 
    “Who stole it, Honoured Ghost? Who took the Oni’s blood?” 
 
    The ghost seemed vague. Its memories were lost in the terrible dreams of this place. The ghost of the maiden looked blankly back towards the altar. 
 
    “I cannot remember… it was here. I struck him dead… and yet he took it. He took the blood. He drank…” The ghost turned from the altar and looked away. “No more. No more…” 
 
    Kuno kept his distance, flicking a glance at the other shadows behind them.  
 
    “What is she hiding from us?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Sura kept her eyes upon the ghost. “She has remained here out of duty, but it has cost her too much. Her memory is fading.” 
 
    The fox spoke quietly and patiently to the ghost. “Honoured spirit. Who took the Oni’s blood? Who was the thief?” 
 
    The ghost looked about herself in confusion. “I do not…” Suddenly the maiden looked up – a moment of clarity flickering behind dead eyes “Yes. I… he was red. Red and terrible…” She turned and looked to Sura, sad and bewildered. “Did I die?” 
 
    “You died – but you struck him down. You did not fail.” Sura firmly met the ghost maiden’s gaze. “You struck him down – and yet he drank the Oni’s blood?” 
 
    The ghostly maiden lifted up her head. 
 
    She remembered. 
 
    “Yes. It was in a jar. The blood spilled in the Oni wars, so long, long ago. A hero drew it from the earth so that the poison would be gone. He sealed it in a jar. The jar was kept here, sealed and safe.” She turned to look at the ruined altar. “Safe…” 
 
    The ghost shivered. She sank down, fading slightly, seeming to lose her strength. She drifted – a tattered, ragged thing – thinning in the breeze.  
 
    “I am tired, Reibai…” The ghost hung her head. “It has been so long. So long…” 
 
    The ghost was vanishing. Sura immediately sat and set her spear aside. She clapped her hands together, intertwined her fingers, and pointed index fingers at the ghost. 
 
      
 
    “My strength to thine, soul to soul. 
 
    Into your spirit, let my power flow…” 
 
      
 
    The fox flooded her own power into the ghost. The dead maiden stiffened in amazement. Her bones vanished, suddenly covering themselves with ghostly flesh. Her rags became clothing, and her beauty came flooding back. The ghost looked up at Sura with clear eyes and a face filled with determination. 
 
    “The Oni must not open the gate!” The maiden raised one slender hand, pointing at Sura. “Swear it, Reibai! Destroy the bloodline of the Oni. Destroy the Lord of Blood!”  
 
    Sura had ceased her spell. She bowed formally to the ghost, her long tail sweeping the floor behind her. 
 
    “I am Kitsune nō Sura, Spirit Hunter.” The fox held her bow – deadly serious, and utterly intent. “I swear to carry out your request. Your duty is my own.” 
 
    The ghost maiden bowed, infinitely relieved. 
 
    “Thank you, Reibai.” 
 
    Sura rose gracefully from the ground, taking up her spear. She swept two fingers down her weapon’s haft. The energy in the blade changed its character – becoming golden and bright. The fox poised, concentrated, then flashed the spear around herself in a circle. She traced a yin-yang symbol about herself in the air, making the pattern shimmer with golden light.  
 
      
 
    “Hero lingering on earth 
 
    Warrior with duty done 
 
    The way now opens to your rest 
 
    Oaths are fulfilled – fly to your home.” 
 
      
 
    The spear slashed down, slicing open a gateway between the realms. Blue light shimmered outward through the rift – the calm light from the Realm of Restful Dead.  
 
    Sura bowed to the ghost in profound respect and gratitude. The other Spirit Hunters followed, and the spectre bowed to them all in return. In peace and gratitude, it passed into the rift, vanishing away at last into its rightful home. Sura swept the butt of her spear down to seal the rift, and the ancient hall was dark and empty once again. 
 
    The fox sagged and put a hand to her face, feeling tired and drained. Kuno walked forward a few paces to a pile of litter on the floor. He knelt down gently, and eased away a few old leaves. 
 
    The maiden’s bones lay amongst the rotted rags of her clothing. Kuno carefully uncovered them, and sat quietly back upon his heels. 
 
    “She was true to her duty to death and beyond.” The samurai bowed respectfully to the bones. “We shall bury her with honour.” 
 
    Chiri led Sura back to the fire. Sura had drained a great deal of energy in granting her own strength to the ghost. The rat spirit propped her up with tea and a little rice cake, making carefully certain that all was well. 
 
    Tonbo headed out into the rain and inspected the old sheds. He returned with a small barrel suitable as a coffin for the maiden’s bones, and an old iron mattock.  
 
    Sura arose and unwrapped her formal robes from their oilskin-covered package inside her pack. She dressed herself in suikan robe and a tall eboshi hat, sliding a painted fan through her belt. She carefully arrayed the dead maiden’s bones inside the barrel, laying them there with honour and sealing them with prayers. 
 
    They buried the maiden beside the door to the great hall, where she could continue to guard the shrine that she had served so well. Kuno carved an oaken plank with the characters for ‘fearlessness and fortitude’, and set the plank as a grave post. They endured the rain, all bowing reverently as the bones were interred and the grave filled in. Sura swirled her hands, and set a yin-yang symbol glowing in the air. She bowed, and spoke her burial prayer. 
 
      
 
    “Peace – let no souls grieve…” 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, the Spirit Hunters all sat beside the open doors to the hall, gazing out across the night and rain. Clothing hung drying in the gloom behind them, and the little camp fire flickered. Rainwater poured from eaves, splashing loudly onto the stone pavement about the hall. The lightning had faded, but the moon was hidden behind black clouds.  
 
    Kitsune Sura sat deep in thought, staring out into the dark. She was deeply disturbed – her mind working carefully and quietly. She was in humanoid form again – fur took a long time to dry out from the rain. Her expression was grim, and she kept her spear at her side. 
 
    Kuno finally turned and gave the fox a quiet bow. 
 
    “We shall of course, join you in your oath. This being so, I must ask you, what exactly do we face?” 
 
    “Oni…” 
 
    The fox breathed slowly – keeping her mind clear. 
 
    “Someone has been foolish enough to meddle with a relic of the Oni.” 
 
    Chiri leaned forward, quietly stroking Bifuuko in her lap. 
 
    “But surely, Sura san, the Oni are forever barred from the mortal realm?” 
 
    “Forever.” Sura kept her hand upon her spear. “But any remnant – any taint will be a thing of purest evil.” 
 
    Kuno seemed perfectly satisfied. 
 
    “Forgive me, Sura san – but is that not what we fight in any case?” 
 
    “No. We have never faced anything tainted by Oni.” 
 
    Sura turned. She drew in a long, slow breath, focussing her thoughts.  
 
    “Oni are not spirits. They are demons – beings of fantastic power who live in a realm of their own. A blighted land of suffering and rage. They are masters of maho – the magic of blood, death and annihilation.”  
 
    The fox kept her eyes upon the floor.  
 
    “Oni crave dominion over all creation. They feed on blood and enslave the souls of their victims. They can bar souls from the afterlife and use them as slaves and playthings. 
 
    A world in the grip of the Oni would be beyond any image of hell… They would turn the sacred islands into a slaughter yard.” 
 
    Kuno listened carefully. “They especially crave our own realm?” 
 
    Sura nodded. The others gathered around as she began to smooth out a patch of dirty floor. 
 
    The fox drew a diagram of the cosmos in the dirt and dust. She drew seven rings in a circle – each one intersecting with its neighbours on either side. They all intersected with an eighth ring that formed the centre.  
 
    Sura drew names inside the circles, one by one. 
 
    “I told you that reality could be thought of as a set of eight rings. Here, at the centre, is ‘The Central Land of Reed Plains’: the material realm – our home. Surrounding it are the spirit realms. The realm of Slaughter, the realm of Shadows, the realm of Dreams, the realm of Hungry Dead… Restful Dead, the Celestial Heavens… and the home of the Oni, the realm of Evil. 
 
    They all intersect the neighbouring realms – and our own.” 
 
    Chiri looked down at the map. Her intelligent pink eyes quickly saw the truth. 
 
    “We are the strategic point. Any race bent on controlling reality would want to conquer the material realm.” 
 
    Sura nodded. 
 
    “We are the crossroads.” 
 
    The fox sat back and gazed down at the map. 
 
    “A thousand years ago, a legion of Oni broke through into this world. The heroes who became the first emperors led an alliance against them. We fought the Oni and won – but at a terrible cost. Our races were almost totally wiped out. It took hundreds of years to rebuild our ruined islands.” 
 
    Kuno scowled. 
 
    “But mortals can triumph against the Oni. We have faced them in battle, and we have won.” The man waved a hand across the map. “Our friend Reiju serves in the shrine that honours the demon sword – the sword that slew the demon king.” 
 
    Sura stroked her chin. 
 
    “The Oni are not fools. If they try again, they will work more subtly…” She sat back, still thinking. “But the gate to their realm is sealed. It can only be opened from this side, and only by one of their own.” The gate was safe: sealed forever.  
 
    Sura thoughtfully looked out into the storm. 
 
    “Even so - a relic of the Oni could be put to a terrible use. Everything about them is utterly corrupt.” 
 
    Tonbo scratched slowly at his stubble. 
 
    “What powers might come from Oni’s blood?” 
 
    Chiri shivered, and glance out at the storm. 
 
    “The most evil of all magic – maho – is driven by blood. If powered by the blood of an Oni, it could be terrible beyond all belief.” 
 
    The lightning had come back. A brief flash lit the northern sky. 
 
    An image had been outlined in the nearby hills: a ruined castle, standing bleak and dark in the wilderness. Tonbo turned and stared. Kuno, Chiri and Sura all stiffened and looked off towards the hills. 
 
    Chiri rose to her feet, elementals hovering at her side. 
 
    “The Lord of Blood…” 
 
    Thunder rumbled. Lightning flickered, and then the rains came down, blackening out all sight of the world beyond the door.  
 
    It was time eat. Time to make ready for the day to come. Tonbo reached for his helmet and tied it carefully into place, preparing to stand on guard. 
 
    “See to your weapons. We will leave at first light.” 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    Early morning brought a breathless warmth. The clouds had thinned into a pearl-grey haze that seemed to trap the heat against the earth. The sodden landscape steamed, raising thin ribbons of mist that clung beneath the sickly trees. The air felt thick and dank. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters took their leave of the abandoned shrine. They walked through the tall weeds that grew in the old courtyard – past broken sheds and out through the gate. Continuing on through an overgrown orchard they found the path once more. 
 
    The path led north – towards the hills, through abandoned fields filled with sickly grass. Occasional wheel ruts showed that carts sometimes used the road, but there were no signs of other travellers.  
 
    They walked onwards for a long, silent ri[1], keeping careful watch upon the empty fields. Finally a few signs of life appeared: vegetables grew in drooping rows beside the road, and a ditch carried water towards paddies filled with strands of rice. Insects buzzed back and forth, and paths out to the fields showed marks of travel. 
 
    Beyond the fields and past a tangled mat of trees, the Spirit Hunters finally found a village. 
 
    It was a small place, and weirdly quiet. The houses were cared for, swept and clean, and the streets were clear. But the village seemed somehow grey and drained: trees and plants hung oddly limp, and the world seemed to have lost its colour.  
 
    Beyond the village, a forest covered the hills with diseased and sickly trees. A castle stood on the highest hill, all but smothered by the woods. The place seemed to be a ruin, with fallen rooves and plaster cracking from walls. A great, jagged ridge of rock rose at the castle’s back – a stark, bare spur that disappeared off into the trees. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters drew to a halt in the empty street. There was no sign of any of the local villagers in houses or fields. Daitanishi rose into the air and peered over the buildings. Dropping back down he turned to indicate a path. Tonbo nodded and led the way forward, keeping his tetsubo cradled in his arms.  
 
    The path wandered between buildings and out into a broad village square.  
 
    A hundred peasants knelt in dull grey rows in the middle of the square. Cowed and fearful, they looked scarred by hard toil and hard lives. It seemed to be a place of utter poverty.  
 
    The villagers bowed in their rows as someone approached. The Spirit Hunters stayed back in the shadows of the alleyway, watching quietly from afar. 
 
    A tall, grave samurai entered the square. He too seemed tired and careworn, but moved with great dignity. Behind him came two foot soldiers in simple armour. Each carried a lolling, semi-conscious child. Both children had bandages wrapped about their right forearms. 
 
    The samurai bowed to a woman amongst the kneeling villagers. With an anxious cry, she leapt up and ran to the two children, who weakly reached out to her. Ashamed, the samurai looked away. He nodded to his men, who helped the woman carry the two children into a house nearby.  
 
    The samurai turned. He spoke to the village head man, who resignedly bowed. Two stiff, ashen-faced villagers arose. They bowed first to the samurai and then the head man, before walking to the side of the square. The foot soldiers emerged from the nearby house and quietly led the men away, off towards the forest – towards the ruined castle.  
 
    The villagers arose and moved away into fields and houses. The village remained terribly quiet. No children laughed – no peasants sang. There were no dogs to bark. The four Spirit Hunters looked about the empty village square, then quietly emerged into the light. 
 
    The village samurai remained at the far side of the square, starting at the ground –seemingly preoccupied. He was a handsome man – tall but beaten down by care. There were grey strands in his hair, and stark lines creased his face. He wore simple clothing that was well cared for, and a formal, folded cap.  
 
    Kuno and Sura walked up to the man. Lost in his thoughts, he noticed their presence only when they were a few paces from his back. The man whirled, his hand streaking to his sword in an underhand grip, blindingly swift. He blinked in shock, then instantly relaxed as he saw his visitors. 
 
    Kuno kept a polite, formal calm. He bowed to the samurai in respect. 
 
    “Please forgive us, samurai. We did not wish to enter the village and interrupt you until your business was done.” 
 
    The samurai seemed bemused to see visitors. He stood and blinked at the Spirit Hunters in blank amazement. 
 
    “Travellers…” 
 
    The man suddenly seemed to remember civilised life. He bowed gracefully to his visitors, voice brimming with apology. 
 
    “You must forgive me, travellers. We receive few visitors. My instincts are shaped by battles long gone by.” He held his bow. “I am Kuraika nō Saburo, chief retainer to the Lord Akaishin. Welcome to our humble village.” 
 
    The man’s manners were flawless, and his accent beautifully educated. Kuno bowed, then turned to indicate his companions.  
 
    “I am Asodo Kuno. These are my companions Kitsune Sura, Tsunetomo Tonbo and Nezumi Chiri. We are Spirit…” 
 
    “Spirited travellers!” Sura interrupted smoothly but genially, cutting Kuno off. She smiled and gave a merry wave. “We saw this road, and simply wondered where it went.” She flicked a little glance at Kuno, then smiled at Kuraika nō Saburo. “We hope your lord will understand that we mean no intrusion.” 
 
    The samurai flashed a glance towards the ruined castle. He seemed troubled – wary. The man immediately covered himself by making a bow. 
 
    “My lord would understand that no harm was meant.” Saburo turned and pointed formally towards a nearby house. “Please – perhaps you would honour me by accepting the hospitality of my own humble home?” 
 
    Kuno bowed in return. 
 
    “You do us too much honour.” 
 
    “Please – I insist.” Saburo stood with his arm pointing towards his home. “You may tell me tales of your travels. We have so little news of the outside world.” 
 
    Sura nodded. She and Kuno moved to follow the man onwards. Chiri lingered, turning to look back towards the peasant houses nearby.  
 
    “Please excuse me, Kuraika san. But what is wrong with those two children?” 
 
    The samurai resolutely kept his back turned upon the other houses. 
 
    “They are ill. They were in service at the castle, and I have obtained their early release.” The man’s shoulders were bowed. “They will recover.” 
 
    The rat spirit bowed. With her elementals hovering beside her, and her strange pink eyes, she was a creature of unearthly grace. 
 
    “I am a shugenja, Saburo san. I am skilled in healing magic. Can I offer my assistance in treating them?” 
 
    “No, Chiri san. That will not be necessary. We know this ailment. They were caught in time. Food and rest will see them recover.” Saburo ushered his guests forward. “My house is this way.” 
 
    The samurai led the way towards his house. Chiri hung back with Bifuuko and Daitanishi. She moved slightly aside, positioning herself to see through the open screen doors into a nearby peasant’s house. 
 
    The peasant woman was tending to her two children. The mother seemed to be carefully bathing and tending to their bandaged arms. 
 
    Out in the village streets, weary villagers went through the motions of their day. Houses were swept – the sickly fields were tended. Everything was done with an air of desolate, hopeless resignation.  
 
    As Kuraika nō Saburo walked the streets, the villagers bowed to him in quiet respect. The man returned their bows with pain in his eyes. Their trust almost seemed to shame him. 
 
    Chiri pondered. She put out her hand, and Daitanishi floated down to settle on her shoulder. Bifuuko took her usual station in Chiri’s hair. The rat spirit hastened after her companions, joining them as they reached a quiet house that stood between a pair of cherry trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The house of Kuraika nō Saburo was modest and furnished with simple taste. A single old woman tended to the house, opening the door and bowing as Saburo led in his guests. Sura bowed to the old woman – and took a quiet note of scars that ran across the inside of each of the old woman’s wrists, almost hidden by her sleeves.  
 
    The main room looked out onto a small garden. Another cherry tree was here – the new-budded leaves limp and grey. The Spirit Hunters set aside their packs and heavy gear. Their host settled his visitors down on the tatami mats, while the old woman brought them tea in mismatched cups. 
 
    Kuraika nō Saburo seemed slightly embarrassed by the collection of old cups. 
 
    “Please – please drink. Be at ease.” The man waved at the tea tray in apology. “You must forgive me, but we are unprepared for sudden guests. No one comes to visit. This road leads to nowhere.” 
 
    Having settled her backpack and spear against the wall behind her, Sura sat gratefully down, and took up her cup of tea. 
 
    “So this is literally a dead-end road?” She raised her cup to the man in thanks. “And yet you are chief retainer to a lord, Kuraika san? Are you in exile?” 
 
    The man closed his eyes and gave a small, slight nod.  
 
    “In a sense, honoured priestess. We are the last remnants of a once-proud clan. My lord has lost his castle, his clan, his wealth and all his lands.” Kuraika nō Saburo lifted up his head. “I am my lord’s last living retainer.” 
 
    Kuno looked at the man, impressed and awed. 
 
    “Surely not!” 
 
    “My lord was injured in a battle long gone by, Asodo san. He has taken almost ten years to recover. The entire clan was destroyed. We have rebuilt here in the wilderness, scraping what living we can from the stones and dirt.” 
 
    Deeply moved, Kuno bowed to their host. 
 
    “Your lord has fallen upon hard times, Kuraika san.” Kuno held his bow. “He is fortunate, to have such a retainer.” 
 
    Kuraika nō Saburo closed his eyes. 
 
    “A samurai will be loyal, even if the master’s retainers go from a hundred thousand to a thousand – from a thousand to a single man.” 
 
    Kuno looked at the man in deep respect. 
 
    “The way of the samurai is found in duty. Without duty, there is no soul.” 
 
    Kuno reverently inclined his head towards his host. 
 
    “I honour your dedication to the Way, Kuraika san. It is a great privilege to have met a samurai so pure of heart.” 
 
    Kuraika nō Saburo looked away towards the cherry tree. The man seemed lost and troubled. But he looked up in gratitude as the old woman entered once more, bearing a simple country meal. The room filled with the welcome scent of soup and pickled vegetables. The samurai bowed to the old woman in gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you, Onna san. Thank you.” The man saw that food was placed before his guests. “Please – it must have been a long road. Allow me to share the small comforts of my home.” 
 
    Chiri blushed slightly, embarrassed by the generosity of their host. 
 
    “You do not have to go to so much trouble, Kuraika san.” 
 
    The man poured tea for his guest. “By all means, call me Saburo.” He served Chiri with a quiet grace. “It is no bother at all. You are my honoured guests. And you seem to be people of unique quality.” The man let the thought linger for a moment, and then gestured to the meal. “Please – you are most welcome. It is a great pleasure to encounter you.” 
 
    They served themselves, and settled back to eat together. Chiri looked about the oddly empty house, struck by the weird silence in the village. 
 
    “Please excuse me for prying – but your house seems lonely, Saburo san. Do you have no wife or family?” 
 
    Saburo quietly shook his head. 
 
    “No, Chiri san. My wife died long ago, at the hands of our enemies.” Saburo nodded softly. “I never had it in my heart to take another…” 
 
    Sura was quite happy to eat, her ears pricked high and listening. She leaned forward in interest – incidentally thieving a pickle from Tonbo’s plate. 
 
    “Who were your enemies, Saburo san?” 
 
    Saburo gave a tired shrug, 
 
    “It hardly matters, Sura san. Their clan was as entirely destroyed as our own. Only I survived the battle.” 
 
    The fox nodded. “And your lord, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Sura bowed, ever and always full of life. 
 
    “Forgive me if I have pried. A fox is a creature that chatters.” 
 
    Saburo inclined his head. “Your curiosity is only natural, priestess. I take no offense.” 
 
    Tonbo snorted and lifted up his bowl. 
 
    “Hmph! She’s a fox. If you want peace, just hit her on the nose with a roll of paper.” 
 
    The meal continued, and Sura remained on her very best behavior, managing to light even Saburo with a smile. Saburo and Kuno spoke together, and Saburo’s burden of woes seemed to fade away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A pleasant morning waned into afternoon. Outside the house, the light dimmed. Rain came again – steady and cold. A sharp breeze gusted through limp grey trees. 
 
    It was not an auspicious day to travel. Their host reveled in educated company, and the old woman began to busy herself making tasty snacks to please the fox. As the heavens crashed down once again, Sura ran to the open courtyard and watched the deluge with pleasure.  
 
    Sometime later, Saburo’s two foot soldiers came running in from the village, quite drenched. They were astonished to be met at the gate by a fox spirit bearing an umbrella, who led them racing in out of the downpour. Sura whooped with laughter, enjoying the chaos. She helped the astonished soldiers rid themselves of their wet armour, then chivvied them inside for hot soup.  
 
    The rain locked everyone indoors through the afternoon. The village was still and silent, but Saburo’s house filled with the sound of conversation and good cheer. Chiri helped the old woman clean the dishes, talking with her happily. On a table just behind them, Bifuuko and Daitanishi played their favourite board game of kitsune e-sugoroku, complete with monster-battles and cards representing treasures. In the main room just beyond, Sura held court, dancing for the entertainment of the two foot soldiers and Tonbo. Everyone’s armour had been stacked off to one side, making a bright splash of colour along a wall. 
 
    A quieter room sat off to one side: a place where Saburo’s armour stood against one wall, and practice weapons were ranked carefully in a rack. Books were carefully kept in drawers, and a huge, beautifully lacquered koto zither sat upon its stand.  
 
    Kuno and Saburo sat together, quietly enjoying one another’s company. Saburo reverently examined Kuno’s sword, reveling in the immaculate artistry of the blade. He kept his sleeves over his hands, tilting the blade to examine the intricate waver of the temper line. The man was profoundly impressed. 
 
    “A masterpiece. An absolute masterpiece. ‘Friendship’s Sword’. Excellent.” Saburo bowed and carefully returned the blade. “I am pleased that such a blade has found a man of skill and honour to carry it.” Saburo bowed once more. “You do the blade much honour.” 
 
    “You are most kind.” Kuno returned the bow, sensible of the immense depth of his host’s compliment. “Your own blade is also most impressive. I believe that you must bring great honour to one another as well. 
 
    Saburo was silent. He formally proffered his blade to Kuno, who bowed and took it into his hands. He unveiled a part of the blade from its sheath, examining it carefully. Finally he bared the blade, supporting it upon the back of his sleeve as he gazed upon the edge. He tilted the weapon so that he could see the temper lines. 
 
    “This was made by a most expert hand.” Kuno was interested in the weapon’s balance. “Well curved. Two hundred years in age?” He greatly admired the blade’s clean, smooth grain. “A white sheen. A Bizen blade. Could it be the work of Hikoshiro?” 
 
    “Of that school, indeed.” Saburo bowed – well pleased. “A minor work, but one, I think, of merit.” 
 
    “Its owner gives the blade great luster.” 
 
    Saburo bowed and received back his sword. He looked regretfully at the nicks and scratches in the steel that polishing had not yet removed. 
 
    “It has seen too much hard work in its day.” Saburo nodded to Kuno’s sword. “Yours has some interesting tales, I see. The shine of integrity is bright.” 
 
    Chiri had softly entered the room, she knelt beside the koto, looking down at it with interest. Saburo saw her there and bowed to her, inviting her to touch the instrument. 
 
    The rat spirit rose and crossed to kneel formally down behind the koto, perfectly ordering her robes. She caressed the strings and gently moved the bridges up and down, tuning the instrument.  
 
    Chiri’s background had always remained an unspoken mystery, but her accents and her manners always spoke of high breeding indeed. The rat spirit caressed the koto with a bewitching, courtly grace. Long white hair flowed down beside her face: her hands moved with gentle elegance. She played, and the music stilled all activity in the house. The foot soldiers turned to listen in awe. Sura came to sit, utterly delighted. Tonbo and the old serving woman crept in as well, as the music wafted softly up into the air. 
 
    As rain pattered down outside, Chiri’s voice lifted, soft and pure, drifting with the sounds of leaves and falling water. 
 
      
 
    “The long seed grasses gently sway. 
 
    They bow their heads towards my home. 
 
    Wrapped within the ocean breeze -  
 
    Here on the hill I stand alone… 
 
      
 
    The cradle lies empty by the hearth 
 
    For far away, I chose to roam. 
 
    Yet still I remember nights so warm 
 
    Back in arms where I once belonged…” 
 
      
 
    Chiri suddenly became aware that she was the centre of attention. The rat spirit blushed, and finished with her playing. The music seemed to linger like a living thing, drifting gently in the air. The rat spirit bowed to her audience, and quietly removed the plectra from her fingers.  
 
    Her audience were deeply touched. Saburo looked at her with sad fondness, then bowed to Chiri in gratitude. 
 
    “That was my wife’s koto, Chiri san. A courtly instrument.” 
 
    The rat spirit put a hand against her heart in distress. 
 
    “Forgive me, Saburo san. I would not have presumed, had I known.” 
 
    “She would have been pleased to hear you, Chiri san. There has been no music here for far, far too long.” Saburo arose and looked out into the rain-swept garden. “I will warm some sakē for us all.” 
 
    Their host wandered out to seek his housekeeper. Sura nodded to him as he passed. She pretending to be eying the rain, pondering her chances of getting back out onto the road. 
 
    In the main room, Tonbo found a place to carefully prop his tetsubo where it would do no damage to the furnishings. He then slid open a screen door and looked out into the world outside – off over the rain-drenched village towards the ruined castle.  
 
    The ruins were almost invisible in the downpour; merely a black shadow lost amongst the trees. Tonbo studied the sight carefully, slowly scratching at stubble on his chin. 
 
    Saburo returned from speaking to his house keeper. He paused beside the mighty tetsubo and inspected the weapon in some amazement.  
 
    Tonbo nodded a bow, and indicated that Saburo could take up the weapon. Saburo reached out and lifted the staff, and immediately raised his eyebrows at its weight.  
 
     “A most impressive weapon, Tonbo san.” The samurai shook his head in wonder. “You do not find it slow?” 
 
    “Not in my hands, Saburo san.” 
 
    Saburo hefted the weapon. The iron staff was a monster-crusher: a thing that could shatter helmets and crash through armour. The iron staff was battered, scored and clearly well used. Saburo thought for a moment, before respectfully returning the weapon to its owner.  
 
    “You must face great dangers, to require such an instrument.” 
 
    Tonbo gave a nod. 
 
    “There are some things that must stay down once I put them down.” The big samurai held his weapon his satisfaction, then quietly put it aside. “One target – one blow.” 
 
    “Quite so.” 
 
    Chiri was quietly speaking with Sura, who softly swished her long tail. Saburo looked thoughtfully at the two animal spirits, and gave a nod. 
 
    “Two skilled samurai, a shugenja – and a priestess. You are unusual traveling companions.” 
 
    Tonbo shrugged the question away. 
 
    “We suit ourselves.” 
 
    The big man turned. He jerked his chin towards the castle ruins. 
 
    “Your lord – he lives in the castle?” 
 
    Saburo turned away.  
 
    “It is a ruin, Tonbo san – but it reminds him of lost glories.” The samurai gave a regretful bow. “Forgive me, but he would not welcome you. It would cost him… great loss of face to be seen in such circumstances.” 
 
    Tonbo nodded. He quietly slid the screen door shut.  
 
    In the other room, Sura came forward to study the brushwork of a calligraphy scroll hanging on the wall. She moved beside Kuno, keeping her face hidden from the other room as she spoke. 
 
    “What did you mean before – that stuff about a lord having a thousand followers or only one?” 
 
    Kuno, too, was inspecting the calligraphy. He viewed it with great admiration. 
 
    “It is an old, old saying, Sura san. It is at the heart of the way of the samurai. A samurai’s duty is not swayed by personal misfortune or the wealth of the lord.” Kuno gave a stern nod of approval. “Which is more noble? To serve a rich, easy lord who rewards generously and who is a joy to serve? Or to serve a hard master, whose service requires terrible sacrifice?” 
 
    Sura wrinkled her nose in general disagreement. “A fox would say you owe nothing to anyone but your own conscience.” 
 
    “A samurai would say that conscience is defined by duty. Without duty, there is nothing but dishonour and shame.” 
 
    Kuno turned and looked to where Saburo still spoke with Tonbo. 
 
    “Through battle, defeat, poverty and exile, that man has never wavered from the Way.” Kuno looked at Saburo with sincere respect. “He is a most admirable example of a true samurai.” 
 
    Saburo returned to them. The rains were clearly here to stay, and the day was wearing towards evening. The samurai bowed to his guests. 
 
    “You surely cannot continue your journey until tomorrow. I hope that you will consent to spend the night here in what comfort I can offer. Please forgive your host’s inadequacies.” The man motioned in caution towards the black tangle of the nearby forest. “I must warn you that the woods here are wild, and that it is easy to become lost. You are best advised to stay indoors.” 
 
    Sura bowed in return. 
 
    “We are sorry to have imposed ourselves upon you.” 
 
    “No no – it is a pleasure to have such educated and excellent guests.” Saburo seemed touched by embarrassment. “Our fare is poor, but there is enough for all.” 
 
    Sura made a gracious dip of her head. “We accept your hospitality with gratitude.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As evening fell, the little group all gathered for a simple meal of vegetables, soup and rice: apparently the woods provided nothing in the way of wild game. The rain finally ceased, and the world outside the little house dripped and slowly drained. In the village, a few lights flickered, and cooking forest were lit – but the silence of the place remained. There was no music, no shouts, and no laughter – only a few farmers coming in from the fields, and lamplight flickering behind closed doors. 
 
    Kuraika nō Saburo was a perfect host. He seemed a glum man – isolated and troubled. But he listened to Sura’s warm chatter like one remembering better days.  
 
    An hour after dinner, Sura hid a yawn. She was looking decidedly tired. The fox caught Chiri’s eye, then made a great show of flexing her neck and seeming weary. The old house keeper soon came to the rescue, and escorted the two women and their attendant elementals to a little room in which they might retire.  
 
    Chiri and Sura carried their packs and weapons to the room as the old woman bowed them through the door. It was a quiet corner of the house – a place used for storage. An old wooden chest stood in one corner, and a sheet of beautiful calligraphy hung from the wall. Sura opened her pack and drew out her spare clothes, while Chiri walked over to admire the artistry of the scroll. Daitanishi and Bifuuko hovered beside her, peering at the brushwork. 
 
    The rat spirit gazed up at the lettering in great interest. 
 
      
 
    “Life weighs but a feather. 
 
    Honour weighs like the mountain.” 
 
      
 
    The rat turned to the old housekeeper. “Exquisite. Is this the work of Master Saburo?” 
 
    The old woman bowed. 
 
    “Yes, honoured guest. Kuraika san is most profoundly talented.”  
 
    Sura eyes the old woman quietly, her tail swishing softly. 
 
    “You are fond of Saburo san, are you not?” 
 
    The old woman gave a sad, tired nod. 
 
    “We are from Saburo san’s original lands, priestess. Our lord commanded him to bring us here – and here we have been for ten long, hard years…” The woman looked wanly back towards the centre of the house. “Saburo san is a good man, priestess. It is his misfortune to be tested by karma.” 
 
    Sura subtly lifted one ear. 
 
    “Tested how?” 
 
    The old woman immediately bowed to hide her face. 
 
    “I spoke foolishly. Forgive me.” 
 
    The scars on the old woman’s forearms stood out against her brown old skin. There were several upon each arm – criss-crossed about the same area just above her wrists. The woman saw Sura’s eye resting upon her, and quickly hid her hands. The old woman indicated two futons folded up against the wall. 
 
    “Your beds are there. The bath has been heated should you require it.” 
 
    Chiri bowed to the woman in gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you, grandmother. Good night.” 
 
    The old housekeeper withdrew, looking tired. 
 
    “Goodnight, honoured guests. Sleep well.” 
 
    Left alone in their room, Sura and Chiri closed the door. They settled their luggage and found a good place to prop Sura’s long spear. The two elementals pottered about, peering into corners and finally settling themselves atop the big wooden chest.  
 
    The beds were clean and simple. The room was sparse and well kept, if poor. Chiri looked about the walls, then turned back towards the main house. She gave a perplexed little frown. 
 
    “If there are evil forces at work here, then they have chosen a strange servant. Saburo san seems to be a virtuous samurai.” 
 
    Sura happily parked herself in front of the wooden chest. She pulled two long lock picks out of her sleeve and stropped them against her arm. 
 
    “Never trust virtue, my darling. Grand peaks overshadow deep chasms…” 
 
    Bifuuko and Daitanishi crowded in to watch as Sura deftly probed the lock. She pushed, then twisted gently – and suddenly the whole lock sprung open. The fox gleefully rubbed her hands. 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    Chiri watched from afar in some distress. 
 
    “Your array of talents causes me great concern for your soul.” 
 
    The chest contained an elaborate suit of armour, folded neatly, as well as a smaller box of fragrant cedar. Sura dug about and heaved out the heavy helmet, clanking it onto the floor. 
 
    The helm was an impressive piece. Kuno would have been the first one to point out that the lacings were made from expensive printed silk, and its edges trimmed with gold. The lacquer has been scored by weapon strikes, and there was a dent in the ferocious face mask. 
 
    The cedar box was also interesting. It held a simple child’s doll and a folded set of women’s robes. A woman’s comb lay atop the clothes. Sura sniffed, considered the robes and gave a frown. 
 
    “The robes of a samurai lady. Keepsakes of his wife?” She carefully held up the doll. “And a doll. He had a child?” Sura felt rather appalled. “Just how much has this poor guy lost?” 
 
    Chiri carefully examined the heavy helmet. The bottom neck plates were decorated with a heraldic mon – a clan symbol stamped into gilded discs.  
 
    Chiri tilted her head in thought. 
 
    “This is not the same mon as that displayed upon Saburo san’s own armour. Could it be a trophy of battle?” 
 
    “Could be…” Sura dragged the helmet over – once again noting the battle damage. “Could be…” 
 
    Sura turned the helmet to face her eye –to-eye. The helmet’s mask was particularly distinctive: a long animal muzzle with bared fangs. Not a fox, nor a wolf nor bear, nor even a tanuki. Sura put the helmet out at arm’s reach, and wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “That is a badger mask.” 
 
    Chiri seemed quite surprised. “Sura san?” 
 
    “Clan Ichiro. Badger spirits.” Sura set the helmet back inside the trunk. “Do you remember the hair of our ghost?” 
 
    Chiri sat back and blinked – remembering. 
 
    “Black with a white badger streak. She was a badger spirit!” 
 
    Sura rapidly re-packed the chest, setting everything perfectly to rights, then locked it and flitted over to the two futons. She laid out the beds, threw quilts into place and wadded clothes up beneath the covers to make it look as if both beds were occupied. Chiri hastened to check the door and peek out into the hall. 
 
    “I take it that you and I will be sneaking out and prying?” 
 
    “Hell yeah! Kuno and Saburo are hitting it off, so that should keep them quiet.” Sura finished padding out her two masterpieces. “All clear?” 
 
    “All clear.” Chiri blew out the lamp. She felt just slightly concerned. “Do you think we might get into trouble?” 
 
    The fox happily slapped her hands together. 
 
    “We have a hundred percent success rate so far. Let’s go!” 
 
    Chiri hovered nervously in the dark. “But is this safe? Shouldn’t we tell the others?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine!” Sura lay herself down. “Trust me – I’m a fox!” 
 
    The pair lay down beside their beds, shimmered and changed into their animal forms, then slipped out of their clothing.  
 
    Daitanishi pushed open the sliding door that led out into the inner garden. Sura stuck her fox muzzle out into the night beyond, seeing lights still on in the rest of the house. But the doors were all closed and the garden was empty. White rat and fox slipped out into the damp night, with Bifuuko hovering softly just over their heads. Daitanishi silently slid the door shut behind them. 
 
    The little group slipped down into the garden, then vanished beneath the house’s raised wooden floors. They slipped under the main house and out to the front garden, pausing to check that all was clear. Nothing shifted – nothing stirred. The village was a place of quiet houses and hidden lights. Not a creature seemed to be walking the little streets. Daitanishi and Bifuuko drifted up into the trees, looked carefully about then descended, indicating that all was well. 
 
    Sura chose the lane that pointed towards the great, black forest. Chiri followed and the pair slipped through the darkest shadows and vanished off into the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside Saburo’s house, Kuno sat alone with Saburo, companionably drinking tea. The sliding door to the east was open, and the rising moon hung just above the village. Cherry trees about the house sparkled with raindrops in the moonlight. Kuno gazed upon it all, grateful to have been given such a gift. He raised his cup, and quietly spoke an old Zen poem. 
 
      
 
    “Wrote Shenxui: 
 
    ‘The body is the wisdom tree, 
 
    The mind is like a bright mirror stand. 
 
    Always strive to wipe it clean, 
 
    Making sure that no dust lands.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wrote Huineng: 
 
    ‘Wisdom has never been a tree, 
 
    And the bright mirror has no stand. 
 
    There has never been anything, 
 
    So where can dust land?’” 
 
      
 
    Saburo raised his cup in salute. 
 
    “A profound statement, Kuno san. The essence of Zen.” 
 
    Kuno could only give a sigh. “Our fox priestess would scoff at it. I was thinking back to a conversation I had with her yesterday.” 
 
    Saburo nodded fondly. “Your companions are most colourful, Kuno san. I suspect you are all extremely competent.”  
 
    The man poured Kuno more tea. 
 
    “You are spirit hunters, of course. I have only ever heard of such things in legends. How wonderful to know that fairytale heroes can be true.” Saburo bowed. “You must be profoundly skilled.” 
 
    Kuno humbly returned the bow. 
 
    “My own modest efforts at the martial arts are in great need of improvement.” 
 
    “I see so few visitors of skill, Kuno san. It would please me greatly if you would consent to practice with me. Perhaps even a match?” 
 
    Kuno looked off towards the rising moon. 
 
    “Your iai draw uses an underhand grip. My own master, Sensei Zunioshi, spoke of a fellow student, Sempai Fuju. They both shared a hut as they studied beneath their master. Fuju san became a great teacher in his own right – championing an underhand grip.” 
 
    Saburo was deeply impressed. 
 
    “My teacher was Sensei Fuju. He spoke fondly of your own teacher, Sensei Zunioshi.” He lifted his tea cup to Kuno, greatly pleased. “Our styles are shoots struck from the same tree.” 
 
    Kuno beamed. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning, we must practice together. Perhaps a match with wooden swords! It would please me greatly.” 
 
    Saburo finished his tea. He rose, stretched, and looked once more at the rising moon. 
 
    “I shall not keep you longer, Kuno san. A spirit hunter must need rest. In the morning, we shall talk again.” 
 
    Kuno bowed fondly to his host. 
 
    “Goodnight, friend Saburo.” 
 
    “Goodnight, friend Kuno.” 
 
    Saburo walked back through his house. He halted outside of Chiri and Sura’s room – pausing for a moment and flexing his hands. Then he walked on, into his own quarters and closed the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tonbo had taken advantage of the peace and quiet to seek out Saburo’s bath. It was simple thing – a huge wooden tub heated from beneath, enclosed within a wooden shed. But the water was hot, and the solitude gratifying. Tonbo kept his tetsubo ever beside him, propping the spiked monstrosity against the tub. He relaxed back with a folded towel on his head, and heaved a grateful sigh.  
 
    There was a slight noise at the bath house door. Tonbo put a hand to his tetsubo and carefully opened one eye. 
 
    A little man was edging into the bath house carrying a sakē bottle on a tray. The man was a peasant – pale and sickly – with old, stained bandages wrapped about his forearms.  
 
    The man saw Tonbo waiting for him. He flicked a swift glance behind himself, then crept closer, bobbing and bowing timidly. Handing over the tray, he leaned across to whisper anxiously into Tonbo’s ear. 
 
    “Samurai san! I must warn you. Take the women from here! The shugenja and the priestess – they soon will be in danger!” 
 
    Tonbo rose in the bath, immediately alert. 
 
    “What danger?” 
 
    There was a slight noise outside. The peasant froze, then instantly dashed away.  
 
    Tonbo swung himself naked up and out of the tub. Tetsubo in hands, he moved to the door and looked out into the garden. All seemed quiet, but his suspicions were aroused. He swiftly dried, keeping an eye upon the silent gardens, then wrapped himself in his clothes. 
 
    Moving out into the gardens, tetsubo in hand and armour-piercing dagger through his belt, Tonbo crept up onto the porch outside Sura and Chiri’s room. He knocked softly – heard no answer – then quietly slid open the door.  
 
    The big samurai whispered softly into the dark. 
 
    “Sura? Chiri?” 
 
    Again there was no answer. Tonbo edged into the room and prodded at the nearest bed. He felt the tell-tale softness of uninhabited bedding padded out with spare quilts. 
 
    Sura and Chiri’s clothing lay empty on the floor – all still arranged exactly as they usually wore it. Tonbo gave a great, heavy sigh of annoyance. He looked out towards the garden, shook his head, then walked quietly back outside and closed the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pottering about the shadows of the village, Chiri and Sura flitted silently along through dripping weeds and past woodpiles. Bifuuko hovered just above Chiri, while Daitanishi floated at Sura’s shoulder. They moved stealthily, almost invisible as they slipped from shadow to shadow.  
 
    The wounded children from earlier in the day had been taken into a house across the village square. Sura – long, lean and cunning – sniffed her way along a ditch, then lifted her head to check that the roads were empty. She stood guard as Chiri flitted across the street before following, with Daitanishi hugging low to the ground. They all gathered at the back wall of the peasant house, keeping careful watch upon the shadows. 
 
    A shuttered window at the back of the house had been imperfectly closed. Sura cast about and found a crooked tree nearby. She swarmed up into the branches, feeling the boughs sag beneath her weight, and found a position out at the end of a long creaking limb that allowed her to see into the house. 
 
    Chiri climbed up behind, then over her, to sit upon Sura’s head. She looked down at the fox with a barely concealed air of superiority. 
 
    “Are you quite ready?” 
 
    Sura shot a look up at the rat perched between her ears. “Comfy?” 
 
    “Fairly so!” 
 
    “I’m so glad…” 
 
    Inside the peasant house, the room was lit by a small cooking fire. The two injured children were there, asleep beneath a patched old quilt. Their mother sat beside them, weeping as they slept. Sura twitched her tail then sucked upon one fang in indecision. 
 
    “Should we talk to her?” 
 
    Chiri frowned. “A talking animal might unduly stress her sensibilities.” 
 
    Sura shrugged. “Yeah, I guess rats can have that effect. Come on!” 
 
    Shuffling awkwardly backwards along the branch, Sura made her way back downward. Chiri wafted gracefully down, sitting atop Daitanishi with Bifuuko clinging to her back to slow her fall. The elegant little rat landed and groomed her whiskers, waiting for Sura to finally jump down from the tree.  
 
    The fox eyed the rat thoughtfully, cast a glower at the two elementals, then turned to scan the village, taking in a pathway that headed north – towards the forest and ruined castle.  
 
    The grass was long and wet. Sura turned and made a bridge out of her tail that Chiri mounted to climb onto the fox’s back, gripping tightly to her fur. 
 
    Sura slipped through the bushes, past more drooping, sickly trees. With the rising moon casting a maze of light and shadow through the grass, she headed into the woods.  
 
    The forest was rank. There was no wholesome scent of growing things – only rotting leaves and mould. Brambles looped and twisted in dense mats between trees. Sura chose her path carefully, Daitanishi helping her to carefully probe forwards. They made their way past fallen logs and sick, misshapen trees. 
 
    Heading deeper into the forest they came upon an old dirt track – probably the continuation of the river road. Sura moved to the edge of the track, straining to see ahead. The road clearly led north to the ruined castle: towers could just be seen in the moonlight through the tops of old dead trees. 
 
    The forest felt wrong, as though something waited in the darkness, watching in cold, inimical silence… Sura flattened herself and crept forward through wet leaves, eyes narrowed and whiskers questing. 
 
    Suddenly the fox flicked her head towards the south. Something was coming along the road behind them, heading slowly towards the castle. Sura padded softly off the road, found a patch of brambles and took cover behind a curl of thorns. Chiri crept down and settled silently at her side. The two elementals ducked beneath the fallen leaves and joined them, hiding in the dark.  
 
    All waited, watching carefully in the silence. 
 
    A shape appeared in the road: a cart drawn by figures shrouded in dark robes. More shrouded figures escorted the cart. They carried naginatas with blades unsheathed. The weapons glittered in the moonlight as the cart creaked slowly forward. 
 
    The cart came within two dozen paces of Chiri and Sura’s hiding place and creaked to a halt, the figures towing it setting down their poles.  
 
    More figures emerged from the dark – this time walking from the castle. Samurai in full armour – some with bows, others with naginata and spears. Full helmets with masks made them appear like terrible spirits of slaughter.  
 
    The figures from the cart walked forward, past Sura and Chiri’s hiding place, and seemed to confer with the samurai. Sura leaned over to whisper almost silently into Chiri’s ear. 
 
    “I thought Saburo was supposed to be the one and only retainer?” 
 
    Chiri carefully kept her eyes upon the talking men out in the road. “Perhaps that only refers to the upper ranks?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Sura moved subtly back through the shadows. “Come on, let’s take a look at the wagon. Maybe we can sneak into the castle!” 
 
    The little group crept through the darkest cover they could find – Sura in the lead, long nose questing, Chiri close behind with the elementals at her side. Sura made her way to the edge of the road behind the cart, and watched the samurai and mysterious wagoners further along. No one seemed to be looking towards the cart.  
 
    The cart reeked. A scent of rot and decay rose from it that was unspeakably foul. Sura shook her head, trying not to sneeze in revulsion. 
 
    The fox flitted over to the back of the cart. She leaned up and put her paws against the deck, then Chiri ran up and along her back, climbing aboard the cart.  
 
    Sura sprung up and followed her. Both animals sat and stared in shock, noses flaring wide in disgust. 
 
    The wagon was filled with corpses. 
 
    The bodies were half rotted and skeletal. Some looked like bandits or soldiers, dressed in old armour and bloody rags. Others might have been peasants or travellers. Chiri recoiled in revulsion, gagging as the stench caught her full in the face. 
 
    One of the shrouded figures whipped about to stare towards the cart. Moonlight struck the figure full in the face, gleaming off a blank white porcelain mask… 
 
    The other hooded figures turned – masks stark white in the gloom. All took a step towards the cart. Sura froze, then grabbed Chiri in her jaws and leapt spectacularly off into the dark beside the road. 
 
    She sped past a twisted tree as an arrow thrummed clean through a sapling a whisker’s width from her head. The fox ran like lightning, sailing over a fallen log. She made a ninety degree turn behind the log, taking off at a cunning tangent. She walked slowly, slinking low and then lay flat on her belly in the leaves. She plopped Chiri down in front of her, covering the gleaming white rat with some mulch. 
 
    They lay there in the pitch black with Daitanishi and Bifuuko burrowed down in cover beside them. Back on the road, the masked, shrouded figures had run to the cart. Some inspected the load, while others stood and stared off into the forest with weapons at the ready. 
 
    The samurai came forward. They had a strange posture – almost crouching as they searched the shadows at the road’s edge. They almost seemed to be sniffing – hunting for the scent of prey. 
 
    Chiri lay perfectly flat and still as samurai turned in her direction. But they turned again and searched on, looking off in another direction. Quite frightened, Chiri rolled and looked at Sura. She pointed towards the village, and Sura gave a subtle nod. 
 
    They withdrew slowly, backing away pace by pace until a slight dip in the forest floor hid them from line of sight. Moving silently, picking through leaves and avoiding the underbrush, they found a puddle and quietly washed their paws free of any lingering stench from the corpse cart. As the samurai and wagoners stared in the opposite direction, Chiri, Sura and the elementals quietly crossed the path.  
 
    Two dozen paces further down the road, a stump provided enough shelter to conceal them. Chiri immediately peeked about the stump, watching the sinister silhouettes in the distance.  
 
    “Are they human? They seem to be trying to catch our scent!” The rat blinked. She scrubbed her paws in the dirt, remembering the stench of the cart. “Do we fight?” 
 
    “Not without the boys! We might get in too deep!” 
 
    Sura watched as the disturbing band returned to the cart. None seemed to be coming back down the road. The fox breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “There. They haven’t seen anything. They’ll think it was just shadows or wildlife.” 
 
    Chiri looked nervously about the woods. 
 
    “I have not seen any wildlife.” 
 
    The cart moved onward – drawn once again by the shrouded figures. The samurai clanked beside it, guarding the way. Sura lifted her head out of cover, taking a count and making sure all of the figures had gone. She sank down, feeling horribly blank. 
 
    “Corpses… I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    They turned to leave, but Chiri hesitated, feeling the wind change. Climbing atop the stump the rat sat on her haunches, sniffing at the wind. She looked towards the ruined castle in dismay. 
 
    “That smell…” 
 
    Sura turned. “The bones?” 
 
    “No, Sura san.” The rat kept her gaze towards the north. “From over there. The castle. It smells like blood…” 
 
    Taking the rat onto her back once more, Sura considered the road. 
 
    “We need to look inside that castle.” The fox gave a thoughtful nod. “Let’s see if we can get an interview with this Lord Akaishin tomorrow.” 
 
    She slipped off into cover, heading back towards the village. Overhead, the moon shone bright, but the night grew still and cold. 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    Dawn shone upon a sky that was at last clear of clouds. The little village barely stirred. Banging wooden clappers together to sound the hour of the rabbit, the village head man walked across the village square. Behind him, a few peasants made their way out into the light, then headed wearily off towards their fields.  
 
    The front garden of Saburo’s house held a listless little patch of plants. Bamboo grew in a ragged thicket by the path. As the wind gusted, a few old, dry leaves shivered and fell, drifting in the breeze. 
 
    Saburo stood serenely beside the tall bamboo. Resting. Waiting. As the leaves drifted down, he suddenly moved. One hand flashed to his sword in an underhand grip and whipped out the blade. He cut a leaf clean through, spinning to the left to cut the fragments through a second time. Sliced into quarters, the leaf fragments fell around him. Saburo straightened from his crouching stance, spun his sword about its axis, then slowly slid it back into its sheath. 
 
    The samurai spoke quietly, without turning around. 
 
    “Kuno san. Good morning.” 
 
    Kuno had been standing silently upon the porch, not wishing to disturb his host at practice. As Saburo turned, Kuno gave him a quiet, elegant bow. 
 
    “Good morning, Saburo san. I did not mean to disturb you.” Kuno stepped into the morning light. “You are extremely skilled. Your mastery does your lord great credit.” 
 
    Saburo bowed in humble acknowledgement.  
 
    Kuno came to join him, looking about the little garden with its dead leaves and stark bamboo. Saburo drew in a quiet breath, then indicated they should both go into the village. 
 
    “Please walk with me.” 
 
    The two samurai walked side by side out into the village square. A few villagers were out in the open, quietly doing chores. All turned and immediately bowed to Saburo in respect. He nodded to them in return, then walked slowly onward, deep in thought.  
 
    Many of the villagers had bandages on their forearms. All worked slowly and without energy. But each took the time to bid Saburo a good morning. Saburo turned and looked back across the village. He straightened his shoulders as he spoke.  
 
    “These people are my own, and I am theirs. It has been my family’s privilege to care for their well-being for centuries.” 
 
    Kuno nodded, looking at the houses that stood so quietly nearby. 
 
    “They followed you when you came here into exile?” 
 
    “They did, Kuno san. They did…” Saburo hung his head. “I have not been able to serve them as I should. Duty…” 
 
    “… is as heavy as a mountain.” 
 
    Saburo nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Kuno san.” 
 
    They walked on a little way, through the centre of the village then slowly back towards Saburo’s house. Saburo was preoccupied. He seemed filled with regret. 
 
    Finally the man spoke again. 
 
    “There was a disturbance in the forest last night, Kuno san.” 
 
    Kuno tilted his head. “A disturbance?” 
 
    “His lordship is sensitive to such things. Soon, he may ask questions.”  
 
    Saburo walked onwards, gaze quietly fixed upon the ground.  
 
    “Were my lord to hear of the presence of such unusual visitors on his lands, there would be trouble. I am head retainer to his lordship. Forgive me, but I believe all interests are best served if you depart before his lordship learns of your presence.” Saburo turned and gave a solemn bow to his guest. “I must ask you all to leave immediately. I will escort you to the edge of my lord’s lands.” 
 
    Kuno understood. He bowed regretfully in return. 
 
    “I regret that we have unbalanced the harmony of your home, Saburo san.” 
 
    Saburo paused – eyes closed. “On the contrary. You have provided a moment of calm.” The man nodded softly. “A moment of focus.” 
 
    Saburo moved onwards, back towards his house. Kuno turned for a moment and looked back at the village. 
 
    Villagers were standing in their doors, looking at him. There was a strange, sick glimmer of hope in their eyes – and then they all turned aside in guilt, swiftly vanishing indoors. 
 
    Frowning, Kuno followed after Saburo, feeling his own thoughts moving along troubled paths. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Breakfast had been a strange and hurried affair – rice porridge served by the old house keeper, who merely sat looking glumly at the floor. Sura kept an eye upon events – for once, she was keeping oddly quiet. The fox quaffed her porridge swiftly then kitted herself out in travelling gear: her orange-laced cuirass and a folded cap. She riffled through a stack of fu papers and stashed them in her robes and up each sleeve. The fox was waiting by the door as the others finally put on their gear.  
 
    Saburo led his visitors quietly through the village. Daitanishi bobbed in mid-air, looking about in puzzlement. The whole village seemed deserted – the peasants hiding indoors. The air felt suddenly tense and jittery with unseen threat. Sura walked amiably along, her thoughts betrayed only by an occasional curl of her tail. 
 
    Crossing the road they made their way to a narrow path that threaded northwest, away through the woods. Saburo quietly took his visitors down strange, rank dells and around tangled thickets, along paths long hidden from the sun. No birds stirred in these woods – no insects sang. The place seemed thick with a brooding, watchful sense of oppression. The elementals clung to Chiri, looking about themselves in nervous, wary caution.  
 
    After an hour upon the trail, the pathway finally emerged into open sunlight. Chiri, Sura, Tonbo and Kuno all straightened their backs, breathing more easily as they left the weird, twisted trees behind them. 
 
    They had come out of the forest at the bottom of a great, high hummock of rock. The rock was almost sheer, climbing upwards to the mountain in the north.  
 
    Saburo walked taller, with an easier gait. It was as though a vast weight had left him. The elementals emerged back into the open air. They circled carefully as the group walked onward, up to the crest of a little grassy hill.  
 
    The hill looked out across the top of the forest. The ruined castle could be seen in the distance with the mountain looming behind it. Saburo guided his guests to a jumble of fallen rock, then paused to gaze off towards the west.  
 
    A spectacular cleft in the rock ran far back into the mountain. The edges were clean – almost vertical, as though the mountain had been struck by a titanic sword. Saburo gestured towards it, nodding softly.  
 
    “This is the side of our mountain. There was an earthquake here two years ago. The mountain itself cracked! But the lines of colour in the rock are most majestic.”  
 
    The man gazed at the cleft for a moment. Finally he turned to his guests and gave a regretful bow. 
 
    “This is the edge of my lord’s lands. Once I see you move onwards, I shall depart.” 
 
    Sura gave an artful stretch, yawning. She looked out over the open grasslands to the west. 
 
    “You did not take us by the road, Saburo san.” 
 
    “The road does not have such views, honoured priestess.” 
 
    Chiri turned and admired the vast cleft sliced through the mountainside. She breathed the clean, cool air. 
 
    “The view is indeed magnificent.” 
 
    Saburo inclined his head. “Yes, honoured shugenja. I trust you of all people will appreciate what can be seen.”  
 
    The man turned and stood looking back towards the castle and forest. He quietly ordered his robes, settling his sword in his belt. 
 
    “My friends – it is with deepest apologies that I must now bid you goodbye. I wish things could have been otherwise.” 
 
    Tonbo bowed. 
 
    “We are sorry if we caused you trouble.” 
 
    Saburo turned to his guests and bowed. 
 
    “Good fortune, spirit hunters.” 
 
    Sura bowed to the man and shouldered her spear. She headed off to the west with Daitanishi floating at her side. Chiri and Tonbo made their bows. They followed after Sura with Bifuuko settling into place in Chiri’s long white hair.  
 
    Kuno lingered for a moment. He turned to Saburo and motioned to the other man’s sword.  
 
    “We never had our match, Saburo san.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is for the best.” 
 
    Saburo turned and looked out over the grass – off towards the sunlit world beyond. 
 
    “In ten long years, few things have given me more pleasure than your company, Kuno san.” Saburo quietly produced a folded paper and handed it to Kuno. 
 
    “For you, Kuno san. In the hopes that you will remember well.” 
 
    “I thank you, Saburo san.” Kuno bowed in absolute respect. “You are a peerless samurai.” 
 
    Kuno walked on after his companions. Saburo watched them go. Finally he turned and marched back into the forest, vanishing from view. 
 
    Sura found a big grey boulder jutting from the ground. She stood atop the rock as her friends walked past, and kept an eye upon the forest. When she was quite certain Saburo had gone, the fox jumped down. She strolled over to Kuno, trying to peek at the paper he held in his hand. 
 
    “Hey Kuno. Whatcha got?” 
 
    The man ceremoniously unfolded the paper. As the others gathered around him, he read the paper in silence.  
 
    He was deeply moved. He held out the paper, and quietly read it to his friends. 
 
      
 
    “The cup lies empty. 
 
    Yet still the spring wells upward. 
 
    Unseen bonds tie true.” 
 
      
 
    Kuno let the paper droop in his hands. He closed his eyes. 
 
    “It is a poem about friendship.” 
 
    Sura took hold of the poem and considered it at arm’s reach. 
 
    “He mixed his metaphors. An artist after your own heart.” 
 
    Kuno flicked a cool glance at the fox. 
 
    “Sura san – this is neither the time nor the place…” 
 
    “This is exactly the time.” Sura was suddenly all business. “Your friend made a big point about getting us out of harm’s way, away from his lord. He also made a big point about not waiting to see if we were really gone.” The fox’s tail made a sly little flick. “He’s given us the opportunity to go back if we want to.” 
 
    Tonbo rested the butt of his tetsubo on the ground. He looked back towards the ruined castle. 
 
    “He wants us to investigate.” 
 
    Kuno was decidedly uncomfortable with the whole idea.  
 
    “He has been our host. How can we trespass upon his duty?” 
 
    Chiri politely bowed to Kuno.  
 
    “Forgive me, Kuno san, but we have a duty of our own. A sworn oath to the ghost of the shrine girl – and a duty to our fellow beings. In this case, personal feelings must bow to duty and our mission.” 
 
    Kuno heard her, and found he must agree. He nodded softly. 
 
    “Yes, Chiri san. You are perfectly correct.” He gave the rat spirit a formal bow. 
 
    “I thank you for pointing out my error.” 
 
    Kuno walked over to Sura’s boulder and sat. He looked back towards the forest in thought, trying to properly frame the actions of Kuraika nō Saburo. 
 
    Kuno quietly stroked at his moustache. 
 
    “He has been drawing a careful line for us. A line of honour.” Kuno leaned both hands upon his sword. He bowed his shoulders, feeling great sympathy for Saburo’s troubled heart. “He has issued no warning that might contravene his duty to his lord – and yet, he invites us onward…” 
 
    Tonbo pushed back his helmet and gave a frown. 
 
    “Hmph. How bad could this lord be? Saburo is a samurai. He could protest his lord’s actions with his own death.” 
 
    Kuno’s voice was filled with sadness. “Unless it seems that duty is better served by one’s continued life…” He looked quietly off towards the village. “No escape – even in honourable seppuku… An existence almost too painful to endure…” 
 
    Sura still had the poem in her hands. She held it up against the sunlight, carefully checking the paper for marks. 
 
    “There’s no invisible ink…” She re-read the poem and thoughtfully tapped her chin. “Cups, wells and bonds…? He screwed up his metaphors deliberately. This is definitely a message.” 
 
    Chiri could only shrug. “But what is the message?” 
 
    Sura wrinkled her nose, carefully studying the paper. “I haven’t got a clue.” She gave a shrug. “But I’ll figure out! The fox is sharp – the fox is wise…” 
 
    Kuno arose and walked a little way aside. He scanned the open grasslands, then turned to gaze towards the rocky slopes of the mountain. 
 
    “He was quite keen on us enjoying the view.” Kuno looked towards the great slit in the mountain rock. “The rock cleft was recently made.” 
 
    Tonbo slung his tetsubo over his shoulder and headed for the cleft, armour clanking as he marched. 
 
    “Then there is duty to be done.”  
 
    Sura led the way forward, keeping a fold of ground between their path and the forest. She flitted into the boulders at the edge of the mountain, and clambered upwards, taking a close look at the cleft. 
 
    The mountain presented an almost sheer cliff face. But the cleft cracked clean through the mountain to the far side. Although at first glance it seemed smooth as polished steel, a careful inspection showed little cracks and ridges. It was a fair climb – fifty paces at least. But the top of the cleft led to a long saddle of the mountain that seemed to run all the way over behind lord Akaishin’s castle.  
 
    The crack was narrow – but that might make it all the more climbable. Sura clambered up through a jumble of rocks to reach the bottom of the crack, and planted her hands on the stone face to either side. She patted at the rock in great approval. 
 
    “Yup! We’ll shinny up here! Then we can get a bird’s eye view down into that castle!” 
 
    Tonbo looked up the narrow crevasse and frowned.  
 
    “This is a dangerous area. I do not want to be without weapons and armour.” 
 
    “We’ll have ‘em!” 
 
    “That’s a hundred paces high. How are we getting weapons and gear up there?” 
 
    The fox began tying back her sleeves, making ready to climb. “Oooh – I have a plan!” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I always have a plan. It’s a fox thing!”  
 
    Sura left her breastplate, spear and backpack stacked neatly against the rocks. Chiri began readying herself to climb, but Sura tapped her on the arm. 
 
    “No no – remember! I have a plan!” 
 
    “Which involves me?” 
 
    “Oh yes! Absolutely!” 
 
    Sura, led the way aloft, climbing like a rather lanky monkey. She moved with great care, pioneering a route for Kuno and Tonbo behind her. Daitanishi hovered beside Sura as she climbed, a critical look upon his face as though judging her technique. Sura finally made her way to the very top, and lay down on her belly at the crest. She reached down to help Kuno and Tonbo with the last part of the climb, hauling them up onto the bare rocks above.  
 
    Bringing up the armour, packs and weapons took rather longer. Sura drew out a reel of tough silk cord kept for repairs to Kuno’s high-fashion armour. Daitanishi carried one end down to Chiri, who waited in the bottom of the crevasse. One by one, weapons and pieces of armour were drawn to the top while the backpacks were left safely hidden in the rocks below. Chiri came aloft with the last load, sitting upon her own bundled clothing in her animal form. The little white rat had Bifuuko clamped onto her back as a lifeguard, and fended off the side of the cliff with her feet. 
 
    She was not amused. The rat gratefully swarmed across onto solid rock to join the others. She shivered and rapidly groomed her fur. 
 
    “I fail to see why I am the one that always has to be dangling on the end of a string!” 
 
    Sura helped the rat spirit change into her human form and dress. 
 
    “Hey! You’re svelte! You’re petit! You’re gullible!” The fox tugged Chiri’s robes into place. “There we are! Right – let’s go check out this castle.” 
 
    Sura chucked Chiri on the shoulder, then took up her spear and lead the way off along the top of the cliffs. She kept low, picking forward between rocks and boulders. The others came after her, moving with stealth and keeping well back from the precipice. 
 
    After half a ri, they at last came level with the castle on the rocky ridge just below.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sura crept forward to the cliff’s edge. She drew her kodachi and used the blade as a mirror, peering down the cliff to make certain the coast was clear. She signalled the others to join her and wriggled on her belly to poke her nose over the precipice. 
 
    The others crawled over to her side, with Bifuuko and Daitanishi wriggling in beside them. All six gazed down at the castle fifty paces below, where the whole compound spread out before them.  
 
    The castle stood atop a hefty ridge of rock and earth that backed against the cliff. A deep ditch fronted an earthen rampart topped with a palisade. Wooden firing towers had been placed about the walls, all of them surrounding a wide compound dotted with buildings, brush and weeds.  
 
    Fully armoured samurai stood guard on towers and spaced about the walls. The men’s helmets all included full iron masks. Small groups of samurai marched on patrol - all fully armoured and well-armed. 
 
    The main compound had an inner zone sealed off by yet more palisades. A huge, ugly set of buildings stood on a raised earth mound. There was a huge blocky building three stories tall – a black thing of wood and old black tiles, with rooves staggered like a pagoda. The upper roof had all but fallen-in. More sections of roof linked across to another building just behind – a small tower with a high-pitched cap of tiles. Grass from wind-blown seeds grew yellow from the rooftops, and the whole area was filled with sickly weeds.  
 
    The forepart of the castle held a horrible little shanty town. A bamboo fence surrounded a dozen lean-tos made from old grass mats, mud and broken tiles. Listless figures sat about the huts – some cooking, others merely staring at the ground. All seemed to have ragged bandages wrapped about their forearms. 
 
    Sura took careful stock, trying to make a count of the garrison. 
 
    “Yeah… Alright – so we have what looks like samurai on the walls… And villagers in the front compound?” The fox caught sight of a second patrol of samurai just outside the big three-story building to the rear. “I make it… two dozen villagers. Maybe thirty visible samurai.” 
 
    Kuno scowled. 
 
    “Saburo san said he was the only remaining retainer.” 
 
    The fox nodded – her eyes on the buildings down below. “He said he was the only living retainer. Note the wording.” 
 
    There were a few banners here and there – old and unloved. Sura inspected the flags that stood outside the huge three-story tower. 
 
    “That’s the same mon as Saburo...” 
 
    Chiri pointed to a group of samurai on patrol nearby. One had a distinctively different mon on an old banner trailing from its spear.  
 
    “I also see the Ichiro mon.” Many of the samurai wore badger masks as part of their armour. “There are badgers here!” 
 
    Keeping carefully in cover, Sura took a closer look at the masks and armour of the men on the nearest wall. 
 
    “Let’s see… Badger – badger – badger – badger…” Another man had an entirely different face mask. “Hmm! A snake!” 
 
    She sat herself down in thought. 
 
    “Yeah – that’s a lot of muscle for a deserted castle.” 
 
    Down in the front compound, samurai pulled two dead bodies out of hovels. They hauled the lolling corpses by their heels, dragging them over to a cart and tossing them on board. 
 
    It seemed to be the cart that Sura and Chiri had encountered in the forest the night before. A dozen cadavers were already aboard – most already rotted down almost into skeletons.  
 
    Six samurai took hold of the cart. They moved it over to the big building at the back of the castle, then dragged it in through the doors.  
 
    Interesting… 
 
    The Spirit Hunters drew back and sat together in the shelter of the rocks to consider the problem at hand. 
 
    Kuno gave a scowl. “Lord Akaishin will probably be inside the large building at the rear. It seems to be the largest proper structure.” 
 
    Sura folded her arms, picturing the castle clearly in her head. 
 
    “Alright. But we want to bypass that open compound. Even in animal form, we might be seen…” 
 
    Tonbo looked dubious.  
 
    “Difficult. How do we enter?” 
 
    Chiri sat deep in thought. She finally turned to Daitanishi and murmured quietly to the little creature. The rock mused for a moment, nodded and then pointed back towards the castle. Chiri bowed and thanked him. 
 
    The rat spirit turned to her friends. 
 
    “The earthquake opened many cracks in the mountains. They extend beneath the castle itself. The mountain kami may have been deeply angered by Lord Akaishin.” 
 
    Daitanishi nodded to the others in confirmation. He floated over to a select patch of the mountain rock, settled down and somehow merged with the mountain, vanishing out of sight. 
 
    The rock was gone for several long minutes. He re-emerged suddenly almost directly beneath Sura’s rear, wriggling her aside. The earth elemental flitted across to Chiri and the two conferred at length. Chiri nodded, thanked Daitanishi sincerely, then gave the others her report. 
 
    “The castle lord’s dark magic has angered the mountain kami. The kami has agreed to help us find our way. A fault-line runs beneath the large tower, and she can take us to the chambers underneath. But we must respect her home.” The rat gave a little bow. “Please be polite and touch nothing.” 
 
    It seemed the best possible plan. Sura, Kuno and Tonbo looked to one another, shrugged, then looked back the rat spirit. They all nodded in agreement. 
 
    Chiri arose and walked to a clear patch of ground. She carefully poured water from her drinking flask, cleaning a patch of rock. Kneeling down with Bifuuko and Daitanishi at her side, the rat spirit bowed softly, then clapped her hands. 
 
    The summonation spell took an immense effort. Chiri slowly stood, drawing power in from the air around her – from the rocks and the mountain. An unseen wind lifted up her hair, robes whipping about her as she stepped forward into the sanctified patch of rock.  
 
      
 
    “I clap hands. I clap hands. I bow to the cardinal corners.  
 
    I bow to the north, to the spirits of the north.  
 
    I bow to the south, to the spirits of the south.  
 
    To the west and to the east, I ask for aid.” 
 
      
 
    Chiri was drawing on all of her reserves of power. She shook – the strain making her stagger. The rat straightened, gathered herself, and forced her hands into a mundra. Power arced and crackled all about her fur.  
 
      
 
    “Guardian of the mountain rock, 
 
    Spirit of the mountainside. 
 
    We humbly bow before your might. 
 
    Onward be our guide.” 
 
      
 
    The beautiful rat spirit blasted a bolt of magic down into the rock between her feet – down into the heart of the mountain. She gasped with the effort, staggering back. Kuno flashed forward and steadied her as she almost tripped and fell. 
 
    There was a long moment’s silence. Wind moved past the distant peak of the mountain. Chiri panted, hanging her head. She slowly pulled her hair back from her face. 
 
    Sura rose and looked about, suddenly alert. An instant later, the rock shook beneath their feet. A crack appeared just in front of Chiri, splitting open with startling speed.  
 
    A hiss of dust and steam jetted up out of the crack. The split in the rock creaked open until it was three paces wide, plunging deep into the very heart of the mountain. 
 
    A marvellous creature appeared: a stunning shape like a praying mantis fashioned from clear green rock crystals. Four times as long as a man was tall, and with light sparkling from a thousand facets, the kami of the mountain slowly crept forth and let its head emerge into the light. 
 
    The creature looked to Chiri, who bowed deeply. The other Spirit Hunters knelt and bowed formally, and the huge elemental acknowledged them with a tilt of its head.  
 
    Chiri spoke quietly to the kami in a language of creaks and hisses. The sound was something like pebbles falling onto rocks – or gravel sliding softly down a slope. The mountain kami listened carefully, then bobbed her head. She answered Chiri, her voice tinkling and clicking in the mountain air.  
 
    Chiri bowed to the creature, then turned to her companions. 
 
    “She has agreed to help us.” 
 
    Kuno looked to the Kami in awe. He bowed to the creature again – and then to Chiri. 
 
    “Chiri san – you are truly a most fascinating companion.” 
 
    The mountain kami planted herself inside the crack and forced it open wider with a great push of her feet. Chiri and Daitanishi approached, peered down into the crevice, and beckoned the others to follow.  
 
    “The honoured kami will open a path beneath the keep. She will cooperate for only a limited time. Please do not tarry.” 
 
    The Spirit Hunters approached the passage that now lead down into the mountain. A twisting, rocky shaft slanted down into the depth, walls glittering with tiny points of light. Chiri took the lead with Bifuuko and Daitanishi, easing herself down the rocky passage. Tonbo came behind her, looking about in interest. 
 
    Sura edged over to the crack in the rock and peered down, then took great interest in the kami. She looked the massive creature over, laughing as she saw herself reflected in the facets of its crystals. 
 
    “Wow – this thing’s damned pretty!” 
 
    Kuno nudged Sura onwards, trying to maintain an air of absolute respect. 
 
    “Sura!” 
 
    The fox shrugged. “Well, I like bugs…!” 
 
    Kuno hurried her on into the deep crack in the rock. The kami followed after them, drawing the entrance closed and shutting out the light. 
 
    The crack was woefully narrow, slanting down into a dim fairyland lit by tiny pinpoints of glowing quartz. The Spirit Hunters climbed downward, surrounded by a growing horde of little earth elementals. The creatures were fascinated by their visitors – most particularly Sura, who gained a fan club of staring, excited spirits.  
 
    The mountain kami clambered along overhead, walking upside down upon the ceiling. The creature forged ahead and led the way past several small side passages. Sura caught fascinating glimpses of life inside the caves and crevices. Little skeletal lizards made of crystal clung to the walls. Earth elementals shaped like crystal beetles arranged miniature nests of glowing gems. Sura saw a great vein of gold in the wall just above, and craned her neck, staring at it in sheer amazement. She leaned in to blow away some dust and admire its shine. 
 
    “Wow! Are you guys seeing this?” 
 
    Tonbo smacked Sura’s hand before she could touch the wall. 
 
    “Don’t make me spank you.” 
 
    “Relax! This place is amazing!” 
 
    Sura walked onwards, extending her hands so that crystal lizards and little elementals could climb aboard. Her voice echoed down the tunnels as she climbed happily down into the mountain. 
 
    “Ooh! Some of these things tickle…!” 
 
    Eventually the kami halted. The wall in front of it split slowly open, making a new passageway that led into darkness. Little elementals emerged from walls, lighting the way for their guests. The kami stalked forward, shouldering the passage wider. Chiri clambered after the creature, looking carefully about herself as she moved on into the gloom.  
 
    The kami moved forward with irascible certainty. After a long, slow march, the creature finally halted, feeling at the earth just ahead. The creature seemed to give an irritable glower, disliking the feel of the earth all around it. The little earth elementals all scuttled back and away, anxious to keep far from this end of the tunnel. 
 
    The mountain kami plunged its claws into the dirt and rubble just ahead, and pulled the earth open in front of it. Bifuuko glowed, and light shone into a great broad, square space just beyond. 
 
    It was a basement, with a ceiling made by the dark, heavy floorboards of another room above. 
 
    Chiri crept carefully forward, her nose questing. There was a horrible stink in the air, but no sign of movement. The rat spirit moved out of the tunnel, Bifuuko and Daitanishi fanning out on guard. 
 
    The kami held open the passage as the other Spirit Hunters sidled past. They moved out into what must have been a wide cellar underneath the main castle tower. Sura removed a last crystal lizard from her shoulder and released it back into the tunnel, waving the little creature goodbye. She kept her voice a whisper, not wanting to disturb the dark. 
 
    “Well that was new!” 
 
    Drained by her spell, Chiri waited to one side. She bowed to the mountain kami in gratitude. The creature began to withdraw, starting to close the tunnel. Sura suddenly waved her hands and ran forward to stop it before it could go. She pulled out a flask of sakē from her robes and presented it to the kami. 
 
    “Wait wait wait! For you! Thank you!” 
 
    The mantis-like kami looked at the sakē bottle in bemusement, then seemed quite pleased. Sura, Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno all bowed to the glittering spirit. The kami nodded one last time in return then withdrew into the tunnel. The entrance ground shut, sealing seamlessly behind it. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters were left in the dark, broad basement. Wooden steps led up to a trapdoor in the ceiling. The entire place was festooned with ropes of cellar mould.  
 
    Sura looked around the great, rank space, sniffing at the air. She kept her voice to the barest whisper. 
 
    “Um… So where exactly are we?” 
 
    Tonbo quietly inspected the huge, square room. He murmured quietly into Sura’s ear. 
 
    “These are the storage cellars below the main basement. Above us will be a few small rooms below the ground floor. Stairs will go up to the big tower and the lord’s apartments.” 
 
    Chiri looked up at the ceiling. “What is usually stored inside the basement?” 
 
    “Nothing. A few small rooms. Armouries, food and water.”  
 
    Tonbo moved with a stealth that belied his great size. He listened at the bottom of the stairs, then finally nodded. 
 
    “It’s silent. The room above must be totally empty.” 
 
    Sura motioned everyone to silence. She crept carefully up the steps with Tonbo just behind. Listening carefully with one pointed ear against the trapdoor, she heard nothing – no movement – not even the sound of distant speech.  
 
    Sura took her time, listening repeatedly – moving her head to another place and planting her ear against the floorboards. Tonbo jerked his face towards the trapdoor. 
 
    “We should not linger here.” 
 
    “Do you mind? I’m trying to hear if anybody’s up there!” 
 
    “I have already checked.” 
 
    “Well I’m just checking for myself!” Sura thrashed her tail. “Hey – big samurai – stealthy fox! The fox is a sleek creature, known for her wily ways, her attractive rear and for surviving on her wits!” 
 
    Tonbo glowered. “Just open the door!” 
 
    “Oh fine!”  
 
    The fox motioned the others to silence, and Bifuuko shut off her little light. Moving with great care, Sura raised the trapdoor up by a tiny crack. 
 
    The space beyond the trapdoor seemed large and gloomy, lit by only a few slivers of daylight. The fox lifted the trapdoor higher, and stuck her nose up into the room above. 
 
    The room above was enormous – a cellar as wide and long as the entire massive tower.  
 
    The room was entirely filled with skeletons. 
 
    They stood in ranks, packed shoulder to shoulder. There were phalanxes of skeletons in samurai armour, and others dressed as foot soldiers. Yet more packed over by the stairs wore decayed old civilian clothes. They were all armed, all standing to attention, and all staring off towards the far end of the hall.  
 
    Thousands of them… 
 
    Tonbo whispered from the steps behind Sura’s tail. 
 
    “Is it empty?” 
 
    Sura kept perfectly still. 
 
    “Not so much. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    Sura ducked, shutting the trapdoor. She swiftly shooed Tonbo back down the stairs then grabbed hold of the others. The fox waved her hand in astonishment at the ceiling. Chiri could only blink at her in the gloom. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Skeleton warriors! There must be ten thousand of them!” 
 
    They all stared up at the floorboards. There was still no sound of movement – Sura had clearly not been spotted. The group retreated to the cellar floor and gathered together beneath Bifuuko’s little glow.  
 
    Kuno knelt, hand on sword, keeping a wary eye upon the trapdoor above. He kept his voice to a whisper. 
 
    “We now know why Lord Akaishin wants no visitors.” 
 
    Sura’s mood was dark with anger. 
 
    “He probably processes anyone he catches into more undead. That’s why Saburo coaxed us into leaving.” 
 
    Chiri nodded softly. 
 
    “This Lord Akaishin must have used the Oni’s blood to give himself powers of blood magic. He has been raising an army.” 
 
    Tonbo frowned. “Why does he want an army?” 
 
    Sura considered, keeping her gaze fixed on the ceiling. 
 
    “Yeah… I’m guessing he has some serious expansion plans…” The fox stroked at her chin. “Hmm… So what do we do? Chiri and I could switch to animal form, then go and scout.” 
 
    Tonbo kept a tight grip upon his tetsubo. “No. We must stay together. The enemy is powerful.” 
 
    Sura cocked an eye towards the back wall of the cellar. There was no sign of the passage back into the mountain. “Can we even retreat?” 
 
    Chiri looked quite exhausted. She glanced back at the wall, then shook her head in apology. 
 
    “It would take too great effort to bring back the mountain kami.” 
 
    Kuno gave a stern, martial nod. 
 
    “Forward, then. We must confront this Lord Akaishin.” 
 
    Sura moved carefully up the stairs again. She quietly lifted the wooden hatch, and peeked through.  
 
    The huge army of skeletons were all facing away from the trapdoor, which seemed to be set part way along the rear wall. There were more steps heading up to the ground level of the tower – some light filtered down the stairs. Sura craned her head to look about, then crept carefully back down to her friends. 
 
    “I’m not sensing much in the way of spirits out there. These skeletons aren’t independent of will. We might be able to sneak past them and up the stairs.’ 
 
    Chiri nodded. “The ones in the forest tried to track us by scent.” The rat rubbed at her temples. “I will use a spell to hide our scent and noise, but my power is sadly drained.” 
 
    It seemed the best possible course before them. Chiri bowed her head and quietly drew power from herself, letting it drift in a haze that surrounded Bifuuko. The air elemental whirred her wings, expanding the bubble softly and slowly. Soon an insubstantial zone a dozen paces wide spread all about the gleaming little being.  
 
    Inside the zone, all sounds were dulled to silence. The Spirit Hunters gathered together beneath Bifuuko. With Sura in the lead they crept carefully up the stairs.  
 
    Inside the great hall of skeletons, footsteps clanked from above. Two skeletons in samurai armour came down the stairs from the ground floor, escorting a dozen other skeletons with freshly painted symbols written in blood. These all carried simple spears – somewhat rusty, but newly sharpened. Led into place at the far end of the hall, the new spear men joined the ranks. The two samurai skeletons turned – walked back to the staircase, then mounted slowly up to vanish into the world above. 
 
    Sura emerged out of the trapdoor in the floor the instant the skeletal samurai were gone. Bifuuko came with her, spreading her zone of silence out above the stairs, while Daitanishi drifted off at ground level, peeking along the rows of skeletons and keeping an eye out for trouble. Kuno came forth – weapon at the ready. He assisted Chiri, who wilted with fatigue. The rat spirit breathed slowly and steadily, summoning up a slight but constant flow of power that rose to Bifuuko. Tonbo came behind them – towering above the ranks of skeletons. He looked off across the immense, dim hall, watching for the slightest motion. 
 
    Bifuuko moved above, shepherding them along, sealing scent and sound away from the open air. Sura walked forward carefully, taking stock of the room as she crept to the next set of stairs. 
 
    Some of the skeletons along the closest wall were different to the others. Their bones were wrapped in paper close-written with bloody spells, and a large jar capped with oiled silk had been lashed within each of their ribcages. Sura looked at the creatures in thought. She shooed her friends on to the upper floor, lingering behind. The fox crept backwards, thought for a moment, then flitted up the steps to catch up. 
 
    As the other Spirit Hunters carefully exited up through the next trap door, Sura hung back. She bent down and carefully planted fu papers beneath the highest step, then tucked another two between an overhead beam and the floor planks overhead. The fox dusted off her hands, took one last look over the huge hall with its massed ranks of skeletons, and hastened up through the hatchway.  
 
    The ground floor of the tower seemed deserted. Heavy wooden gates to the outside world were closed. Stairs led to the upper floors. The floor had been divided into three even spaces – a central, empty chamber, and two other rooms to either side. Tonbo moved to the door of one chamber, while Sura went to the next. Both rooms were dark and quiet. Arrow slits let in thin streams of light that revealed bales of old weapons and battle-damaged scraps of armour. There were clubs, mallets, and rusted spears in their hundreds.  
 
    Sura retreated back to the others. Chiri was all but spent. The silence spell about Bifuuko flickered and died. Kuno helped Chiri to rest, and passed her cold tea from his drinking flask. 
 
    Tonbo checked the gates. He caught Sura’s eye, indicating more stairs up to the next level. The fox nodded and flitted up, spear in hand, heading for the opening to the floor above.  
 
    She slowed and came to a stealthy halt. Using her kodachi’s blade as a mirror, she peeked it up to subtly inspect the area beyond.  
 
    It was hard to see... The zone above the stairs had dim lighting and walls made of blackened wood. But it seemed as if there were a few low, quiet shapes posted about the head of the stairs. Sura crept back to find the others hunkered down out of sight beneath the steps. 
 
    Sura whispered quietly. 
 
    “I think there are guards up on the next level. We’ll have to take them out.” She griped Chiri’s hand. “You’re drained?” 
 
    Chiri could only nod exhaustedly. Sura quietly beckoned Kuno over. 
 
    “Tonbo’s tetsubo should be effective against our skelly friends. Here – hold out your sword.” 
 
    Kuno presented his katana. Sura put her hands together, pointing two fingers on each hand. She concentrated, making power suddenly spring out between her palms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tao within and Tao without. 
 
    Spirit Blade!” 
 
      
 
    She opened her palms and swirled her hands, making glowing light hover in mid-air. The fox stroked the fingers of one hand along the side of Kuno’s sword, transferring power into the weapon. The blade took on a shimmering, pulsing gleam. 
 
    Sura nodded to him. Kuno held his sword, then looked at Sura’s spear. 
 
    “We’re not enchanting your spear?” 
 
    The fox waved the notion away. “I can only maintain one spirit blade. You’ll do the most damage.”  
 
    Tonbo fished about in the piles of armour scraps, picking up a samurai helmet with an Akaishin mon as a crest and a full, snarling iron mask. The big man knocked dirt out of the helmet and lashed it onto his head, tugging the worn laces tight. He nodded to the others, and took the lead at the bottom of the stairs. Kuno and Sura came behind. 
 
    Chiri gathered her robes. She came forward to whisper quietly.  
 
    “Be careful, my friends. Blood magic is terrifying. Every death makes it stronger. Do not spill blood if you can avoid it. The evil magician will draw on it as power.” 
 
    Tonbo nodded. He turned, looked up the stairs, and climbed. 
 
    Plodding up with a slow measured tread, he emerged into a room at the top.  
 
    Four skeletons clad in scuffed, dulled old armour knelt on guard by the hatchway. As Tonbo marched woodenly up the last of the steps, the four skeletons seemed to quiver. All turned to look at Tonbo, empty eye sockets gleaming above iron masks. But when they saw the Akaishin mon upon Tonbo’s old helmet, and the demonic face mask on his head, they turned their heads back to sit erect on guard. 
 
    As Tonbo started to move again one skeleton suddenly whipped its head about, catching his scent. It was far too late. The big man whipped his tetsubo down from his shoulder, smashing one skeleton’s helmet clean down through its ribs and into its pelvis. He shattered another with the iron ring on his weapon’s butt, crashing it through the skeleton’s neck. 
 
    The remaining two skeletons leapt into the attack. Tonbo parried a spear thrust and rammed forward, crashing one skeleton into another and tanging them together. The massive impact of his armoured chest against the skeletons cracked their bones, Tonbo punched his fist through the throat armour of the nearest enemy, shattering vertebrae and seizing hold of the neck of the one behind. He wrenched the skull clean off its spine and both skeletons collapsed in pieces, clattering across the floor. 
 
    Sura flitted up the stairs and knelt beside him, eyes on the corridors all around them. The fox patted Tonbo on the shoulder as he knelt, and whispered in approval. 
 
    “You do good work.” 
 
    The fight had been relatively silent. Sura checked the nearby corridors, trying to see if the fight had been overheard.  
 
    Paper screens and sliding doors separated this floor of the tower into narrow passages and large rooms. Sunlight streamed in through a broken wall at the far end of one passageway. 
 
    In the other direction, the corridor took a sharp left turn. Chiri and Kuno came up the stairs and moved carefully to the corner. They each looked around the bend, checking to make sure that the coast was clear. 
 
    They both stared – utterly blank with horror.  
 
    A few paces along the corridor, the sane, mortal world seemed to end. Floors and walls became a nightmarish landscape of fused skulls, flesh and bone. Stretched human skins, ribs and vertebrae… The walls looked as though dissolved corpses were somehow trying to escape out into the open.  
 
    Magical symbols had been painted in blood on the walls, floor and ceilings. Each symbol emitted a slight, sinister throb of dark power. At the far end of the corridor, stairs led up to the next level of the horrifying tower. Four more skeletons in samurai armour knelt there on guard. 
 
    Chiri took a step back, chilled to the bone. She looked towards her friends, face drained white. 
 
    “It is a piece of hell…” 
 
    Sura had moved to the other end of the passage, peering out through the broken wall to the outside world. The fox whispered, urgently waving a beckoning hand.  
 
    “Guys? If you like that, you’re going to love this…” 
 
    Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri crept over to Sura’s side. All kept in cover and peered out through the broken tower wall.  
 
    They looked down into the area behind the main building. A walkway covered with tiled rooves led across to the base of a ruined tower.  
 
    The ruined building was one large, open space, with a shattered floor leading into its cellar. The yawning cellar was dominated by a huge jade cauldron, big enough to drown an ox. 
 
    The vast, hellish bowl was filled with blood. 
 
    Two corpses hung from hooks above the pool, blood slowly draining into the cauldron. Skeletal samurai stood on guard within the tower. Other skeletons shuffled in bearing blood-filled bowls. They climbed steps and poured the blood into the cauldron, feeding the horrendous, turgid pool. 
 
    Kuno stared, almost blank with horror. 
 
    “The Lord of Blood…” 
 
    Sura looked over the ruined tower, sickened and revolted. Her ears were flat with anger. 
 
    “They must be milking the villagers for blood. That’s why they all look so pale.” She moved to look through the gaps in the other building’s roof, trying to get a better look at the cellar. “Those dead guys look like merchants… They might be ambushing people on the local roads.” 
 
    Tonbo glowered. 
 
    “Every dead body is another soldier for Lord Akaishin’s army.” 
 
    Sura dropped back down and sat on the floor, looking back along the corridor. The fox tried to forget the corpses and the blood. She thrashed her tail, then whispered to her friends. 
 
    “Right – I can’t see their lord down there. He might be up here on the top floor. That would explain the guards.” 
 
    Chiri looked back towards the terrible passageway with its skulls, bones and blood. 
 
    “We cannot risk the ward symbols in the corridor.” 
 
    Sura rose and went to a paper panelled wall nearby. She pulled a throwing spike from her sleeve and pierced a little hole in the paper, peering carefully through. She made a satisfied noise, then drew out her kodachi and quietly cut open the panel. 
 
    The room on the far side was dim and dank, with bare wooden floors and what looked like bales and boxes of stolen goods. There were jars of oil and bales of rough cloth. Sura checked the coast was clear, and leaned back to whisper softly. 
 
    “The walls are all paper screens! We just punch holes through the walls and bypass the corridor.” She ducked down and moved into the musty room. “See – lateral thinking! Come on!” 
 
    The fox trod on the room’s wooden floor.  
 
    The boards were a trap. They moved against each other, making a loud squeak that could be heard all through the tower. Sura froze in shock – ludicrously poised on one foot. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters waited – frozen – watching the passageway ahead. But nothing moved – there was no sound of any alarm. Alone in the empty room, Sura slowly eased onto both feet, breathing out a silent little sigh of relief. 
 
    The paper wall beyond her burst as four skeletons in full armour leapt through, sword gleaming. They flung themselves straight at Sura, leaping up and over jars of oil. Sura dropped to one foot and caught a skeleton mid-breastplate with her spear. The blade pierced clean through until its crossblades caught, but the skeleton remained unharmed. A sword slashed wildly at Sura as the fox desperately tried to pull her weapon free. 
 
    The other skeletons attacked. Sura swung her jammed spear about and thrust one skeleton into the way of another, pushing both back through a pile of oil jars, which shattered. Skeletons slithered – but two more raged towards the fox. Sura drew her kodachi left handed and caught a sword that flashed at her head. Glancing the blow aside she somehow shoved herself free. 
 
    Tonbo burst through the wall beside her and pulverised a skeleton with a crash of his tetsubo. He parried a sword blow, wrenched the weapon aside with a spin of the iron staff and shattered another skeleton’s shoulder, neck and ribs. Bones scattered as he savagely kicked the remains aside. Sura yelled for help – still keeping two skeletons pinned. She finally managed to jerk her spear point free and slammed the weapon into one’s neck, decapitating it and sending the snarling skull crashing across the floor. 
 
    More skeletons came charging down the corridor outside. Kuno surged forward, meeting them head to head, then flashed out his enchanted sword. The blade sliced clean through bone, the enchantment making skeletons blaze and crumble apart. As more skeletons burst through a paper wall beside him, Chiri ran forward. The rat hacked off a skeleton’s hand with her natagama, and fought desperately to keep a pair of enemies at bay. Daitanishi and Bifuuko swerved around her, flying at the faces of skeletons and trying to drive them back.  
 
    Chiri decapitated a skeleton, then dodged wildly aside, tripping over as the other lunged at her with its sword. Kuro whirled, sliced off the skeleton’s arms then ran it through, the bones burning and flashing apart. He helped Chiri back onto her feet as Sura and Tonbo smashed down another wood and paper wall, hammering down skeletons tangled in the paper. 
 
    Bony feet tramped on the steps leading from below. The Spirit Hunters shattered more skeletons in front of them and drove forward to the stairwell. Skeletal warriors began to charge up the stairs from the lower tower, spear points lunging as they tried to storm over the intruders.  
 
    Two strange skeletons came stalking down the terrible corridor of bones. Painted with symbols, each one had a jar lashed inside its ribcage. They opened their hands, and blood rose up out of the jars. Moments later the blood solidified into long, flashing tentacles that whipped through the air, tangling about Tonbo. Other tentacles missed Chiri as she dove back.  
 
    One of the tentacles fastened onto Tonbo squeezed tightly around his throat. 
 
    Kuno cut down through a spear that lunged at him from the stairwell. He leapt sideways and sliced down into the blood tentacles, his enchanted blade cutting clean through. Tonbo staggered free. 
 
    Sura tried to fend off the rush from below, her spear parrying and crashing weapons aside. The stairs were packed with skeletons, and the whole floor below swarmed with bony shapes. The fox pinned a skeleton with her spear, wrenched the orange blade and cracked the enemy apart – then looked up to see the undead sorcerers. One was drawing blood out of its jar and crystallising it into a savage dart. The dart glowed, then streaked straight toward Kuno at frightening speed. Sura whirled, fu paper in hand, and hurtled the paper between Kuno and the attack. 
 
      
 
    “Shield!” 
 
      
 
    Bolt and paper blazed, consumed in a brilliant flash of power. Freed from the tentacles, Tonbo stormed forward and slammed straight into the two skeletal sorcerers. He smashed them apart in a wild fury, scattering blood jars and bones. As more skeletons came thundering down from the stairs above, he ran forward into the terrible corridor of flesh and skulls, crashing into the skeletons, smashing helmets and skulls, shattering ribcages with terrible blows of his tetsubo. 
 
    One skeleton had been only half destroyed. It crawled after Tonbo as he battled deeper down the corridor. The broken skeleton hauled a sword, ready to slice at Tonbo from behind. Chiri raced in and hacked one natagama down into the monster’s neck, smashing the skull free from the other bones. The skeleton collapsed. Chiri staggered to her feet, and lurched against the vile wall of decay.  
 
    Rotting arms in the wall suddenly lunged out and seized her. The rat barely had time to scream as a blow crashed against her head. A moment later she was pulled straight into the wall. Sura screamed a warning to Tonbo. The big man whirled, but Chiri was gone.  
 
    A packed mass of skeletons rampaged up the stairs, driving Kuno and Sura back. Sura called across to Kuno, running a few paces back. 
 
    “Hold them!” 
 
    Sura turned, spear whirling as she cut towards the four principal directions, air glowing as the spear point whipped around her. She then cut the glowing ideograph for ‘purity’, leaving it shimmering in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Frame unworthy, fill with Tao. At one with heart and soul! 
 
      
 
    Purity blast!” 
 
      
 
    A pulse of energy blasted outwards from Sura’s spear point, rocking her back. The light smashed into the skeleton samurai that crammed the stairs. The impact shattered them into bone fragments, ploughing them back down the stairs as Sura staggered forward, fighting the spell’s ferocious kick-back. Pace by pace, she fought her way forward. Skeletons blasted apart in their dozens, shards of bone and old armour flying through the air. The fox battled desperately to keep the spell firing down the stairs. 
 
    “Tonbo! Get Chiri!” 
 
    Tonbo whirled and crashed his tetsubo into the horrible writhing wall. Bone and rot shattered wetly away. The huge man smashed at grasping corpse hands, then leapt through the wall, breaking it apart. He staggered into another hall. Chiri’s weapons lay on the empty floor. Bifuuko and Daitanishi dashed through into the room, whirling about in a panic. But Chiri was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Daylight glimmered; the hall led back towards the rear wall of the tower, where broken beams opened out onto the outside world. But the ceiling fell – wreckage came thundering in from above – roof beams, floor boards and tiles. Tonbo tried to push forward, but fell back as yet more deadly debris came crashing from above. Bifuuko and Daitanishi darted forward, but the corridor was completely blocked. Tonbo snatched up Chiri’s fallen weapons and retreated back through the broken wall. 
 
    At the stair well, Sura fought to the edge of the steps and hosed light down into the churning mass of skeletons. She dodged a spear hurtled at her from the chaos below, the blade almost cutting her cheek. The spell was exhausting her, draining energy at a horrifying rate. She tried to somehow maintain the raw force of the stream. 
 
    Kuno was beside her, slicing into skeletons that came racing. He fought his way towards Tonbo, ducking past rotting hands that flailed out from the horrifying walls. Sura yelled to the two men as she poured magical devastation down the stairs. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “We can’t find Chiri.” 
 
    Sura shook sweat from her eyes, arms shaking. “We need a way out! Whatever you’re doing, do it fast!” The fox’s spell suddenly sputtered, the light blinking rapidly then suddenly vanishing. “Crap! So much for purity!” 
 
    She slung a fistful of fu papers at the stairwell, letting them plant themselves in a ragged square. The fox fell back, dragging out her last reserves of power. 
 
      
 
    “Shield!” 
 
      
 
    A shimmering shield of force sprung up to block the stairwell. The skeletons came flooding back upstairs, and the floor immediately began to shake. Spears and axes crashed against the old floorboards, cracking the wood. Sura fell back, seeing Tonbo and Kuno running towards her from the dark. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were on their heels. Tonbo yelled to Sura as he ran. 
 
    “They’ve taken her to the other tower. The way is blocked!” 
 
    The floor boards were splintering. Skeletons must have been climbing over one another down below. Spear points broke through flooring up and down the hall. Kuno seized Sura by the arm and dragged her aside. 
 
    “Get out the windows. We’ll use the roof!” 
 
    It was high time to go. Sura ran back to the room filled with shattered oil jars and kicked fallen paper walls into a pile. She planted her spear blade against the floor and yelled over the chaos. 
 
    “Daitanishi!” 
 
    The rock spirit slashed forward and clashed against Sura’s spear blade. Sparks showered into the oil and paper. He struck again, and suddenly the oil was ablaze, fire spreading. Sura skipped back, looking down the passage as floorboards splintered and skeletons began to clamber up through the gaps.  
 
    Tonbo had found a shuttered window. He smashed it open and looked down to see a strip of sloping tiled roof just below. The big man hoisted himself out onto the roof, then yelled for the others to follow. 
 
    Kuno cut down a skeletal monk that tried to claw its way up through the floor. As fire spread, he ran forward to assist Sura. They ran through the passage and out the open window, clambering into the open air. Daitanishi and Bifuuko streaked past, flying towards the other tower then diving into the shadows.  
 
    Kuno, Sura and Tonbo made their way awkwardly back along the narrow strip of roof, tiles cracking and cracking underfoot. Skeletons began to claw their way out of windows and onto the roof. Some slithered on the tiles and fell, crashing down to the ground below. But others clattered forward along the narrow roof. 
 
    Kuno caught the first attackers, twisting enemy swords aside and slashing down, scattering bones. The enemy had to come at him awkwardly, one at a time, their bony feet slipping on the tiles. Kuno knocked two aside, then locked swords with a skeleton that showed far greater skill.  
 
    The new skeleton had a massive nodachi. It crashed the weapon down, splitting tiles as Kuno dodged backwards, glancing the huge sword away.  
 
    Blades rang repeatedly as the skeletal samurai tried to drive Kuno down-slope to shove him off the rooftop.  
 
    A tile broke beneath Kuno’s feet, spilling him backwards. He slithered towards the roof’s edge, catching himself before he could fall. The skeleton rushed forward, raising the enormous sword above its head to cut Kuno down, only to stagger back as a thrust from Sura’s spear cracked through its neck. The helmeted skull fell free, and the skeleton collapsed – sword, bones and armour crashing to the ground below. The fox leapt forwards and hooked the feet out from under the next skeleton with her spear, sending it tumbling across the tiles. Kuno clambered back to his feet and gave the fox a nod. 
 
    Smoke was starting to pour out of the tower’s broken roof. Armoured skeletons massed on the ground below, trying to find a way to climb up and slaughter the intruders. Some even began climbing one another. Kuno, Sura and Tonbo moved swiftly, ascending past a pile of broken tiles and heading for the back of the huge tower. 
 
    Daitanishi and Bifuuko came racing back from the second tower. They hovered about Sura, desperately trying to make her rush back with them. Daitanishi butted repeatedly against Sura and tried to push her back along the roof. The fox looked back, only to see smoke leaking up through the tiles. 
 
    “They know where Chiri is!” 
 
    Kuno looked at Tonbo and Sura. 
 
    “I can guard your backs!” He turned back the way they had come, straight towards the oncoming skeletal horde. “Go!” 
 
    Charging into the skeletons coming along the roof, Kuno parried a blow and cut the arms off the leader, then chopped down through its head to strike the skeleton behind. The swarming monsters below gathered beneath him, ignoring Sura and Tonbo further along the roof.  
 
    Kuno was falling back from the mass – but slowly, buying his comrades time. Tonbo and Sura turned and sped away, following the elementals. They raced to the rear of the tower and looked at the roofed walkway below. Sura leapt down, leaving Tonbo to clamber more awkwardly behind her. 
 
    Behind them, the huge tower suddenly blossomed with orange flames. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the cellar beneath the rear tower of the castle, Chiri hung strapped to a cross above the great jade cauldron of blood. Skeleton samurai jerked the ropes tight, while others dragged away the drained corpses to either side. The skeletons moved away into the gloom, passing briefly through the light streaming in through the shattered roof and floor above. They left Chiri hanging above the great, reeking, bubbling pool.  
 
    Dazed and head bloodied, the rat spirit gazed groggily about – then stopped dead as the room’s temperature plummeted.  
 
    A black, terrifying presence emerged from the darkness. 
 
    Lord Akaishin wore armour crusted with old blood. The demonic face mask seemed to glint, its fangs wet and yellowed. A dull red glow of power clung to his shape. The bestial creature trod forward, looming huge – taller than a mortal man, immensely more powerful. Massive, misshapen arms reached up towards his prize. 
 
    Clawed hands cupped Chiri’s chin. He caressed her pure white skin with an almost sensuous touch. 
 
    The voice hissed – like steam slithering from a fetid wound. 
 
    “A shugenja..!”  
 
    The massive figure moved forward, caressing claws slowly down Chiri’s belly. 
 
    “I am Akaishin. I am the Red Death.” Talons scraped unhurriedly across Chiri’s flesh. “Now at last, a true shugenja’s blood shall flow into the great bowl. The power of your own magic shall flow into mine…” 
 
    The monster again fingered Chiri’s slender throat, tracing a claw across her arteries. 
 
    “A slow cut, I think – so that you may feel the life ebbing from you. All that pretty blood, trailing down soft white skin…” The terrible voice hissed with pleasure. “Plead, shugenja. Plead, and I shall keep you as a slave. I will milk you again and again as my blood slave – dripping your blood into the jade bowl of power.” 
 
    The sounds of battle carried from outside the ruined tower: clashing swords, and Kuno’s kiai shouts. Chiri looked down at the mutated warlord in queenly disdain. 
 
    “Your warriors are growing less in number. Forgive me, but I do not think you are long for this earth.” 
 
    “My soldiers are already dead, shugenja. Already dead…” The warlord turned away. “Ready to arise again, and again.” 
 
    Broken bones lay on a stone table. Lord Akaishin put a finger into the blood cauldron and lifted it, dripping with filth. He drew the symbol for ‘slavery’ upon the skull of a shattered samurai, and the bones knitted together once more. The skeleton blankly arose, sat for an instant, then took up a rusted sword, walking off towards the steps – heading to the battle.  
 
    Lord Akaishin turned. 
 
    “No matter how skilled your allies, they are all doomed. My soldiers do not tire, and know no fear. They will wear your men down, and slaughter them.” The creature caressed a hand across the great jade bowl. “And then all will join in the bonds of blood.” 
 
    The monster reached up and wrenched open Chiri’s robes, exposing her throat. 
 
    “I shall conquer the clans – and then the empire itself. A legion of the dead shall hold the living in thrall. Every warrior who dies shall become my slave. Every child that bleeds will merely give me more power.” The monstrous warlord flexed his talons. “This is the end of the empire. The end of the sacred isles. This is the beginning of the reign of blood…” 
 
    A sharp voice yelled out from the steps. 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    A long kodachi blurred through the air and struck Lord Akaishin in the back below his cuirass, plunging deep into the creature’s flesh. The warlord roared, staggering back, blood flooding from the terrible wound. 
 
    Sura dropped down to the cellar floor, weary, smoke-stained and magnificent. She levelled her long spear at Lord Akaishin’s throat. 
 
    “Knock knock. Kitsune calling!” 
 
    Lord Akaishin hissed. He almost seemed to revel in the pain. He pulled Sura’s short sword from his wound and tossed the blade aside. His blood spattered slowly to the floor. 
 
    Inside the great jade bowl, new bubbles rose. 
 
    The fox circled, moving in for the kill. She did not see Lord Akaishin’s spilled blood rising in the gloom. Chiri caught a slight flicker of movement, and shouted out a warning to the fox. 
 
    “Sura!” 
 
    Lord Akaishin laughed. The blood from his wound formed into jagged crystal daggers that flashed straight at Sura. The fox snatched a fu paper from her sleeve, hurting it towards the daggers as she leapt frantically aside. 
 
      
 
    “Shield!” 
 
      
 
    The paper blazed. Two daggers smashed into it and blew apart, but others came scything from another angle. One struck Sura’s breastplate, jamming into the iron-hard leather. A second dart blasted clean through Sura’s right shoulder. The fox screamed and spun, crashing bloodily to the ground. 
 
    “Sura!” 
 
    Chiri flickered and turned into rat form, slipping out to cling to her now-empty bonds. Below her, Lord Akaishin roared with laughter as her approached the injured fox. He raised his hand, and blood poured from her wound into his own flesh. Energised, the Lord of Blood bellowed lustily. 
 
    Tonbo dropped clean through the ceiling behind Lord Akaishin. He crashed a blow down, but the evil warlord stepped aside. He drew yet more blood out of Sura, glowed with power, and shouted as he shoved an open palm towards Tonbo’s chest. Tonbo was hurtled from his feet by an invisible blast of force, crashing through a beam and smashing hard against the cellar wall.  
 
    Lord Akaishin held up his hand, glorying in the new power that surged and roiled within him. 
 
    “A true exorcist! A virgin priestess!” The monster reeled in ecstasy. “Oh – this is no ordinary mortal blood!” 
 
    Sura crawled bloodily along the ground, trying to reach her fallen spear. Lord Akaishin laughed at her. He reached up a hand towards the ceiling and pulled. A section of the floor shattered, and Kuno fell through, dragged down from the floors above. Several skeletons fell with him, slashing and fighting all the while. Kuno hit the ground in an expert roll, coming up and slicing his sword clean through a surviving skeleton. Lord Akaishin formed more of his own blood into darts and set them hissing towards Kuno. The samurai expertly parried the attack, glancing darts from his sword as he spun aside and away from the attack.  
 
    Sura collapsed. The enchantment on Kuno’s sword instantly faded. Chiri raced across the floor in rat form toward the fox, Bifuuko and Daitanishi joining her. Daitanishi immediately jammed himself against Sura’s shoulder, shoving pressure against the wound to stop the flow of blood. 
 
    The jade bowl bubbled as Lord Akaishin drew more blood from his own wound. The blood stream formed into a sword. As Tonbo and Kuno flung themselves at him, the evil warlord parried them almost lackadaisically. He blocked a dazzling flurry of strikes from Kuno, only to knock the man flying with a contemptuous shove of his hand. Tonbo smashed a massive blow at the monster, only to have Lord Akaishin step aside and then slam a foot down onto the tetsubo, wrenching it from Tonbo’s grasp. Tonbo drew his own sword and made a massively powerful cut clean from the scabbard, slicing through Lord Akaishin’s breastplate and scything what should have been a lethal cut into the man’s ribs. Lord Akaishin shoved Tonbo away, laughing in mockery. He bled freely as he tore away Tonbo’s sword, but nothing slowed him – no wound seemed to effect him. Blood poured down his breastplate, but Lord Akaishin never faltered. 
 
    Dazed and battered, Kuno struggled back to his feet. 
 
    “Chiri san! How do we defeat him?” 
 
    Covered with Sura’s blood, the rat could only shake her head. 
 
    “I don’t know, Kuno san!” 
 
    Weak with pain and loss of blood, Sura lifted her head and looked to Kuno 
 
    “The poem! Wh-what did Saburo’s poem say?” 
 
    Kuno blinked, then remembered. 
 
    “The cup lies empty – but the well still flows! Unseen bonds that tie!” 
 
    Chiri looked at her bloodied paws then at the jade bowl. 
 
    “He’s using borrowed blood!” The rat called out to Kuno. “Break the well! Spill his blood!” 
 
    Lord Akaishin whipped about in rage, but Kuno charged and slammed his sword against the blade of blood. Kuno cut over his opponent’s guard, slashing into Akaishin’s arm, then stabbing his point into the monster’s shoulder. He hacked down at the blood sword, driving his opponent back. The evil warlord roared in fury, suddenly stung by cuts. He fought against Kuno in a fury, locking blade-to-blade. Behind them, skeleton warriors surged down the stairs. 
 
    The tetsubo lay by Sura. She managed to shove it towards Tonbo as the big man raced towards her. 
 
    Tonbo swung the iron staff around in a massive arc, slammed it hard against the great bowl. 
 
    Jade shattered. Blood cascaded over the floor. Lord Akaishin whirled and gave a deafening scream of despair. 
 
    Kuno hurtled himself forward, sword flashing down in a devastating cut. He sheared clean through armour, flesh and bone, taking Akaishin’s right arm off at the shoulder. 
 
    The warlord staggered, bellowing in rage. The last dregs of blood from the shattered bowl were dragged through the air, forming a new and glistening red arm. But the monster’s other wounds were still bleeding. Lord Akaishin reeled as Kuno slammed his sword into him again and again, cutting through armour and flesh.  
 
    Akaishin’s helmet and mask tore free. The monster’s face was a terrible thing of decayed, misshapen flesh. He staggered – and Kuno leapt high, crashing onto his knees as he brought his sword down in a titanic cut. He sheared Lord Akaishin’s head clean off, sending it thudding to the floor.  
 
    The severed head disintegrated as it fell. The huge, malformed body swayed. Flesh shrivelled and crackled as the armour encasing it began to dissolve into flakes of rust.  
 
    On the stairs above, bones crashed onto ancient timbers. Onrushing hordes of skeleton samurai simply fell apart as Lord Akaishin’s will vanished.  
 
    Chiri shimmered and turned into her human form. Naked, she tried to staunch Sura’s bleeding with her hands. Tonbo ran and took the fox in his arms.  
 
    Sura looked up, trying to reach a hand towards his face. 
 
    “V-virgin priestess…” She looked up at him with love. “I told you we should… should…” 
 
    Sura fainted. Tonbo looked up in shock. 
 
    “Sura!” Tonbo’s hand against Sura’s back was red with blood. “She’s delirious. Chiri – quickly!” 
 
    Kuno wrapped Chiri’s robes about her. The rat crammed her own under-robes against Sura’s wounds. 
 
    “Water! We need water elementals.” The rat leapt to her feet. “Get to the stream! Daitanishi san! Bifuuko san – please summon help!” 
 
    The two elementals sped off. Tonbo took Sura in his arms, racing her up the tower stairs. Kuno and Chiri came after, carrying an armload of weapons – Tonbo’s tetsubo, Chiri’s natagama, along with Sura’s kodachi and spear… Above them, the main tower was wreathed in flame. The skeleton army had fallen apart: the castle grounds were smothered with old armour, weapons and bones. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters ran for the castle gates. Dazed villagers in the front compound, astonished by the sudden destruction of the skeletons, followed the Spirit Hunters as Kuno urged them to depart the blazing castle. Dry brush within the castle grounds was already catching flame.  
 
    The path from the castle gates led into the forest. Daitanishi and Bifuuko sped ahead, then came flashing back to urge Tonbo on.  
 
    They came to a forest stream bubbling across clean brown stones. Tonbo laid Sura beside the banks, and Chiri knelt beside her. Bifuuko had summoned the attention of a number of water elementals. The little creatures sparkled, resembling little dragons made of water. They crowded about Sura in compassionate concern. 
 
    The villagers from the blazing castle staggered up to the stream, halting in amazement as they saw Chiri open up her arms amidst a dazzling swarm of flying water elementals. The little dragon-creatures flowed into Sura’s wounds. 
 
    Peasants from the village came running up the road. They saw their kin from the castle, then turned to stare back towards the mountains. 
 
    Lord Akaishin’s evil towers collapsed in flames. Fire wreathed the buildings and smoke roiled up into the sky. The entire forest seemed to breathe in relief – as though a massive, crushing weight had suddenly disappeared. 
 
    Sura arched, breathing more easily as the water elementals healed her. Tonbo sat at her side, holding the fox spirit’s hand. The villagers sank down in silence – then faced the Spirit Hunters and bowed. 
 
    The Lord of Blood was gone. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Some hours later, the Spirit Hunters sat in the little village. Sura was recuperating slowly, wounds closed over and healed. She sat beneath a shady tree with Daitanishi on her knee, the little rock watching in unwavering concern. She gratefully drank soup the villagers had brought, and lounged back to recover her scattered wits. Tonbo sat at her feet, quietly repairing her armour. Sura’s clothing had been washed and repaired, and hung drying over a pole in the sun.  
 
    Chiri sat nearby, speaking quietly with the village headman as grateful villagers in attendance listened. Bifuuko clambered about in Chiri’s hair, ordering the long locks and attending to the marks left by her head wound. Chiri wore borrowed robes that were far too large, her own robes hanging beside Sura’s, swaying slightly in the breeze. 
 
    Kuno came walking quietly from Saburo’s house, face stoic with disappointment. He joined his comrades, sitting down with a clank of armour underneath the shady tree.  
 
    He sounded very tired. 
 
    “Saburo san has gone. No one has seen him. His armour is there, but his swords have gone.” 
 
    Chiri gave a sorrowful sigh. 
 
    “I am sorry, Kuno san.”  
 
    The village headman bowed to Kuno. Even amidst so much joy, his face was sad and troubled.  
 
    “Saburo san tried to shelter us as much as he could – but he was tied to the commands of his lord. The soul of a samurai is duty.” The old headman looked sadly off towards Saburo’s house. “If he is gone, then what must we do?” 
 
    Tonbo nodded. 
 
    “Magistrate Masura will care for you. We will go to him at once.” 
 
    Sura waved a hand. She was still feeling dazed and tired. “The Ichiro clan still has a branch on Izu island. We can ask their lord to send priests to re-open the badger shrine. A shrine – fertile fields… Your village will come to life once more.” 
 
    Kuno looked away across the quiet village. 
 
    “I would that Saburo san could share it with you.” 
 
    The trees were slowly turning green. Chiri looked down to see a flower emerging from the grass at her feet. She turned and gazed off towards the forest. 
 
    “Look – the trees are healing. The taint of blood magic is gone…” 
 
    It seemed best to leave: it would be good to be out on the road once more. They gathered their robes and their equipment. Sura got to her feet, taking up her beloved spear. Tonbo carried her backpack in one hand. He settled her long kodachi in her belt, and helped her on her way. Chiri bowed to the grateful villagers and moved to join them, walking out onto the road with her little elementals floating alongside.  
 
    For once, Kuno removed his armour. He folded it into his backpack and quietly shouldered the load. The samurai bowed to the village headman, then to the villagers. He rose quietly to his feet and headed after his friends. 
 
    The mother with her two bandaged children waited for them at the edge of the village. All bowed to the Spirit Hunters. They bowed in return, and walked off into a quiet, golden afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked along the quiet road, past stands of trees and fields of waving grass. Afternoon sun shone, slanting from ahead. Wind rustled through the grass – restless and endless.  
 
    The Spirit Hunters passed the side path to the old badger shrine. Kuno took the lead, lost in his own thoughts. He set a steady pace – perhaps too swift for Chiri and Sura, who plodded wearily along the old dirt track. Tonbo walked with them, an ever-present tower of strength. He carried Chiri’s backpack as well as Sura’s and his own.  
 
    A cool wind blew through the grass, and Chiri shivered. She looked ahead to where Kuno walked alone. His head was bowed, his thoughts private. 
 
    The river crossing was still a lonely place – windswept and empty. Tall grass waved, and the cold current flowed past the gravel islands.  
 
    Kuraika nō Saburo stood on a gravel isle in the centre of the ford, dressed in his robes that bore the Akaishin mon. Kuno turned and signed for the others to remain on the banks. He set his pack aside, and walked slowly out into the shallow river. 
 
    Kuno waded up onto the little island. A cold wind blew across the current, rippling the clear water. Kuno faced Saburo, and gave a formal bow. 
 
    “Kuraika nō Saburo, good day to you.” 
 
    Saburo bowed in return. 
 
    “Good day, Asodo Kuno.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. The breeze ruffled both mens’ robes.  
 
    Saburo looked levelly at Kuno’s eyes. 
 
    “Asodo Kuno, you have slain my lord. Duty requires that I avenge him.” 
 
    On the bank behind, Tonbo overheard. He immediately dropped his load of packs and hoisted up his massive tetsubo. Kuno kept his eyes upon Saburo, but lifted a hand, signaling Tonbo to remain in place. 
 
    “Keep back!” Kuno inclined in a slight bow. “Forgive me, Tonbo san – but you cannot defeat him.” 
 
    Sura limped forward to the river bank, utterly appalled. 
 
    “You’re going to fight him?” The fox shook her head, utterly bewildered. “Tell him no! It’s over! We killed Akaishin – he doesn’t have to fight you.” 
 
    Kuno kept his eyes upon Saburo. His voice was soft with understanding. 
 
    “How can a true friend ask another to abandon his duty and his soul?” 
 
    Kuno and Saburo bowed to one another. They stayed standing a mere pace from one another in the middle of the river. The breeze hissed– cold and stark. A few drifting bulrush seeds floated slowly past… 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    Saburo moved. His hand flashed to his sword, almost too swift to see. Kuno leapt forward, his own blade streaking from its sheath. He cut upwards in a lightning fast cut, his whole weight and force behind the blade. The huge power of the cut carried him two steps past Saburo with his sword held high. 
 
    Kuno paused – utterly still.  
 
    He never looked back. Never moved. He stood with the wind ruffling softly at his robes. 
 
    Behind him, a sword clattered from a nerveless hand. Moments later, a body fell into the river. 
 
    Kuno could not look back. He spun his sword free of blood and sheathed it slowly. He moved on across the river, weighed down with pain. He walked on to the road, head bowed and heart heavy. 
 
    Chiri wanted to run forward to be with him. She looked to Tonbo, who shook his head.  
 
    Chiri, Sura and Tonbo crossed quietly over the empty river. They moved on into the dry land beyond – then walked on after their friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Thirteenth Encounter: 
 
    The Eater of Dreams. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    A beautiful spring day had bloomed. Down in a great, wild river valley, flowers sparkled amongst the rocks. The air was warm and thick with the scent of damp earth and fresh new grass. A slight haze hung above the river, reaching up into to the tall forests on either side. 
 
    Magistrate Masura, senior commander of the samurai of the imperial house, held court beneath a stand of shady trees. It was his custom to keep a mobile court, ranging far from the imperial capital. His escort of imperial samurai were used to his ways. They made a cordon now – mounted men astride horses with spears and bows in hand, scanning the landscape. Local villagers and even travellers came to bow and pay their respects – sometime bringing a case or two for the magistrate’s attention. But it was a quiet day today, with no emergencies. Dozens of samurai watered their horses by the river, and a game of football was in progress in the grass. Attendants had just begun to prepare lunch – fish caught straight from the river, fried and sizzled, and pheasants taken from the surrounding woods. 
 
    Hijiya Hoichi – grim, small and hard as a nugget – remained on watch beside the main enclosure. He saw four figures walking along the river road toward him: a kitsune woman in human guise, a pure white rat spirit attended by two elementals, a huge samurai bearing a spiked iron tetsubo, and an immaculately armoured man wearing a folded cap of office. The handsome samurai presented a golden billet of authority to the guards, who all bowed and ushered the visitors through. Hijiya Hoichi looked at the fox, steeled himself, then signaled to a boy beside him. The lad hastened off to bring the news to Magistrate Masura. 
 
    Silently projecting a vague sense of annoyance, Hijiya Hoichi escorted the visitors onward. He threaded them past servants and guards, shaking his head as the fox woman openly marveled at a passing butterfly. 
 
    The magistrate was a large, warm man with patient eyes. He sat on a spotted deerskin with guards and messengers in attendance nearby. The visitors arrived and bowed. The magistrate beamed and beckoned for them to approach and make themselves comfortable.  
 
    Kuno knelt and bowed in pleasure. 
 
    “Magistrate Masura – Great Lord, Sword of the Emperor. It is an honour to see you once again.” 
 
    The magistrate was already signalling for sakē to be brought. He looked upon his guests with great benevolence. 
 
    “Kitsune Sura. Asodo Kuno. Tsunetomo Tonbo. Nezumi Chiri. It gives me great pleasure to see you all again.” Magistrate Masura nodded to Kuno. “Kuno san – your reports have been entertaining reading. Have they not, Hijiya san?” 
 
    Hijiya Hoichi gave a glowering bow. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. If highly irregular.” 
 
    Sura sat up, green eyes flashing, and smiled. 
 
    “My lord, thank you for your invitation.” The fox sniffed coyly at the scent of frying fish. “Does it include lunch?” 
 
    “It does now, honoured priestess. Your mournful, accusing gaze as we ate our meal would be far too much to bear.” The magistrate smiled. “You are all most welcome.” 
 
    Magistrate Masura sat back and regarded the Spirit Hunters. He fixed his gaze upon Nezumi Chiri, who sat with long white hair streaming down her back like snow – ever patient and polite. An air elemental sat in her hair like a jewelled ornament, while an earth elemental floated at her side. The magistrate looked at her in satisfaction. 
 
    “It will interest you to know that it is not only your reports that have been found entertaining.” Masura pointed at Chiri with his fan. “Chiri san – you have forwarded me many of your written works for safe keeping. Visiting scholars have read them, and been suitably impressed.” 
 
    The rat spirit blushed – quite mortified. 
 
    “I-impressed?” 
 
    The magistrate gestured to a page. The young boy came forward bearing a thick, heavy letter upon a lacquered tray. He bowed and brought the letter to Hijiya Hoichi. 
 
    Magistrate Masura tilted forward in a bow. 
 
    “Honoured shugenja, this message bears the imperial seal. I witness now that the seal is hereby broken.” 
 
    Hijiya Hoichi broke the seal. He unfolded the letter with great pomp and ceremony, then read the letter aloud in a resounding voice. 
 
      
 
    “Let the Emperor’s will shine forth, clearer than a beam of light! Let all who feel its touch now be illuminated. 
 
      
 
    To Nezumi nō Shiroi-Mori nō Mizūmi Tsukiko Chiri, shugenja and playwright – we extend greetings! The emperor has heard favourably of the literary works of his subject, Nezumi Chiri, Spirit Hunter. It therefore pleases the emperor to invite Nezumi Chiri to submit one play to the theatre festival of the city of Koroda, to be held on the tenth day of the fourth month, this Year of the Centipede. Present this message to the officials of the honourable Minister of the Left in Kuroda city as authority to draw upon the festival’s hospitality. 
 
      
 
    Under our seal – the third day of the third month: Yutaakira - Child of the immortal Kami, Heir of demon-slayers, Emperor of the Land of the Rising Sun.” 
 
      
 
    Chiri swayed, suddenly quite dizzy. 
 
    “A play…!” She blinked, looking blank. “One of my plays – for the emperor…?” 
 
    The rat wavered, then fell over. Everyone leaned in to look at her in concern. Magistrate Masura was positively amazed. 
 
    “Did she just faint?” 
 
    Sura shrugged. She patted Chiri on the rump “Must be from joy!” 
 
    A nearby page entered, bearing a tray filled with sakē bottles and cups. Sura thieved a drink, and raised it to the magistrate in salute. 
 
    “We’re going to the theatre!” The fox waited as the others took up their drinks. “Kampai!” 
 
    Chiri made a little groan. Sura planted a cup within easy reach, then settled back to enjoy her day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The city of Koroda straddled a slim brown river, with suburbs climbing either bank. A large island in the river was joined to both banks by a mighty bridge. The island was covered with tall, impressive buildings – pagodas and gorgeous towers. The river banks were home to myriad houses, inns and shops, with walled mansions and gardens dotting the nearby hills. Rich fields of rice, grain and orchards spread along the river valley. Roads fed into the city, with traffic wending to and fro. The place seemed delightfully alive. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters paused on a hillside above the city, gazing happily down at the view. Kuno knew the place well, and beamed at the city in great benevolence.  
 
    It had been an easy journey for seven days along good roads, with inns paid for by the imperial treasury itself. The springtime evenings were warm, the days were bright, and trees were spreading bright new leaves. Sura was enjoying herself, Tonbo was appreciating the peace and quiet, and Chiri was a seething mass of anxieties. The ever forceful Daitanishi chivvied her along, prodding her forwards whenever she tried lingering on the road.  
 
    The view from the hill above the road was utterly superb. Afternoon sun slanted low across the river, sending countless sparks dancing on the water.  
 
    Kuno drew in an exulted breath, and gestured to the city with one mailed hand. 
 
    “Koroda! City of the arts! Home of a thousand poets.” He absolutely basked in the city’s glory. “This is the melting pot! Away from the stultification of the capital – at a crossroads where the great feudal lords may visit and enjoy. Here, new writers arise and old ones hold court. Poets, painters and artisans work side by side, perfecting old techniques or inventing the new! A hundred tea houses, each one with its cliques of artists and critics!” 
 
    Chiri instantly looked hunted. 
 
    “C-critics?” 
 
    “Of course!” Kuno enthusiastically waved his hand. “Criticism is the abrasive against which master-work is polished!” 
 
    “Or is ground down to nothing…” The miserable rat spirit had the hiccups, and they were getting worse. “Oooh – I feel sick!” 
 
    Daitanishi took hold of Sura’s straw hat and brought it to Chiri, offering it for her to be sick into. Sura immediately snatched the hat back, shooting the rock elemental a glare. She put an arm about Chiri’s shoulders, and tried to cheer her up. 
 
    “Buck up, old ratty my girl! This is going to be great! You’ve got the talent, you’ve got the material. Nothing’s going to go wrong – guaranteed!” Sura gave her friend a hug. “Trust me! I’m a fox!” 
 
    Chiri looked decidedly miserable. 
 
    The road at the bottom of the hill thronged with peasants and travellers going to and from the city. Wending in from the countryside, there came the procession of a great court noble. Several palanquins were carried by haughty servants, leading a trail of porters who carried lacquered chests of luggage. There were Buddhist warrior monks as armed escorts, and all the pomp and ceremony of the rich and powerful. Other traffic moved aside to vacate the road as the nobleman approached. 
 
    Peasants in the nearby fields joined the various pedestrians in kneeling and bowing to the procession as it passed. Viewing the palanquins from a distance, Chiri, Kuno and Tonbo gave a bow. The only person showing no concern was Sura, who stood and waved happily to the procession. Her long tail and orange hair shimmered in the sun. 
 
    Holding his bow, Kuno looked sidewise at Sura in annoyance. 
 
    “Sura san! Why do you not bow?” 
 
    The fox was scrabbling in her sleeves for a treat. She came up with a slice of dried peach. “I’m a kitsune! My family is waaaaay higher up the pole than all of theirs. But do I stand on ceremony? Do I?” 
 
    Kuno scowled. “Truly, you have no innate sense of propriety.” 
 
    “You should be glad! Hey – officially a priestess outranks a samurai. Just be happy I don’t order you to give me a foot rub!” Sura brightened at a sudden thought, shivering her tail. “Ooooh! Or a full body fur brushing! I love those!” 
 
    Tonbo gave a snort. 
 
    “Or a flea bath.” 
 
    The fox stuck her nose haughtily in the air. “I’ve told you, I do not have fleas!” She flicked her tail about in a sulk. “I just get a skin condition in the spring…” 
 
    Tonbo merely gave a snort. He slung his tetsubo across his shoulder and watched traffic return to normal as the noble procession finally entered the city streets.  
 
    Kuno moved forward. He pointed to the island in the middle of the river – a place of tall towers, high buildings and flowering trees. 
 
    “In any case – there is the Isle of Tales. The writers of the highest level gather there in the tea garden every evening. We will doubtless be housed there.” He pointed to an area on the far bank of the river. “The Theater of Gliding Herons is there, upstream of the island. That is where your play will be shown, Chiri san.” 
 
    The rat froze. She was an absolute bundle of nerves. 
 
    “They will hate me! They will all hate me! City people do not like rat spirits.” 
 
    Sura raised one brow. “I thought all rats spirits all lived in towns?” 
 
    “But I’m a white rat! That’s rare! Everyone will know I’m from another town. Maybe they only like their local rats? Some sort of tolerance – an alliance…” Chiri fretted back and forth. “They are going to hate my play just because I am an imported rat.” 
 
    Sura tried to be the voice of absolute reason and calm. 
 
    “They are not going to hate your play. No one cares that you’re an imported rat. Most writers have something kinda animalistic about them anyway. Usually hagfish or leech!” The fox straightened Chiri’s robes. “Now – whiskers up, tail high! Let’s see those pink eyes gleam.” 
 
    Chiri straightened her back slightly and made a watery little smile. Sura nodded in brisk approval. 
 
    “Good. Now no more nonsense! You’re here to obey an imperial command. So go knock ‘em dead!” 
 
    “Yes, Sura san.” 
 
    Tonbo gave a grunt. 
 
    “Chiri san. We have confidence in you.” The samurai briskly bowed. “Please enjoy your work.” 
 
    They descended from the hills to the road, joining the stream of people heading into town. Long lines of willows lined the roadway, making a gorgeous green arch overhead. Sura chatted happily with some travelling monks, apparently getting the address of a pancake bar. She skipped a little way forward, revelling to sights and sounds as they finally crossed a footbridge and into the city streets. 
 
    The city of Koroda was magnificently bright. Houses in the suburbs all kept gardens filled with flowers. Shops hung brightly patterned banners by their doors, and the place seemed exquisitely clean. But most of all, the entire city seemed to be bustling with activity. Monks stood on street corners holding begging bowls and chanting scriptures. Entertainers sat in shady gardens playing instruments for passing crowds. Old men played board games against avid young scholars, while artists and savants lounged in tea shops discussing the deep questions of life, love and art.  
 
    As they reached an avenue lined with flowering loquat trees, the houses became ever grander. Animal spirits enlivened the streets with their colourful dress and tails. As the Spirit Hunters moved onwards along a busy street, they passed a gaggle of cheerful Tanuki spirits drinking in a tea house. A cat spirit samurai walked elegantly past, sunk in conversation with high ranking officials. Patrons at restaurants and people on the streets all took interest as the Spirit Hunters walked by. The strange travellers with their weapons, armour and floating elementals were a colourful sight, even in Koroda. 
 
    Kuno was utterly overjoyed to be in the city again. He felt the place was somehow in tune with his soul – a place alive with a thousand inspirations. Poets were reading their work, an artist sat in a garden painting a portrait of an old woman… Kuno stopped and threw open his arms in joy. 
 
    “Ah – the city of art! Chiri san, can you not feel the ambiance? The pulse-beat of intellectual discourse – of drive and inspiration?” 
 
    Chiri was actually looking quite ill. Sura linked arms with her and gave the rat a squeeze. 
 
    “The only drive she feels right now is the one to be copiously sick…” The fox tried to buck Chiri up. She helped Bifuuko order Chiri’s hair. “You are really taking this way too hard…” 
 
    Chiri tried to brace her shoulders and strand tall. She clenched her small white hands in determination. 
 
    “Please forgive me. I just have so many misgivings! I believe I may have let myself give way to sensations of anxiety.” The rat bravely put one hand upon her churning stomach. “I will overcome them! I just need to clear my mind and keep my stomach from…” 
 
    Tonbo came wandering over from a street vendor, eating a dried squid on a stick. The smell of it hit Chiri, and the rat immediately staggered, looking like she was about to be sick. Sura shot an accusing glare at Tonbo, who blushed and crammed the entire squid into his mouth, trying to swallow it as rapidly as possible. Sura steered the rat away so she would not have to watch tentacles disappearing into Tonbo’s mouth. She led Chiri across the street, finding a side alleyway that had rather less squid in it.  
 
    “It’s alright. Here – we’ll get the letter passed on, find us somewhere to stay, and then you just… relax or something!” The fox was full of cheer. “Hell – we’ll get three bottles of sakē down you and just Zen out for a while!” Sura headed them all off down the alley. “Come on! I think the river’s this way.” Sura sniffed the air and gave a wince. “Ew! Low tide…” 
 
    The alley wended past delightful little shops where pottery was for sale. The pot glazes were eclectic and often extremely odd – striped or swept in wild patterns, or left half finished, as if challenging a passer-by to comment. The shops were under the critical eye of several collectors, deep in discussion about a set of tea cups. The Spirit Hunters walked past the rows of shops, nodded to a friendly shopkeeper, and finally found a sloping street that led down to the riverside. 
 
    The most imposing public buildings were along the banks of the slow brown river. Mighty theatres, shrines and temples ranged along the shore. Palanquins, mounted officials and merry townsfolk thronged the road, all bustling about the business of their day. 
 
    A broad foot bridge led across the river island. Traffic filled the bridge – merchants, porters, but also lofty art critics and well-dressed samurai. There was even an ox cart that carried some apparently high ranking lady of the nobility. The Spirit Hunters threaded their way onto the bridge and walked out above the river, dodging a party of porters that came jogging past carrying passengers in palanquins. Sura stopped to peer over the railings. Daitanishi joined her, and they both looked down at a long, low boat that rowed slowly out beneath them. Fox and elemental looked off towards the island, impressed by the tall buildings that reared high overhead, then hastened after their friends. 
 
    At the far end of the bridge, a young page was carefully tending an expensive horse. The youth looked up and saw the Spirit Hunters – his eyes lighting upon Chiri. He immediately hastened into a neat building that stood at the foot of the bridge.  
 
    Some moments later, a merry, moon-faced gentleman in official attire emerged from the building. He saw Chiri’s long white hair and the elementals floating in the air beside her, and instantly straightened his cap. The man hustled forward to greet the Spirit Hunters, making an elegant bow.  
 
    “Please excuse me. I am Bito Harutoshi, official of the fourth rank. I am entrusted with organizing hospitality for the guests of the great theatre festival.” The man looked to Chiri, marvelling at her pale beauty. “Have I the honour of addressing Nezumi nō Shiroi-Mori nō Mizūmi Tsukiko Chiri?” 
 
    Chiri blushed, but gave a deep bow in return. 
 
    “Oh! Oh yes – yes indeed.” 
 
    Kuno brought forth the imperial letter of invitation. He handed it formally to the little round official. 
 
    “Bito san – here are Nezumi san’s credentials.” 
 
    The official formally read through the letter, then beamed. He passed the papers back to Kuno, and gave a deeply respectful bow. 
 
    “Nezumi san – it is my great honour to welcome you to the Isle of Dreams. Please – accommodations have been prepared for yourself and for your colleagues.” The little man turned and gestured towards the island. “This way please! This way!” 
 
    The main road across the island was shadowed by great, high buildings that bustled with life. The Spirit Hunters walked forward, following Bito onward through the crowds. Sura frowned, and leaned in to murmur into Chiri’s tall pink ear. 
 
    “Wow. Your full name’s even more of a mouthful than mine!” 
 
    The rat gave a slightly miserable nod. 
 
    “It is a matter of great… complication.” 
 
    One of the nearest buildings was a large, very elegant inn. Lanterns in the most tasteful possible style glowed beside the door. The official led the way upstairs to an upper floor, coming out into a wide tea room. A broad balcony looked across the river towards the city, where lamplights were already sparkling. The sinking sun had turned the low clouds golden, spreading a soft umber light. On the river, lanterns glittered on the tail ends of passing boats, boatmen singing as they headed towards shore.  
 
    The tea room had several occupants – some engaged in intense, passionate debate. Other patrons brooded in quiet corners over sakē or tea, or wrote with brush and ink, rapidly filling pages with words.  
 
    Chiri trailed the official, looking around in trepidation. Kuno followed, drinking in the intellectual ambiance of the inn. Tonbo and Sura came behind: Sura peering down at the kitchens, calculating just how extravagant her free dinner was likely to be, while Tonbo strode into the room like a titanic iron god. A few locals blinked, while others pointedly ignored the new arrivals. 
 
    The little official ushered Chiri in with great deference. He indicated the room, with its beautiful balcony and its river views. 
 
    “Nezumi san – this tea garden is the gathering place of our finest writers. Your food is provided free, with compliments of the Minister of the Left. All of the other contestants will be here for the evening meals, should you ever wish to meet with them and exchange pleasantries.” 
 
    Tonbo raised one brow. He leaned over to murmur into Sura’s pointed ear. 
 
    “How does he know the writers will always be here?” 
 
    “A writer pass up a free meal?” Sura rapped Tonbo on the head. “Interesting world you live in up there!” 
 
     There were rooms prepared nearby. Sura slung off her backpack and breastplate, dropping them casually in one room beside Chiri’s backpack. She hastened back to the tea room, looking for the best table on the balcony. The fox propped her spear against the wall behind her, and gestured eagerly to the nearest waitress, keen to get dinner organized and then sponge back to enjoy the town. 
 
    Having first been taken to see the supplies of paper, ink and brushes kept for guests, Bito san, then swept Chiri forward to meet some of her literary colleagues.  
 
    He guided her to a table shared by two writers who lolled back watching the world roll by. Both were dressed lackadaisically in black, and had hair styles that were aggressively ‘avant garde’.  
 
    The little official came happily forward, with Chiri reluctantly in his wake. Bito san bowed and made the introductions. 
 
    “Nezumi Chiri – allow me to present two of your four fellow contestants. This is Hojo Nishida, the famous author of ‘Droplets of Time’, and Akane Kumiko, distinguished playwright, poet and author of the ‘Nine Essays on the Principals of New Literature’.” Bito bowed again. “Nezumi san, I shall leave you with your colleagues. Your cast has already begun readings. I shall come tomorrow morning to take you to the theatre to meet them and begin your scheduled rehearsals.” Bito bowed one last time then left the writers to their own affairs. “I bid you good day.” 
 
    Abandoned, Chiri stood by the table feeling very ordinary and very small. Bifuuko sat in her hair like a glittering ornament, and Daitanishi floated nearby. The rock peered at the two posing writers and scowled, seemed decidedly unimpressed. 
 
    The female writer had dark eye makeup and a decidedly acidic ego. She flopped a hand towards the far side of their table, looking at Chiri in interest. 
 
    “Chiri san. Do please sit down.” The woman flicked a hand towards the teapot. “Tea?” 
 
    Chiri bowed and settled on the tatami mats. She gave a timid blush. 
 
    “Thank you… colleague. Thank you – yes.” Chiri made space for Daitanishi to settle at her side. “You are most kind.” 
 
    The other writer, Nishida, stirred himself. He poured tea with a dashing hand, then flung himself back to lean against the wall. The man’s affectations included imported robes from the Middle Kingdom, and a great hanging lock of hair across his eyes.  
 
    The tea was a strange foreign blend – smoked black tea, thick and harsh. Nishida held a teacup in one careless hand, downing the contents at a gulp. He jerked his chin towards Chiri. 
 
    “We were just talking about the collision of new theatre with traditional theatre forms!” The man made a dramatic gesture with his empty cup. “I uphold the position that through dynamic impact between opposing forms, we destructively test the structure of each. I believe there can be but one survivor! Kumiko san contends that the strongest elements of each will survive, and that a blended art form could then result.” The man made a noise of scorn. “Personally, I think that two remnant structures of such power could only war and pull against each other. No harmonised art form could possibly result.” 
 
    Chiri listened with great politeness, wondering quite what to say. 
 
    “Ah. I – ah – I see…” 
 
    Kumiko lounged back with a snort. 
 
    “Nishida san is tediously avant garde, my dear. He believes that the eclectic must inherently have merit.” 
 
    Nishida clapped his cup against the table. He made a wild wave of his hand. 
 
    “I am the winds of change, scything in across a wasteland of the mundane!” 
 
    Kumiko made a face of utter scorn. 
 
    “You are like a child who smashes two chestnuts together, wondering which one will break. Is this art?” 
 
    “Of course it is art! Destruction is a creative process! Art is a surgeon’s cut, a smashing vase, the slice of a samurai’s blade!” Nishida looked to Chiri, waving a desultory hand towards Kumiko beside him. “Kumiko chan believes that her superior intellect is capable of pressing new vintage from the decaying, rotten fruit of the old order.” 
 
    Kumiko looked at Nishida in disgust.  
 
    “You lack the self-discipline to master even basic tools of the form!” 
 
    “And you cling to other people’s work like a child too afraid to cease sucking on its mother’s sickly teat!” 
 
    Both writers turned intently to Chiri. Nishida leaned forward, gripping the table tight. 
 
    “What are your views, Chiri san?” 
 
    Chiri politely sipped her tea. She settled back, trying to set her thoughts straight. 
 
    “Well…. Sh-shouldn’t there be a place for everything? I mean – traditional forms have survived because they have clear strengths. And… and where would we be without new forms challenging us?” The rat bowed to her colleagues. “The two are not necessarily mutually exclusive… We can enjoy the strengths of both.” 
 
    The other two writers looked at Chiri in dripping disdain. Kumiko pushed aside her tea. 
 
    “I am interested… What are your published works, my dear?” 
 
    Chiri blushed, feeling horribly exposed and small. “Oh, I…” The rat picked at her fingers. “None.” 
 
    Nishida fixed her with a dissecting glance. “But surely you have work in circulation at the court?” 
 
    Chiri could only feel blank. “I – I don’t know…” 
 
    Kumiko gave the rat a look of contempt. “Do you have any qualifications at all?” 
 
    Sura – who had been cheerfully eavesdropping while eating noodles – called out from her balcony table. 
 
    “Apart from actual talent? No.” The fox rested a scathing glance upon the two writers. “The tea sipping, acid dripping lifestyle doesn’t suit her. She’s a rat. Black just isn’t her colour.” 
 
    Kumiko recoiled back. For the first time, she seemed to actually see Chiri’s ears beneath her long white hair, and noted the pink tail that shyly peeked from Chiri’s robes. She looked at Chiri in distaste. 
 
    “A rat!” 
 
    From a dark corner of the room, a shadow moved. A quiet, beautiful, drained female voice drifted into the conversation. 
 
    “What is wrong with a rat, Akane Kumiko?” 
 
    A lean, haunted, beautiful woman slid quietly toward the table. Tall and supple, with strange golden eyes, she also had a tail – long, sinuous and serpentine, covered with glittering scales. Her unbound hair was long, and she looked to Chiri with eyes of dark, burnt bronze. 
 
    When the woman spoke again, there was a slight flicker of a forked blue tongue. 
 
    “I smell blood on her. Road dust, blood and magic.” The serpent woman glided forwards. “Her weapons are master-works. She commands elementals…” The woman let her uninterested glance slide over Nishida and Kumiko. 
 
    “You are fools.” 
 
    Chiri sat rooted to the spot, hair almost standing on end. 
 
    The serpent spirit turned to Chiri and gave an almost absent-minded bow.  
 
    “Hikiji Yumio.” 
 
    Stiff with nerves, Chiri nevertheless gave a bow of absolute politeness. 
 
    “Nezumi Chiri. I – I am pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Yumio inclined her head.  
 
    The serpent woman rippled and transformed into her half-and half form. Her lower body became one great, long, elegant serpent body, and her arms and skin were now covered with scales. Her elegant face still had haunted bronze-gold eyes.  
 
    Hikiji Yumio departed, slithering out to the balcony – her long body rippling. She passed by Sura and halted – frowning, but not looking directly at the fox. 
 
    “A kitsune of the great Kitsune. An armed priestess…” The serpent spirit looked aside.  
 
    “Interesting…” 
 
    Hikiji Yumio continued on her way, to the far end of the balcony. Chiri arose and crept forward, starting after the woman as she went. Daitanishi and Bifuuko seemed quite disturbed. As Yumio finally vanished, Chiri swallowed and stood at Sura’s side. 
 
    “S-s-snake!” 
 
    Kuno looked at Chiri, quite mystified. 
 
    “What is the matter, Chiri san?” 
 
    Sura stood and peeked to make certain that Yumio had gone. 
 
    “Ah. Just a little instinctual problem. Chiri’s people have a bit of a thing about serpents…” 
 
    Chiri was gulping – looking decidedly ill. 
 
    “B-big snake…!” 
 
    A gentleman in his middle age walked up the stairs and entered the tea rooms. Modest in dress and immensely dignified, he gave a grave bow to the other writers, then another to Kuno and Tonbo. The man walked quietly over to a far table and settled down. A maid unobtrusively brought him tea. 
 
    More maids arrived with food for the Spirit Hunters’ table: fried river fish, hot soup, rice and beautifully presented vegetables. Tonbo happily breathed in the scent of dinner. He took up his chopsticks, then noticed that Kuno staring in wonder at the man now sitting at the far side of the room. 
 
    Tonbo raised his brow.  
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    Kuno stared at the man in awe. 
 
    “Seiji Sonada. A living cultural treasure.” Kuno was quite flushed with the thrill. “I have lived to exchange bows with the greatest writer in our history…” 
 
    Tonbo peered at Sonada and gave a frown. 
 
    “Too bad. Does that mean Chiri cannot win?” 
 
    Sura looked up from her plates of food. 
 
    “No way! She has a chance! She’s fresh, she’s wild, she’s…” Sura suddenly noticed that Chiri was missing from the table. “…being sick over the railing.” 
 
    Sura hurried off to tend to Chiri, holding back her long hair in the age-old office of the best friend. She held the little rat spirit tight, and eased her through the worst. 
 
    Kuno turned and looked back into the tea rooms, watching the weird dynamics of the writers. Nishida and Kumiko were locked in bitter argument with one another. Yumio the serpent sat staring off towards the vanishing sunset with sick, hollow eyes, alien and strange – and tragically beautiful. And Seiji Sonada, greatest writer of the age, sat eating and drinking quietly by himself, though the man stole a single quick glance towards Yumio… 
 
    A droll voice came from another table nearby. It was a tall, sparse man with a flexible mouth and drooping eyes. 
 
    “A pretentious group, are they not?” The man bowed to Kuno by way of introduction. “Osada Taijiri. The fifth contestant.” 
 
    Kuno turned and bowed in return. 
 
    “Hajememashita, Osada Taijiri san. I am Asodo Kuno.” 
 
    Osada Taijiri gave his fellow writers a quiet, considering look. He motioned towards them with his sakē cup. 
 
    “They pose and pretend, Asodo Kuno – but do not be fooled.” The man’s voice was perfectly level – and wholly without mirth. “The goal here is glory. The festival makes and breaks careers. In the end, they risk as much here as a samurai entering into battle.” 
 
    Taijiri had finished his own meal. He rose and bowed again to Kuno before walking quietly off into the depth of the inn. Kuno watched him go, then cast a last glance over the other writers. 
 
    Chiri had finally been brought back to the table. Sura tended her closely, making the poor girl drink some tea. Kuno turned his attention back to his friends. 
 
    They ate together on the balcony, while out over the river, the last slivers of daylight finally faded into dark. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
    The island inn came promptly to life in the early morning, with maids cleaning floors and boatmen out in the river hawking their wares. The road across the island became busy with the first rush of visitors, and the Buddhist shrines rang their bells. 
 
    Chiri was up and about first thing in the morning. She had girded herself, putting all her energy into the task ahead. The rat spirit tied back her sleeves as if heading into battle, and tied a folded scarf about her head. The little official, Bito, took Chiri off to meet the cast members who would be acting in her play. Sura ran after her, making sure the rat had a pack of snacks and a flask of tea. The fox waved her friend farewell before she rolled back her own sleeves, gathered Tonbo and Kuno, and set herself to the job of being useful.  
 
    The best thing about Kuroda city was that untold hundreds of shops had virtually anything the buyer might need. The worst thing about the city was that it was driven by fad and fashion: what was avant garde in one street was seen as pure gaucherie in another. Nothing was ever simple – every item was an artist’s personal shout of defiance to the cosmos. Finding the simple basics could therefore be a bit of a chore. 
 
    Kuno, Tonbo and Sura spent their morning shopping. They took lunch in a strange little eating house where two chefs constantly vied with one another to create ever more intricately sculpted arrangements of fish. Footsore, tired and still hungry – the fish had been overpriced and the portions utterly minuscule – Sura and her companions trudged back across the long bridge to the island in the afternoon, feeling much in need of a cup of tea.  
 
    However duty called. Sura carried an armload of packages through into the room she shared with Chiri. The fox balanced everything in one arm and opened the sliding door, and walked into a scene of total chaos.  
 
    Chiri sat in their room with the screens facing the river wide open. Surrounded by papers, with inkstone and brush she wrote in absolute concentration. An uneaten lunch lay beside her, next to a forgotten pot of tea. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were buzzing about the room collecting pages that had been blown by the wind and settling them back into neat piles. Sura edged into the room, managing to avoid upsetting the piles of paper, threading her way carefully past the elementals. She called cheerfully to the rat. 
 
    “Hey hey! Your colleagues are all still out there arguing about sod-all! So that’s all last night, and all today flapping their jaws about literary realism!” Hugging her packages Sura fluffed out her fur. “Meaningful writers! Ooh – I’m turgid!” 
 
    The fox set her packages down beside one wall and dusted off her hands. 
 
    “Hey pretty rattie! I’ve got you new clothes. Very very very formal. Blew all of our dough, but we want you to look good when you head to the theatre. Oh, and a new fan! And some polish for Daitanishi!” Sura cast a glance at the flying rock. “He’s really letting the side down there.” 
 
    The earth elemental glowered at Sura. She set him on a shelf, doused him with polish, and began avidly buffing him with a cloth.  
 
    “So you met your cast? Did you rehearse all day, or were you just talking about props and stuff…? Selecting costumes…? Ritually defiling pictures of the producer…?” Sura looked over from her rock polishing activities. “Hello?” 
 
    Hard at work, Chiri apparently hadn’t heard a word. Sura waved her buffing cloth, hoping to attract the rat’s attention.  
 
    “Aaa, Chiri? I’m an egomaniac. I really need the feedback. It’s kind of a fox thing…” 
 
    Kuno arrived at the door and bowed. He had his own best clothing folded over his arm, ready to dress for the theatre. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Chiri san. Sura san. We should ready ourselves to attend the first performance of the contest. Kumiko’s play begins at the hour of the rooster.”  
 
    It would take perhaps half an hour to dress, another half an hour to walk to the theatre and deal with the formalities… Kuno was well on target. Chiri looked up at the man and frowned – not really seeing him at all. She furrowed her fine white brows. 
 
    “Blue. I’m seeing blue! I want midnight blue hangings. It should be a twilight space that the audience projects their own colours onto…” The rat looked out to the river, quite alive with inspiration. “No chorus. We’ll be abandoning the traditional form. I want the orchestra out of sight – the artificiality of the setting must be minimised…” 
 
    Sura looked at Chiri in awe. 
 
    “We’ve finally done it. We’ve created a monster of our very own…” 
 
    The rat was utterly preoccupied. Kuno sighed then gave Sura a bow. 
 
    “Please dress her, Sura san. We must not be late.” 
 
    Sura began rolling back her sleeves. 
 
    “I’m on it! We’ll be out in a bit!” 
 
    Kuno made his exit, quietly closing the door. He had to dress and re-order his hair- and perhaps it might be best to polish his sword. As he walked away, Sura’s voice came through the partition behind him as she tried to coax Chiri out of her reverie. 
 
    “Chiri? Hun? You’re going to have to drop the writing brush….” Sura’s voice became firm. “I mean it! Drop it! Drop..!” 
 
    Tonbo was in their shared room, shaving his stubble. His hair was unbound, ready to be oiled and bound. He wiped the razor clean and checked his chin, then looked up at Kuno. 
 
    “They’re getting dressed?” 
 
    “Oh yes…” Kuno gave a sigh. “All is well.” 
 
    Tonbo gave a nod. Kuno came and helped tie Tonbo’s hair back into a queue, squaring it perfectly away. 
 
    Behind him, he caught sight of Bifuuko flitting past with a little makeup kit in her claws. Inside the womens’ room, something fell from a table. There were faint sounds of Chiri trying to break free, and Sura telling her stop fussing and stand still…. 
 
    “Sit! Sit! Now stay…!” 
 
    Tonbo looked thoughtfully at the other room. But Kuno just nodded to him, trying to look calm and full of confidence. 
 
    There was no reason to panic. 
 
    At least – not quite yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ‘Theatre of Gliding Herons’ sat grandly on the northern bank of the river, in a district greatly renowned for its tea houses and restaurants. It was a strange, muddled old building – much expanded upon, added-to and improved over long centuries of use. But the backstage maze of storehouses was fronted by a truly elegant courtyard, and a theatre building freshly decorated in the most immaculate good taste. 
 
    The area outside the theatre thronged with colourful crowds. Some were vendors selling fans, while others sold snacks. Servants cheerfully cleared the main entrance for the arrival of the theatre’s guests. Palanquins deposited beautifully attired visitors. The courtyard soon filled with gossiping crowds, all discussing the evening’s potential for triumph or disaster.  
 
    The theatre itself consisted of a raised wooden stage inside a great, solid building. Row after row of stools had been set up for the guests. An area surrounded by low railings was reserved for the judges themselves – elegant court lords and ladies in elaborate robes, their faces painted into blank masks of makeup.  
 
    The other writers were already seated in pride of place. Sonada – as befitted his stature – had been offered a seat amongst visiting court nobility, and yet he had declined in order to sit with old warriors from the local samurai.  
 
    Kumiko lounged with several cronies, flicking occasional glares at Nishida as he sat insolently nearby. The serpent spirit Yumio appeared – moving with a slow, dreamlike grace. Taijiri – eclectically dressed head to toe in deep scarlet – swept into his place. He saw the Spirit Hunters arriving, and inclined his head towards Kuno from afar.  
 
    The stools were filling as audience members came trickling in from the courtyard. Women and men sat together, all gossiping back and forth. Merchants sat with samurai, and court nobles mingled with famous artisans. Status, class and sex were of no matter at all in the busy world of the arts.  
 
    The audience were all glancing critically at Kumiko. They discussed her behind their fans, passing rumours and speculation back and forth in waves. Sura paused by her seat and turned around, casting a searching glance over the audience. 
 
    “Oooh! Tough crowd.” 
 
    Kuno tugged at the fox’s robes, encouraging her to sit down. 
 
    “Shhh! The emperor’s representatives are watching.” He looked about himself, and then frowned at the fox. “And remove your hat! I have no idea why you chose to wear it!” 
 
    “I’m impressing the yokels! Size matters – trust me – I’m a fox!” Sura settled herself on her stool, fluffing out the sleeves of her formal robes. After consideration however she removed her tall eboshi cap. “There – happy?” 
 
    Stage attendants drew curtains across the doorways, and the crowd stilled. Up on the stage, musicians in stiff, formal garb appeared and arrayed themselves on stools. Their body positions looked far from comfortable. A row of grim-faced chorus singers took their own places, all sitting in rigid rows. Sura adjusted her position and resettled in place, keen to see the show. It had been a long, long time since she had seen the theatre. 
 
    A gong boomed – the single note echoing like the knell of doom. A drummer half rose into a crouch and began banging out a weird, slow cadence. The chorus began a deep, growling rumble of sound. 
 
    A figure came out onto the stage, wearing a wooden mask and a long wig, with stiff clothes of gleaming brocade. The figure moved bent-kneed across the floor, drawing out a fan. It pointed the folded fan and then slowly turned – moving off to another corner of the stage. 
 
    A flute caterwauled – screeching through notes that could almost shatter porcelain.  
 
    From the chorus came howls and whoops – followed by long, long minutes of howls and screams. The dancer moved in a crouching curve – stopping to stamp their feet and glower at the audience. 
 
    On, and on and on… 
 
    One singer suddenly proclaimed that the moon was staring down upon a restless and seething earth. The actor on stage poised with one foot in the air – halted, slowly turning his head… and then stepped off again upon his weird, ponderous dance. 
 
    Sura could only stare. She felt as if her brain had somehow wrenched itself sideways. Keeping her disbelieving eyes fixed on the chaos on stage, she leaned over and whispered into Kuno’s ear. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Kuno sternly kept watching the play. He hissed an impatient whisper at the fox. 
 
    “Shhh! Haven’t you ever been to the theatre before?” 
 
    “Yeah! With puppets and jokes!” 
 
    Kuno flicked her an irritated glance. “Shh!” 
 
    The first drummer had returned to his original seat. Two more took his place. The masked actor was still moving ponderously back and forth while someone in the chorus howled. Sura could only blink. 
 
    “Dear gods! How long is this going to go on?” 
 
    “At least two hours. Now be still!” 
 
    Sura was stuck. The hairs of her tail were almost curling. There was no graceful way to escape: she was stuck for the duration. She slowly leaned over to whisper again. 
 
    “If I look like I’m getting used to this… you’ll take care of it, won’t you? 
 
    Tonbo was staring at the stage – utterly bemused. 
 
    “If it comes to that, I will do us both.” 
 
    The play dragged on and on. Sura wilted in her seat, and just prayed for some sort of simple release – like a tidal wave, or a swarm of angry bees. But nothing happened. The fox could only sit and suffer in unaccustomed silence… 
 
    Hours later, Sura emerged from a boredom so intense it had almost been a trance. The last drum beats and rumbles from the chorus died away. The collection of actors posing and cruising back and forth in their masks had finally gone. The audience began to rise, all nodding and apparently deeply pondering the inner secrets of the performance.  
 
    Sura kept a straight face. She rose stiffly from her stool, unable to feel any circulation in her backside. Clapping her hat back on her head she collected Daitanishi, who seemed to have fallen asleep.  
 
    The exits were crowded as audience members gathered and spoke in tight little groups. Pundits held forth on their views – critics posed. The main exits were well and truly jammed. 
 
    Sura limped along and tried to pound circulation back into her own backside. 
 
    “Three hours! Three damned hours!” The fox’s brain felt like it had been stepped on by a herd of oxen. “Can anyone explain to me what the hell that was all about?” 
 
    Kuno proudly drew in a breath. Sura quickly lifted a finger in warning. 
 
    “Not you!” 
 
    Chiri turned, helping the fox wend her way past a gaggle of gossiping noblemen. She looked at the stage in quiet respect. 
 
    “My colleague Kumiko san’s play is a great critical success. I hope I shall be allowed to congratulate her.” 
 
    Sura looked at the rat, somewhat askance. 
 
    “You understood that?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Kuno san will agree with me.” The rat was quite swept away. “It was a complete break from expected forms. Most powerful.” 
 
    Kuno eagerly agreed. 
 
    “Powerful metaphors!” 
 
    “Most impressive!” 
 
    “Very striking!” Kuno nodded, quite swept away with passion. “The sublimation of the darker theme within the overall structure…” 
 
    Chiri blinked. “Masterful! Yes! Sub-theme encapsulated within each sub-theme...” 
 
    “Quite so!” 
 
    The fox blew out an irritated sigh, flicking a sharp glance from Chiri to Kuno. 
 
    “Just so you know, you two are getting a real smack when all this is over.” 
 
    Chiri sighed: clearly Sura was not deeply in tune with the deepest essence of the literary arts. The rat spirit led the way forward towards a solid, sliding door. 
 
    “This way. It will be easiest to leave through the backstage doors.” 
 
    Behind the stage, the theatre became a nest of dark passages and storage rooms. Masks glowered from walls, with astonishing wigs set out carefully on shelves. Costumes dangled in racks from hanging poles. Ladders led to gantries above the stage and crawl ways led beneath. The place had a thick scent of sawdust, old cloth and makeup. Doors and dark passages led off into a maze of old store rooms. The Spirit Hunters edged forward into the gloom with Bifuuko hovering above, giving off a ghostly shine of light.  
 
    Voices were raised in terse, bitter argument far back in the darkness. Beneath an old crow costume and a demon mask, Nishida and Kumiko stood in the gloom, their black clothing almost invisible in the shadows.  
 
    Nishida shoved costumes aside, shouting at Kumiko in hatred. 
 
    “You stole it! After all your fine words about tradition, you stole my play!” 
 
    “I stole nothing!” Kumiko’s voice rang with cruel arrogance. “My creative vision is my own!” 
 
    “Plagiarised! The manuscript went missing three days ago. A whole afternoon! How much did you copy?” 
 
    Kumiko sneered in disdain. “Why would I copy your second-rate maunderings? Your random dribblings of borrowed wit!” 
 
    Nishida struck out wildly at the costume rack beside him. The red-horned demon mask fell from the wall and broke. “You’ve tried to steal the only form new enough to win the prize!” 
 
    Nishida rushed towards Kumiko in rage. Kuno immediately stepped in to prevent violence. He spoke in quiet, polite warning. 
 
    “Nishida san! You appear to have tripped and broken a mask.” Kuno gave a gracious bow. “Let us help you clean up the pieces before anyone is hurt.” 
 
    Nishida took a wild look about the room. He flung a savage, hate filled glare at Kumiko. 
 
    “This is not over!” 
 
    Nishida staggered away into the dark passageways. Kumiko ran forward and called out after him, wild and bitter and full of tears. 
 
    “Go! Go and work on your worthless play! You were always more interested in the sound of your own voice than in making love!” 
 
    Chiri came quietly forward. Ever helpful, she knelt to quietly pick up the pieces of shattered demon mask. Kumiko looked down at her, still in a high state of distress. She wiped her eyes with her sleeves, smearing makeup back across her face. 
 
    “Chiri san – why are you here?” 
 
    Chiri bowed gently from down upon the floor. 
 
    “Please forgive us. We did not come to trespass.” Chiri bowed again – formal and beautiful, long white hair cascading about her face like a silver waterfall. “I wanted very much to congratulate you on your work. I am most deeply impressed by your vision and expression.” 
 
    The other writer was quite taken aback by Chiri’s quiet praise. 
 
    “What?” Kumiko blinked, quite mystified. “I… Thank you, Chiri san.”  
 
    Kumiko turned away, her rage stalled by the rat’s sincerity. She looked aside and bowed her head. 
 
    “Thank you, Chiri san. I have done little enough to earn your praise.” The woman bowed. “Please forgive me.” 
 
    Kumiko lifted her face and looked off through the dark – staring toward the passages that had swallowed Nishida. Her face seemed torn by sick regret. Chiri quietly arose and looked up at her, full of gentle concern.  
 
    “Will you be alright, Kumiko san?” 
 
    Kumiko ran a hand up into her own hair. “Yes. Yes – I need a drink.” She covered her eyes with her hand.  
 
    “Damn him! He ruins everything!” 
 
    Kumiko walked off, heading towards another backstage door. Sura, Tonbo and Kuno all watched for a moment, then looked to one another with brows raised in silent comment. Clearly, the writing community was no bed of daisies.  
 
    The curtains that led into the main theatre pushed back. The writer Taijiri came down through the passageway, clearly escaping the press of critics and milling audience members behind him. He saw the little group in the corridor standing beneath Bifuuko’s gentle light. Then he saw the broken demon mask in Chiri’s hands, and turned quite pale.  
 
    “My mask!” 
 
    Chiri immediately looked contrite. 
 
    “I did not break it, Taijiri san. There was an accident backstage.” The rat looked down at the pieces in sorrow. The horned mask was broken quite beyond repair. “I am sorry, Taijiri san. I am sure there is a replacement.” 
 
    Taijiri came forward. His long limbs were quivering with passion. He took up the pieces of the mask, utterly incensed. 
 
    “I will not tolerate their interference!” The man thrust the mask aside. “The play must be perfect! Perfect! Anything less is a failure of will!” 
 
    Taijiri stalked on towards the exits without so much as a goodbye, crimson robes swirling dramatically in the dark. Sura followed a few steps, saw the man exit out onto the street, and turned back, shaking her head in annoyance. 
 
    “Writers!” 
 
    She heaved a sigh, then linked arms with Chiri and led her towards the door. 
 
    “Come on! Let’s go get a drink.” Sura settled her tall cap firmly on her head. “It’s going to take a lot of alcohol to make me forget that damned play.” 
 
    They pushed out into the narrow street behind the theatre – a place filled with the back ends of several restaurants and businesses. It was night, and the alleyway was dark. Nearby streets to either side sparkled with little lamps set outside the many stores. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters headed slowly back towards the bridge. A free dinner awaited them at the island inn. Sura cricked her neck, heaved a sigh, and hoped to hell that the inn had finally found plum wine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning dawned over the great brown river, stirring the city into life. Boats moved on the current, bringing passengers and bales of rice, vegetables and tubs of fresh fish. Street vendors came yawning out into the light, wheeling noodle stalls and pancake booths into place. Food markets had begun trading and cloth sellers opened their doors. All the hustle and bustle of a city suddenly bloomed. 
 
    Chiri had crammed down breakfast then plunged into working upon her play. Kuno assigned himself to help her, since he was clearly in touch with higher artistic sensibilities. Sura and Tonbo left them to it, and trundled out into the town to get some actual business done. 
 
    It was time to restock their supplies of rations, ready to move on once the literary shenanigans had finally finished. Sura was inspired: never a good thing where food was concerned. In the main markets on the north bank of the river, she ran from stall to stall inspecting dried noodles, dried fish – and had to be steered away from a swamp goblin’s stall that apparently sold dried frogs. Tonbo caught up with her before she could make a deal for pickled snails and guided her to a soup stall, where they could have a snack. 
 
    Sura wolfed down a bowl of noodles layered over with sliced lotus root, fried tofu and a fried duck egg. She waved her fluffy tail hastily behind her as she sat and rammed the hot food down her gullet. 
 
    The fox wrestled the last of her noodles down her throat, then pointed at the nearby stalls with her chopsticks. 
 
    “See – we need to cut down the amount of fuss at the end of a long day’s walk! And that means cutting down on cooking time.” Sura upended her bowl and let the last soup run onto her tongue. “So we make ourselves a superior quality iron ration. Make a set of pre-done packs with all the ingredients already pre-mixed. We do mushroom noodles one day, fish stew another. We could include the sauces in little sachets…!” 
 
    Tonbo cast a level glance at the fox. 
 
    “Last time we let you make dinner, you put candy in with the fish.” 
 
    “I combined all the courses in one. It saves time!” 
 
    They reached the broad shore-side road that led up towards the river bridge. A crowd had gathered on the road by the riverbank. Sura leapt up onto a cart and craned to see, then immediately headed down towards the bank. 
 
    Two local law deputies were on the hard-packed mud, using a long rake to tow a floating corpse over to the bank. Sura immediately came forward, tying back her sleeves. Tonbo walked to the deputies and bowed. They bobbed a bow in return, and Tonbo turned to examine the corpse. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The taller of the two muddy deputies gestured to the body. 
 
    “A dead man, honoured samurai! Just a vagrant. No need to bother yourself.” 
 
    Sura had been peering at the corpse. She turned and piously lifted a hand in blessing to the deputies, giving a solemn bow. 
 
    “Do not dismiss this unfortunate so easily, my son. The Buddha is in the sparrow, the beggar and the king.” 
 
    The deputy immediately bowed in apology. 
 
    “Yes, priestess! Yes!” The man turned to look back at the river, pushing back his cap. “Forgive me! But it is the second one this week.” 
 
    Tonbo followed Sura as she walked over and squatted to closely examine the muddy corpse. He gave a snort. 
 
    “Hmph. What do you know about the Buddha?” 
 
    “An omnipresent happy guy with a weight problem! What’s to know?” The fox scooped river water to clean the muddy skin of the corpse. “Ugh. Look at this poor guy. He’s drained white!” 
 
    The body was that of a man of middle years… cropped hair and a wispy beard on his cheeks. He wore very ordinary clothing – a cheap robe and leggings. 
 
    Tonbo carefully examined the dead man’s throat. There was a cut mark on the neck – small and neat. Tonbo knelt and examined the mark with care. 
 
    “A knife cut in the carotid artery.” Tonbo checked the dead man’s back and hands. The skin was waxen and pale, with no sign of purple marks.  
 
    “This man has been totally drained of blood.” 
 
    The deputy merely gave a shrug. 
 
    “A vagrant with his throat cut.” 
 
    Sura frowned, continuing her examination. 
 
    “Cut in a precise, delicate way…” 
 
    The fox checked the man’s hands. They showed some roughening from manual labour. He was neither thin from starvation, nor browned by the sun… An ordinary man of the city, or so it seemed. 
 
    Sura looked upriver towards the theatre. 
 
    “He must have floated from upriver. From the theatre and red light district…?” 
 
    There were no immediate answers.  
 
    Sura bowed her head, clapped her hands, and began the prayer for the deceased. The deputies shuffled aside, wondering why she wasted her time on an unknown vagrant. But they bowed their heads and kept their peace. 
 
    Folk in the crowd also bowed their heads as they heard the strange fox priestess’ prayer. 
 
      
 
    “Peace. Let no souls grieve. 
 
      
 
    There is a vessel that has no sides 
 
    Infinite, it can never be filled. 
 
    Eternal, it may never be emptied. 
 
    Fathomless, it is the origin of all things. 
 
    Coming from the eternal – returning to the eternal… What is there, then, that can ever be truly lost? 
 
    Drift now in the fountain of all being, and be filled with boundless joy...” 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the tea rooms of the island inn, Chiri sat with Kuno on a quiet patch of floor. Each held flutes, and had a pile of papers spread before them. Chiri had been jotting notes as she mused over the music for her play. Kuno blew a soft snatch of a tune, and seemed dissatisfied. Chiri nodded in careful agreement. She lifted her own flute and played… And Kuno tilted his head, impressed, but not quite satisfied. And so they worked together in peaceful companionship, halting here and there to confer. It made for a strangely beautiful morning. 
 
    A few patrons were in a far corner. Daitanishi and Bifuuko sat on a table, quietly reading a storybook together. A passing maid quietly left another book for them on the table, staring in amazement as the little creatures turned over each page.  
 
    Kuno had been toying with a tune, working it back and forth. He suddenly remembered another song in a quite similar vein. He played – and Chiri immediately looked up, pink eyes full of delight.  
 
    “That’s it! That will work! Kuno san – what is that tune?” 
 
    Kuno set his flute aside, deeply pleased that he had been of assistance. “Buddha mind, bright as clear water.” Kuno gave a bow. “Your musicians will know it.” 
 
    “Good! That’s for Act 2, Scene 1…” 
 
    Chiri eagerly painted notes onto the paper beside her. She sighed and sat back, washing out the brush. 
 
    The rat rolled her head, cricking her neck. She reached over to lift up a parcel that had been carefully wrapped in cloth. 
 
    “The officials have given me a demon mask for my own play. But since I do not truly require it, I am giving it to Taijiri san.” The rat frowned and held out the package. The mask had no horns. “It is not quite the same, but hopefully it will suffice.” 
 
    Kuno genially inclined his head. 
 
    “That is generous, Chiri san.” 
 
    “Taijiri san must have troubles enough without worrying about details of costumes and props.” Chiri set the parcel off to one side. “I hope it is a help to him.” 
 
    Kuno wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “I hope at least that he remembers to thank you.” 
 
    Chiri rubbed at her eyes, feeling tired. She was painfully aware that her arrangements were rushed. The rat gave another sigh. 
 
    “I am behind. The others have had weeks to rehearse. I must cram everything into a few short days…!” 
 
    Kuno gently passed Chiri some tea. 
 
    “We are here to help you, Chiri san. The others have already gone to order your backdrops and your props. The officials are aware of your needs.” 
 
    The rat nodded, but still felt horribly inadequate. 
 
    “Kumiko san’s play haunts me. The work I have submitted seems totally inappropriate.” 
 
    Kuno was a raft of calm. “And yet it has pleased the emperor’s representatives – perhaps even the emperor himself!” The man bowed to his friend. 
 
    “Do not fret needlessly over the judgment of others, Chiri san, if you have done well in your own heart.” 
 
    Yumio came cruising into the tea rooms. The snake spirit seemed dazed and distant. Elegant and beautiful in her human form, she slid over to a shaded place near the balcony and sat herself down. She leaned her face on one hand and stared out over the river, tail dragging listlessly behind her. 
 
    Chiri’s nose twitched as she caught a strange scent from the snake woman’s flesh. But her aversion to snakes made her keep her back stiff, consciously looking away.  
 
    Sonada appeared, quietly climbing the steps from below. He halted as he saw Yumio, looking at her in concern. But she kept her face turned away from him. Sonada gripped his fan, and forced himself to walk away. 
 
    Sounds of shattering crockery came from the rooms nearby. Kumiko staggered into the tea rooms – drunk, drugged or both. She accidentally struck a table and sent a tea set spilling to the floor. She looked about herself in a vague, wild panic, clinging to one wall. 
 
    “I can’t write! I can’t feel it inside me!” 
 
    The woman staggered a few steps into the room, tearing at her robes. 
 
    “I can’t write!” 
 
    Kumiko wavered. Kuno was already up and moving, catching her as she fell. The woman was shivering – and going into some kind of fit. 
 
    Sonada ran to assist. Together, they laid Kumiko on the floor, cushioning her from harm as she violently arched back. Kuno turned and looked to the horrified maids.  
 
    “Fetch help! A doctor!” 
 
    As the maids sped off to summon aid, Sonada and Kuno held Kumiko as her fits subsided. The girl wept in terrible distress. The two men sat shielding her quietly – soothing her as best they could. 
 
    Kuno found himself face to face with his hero. The man looked at him quietly, then gave a gracious now. 
 
    “You are Asodo Kuno. An imperial deputy.” 
 
    “You are Sonada Sensei.” Kuno bowed in return – deeply moved. “The honour is too great.” 
 
    Sonada nodded, liking what he saw. 
 
    “I am honoured to meet a samurai who understands gentleness and compassion.” 
 
    The maids came racing back, bringing the little official hurrying in their wake. He had two strong porters with him. Bito knelt at Kumiko’s side, waving his hands and directing affairs as the porters carefully lifted Kumiko and wrapped her in a quilt. The maids and porters gently bore the weeping girl away to her room.  
 
    Kuno stood with Sonada, frowning in compassion as he watched Kumiko depart. Kuno could only shrug in puzzlement. 
 
    “Too much to drink? 
 
    “Possibly.” Sonada kept his voice low, keeping their affairs away from prying ears. “Bito san. The lady is in a state of stress.” 
 
    The little official gave a deep bow. 
 
    “I shall see her attended in her room, and send a physician.” The little man sat up and looked back towards Kumiko, shaking his head in kindly understanding. “The artistic temperament can be a curse as well as a blessing. I shall send for cool drink.” 
 
    Sonada nodded. He turned – bowed again to Kuno – and moved quietly out onto the balcony. He cast a look at Yumio, who still gazed languidly off across the river, then walked slowly away. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    In the late afternoon, the inn’s tea rooms were crowded as theatre-goers gathered before the evening’s performance. Writers, poets and critics hunched over sakē cups, all dressed to the nines and ready to head off to the theatre. Sonada sat with some of the literary old guard, quietly drinking tea with them and showing utter calm. He wore plain robes, with paired swords featuring tasteful black and silver fittings. The men and women who spoke with him were from many walks of life. Be they samurai or merchants, artists or lords, all were noticeably courteous and restrained.  
 
    Yumio entered – dressed in beautiful flowing robes. The snake woman wandered past other writers and members of the discerning public, scarcely aware they were there. But she stopped as she saw Sonada. She looked toward him for a moment, then hung her head and quietly walked away. 
 
    Chiri entered the room, tugging her robes into place. Bifuuko hastened after her, still fussing with the rat’s long hair, while Daitanishi zoomed along in their wake carrying Chiri’s fan balanced atop his head. Chiri halted in panic, suddenly remembering her fan and turning about to head back to her rooms. Daitanishi patiently hovered before her, presenting the fan. Chiri took it and hastened on – clearly an absolute bundle of nerves.  
 
    Sonada’s guests had gone on to speak to some of the officials. Spying Chiri and her companions, he invited them over, rising to bow politely to the white rat. 
 
    “Chiri san. Colleague – please do me the honour of joining me.” He bowed again to Kuno. “Asodo Kuno san. I have yet to meet your companions.” 
 
    Kuno turned and made the introductions. In her priestly finery – complete with kodachi jutting through her belt – Sura was an astonishing flash of colour in the soberly dressed theatre crowd. Tonbo loomed beside her, immaculately dressed with sword and heavy dagger sitting comfortably on his belt. 
 
    Kuno bowed. 
 
    “Sensei Sonada, may I introduce Kitsune Sura and Tsunetomo Tonbo – our fellow Spirit Hunters.” 
 
    Sonada looked from Chiri and her elementals to the colourful fox. He arched back in realisation, suddenly feeling the world was a far richer place. 
 
    “Spirit Hunters! I am old and foolish. I should have guessed.” The man shook his head then gestured to his table. “Please – sit! We shall have a little tea before the mental rigours of the night. I apologise beforehand for the play this evening. It is an example of my work at its most sentimental.” 
 
    Sura fluffed out her tail and sat. Chiri perched upon a seat beside the great Sonada, blushing pink and sitting stiff as a board. Kuno took his place and nodded to his host, radiating a field of pure propriety. 
 
    Sonada tried his best to set Chiri at her ease as he quietly poured her tea. 
 
    “Do you enjoy Koroda, Chiri san? Have you been to the city before?” 
 
    The rat gave a little blush.  
 
    “It is my first visit, Sonada san.” Chiri gratefully accepted a cup. “I find cities both pleasant and confusing. I am not truly an urban rat, Sonada san. My people are from the great lakes.” 
 
    “I sympathise.” Sonada looked off towards the river. “I was a simple country samurai in my youth long ago, before a love of scholarship drew me away.” The great man quietly settled his swords. “I miss those days. There was a simplicity then. But a life of duty requires hard choices.” 
 
    Men and women were meeting, talking, gossiping… A silence began to spread as Nishida stalked into the room. People stared – others leaned in to whisper behind fans. Sonada looked at the man with a sudden cold haze of hatred, then with great composure, looked away. He poured more tea for his guests, moving with an unhurried, effortless grace.  
 
    Nishida walked past – his imported robes glittering and trailing negligently behind. He flung himself into a seat nearby and lounged aggressively back, ignoring the gossip and stares.  
 
    Sura watched all the little interchanges in the room, and archly sipped her tea. 
 
    “The writers do not like Nishida tonight.” 
 
    Sonada softly set the teapot aside. 
 
    “They believe he has drugged Kumiko san in revenge for her comments upon his work last night.” 
 
    Nishida was drinking sakē straight from the bottle. He had overheard. The man slammed his drink onto the table.  
 
    “That is a lie!” Nishida shoved his table back. “Her play is a farce. She is playing you all for sympathy!” 
 
    Sonada turned to Nishida and spoke with firm grace. 
 
    “You forget yourself, Nishida san. Please lower your voice.” 
 
    Nishida threw back his robes to bare his katana hilt. 
 
    “You! You think you’re better than me, you mouldering cultural treasure!” 
 
    Kuno rose to his feet. Sonada serenely continued to drink tea, pretending that he had heard nothing. 
 
    “You should have tea, Nishida san. It soothes the currents of your ki.” 
 
    Nishida sneered in derision. 
 
    “One day, you will go too far old man!” 
 
    “I will not fight you, Nishida san.” Sonada slowly lifted his cup. “Kindly leave. You are disturbing my table guests.” 
 
    Many hostile eyes glowered at Nishida. The innkeeper stood frozen nearby, staring at the scene in shock. Nishida gave a snort then turned, robes swirling. He strode off toward the darker reaches of the inn.  
 
    Kuno was cold with anger at Nishida’s behaviour. Sonada merely sighed, then bowed slightly to Kuno. 
 
    “Kuno san – we are all bound by orders and by duty, no matter how hard those orders may seem.” The writer’s hands clenched into tight fists. He released them deliberately, and took up the teapot. “Have some tea.” 
 
    Kuno closed his eyes, feeling a sudden flood of realisation. He squared his shoulders, and faced his fellow samurai. 
 
    “I understand, Sonada san.” Kuno gave a formal bow. “Sonada san, it would be an honour to act for you in this matter.” 
 
    Sonada only shook his head. 
 
    “I do not believe in acting through proxy, Kuno san. A man must act for himself. But I thank you for your concern.” 
 
    Bito, came poking and peeking through the crowds, clearly seeking for Sonada. The little official had urgent questions about the coming performance. With duty calling, Sonada bowed gracefully to the Spirit Hunters and arose to deal with the latest crisis. He listened to Bito san, nodded, then walked with the man off towards the theatre. 
 
    Kuno arose and walked to the balcony, where he stood staring off into the river breeze. Sura looked from Sonada to Kuno and scratched a pointed ear. The fox turned to Tonbo and lifted one brow in confusion. 
 
    “What was that all about?” 
 
    Tonbo shrugged. Chiri too was at a loss – and Daitanishi was no help at all. All they could do was sit back and drain the last of their tea. 
 
    At her table nearby, Yumio swayed to her feet. She looked vague and deeply embittered. She walked past Sura, Chiri and Tonbo, robes trailing and long tail hanging heavy in her wake. 
 
    “Enough. Let them argue and bicker. In the end, what is the point?” The snake spirit cast a tired, derisive glance over Chiri. 
 
    “Write all you want. In the end, every story is a lie.”  
 
    The snake moved away – lurching slightly as she walked. She vanished into the crowds of eager critics and connoisseurs. 
 
    Chiri seemed to have shrunk in on herself. Kuno was brooding, filled with emotion. Sura leapt to her feet and clapped her hands, determined to spread good cheer. She pulled Chiri up and merrily dusted off her robes. 
 
    “Back straight! Tail high! What the hell do any of them know?” Sura turned Chiri towards the beautiful sunset view across the river. “Now what’s on tonight?” 
 
    Tonbo arose, pulling his unaccustomed finery to shape about his shoulders. 
 
    “Sonada’s play.” 
 
    The fox rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “Right! Let’s get there early and steal some of the good cushions from the noble’s stalls.” The fox gave a sigh, contemplating yet another night sitting on her bottom while masked men pranced and postured on stage. 
 
    Sura steered Kuno off towards the stairs. He came up reluctantly from his thoughts. 
 
    “We are leaving already?” 
 
    “We are.” Sura half wished she could bring her spear. “Another night at the theatre! It’s enough to make you weep…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, the Theatre of the Gliding Herons played to another packed crowd. The honoured judges of the theatre festival had been joined by the artistic and cultural elite – poets, critics, artists and patrons. Altogether, four hundred invited guests had come to see a play by the great Sonada.  
 
    Sonada’s work had played to an audience deeply invested in sarcasm, gossip and intellectual posing. Even so, as the performance ended, the audience left to gather into groups to heatedly discuss what they’d seen. Several older, sager heads held forth about the metaphors and deep poetic structure of the dialogue. But the avant garde clustered about feigning indifference: too much interest in any topic was clearly self-diminishing. 
 
    At the back of the theatre, the alleys were deserted apart from the occasional cat. The backstage door opened, creaking awkwardly in the dark. The Spirit Hunters stepped out with Bifuuko gleaming softly overhead. Kuno led the way quietly off towards the riverbank. 
 
    Progress was slow. Chiri and Tonbo had to guide poor Sura, who was utterly beside herself. The fox wept and blubbered inconsolably, mopping her eyes with long sleeves. 
 
    “Why? Why did it have to die?” 
 
    Kuno patted Sura on the back, looking past her to nod to Chiri. 
 
    “I think she understood that one…” 
 
    Sura cried like a baby. The play had literally struck her heart. The fox was thoroughly soaking her sleeves until Tonbo finally passed her an old tenugui towel he kept inside his robes. 
 
    The fox wiped blindly at her face, still streaming rivers of tears. 
 
    “The – the little kitten gave its life for the princess!” 
 
    Chiri was quite overcome with awe at Sonada’s work. She could only numbly nod. 
 
    “It was beautiful. Simply beautiful.” 
 
    They reached the main river road. Tonbo turned and looked back towards the theatre. Both he and Daitanishi frowned. 
 
    The big man gave a grunt. 
 
    “The audience seemed stiff.” 
 
    Kuno was quiet. He felt reverent. Tonight he had been shown a marvel. 
 
    “It was an old play. One of Sonada’s sensei’s classics. It must be ten years old.” 
 
    Tonbo suddenly understood. 
 
    “Ah. The audience were expecting something new.” The big samurai cast a patient glance at Sura.  
 
    “You can stop crying. The kitten didn’t really die.” 
 
    Sura wailed – utterly inconsolable. “In the play it did!” 
 
    Chiri put a comforting arm about her friend. 
 
    “Metaphorically, it lived on, Sura san. It gave its life to heal the princess – so its love makes it a part of the princess now, do you see?” 
 
    The long-suffering Kuno flipped a paper handkerchief out of his sleeve. He gave it to Sura, who blew her nose noisily. 
 
    The fox snuffled miserably as she tried to dry her eyes. 
 
    “Stupid play.” 
 
    There were railings and an old handcart at the edge of the road beside the riverbank. The Spirit Hunters all sat and watched the great, dark river flowing by. The city suburbs at the far bank sparkled with little flecks of lamplight. On the riverside road by Sura and her companions, lamps shone as street vendors hawked their wares to the theatre crowds. Several eating houses were open, with patrons laughing and talking.  
 
    Taijiri emerged from the darkness. Long and flexible, the man strolled over to the Spirit Hunters. He tipped them a salute, then leaned back upon a tree that grew nearby. He gave a great, droll smile.  
 
    “Did you see the play?” 
 
    Kuno gave a grave nod of his head. 
 
    “Yes, Taijiri san. It was a masterpiece.” 
 
    Taijiri quirked one corner of his great, loose mouth into a smile. 
 
    “An old masterpiece. From an old master!” 
 
    Kuno bristled. 
 
    “Pure art endures!” 
 
    “But a pure artist does not.” Taijiri made a cryptic gesture with one hand. “Sonada san has written nothing of note for ten years! He has not even penned a letter for two years. There are no dreams there worth the tasting.” 
 
    Kuno turned and frowned back towards the theatre. 
 
    “The great master perhaps needs to replenish himself.” 
 
    “He will not do it.” Taijiri flicked a hand towards the theatre. “He lacks any understanding of real tools.” 
 
    Bifuuko and Daitanishi were sitting in a tree branch, keeping an eye on things. Both observed Taijiri with suspicion. 
 
    Chiri looked to the man in puzzlement. 
 
    “What tools should he understand, Taijiri san?” 
 
    Taijiri slid a sharp glance over Chiri. His eyes dark glittered. 
 
    “For those who have the will to win, writing can open the gates to immortality. But the will must never falter. To dismiss tools, to turn from opportunities, is to fall.” Taijiri arose. 
 
    “And in falling – oblivion.” 
 
    The man walked off down the road, towards a dark jetty filled with boats. He raised a hand in farewell. 
 
    “I received your gift, Chiri san.” The man twirled his hand, calling out as he idly wandered away. “Thank you for the mask…!” 
 
    The Spirit Hunters watched him go. Sura and the two elementals had developed a sharp dislike of Taijiri: Sura deciding he was the posing git who needed her sandal lodged up his backside. Kuno and Tonbo remained more impassive, while Chiri merely bit her lip and look depressed. The white rat was having great misgivings about the world of writing. 
 
    “Perhaps I am not cut out for these endeavours. I have no wish to crush my foes. I just wanted to make something… something beautiful.” 
 
    Kuno nodded to Chiri in great respect. 
 
    “I for one anticipate much pleasure from seeing your work.” He stood, ordering his robes with a graceful flick of his hand. “Come then. We have much to do tomorrow, and nothing is achieved by sitting here.” 
 
    It was time to find a decent dinner. The teahouse at the Isle of Tales had the advantage of being free – but it was sure to be crowded with intellectuals all discussing the play. Sura was in no mood to be reminded about kittens, cats or princesses. The fox turned to look at the city streets, then gestured off towards a side street with her chin. 
 
    “Food?” 
 
    Tonbo nodded. “Food.” 
 
    “The fox requires nourishment.” Sura shook herself, then took Chiri by the hand. “Come on. Let’s go find a noodle place that’s one hundred percent pretention free.” The fox gave a shrug. “We can just… relax for a while.” 
 
    Chiri linked arms with Sura. 
 
    “We can talk about the kitten if you would like.” 
 
    “No no!” The fox walked everyone onward, stiff backed and frozen faced. “Kittens no. Noodles yes. Don’t talk about kittens! I’m serious!” 
 
    They wandered on towards the scent of food, while behind them, the river glittered cold and dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the dark hours after midnight, the inn finally lay quiet. The gossiping, avid writers and enthusiasts had finally gone home, and the inn staff had blown out the lamps and gone to bed. The river lapped endlessly at the island, its current slow and smooth, jet black beneath the moonless light. 
 
    Chiri could not sleep. Her mind raced on and on in wasteful, troubled thoughts. Finally she sat up in bed, rubbing at her eyes. In her own bed beside her, Sura was tangled in covers and softly snoring. The twitching of the fox’s foot was just one more minor annoyance that disturbed Chiri’s rest. 
 
    Chiri arose and crossed quietly over to the window. The rat spirit slid open the wooden shutter to let in the cool night air. She leaned out, feeling the pleasant stir of breeze against her face. Chiri heaved a sigh, closing her eyes and trying unsuccessfully to still her troubled mind.  
 
    The rat quietly drew on a robe and crept out of the room, careful to keep her natagama. Daitanishi and Bifuuko were immediately up and at her side. Chiri walked through the darkened inn and came to the tea rooms.  
 
    She mounted a little set of stairs to a sitting room, slid open the window, and peered out over the open rooves. 
 
    The roof of the inn was a great, dark place filled with nooks and crannies. Roof tiles made a rippling landscape that led up to the central ridge – but other little rooves jutted out to cover annexes, rooms and halls. The river air blew cool and clean across the tiles. Chiri breathed in the scents, and gave a sigh. 
 
    The rat spirit shimmered and changed into her animal form. She emerged from her robes small, white-furred and with glittering whiskers. Clambering swiftly out through the window, Chiri paused while Daitanishi and Bifuuko came out to join her, then twittered off across the great, dark tiles.  
 
    It was good to be out and away from rooms and cloying walls. Chiri crept up and up onto the roof’s peak, then walked over towards the windward edge of the inn. She finally found a perch at the very edge of the roof, high above the muddy island shore below. Bifuuko settled beside her, bright wings glittering. Daitanishi wafted down and landed at Chiri’s flank, wriggling forward to peer down over the edge and frown. 
 
    The night was dark and moonless. But the stars gave a little light – enough to show the sleek black surface of the river down below. Chiri sat up and quietly combed her long whiskers with pink forefeet. She then sighed and sat gazing off across the river, trying to somehow quiet her troubled heart.  
 
    From the darkness between the roof tiles just beside her, something stirred. A tired, dazed voice hissed into the quiet. 
 
    “The city never ceases to depress me. It lives, but has no direction. It moves, but only with an illusion of progress.” The voice gave a sigh. “The city is like a corpse running with maggots…” 
 
    Chiri slowly turned and saw a long serpent sprawled on the roof nearby. The snake seemed ill. Her human clothing lay abandoned on a windowsill immediately by. Chiri crept closer, whiskers shivering at a weird scent that hung upon the air. 
 
    “Yumio san?” The rat crept closer, sniffing in alarm. “Are you ill? You smell strange.” 
 
    The snake lay flat across the tiles. 
 
    “Ill. Sick of it all.” Yumio shivered all along her body, giving off a weird acidic scent. “Too weak to create alone. Too weak to bear it. Too weak to… to let it go…” 
 
    Yumio’s voice trailed off into a whisper. She seemed scarcely conscious. Chiri overcame her aversion to snakes and ran her paws over the other woman, and found her to be limp and dazed. The snake never bothered to move. 
 
    Daitanishi sped off across the roof. He returned some moments later, smothered inside Chiri’s discarded robe. Bifuuko dashed to the rescue and led him over to Chiri, helping the other elemental somehow escape out of the rat spirit’s clothes.  
 
    Chiri transformed into her half-and-half form, swiftly pulling on the robe. She sat on the tiles and passed hands over the limp snake in alarm. Yumio seemed unable to move, and her heart had an erratic beat.  
 
    “Yumio san – I beg you to transform. You are sick, and I cannot tell what is wrong with you.” 
 
    Bifuuko and Daitanishi dragged a robe over from Yumio’s pile of discarded clothes. They draped the robe gently across the snake. Yumio shimmered, and sluggishly transformed into human form – long and slender with beautiful golden eyes. She drew the robes tight against the breeze, as Chiri held and steadied her, looking up at her in deep concern. 
 
    Yumio managed to sit, covering her eyes with one hand. Lost in a dark maze of self-loathing and contempt, the serpent spirit plucked miserably at one sleeve. 
 
    “It was beautiful. So beautiful.” Yumio wept – desolate and hopeless. “A waste. Surely he can see…” 
 
    Chiri tried hard to understand. 
 
    “What? What was a waste, Yumio san?” 
 
    The serpent listlessly drew a folded paper from her sleeve. A poem written upon paper that had been wrapped about the stem of a flower. Chiri quietly took the paper and unfolded it. Bifuuko glowed softly overhead, casting a gentle light down across the page. 
 
    Chiri softly read the poem – her pink eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “She is not alone. 
 
    Beneath the caress of rain, 
 
    Bright new scales may shine.” 
 
      
 
    Chiri lowered the poem in quiet respect and wonder. 
 
    “Someone loves you very dearly, Yumio san.” 
 
    Yumio turned aside, hiding her face. 
 
    “I would never have received it, if he knew what I truly am…” 
 
    The snake spirit hung her head, sick and shuddering. Chiri put an arm about her, trying to keep her warm. 
 
    “You are sick, Yumio san. Come – let me help you. I will make a spell.” 
 
    “For me it is too late, Chiri san.” Yumio closed her eyes. “If you feed the flames too brightly, you… you must pay.” 
 
    The snake said no more.  
 
    Working with gentle patience, Chiri managed to guide the serpent spirit onto her feet. She supported the tall, swaying woman carefully over the tiles, finally guiding her safely in through the window. 
 
    “Come. Let us take care of you now. Please.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chiri san.” Yumio pushed free. She steadied herself, fingertips held low and spread, finding her balance once again. 
 
    “Too much to drink. And a life ill spent.” The woman breathed more steadily. “I will be all right. I am sorry to have troubled you, Chiri san.” 
 
    “Please! I can summon water elementals – perhaps a physician…” 
 
    “No no.” Yumio slowly made her way back down the stairs. “Let no one be troubled. It is as it is.” 
 
    The woman reached the bottom of the stairs and paused. 
 
    “Thank you again, Chiri san.” The serpent gave a slight, graceful bow. “Perhaps the world is not quite empty.” 
 
    Yumio wandered away, back towards her room. Chiri stood in the darkness with Bifuuko and Daitanishi hovering beside her. She watched Yumio through troubled eyes, then finally heaved a sigh. 
 
    Tomorrow would be a hellishly busy day. The rat braced her shoulders, collected her two little friends, and headed quietly back to bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, Chiri and Kuno walked to the theatre together. Rehearsals were beginning, and Chiri was decidedly needed on site, bright eyed and curly tailed. Meanwhile Tonbo and Sura headed out into the city once again. There were shops to inspect and a few sights to see – rations to purchase and package. The two friends crossed the bridge and pushed on into the city markets, hunting for bargains that lurked here and there.  
 
    One of the noodle vendors from the riverbank came to fetch them, as the very recognisable fox and enormous samurai walked the markets. The noodle seller bobbed and bowed, leading them hastily out of the markets and down a street that led to the riverbanks. Sura tied back her sleeves as she ran, ducking and weaving through the morning shopping crowds.  
 
    The tide was out, exposing wide banks of firm mud. A small crowd of nervous townsfolk all stood looking at a corpse that lay out on the shore. The crowd parted as the noodle vendor came running to the fore, then bowed to the two scruffy deputies who stood waiting by the corpse. 
 
    The deputies bowed to Sura and Tonbo and backed away from the body. Sura tied up the hems of her hakama and climbed down onto the warm mud bank. Tonbo joined her as she walked quietly over to the corpse. 
 
    Face up in the shallows and dressed in sodden, tawdry finery, the dead woman was in her late teens – slender and almost hollow eyed. She had makeup on her face and neck. Tonbo carefully exposed the dead girl’s neck, and revealed the small, precise cut in the woman’s throat. 
 
    The girl’s jaw and neck were stiff with rigor mortis, but the rest of the body still lolled loose.  
 
    The slash over her carotid artery was just like that of the previous corpse. Sura grimly sat back on her haunches. 
 
    “That makes two. Three if you count their one last week…” The fox looked the girl slowly up and down. “Only a few hours dead. Drained of all blood…”  
 
    Tonbo frowned, recalling other drained bodies long ago. 
 
    “Pennagolan?” 
 
    “No – it’s a cut, not a puncture… And no signs of strangulation or violence.” Sura peered more closely at the wound. “Small – precise… these cuts are like surgery. This can’t be just a robbery or a fight. The victim would have to be totally immobile. This was done on an unconscious victim…” Sura looked up to Tonbo, who was now inspecting the girl’s scalp. “Any blow-marks on the head? Was she knocked unconscious?” 
 
    Tonbo rolled the corpse over onto her side and carefully probed at the back of her skull. He looked to Sura and shook his head.  
 
    Sura looked at the girl, examining the cadaver’s hands. 
 
    “So who were you, poor thing?” 
 
    “A prostitute.” Tonbo revealed a little brass necklace about the girl’s throat. “She wears a bell.” 
 
    “Really?” Sura’s interest was piqued. “But her hands are elegant.” 
 
    The dead girl’s makeup had been skillfully applied. Her clothing was cheap, but her figure was sleek and refined – this was no farm girl or shopkeeper’s daughter.  
 
    Sura frowned. 
 
    “She’s from a good family. Had she fallen on hard times? Paying off a loan to a loan shark?” 
 
    Tonbo continued minutely examining the body – checking beneath her nails, and examining her eyes. Sura stood and looked up the river, tail swishing softly as she thought.  
 
    “They both must have floated from upriver. So where were they killed? Cutting a throat would leave a lot of blood.” Sura looked carefully along the shoreline. “Were they dropped from the bridge? Or the island? They must have both been dumped in the water on this bank…” 
 
    Tonbo gave a sudden grunt. 
 
    He had carefully opened the dead girl’s lips. Her teeth were clenched tight with rigor, but the left side of her gums showed purple stains. He lifted her cheeks open as best he could, peering deeper in along her jaw. 
 
    “Here. Purple stains – almost black.” Tonbo used the tip of his dagger as a mirror to inspect inside the dead girl’s cheek.  
 
    “Night lotus. She was a drug addict. They chew it on their back teeth.” 
 
    Sura turned, scowling. 
 
    “Night lotus? Isn’t that lethal?” 
 
    “Not in small doses.” Tonbo carefully sheathed his heavy dagger. “In small doses, they say it is like pure ecstasy. Pure light.” 
 
    Sura narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Assuming it’s illegal here, where would you go to get a regular supply?” 
 
    “Red light district – upriver of the theatre.” 
 
    The fox twitched her tail. “I wonder…. Was the other dead guy a lotus head, too? Did you check his mouth?” 
 
    Tonbo shook his head. “Not well. We were rushed.” 
 
    “Then we need to give that corpse a more thorough going-over. They won’t have burned the body yet.” 
 
    Both rose and washed their hands – first in river water, then with water from Tonbo’s canteen.  
 
    Sura walked to the body and prepared to pray over the corpse. As she walked towards it, she looked up and saw the bridge that led over to the Isle of Dreams. 
 
    Sonada stood on the bridge. The samurai was arguing passionately with an officer of the imperial court. The officer was refusing to listen to Sonada’s demands. He instead handed Sonada what seemed to be a written order – a letter that was presented with great ceremony and cool insistence. Ashamed and incensed, Sonada had no choice but to accept the letter. He bowed, and the officer mounted into an elaborate ox cart and was driven majestically away.  
 
    Sura watched the entire exchange from afar. The white tip of her tail swished slowly back and forth. 
 
    “An imperial representative? What is going on?” 
 
    Tonbo could only shrug. 
 
    Sura said her prayers. When she had finished, she walked back up onto the road with Tonbo. They found the two deputies and asked directions to the local Buddhist temple, where the previous murder victim was presumably being prepared for burial. The deputies bobbed a bow and pointed downstream along the road. 
 
    Tonbo and Sura headed off towards the temple. Behind them, the deputies walked down into the mud, and attended to the body of the girl. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime later, the street criers announced midday – the hour of the horse. Inside the theatre, Chiri was working on her play. She sat with a circle of actors, all reading through her script, while over at the stage, stagehands dressed in dusty work clothes searched through boxes of props.  
 
    Further back in the main theatre, Sura and Tonbo sat with Kuno. Kuno dusted Bifuuko with careful strokes of a fluffy brush. 
 
     “So the first body was also marked?” 
 
    Sura nodded. She sipped at a cup of truly execrable tea and made a face. 
 
    “Night lotus stains. Not as pronounced. We missed them first time around because the mouth and skin were muddy.” 
 
    Kuno took in the information. He nodded, then gently released Bifuuko, who fluttered back over to settle on her mistress’ shoulder.  
 
    Over at the main doors, Bito stuck his head into the gloom. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the light, and finally spotted Chiri and her actors by the stage. He bustled forward, his tall black cap cleaving past stage props, backdrops and screens. 
 
    “Chiri san. Nishida san is taken unwell. He will not require the theater for another rehearsal. You may have the theatre until the hour of the monkey.” 
 
    The rat spirit looked up, blinked as the information intruded into her thoughts, and gave a bow. 
 
    “Ah! Thank you, Bito san. Please forward my thanks to Nishida san. I will call on him to ask after his health.” 
 
    Bito bowed and turned to leave. Kuno stood and crossed quietly over, intercepting the man before he could depart.  
 
    “Bito san. Nishida san is unwell?” 
 
    The little official gave a bob. 
 
    “Most unusually so. He staggers, dazed as if drunk!” The little man shook his head in decided disapproval. “Just like Kumiko san. This dissolute lifestyle is a shame to their families!” 
 
    Bito shook his head again, then headed for the door. He stopped – remembered yet another task, and chose a different exit, heading off on his endless affairs.  
 
    Sura and Tonbo gathered with Kuno by the far corner of the stage. The fox thoughtfully scratched at her chin. 
 
    “Dazed? Like Kumiko?” 
 
    Tonbo frowned. 
 
    “Could the writers be being poisoned? Perhaps with night lotus?” 
 
    Kuno raised his brows. 
 
    “An expensive poison. And to what purpose? Too high a dose kills. A low dose gives dreams, visions and ecstasies.” 
 
    Sura turned and paced, swishing her fluffy tail. 
 
    “Unless someone was addicting them to it, then withdrawing the dose? Perhaps to ruin their chances in the competition?” 
 
    Kuno was unconvinced. “But the plays are all written weeks or months ago. The authors are only doing last minute polish! Why destroy the writers’ concentration now?” 
 
    Sura looked over at Chiri. The two elementals were on watch, keeping an eye on the stage and the theatre doors. 
 
    “At least Chiri is pretty safe. Her elementals would detect any attempt to poison her. They watch her back while she works. A shugenja is a hard critter to take down…” 
 
    Kuno nodded. “We should not concern her unduly. I do not want to spoil her concentration and her joy.” 
 
    Sura hauled herself up to sit on the edge of the stage. She watched Chiri at her work. The rat was concentrating fiercely, talking quietly with an actor and making strange gestures with her hands. The group were totally absorbed in their work. Sura scratched her chin in quiet wonder. 
 
    “What on earth is this play of hers, anyway?” 
 
    She eyed Kuno, but the man was keeping Chiri’s secret. He motioned for her to get down from the stage.  
 
    Kuno set his folded cap upon his head, and stuck his billet of office properly through his belt.  
 
    “We cannot interfere with her focus. We should investigate this alone, and update her in the evening once her labours are done.” Kuno motioned the others towards the door. “Let us return to the island and interview Nishida san.”  
 
    Sura flitted over and murmured to Chiri that they would be gone for an hour. Chiri nodded. Sura had a word in Daitanishi’s ear, telling him to keep a sharp eye out for trouble. The rock bobbed and settled down to keep watch.  
 
    Tonbo, Sura and Kuno made their way out into the bright light of midday. They headed purposefully off towards the Isle of Dreams, halting only to buy Sura a fried garfish – and then buy two more for Tonbo. They ate as they walked, while Kuno creased his brows and questioned the others about the bodies by the river. 
 
    They were met inside the tea rooms by distraught, hand-wringing maids. A girl towed Sura straight towards Nishida’s room, bowing profusely but keeping well clear of the door. Sura slid open the door and peeked inside the room, ducking back as a sheaf of papers were hurtled wildly through the air. 
 
    Nishida sat in the room, imported robes awry and makeup all askew. He dashed papers and ink off his table. The man half tried to stand. He fell sprawling on the tatami mats. 
 
    “Gone! It’s gone!” He looked wildly about the floor, groping for his brush. His wild hair hung limp against his face. “It’s all gone!” 
 
    Nishida rose and fell again. He had a sword nearby, and he groped for the handle, managing to half pull the weapon from its sheath. Sura hastened in and removed the weapon, tossing into to Tonbo as she grabbed hold of the writer and tried to calm him. She attempted to make him sit still and focus on her face. 
 
    “Woah woah woah woah! It’s all right! It’s all right!” The fox tried to keep Nishida’s hands still. “We’re here now! It’s all fine! Here we go – just sit with me…” 
 
    “It’s gone!” Nishida gripped Sura’s robe and stared at her, utterly lost. “Everything!” 
 
    Sura held onto Nishida’s hands. “What do you mean it’s gone? What’s gone, Nishida?” 
 
    The man’s flesh was cold. “All of it! All the images in my head! The dreams I try to put on paper. Gone!” Nishida groped forward. “I can’t… can’t picture anything! It’s as if… everything has been sucked out of me!” 
 
    Kuno signalled the maids for water – for sakē. Sura sat down with Nishida and tried to drag the man’s face around, trying to force him to concentrate. 
 
    “When, Nishida san? When did it happen?” 
 
    Nishida’s eyes locked briefly upon Sura. He seemed to recognise her at last. 
 
    “I don’t know! Last night – this morning… In my sleep!”  
 
    “You woke up like this?” Sura tried to keep her voice patient and calm, but Nishida was staring about the walls again. “Damnit, Nishida – this is important! Did you wake up feeling like this?” 
 
    “What? Yes! Yes, this is how I awoke!” The man groped his hands over his own head. “All of it! Gone!” 
 
    Sura sat up straight and dragged the man’s face around to look at her again. 
 
    “I am a physician, Nishida san. With your permission?” 
 
    The man looked at her, and submitted. Sura checked his temples and the back of his head for bumps, blood and bruises. She found a red welt atop the man’s head, but that was all. 
 
    “Say ‘Aaaaah’!” 
 
    As Sura checked the inside of Nishida’s cheeks for purple stains, Kuno leaned in and hissed a disapproving whisper into Sura’s ear. 
 
    “Sura san – that is untrue. You are not a physician!” 
 
    “I have medical training!” The fox airily waved a hand as she peered into Nishida’s mouth. “I just wouldn’t recommend myself if you actually needed help!” 
 
    Sura found nothing – no sign of stains, no major injuries to Nishida’s skull. The man didn’t even smell of alcohol. The fox sat back in puzzlement.  
 
    “A slight ding to his head – nothing serious. There are no black marks from the drug – but if it was a dilute dose dissolved into tea or wine, it wouldn’t show…” The only mark on Nishida was a slight welt in the well of his neck – clearly a love bite, that Sura left off commenting upon.  
 
    As Sura and Kuno concentrated upon Nishida, Tonbo began to search the room. He stepped over spilled ink and examined the papers that had been hurtled aside, then moved over to the window.  
 
    There were traces of mud on the windowsill. Tonbo leaned out and looked down the wall. 
 
    There were drag marks on the muddy shore beneath Nishida’s window. Tonbo looked carefully at the marks, then beckoned to the others. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Kuno and Sura came to the window. Tonbo leaned out and saw a post beside the window solid enough to take his weight. He reached out, seized the post and slithered downward towards the island shore.  
 
    Tonbo landed on the compacted earth beneath the inn, then went down on one knee to inspect the ground. He found a slight smear of river mud on the pillar, now dried to a hard crust. He looked to the muddy shore nearby and scowled in thought.  
 
    Kuno awkwardly made his way down the pillar as well. Dropping to the ground, he dusted himself off, then turned to look towards Tonbo. 
 
    Tonbo had walked forward to the shore. He pointed to narrow marks that led from the water and up along the mud. 
 
    The big man bobbed down beside a muddy trail that led subtly through the grass. 
 
    “Drag marks.” The faint markings made a slithering line towards Nishida’s window. “This is a serpent. A large serpent.” 
 
    Kuno looked up at the inn – and at the windows to the rooms above. He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. 
 
    “Hikiji Yumio…” 
 
    Both men considered the inn. A great, rambling place with balconies and hidden nooks, anyone could slip in or out from the shore unseen at night. 
 
    The men frowned, then slowly made their way around the shore and back up into the inn. Sura had managed to ply Nishida with sakē, and an actual physician had arrived. Nishida – dosed and warmly wrapped – was now in the doctor’s care.  
 
    There was no sign of the other writers. It would soon be time to collect Chiri from her rehearsals, make sure she ate, then wrestle her into formal clothing for the evening’s theatre. Nishida’s play was to be shown tonight – though it was unlikely the author would be able to attend. 
 
    Sura heaved a sigh, unshipped a bottle of plum wine, and shared a cup with Tonbo and Kuno as they pondered the disturbing turns of the day. 
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    Chapter 4  
 
    The evening’s dramatic performance was unpleasantly like watching two barges loaded with orphans collide: a glacially slow, tedious process, full of noise and certain to be a tragedy. There were shouts, there were gongs, there were bells – there were sudden outbreaks of poetry. Sura sat in the audience shaking her head – too lost and confused to realise that she was bored. 
 
    The lead character wore a demon’s mask with a great shocking wig and no horns. The actor stamped and scuttled like a spider, surrounded by a hooting chorus all performing crimes against poetry. Sura opened her fan and leaned back in her seat, whispering into Kuno’s ear – unable to take her eyes off the stage. 
 
    “This is Nishida’s? That guy has to be kidding!” 
 
    Not even Kuno could find a good word for the man’s work. He stared at the pretentious chaos onstage, and could only shake his head. 
 
    “I am not sure the mortal world is quite ready for Nishida’s ‘gift’.” 
 
    Sura blinked. 
 
    “This is like drowning in a bucket of fermenting weasel kidneys.” 
 
    It was fortunate alcohol was not served in the theatre – had it been, the front six rows of the audience would have been driven to drink. Attendant writers, critics, pundits, connoisseurs and deeply confused members of the public had no option but to remain in their seats for the entire performance. When the play finally ended, they could only rise very stiffly, blink for a moment, then wander bemusedly out onto the night time streets. Tonbo kept an eye upon the other writers. Taijiri had swept away, shaking his head. Sonada stood speaking quietly with an aged poet. Nishida and Kumiko were nowhere to be seen. Yumiko, the serpent spirit, had sat through the performance quite unmoved. She walked away now – keeping her head bowed and trying not to look back. 
 
    Chiri had been seized by several of the more grandiose critics, all of whom vied with one another to understand the hidden depths surely concealed within Nishida’s work. The critics nodded solemnly, informing one another that something truly ‘new’ had just been seen. Chiri finally removed herself and came over to her friends, tail drooping and eyes filled with worry.  
 
    “Tomorrow it is Yumio san’s play – and then it is my turn! How can I ever match such work?” 
 
    Sura tucked Daitanishi under her arm. “Thankfully, unless you suffer some kind of blunt head trauma, you’ll never come close to that last one! “ 
 
    Chiri looked back at the stage, her shoulders sagging. 
 
    “I am tired. Final rehearsals are tomorrow. I feel doom in the wind!” 
 
    The fox set Chiri’s robes to rights. “Hush. We have confidence in you.” 
 
    Kuno bowed to Chiri. 
 
    “I will take you safely home, Chiri san. I believe sakē, a good bath, and a full night’s sleep are in order.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kuno san.”  
 
    Chiri looked at him in gratitude. She turned towards the exits, then looked across to Sura and Tonbo. “Are you and Tonbo san coming, friend Sura?” 
 
    Sura kept a quiet eye upon the crowds. “Later. We have something to check up on first.” 
 
    Tonbo gave a nod. 
 
    “We will join you shortly.” 
 
    Kuno accompanied Chiri out into the streets, bowing to gentlefolk and politely steering Chiri past the more hawkish critics. They threaded off towards the Isle of Dreams, where dinner and a bath were waiting.  
 
    Tonbo remained among the thinning audience, talking to a few passers-by. Sura idled her way nonchalantly over to the edge of the stage, then faded unobserved through a backstage door.  
 
    She waited, silent and invisible in the shadows, watching the storage rooms. After a while another door opened, and a figure came into the gloom. 
 
    It was Yumio. Sura observed her carefully – stealthy as only a fox could be. 
 
    The snake spirit stood with her back to a wall, looking tense and agitated. She drew a purse out of her sleeve and opened it, staring at the contents – seemingly wracked with indecision. She closed her hand over the purse, looked off towards the main theatre, then turned away. Purse clenched tightly in her hand, she headed down the passage towards the alley door.  
 
    Sura beckoned through the stage door, and Tonbo slipped in to join her in the gloom. As Yumio exited onto the street, the pair of Spirit Hunters flitted down the passage. They listened at the door, then carefully opened it and peered outside.  
 
    Yumio was hastening down the alley, her long tail snaking behind. She paused and looked back – saw no sign of anyone watching, then turned off down a side street. Sura immediately exited the stage door with Tonbo close behind. They ran to the corner and peeked about the edge, watching Yumio move quickly along a street dotted with noodle bars and cheap sakē booths. 
 
    They followed Yumio as she made her way along a smaller street. The snake spirit had covered her head, and now kept her tail hidden beneath long robes. Finally she stopped in the shadows of little restaurant, checked behind herself with one brief glance, and moved into a narrow alleyway. 
 
    Sura and Tonbo emerged out of hiding and flitted to the alley. Sura used a polished dagger as a mirror to peek subtly about the corner. She saw the slight motion of Yumio as the woman continued moving away. 
 
    A maid emerged from the restaurant to see Sura peeking down the alley with her dagger, Tonbo trying to hide beside her. The maid stared. Sura turned and tipped the girl a deathly serious salute. 
 
    “It’s alright, ma’am. We’re exorcists.” 
 
    The maid gave a blank nod, and sidled back into the restaurant. Sura and Tonbo checked the path ahead once again, then hastened in pursuit of Yumio. 
 
    The alley led behind a rather unpleasant quarter of the town. Sura and Tonbo watched from the cover of a far corner as the snake spirit furtively met with a tall, black-shrouded figure. Yumio offered up her purse. Distance and darkness hid every detail. Sura cursed and tried to find a better view. 
 
    “Damnit! I can’t see who she’s talking to!” The fox made a noise of sheer irritation. “Hold my clothes! Don’t let them touch the ground. This place smells like pee!” 
 
    Tonbo picked Sura up. She blurred and transformed into her animal form, leaving her clothes hanging in Tonbo’s arms – all except for her sandals and socks, which fell to the ground. Sura wriggled awkwardly out of the clothing and jumped to the ground, shaking out her fur. 
 
    The fox slunk quietly along, hugging the buildings, slipping from cover to cover. She carefully closed with Yumio and the black-shrouded figure, slipping underneath the walkway of a rickety old shop. 
 
    Yumio had been bargaining – almost pleading. Finally the great, dark figure passed something over into her hand. 
 
    The snake spirit frantically opened the little package. A sour herbal scent immediately flooded the air. Yumio removed a dark flower petal from the package and crammed it into her mouth. She chewed it, reeling backwards in ecstasy, eyes closed and flesh shivering.  
 
    The black figure loomed over her, enjoying the woman’s degradation. It circled Yumio slowly, drinking her in. Then quite suddenly, the figure caught a hint of something in the shadows. It strode forward into a faint gleam of starlight, and whipped its face about to stare straight towards Sura. 
 
    For an instant, light gleamed on a hideous demon mask, complete with wild wig atop its hornless brow. The black robed figure instantly whirled and plunged off down another alleyway. Yumio staggered, dropping her little package as she fell against a wall.  
 
    Sura erupted out from under the porch and raced to the alley. The masked figure had vanished. There no sight, no scent, no sound. The fox ran a few paces into the dark, but could see no sign at all. 
 
    Yumio sank down, cramming herself against the wall. She wept in horror as she saw the fox – covering her face as Tonbo walked towards her. Sick and ashamed, she hid behind her sleeves, trying to shrink away and disappear. 
 
    Tonbo held out Sura’s clothing. The fox changed into her half-and-half form, wrapping herself in the robes and tying shut her hakama. Settling her kodachi in her belt, she checked her throwing spikes and pepper eggs before sweeping back her long orange hair.  
 
    Tonbo stooped and retrieved the fallen package. A square of cheap cloth had been bundled about a handful of dried flower petals – great, dark things with a resinous, acidic smell. The samurai sniffed carefully at a petal, and nodded. 
 
    “Night lotus.” 
 
    Yumio wept in broken shame. She curled into a ball, face hidden – her voice a broken whisper. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. Don’t see me…” She weakly tried to crawl away. “Please…” 
 
    Sura looked at the woman, then sank down beside her and put a gentle hand upon her back. With soft fingers, she stroked Yumio’s hair back from her face. 
 
    “Yumio san. Please give us the pleasure of your company.” Sura took Yumio by the hand. 
 
    “We are Spirit Hunters, and we wish to talk.” 
 
    Ashamed, Yumio allowed herself to be lifted up and helped to her feet. Tonbo and Sura supported the woman carefully as they walked slowly down the street. 
 
    They bore her down to the riverside, where small piers and jetties thronged with boats. Sura looked at the theatre traffic still out on the main roads and upon the river bridge. She flitted over to a little boat, where a fisherman had been rolling his net. The fox startled the man by hailing him and offering him a few coins for a lift over to the Isle of Dreams. 
 
    The bridge shone with lanterns set to guide the theatre goers toward the island’s inns and restaurants. But there were also small jetties used to take deliveries and passengers – now dark and suitably quiet. The boat creaked its way up-current towards the island, the fisherman standing in the stern working the single sweep. He brought them safely in against a jetty, where Tonbo carefully carried Yumio up out of the boat. They bore the dazed snake spirit off past moored boats, up quiet stairs, and into the back rooms of the inn. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Yumio lay in her bed, sweating and shaking, but finally asleep. Chiri knelt alongside, her face a mask of absolute concentration as she slowly guided water elementals, air elementals and even a fire elemental through and around the serpent spirit, slowly purifying and healing. It was intensely delicate, draining work. Chiri moved her hands slowly above Yumio, feeling the poisons and damage inside, sending her magics to do what good they could.  
 
    Finally, the rat spirit sagged. She looked in gratitude to the swirl of spirits that hung about her, and bowed to them. They caressed her then wheeled up and away, vanishing into the empty air. 
 
    Bifuuko and Daitanishi remained at Yumio’s side, carefully watching as she slept. Chiri drew in a deep breath, looking terribly drained. She pulled back her hair, looking up to see her friends quietly waiting at the far side of the room. The rat spirit crossed the room and sat down. 
 
    Sura passed her friend some tea. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    Bone tired, Chiri gave a sigh. 
 
    “I have done what I can. I have tried to purge her blood of the current dose of poison. But she is extremely weak. She will require long, careful treatment.” The rat drank, then turned to look sadly over at Yumiko. “Clearing out the immediate damage is not the problem. She is going into some sort of withdrawal. The shock may kill her. But the drug will slay her if she continues to consume it. She is at the limit of her endurance.” 
 
    Tonbo walked over and carefully covered the sleeping Yumio with her quilt. Bifuuko and Daitanishi seemed satisfied, drifting up and away to land gently upon Chiri’s shoulders.  
 
    It seemed best to withdraw and give Yumio some peace. Sura trimmed a lamp to the merest gleam, then ushered everybody quietly outside, sliding the door shut once out in the corridor. 
 
    Kuno felt quite dispirited. He looked back towards Yumio’s door. 
 
    “So – an addict.” The samurai gave a disappointed sigh. “Yumio san used night lotus to try and make her imagination more vivid.” 
 
    Chiri hung her head. 
 
    “How sad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Sura could only shrug. “She should have just hung out with us.” 
 
    It was high time for some food. The Spirit Hunters trudged back to the tea rooms, and found themselves a dim, quiet nook away from other diners.  
 
    For once, Sura had little appetite. She changed into human form, sinking onto a seat. Soup and rice arrived. The fox made Chiri drink an entire bowl of soup, then sat behind her to massage her friend’s shoulders.  
 
    “So. The guy in the demon mask is apparently her regular supplier.” The fox gave a frown. “Why a demon mask?” 
 
    Kuno glowered. 
 
    “Our supplier likes to project a colourful persona.” 
 
    Chiri felt downcast – but Sura’s massage was doing some good. She slowly bowed her neck. 
 
    “Yumio san is an unlikely candidate if you seek a poisoner. She has troubles enough of her own, poor thing…” 
 
    Sura scowled in frustration. “Which leaves us with a blood-sucking murderer, and two writers apparently sucked dry of dreams.” 
 
    Tonbo sat back, thoughtfully eating prawns. 
 
    “Are we agreed that Kumiko and Nishida are both victims of some sort of attack? If so, then the other writers may yet be targeted.” 
 
    Sura wrinkled her nose in thought. “Or they might be responsible…” Sura moved Bifuuko from the back of Chiri’s head, and massaged her friend’s scalp. “Sonada… He’s been acting strangely. I saw him meeting with imperial officials and looking angry.” Sura looked decidedly interested. “What is he up to?” 
 
    Something stirred at the back of a darkened booth nearby.  Sonada slowly raised himself into view, reaching for a half-empty sakē bottle lying on the table. 
 
    “He is up to precisely nothing, honoured exorcist...” Sonada’s voice was filled with bitterness.  
 
    “Precisely nothing…” 
 
    The great writer was alone. With sword through his belt and the sheath cords all awry, he sat up and carefully poured himself a drink – moving with precision and never once spilling a drop.  
 
    “I am up to nothing, because I do nothing.” The man looked at Kuno and Sura over his cup. “I have not written a line worth wasting ink and paper on for ten long years.” 
 
    Kuno bowed – respectfully not looking directly at Sonada. 
 
    “Please forgive me, Sonada sensei – but you are drunk. Were you in your right senses, you would remember that you are a treasure of the empire.” 
 
    “Treasure of the empire!” Sonada gazed at his drink. “An honourable man should be an objective judge of his own worth, Kuno san. The self-editorial process is the one lesson every writer should learn.” 
 
    Sonada sighed and pushed his cup aside, leaving the sakē undrunk. 
 
    “I lost my soul’s sense of compassion and communion. I began to perceive the wasteland. I have had no higher beauty to inspire me.” 
 
    Kuno spoke with firm, almost ferocious reverence. 
 
    “You are the greatest writer the empire has ever known!” 
 
    Sonada sighed. 
 
    “Ah yes. And as a samurai, Kuno san, I sought to excel in the way of both the brush and the sword. I wished to do my duty, to be respected – not as a treasure, but as a man.” 
 
    The writer turned his face away into the shadows. 
 
    “During the Yamanin war twelve years ago, I commanded an entire castle garrison. As it turned out, many of my students were upon the opposing side. They refused to risk the life of their master. They fired only blunted humming bulb arrows at the walls, and we replied in kind. It was chivalrous – very chivalrous. How could I have risked hurting any of those boys? 
 
    “Even then, it did not last. The life of a living cultural treasure is too important risk. Imperial messengers arrived with a direct order from the emperor that I was to be taken from harm’s way. I could not refuse an imperial command. I was led away, ashamed, as the siege began behind me in earnest… 
 
    “My second-in-command was not an intelligent man. Although we won the siege, lives were lost that I could have saved…” 
 
    Sonada passed a hand across his eyes. 
 
    “But I am a cultural treasure…” 
 
    Sura leaned back in her seat, nodding in understanding. 
 
    “You are a prisoner of your own life’s work.” 
 
    The writer gave a tired bow.  
 
    “You are correct, Sura san. Even though I have done nothing of worth for ten years, the new emperor keeps the commands enforced. I am forbidden to risk my life in battle. I am forbidden to risk my life in a duel.” 
 
    Sonada looked away in shame. 
 
    “But if a samurai – an honourable man – cannot defend and protect the woman that he loves, then what is he? How can he bear to face himself…?” 
 
    Kuno leaned in, listening carefully. 
 
    “Protect whom, Sonada sensei?” 
 
    Chiri looked at Sonada with gentle pink eyes. 
 
    “You love Yumio san. It was you who gave her the poem.” 
 
    Sonada hung his head, hands clenched. 
 
    “She has spurned me. But in honour, I cannot allow him to destroy her.” Sonada banged a fist against the table. 
 
    “I am convinced of it! Nishida has been supplying her with night lotus drug. I have no proof – but I know it to be true! I have asked for permission to duel Nishida. The emperor himself has forbidden me to act.” 
 
    Kuno formally settled his swords and turned to respectfully face Nishida. He gave a stiff, military bow. 
 
    “Forgive my impertinence, Sonada sensei – but what has formed your conviction that Nishida is to blame?” 
 
    Sonada breathed steadily, trying to throw off the effects of strong drink. He closed his eyes and forced himself to remember. 
 
    “Three nights ago, I saw Yumio san meeting with a masked figure in an alley. Yumio seemed to be pleading for a package.” Sonada’s face was grim: clearly he knew what has been inside the package. The man shook his head in distaste at the memory. “They argued. Yumio san seemed to have insufficient money to purchase the package. Demon mask refused her. She implored…” 
 
    Sonada halted. He sighed. 
 
    “He gave her one small dose. She wept as she swallowed it. He left her and moved into the darkness. 
 
    “I waited until she had gone, then ran to confront the man. When I turned the corner, I collided with Nishida. Nishida carried a bag that held a nōh costume and mask. A demon mask!” 
 
    Kuno stiffened. 
 
    “Did Nishida speak to you?” 
 
    “I noticed the mask only as he turned to go. When I tried to confront him, he scorned me and walked away.” 
 
    Sura stood, settling her kodachi in her belt. The fox’s face was grim. 
 
    “Where is Nishida? Check his room.” 
 
    The Spirit Hunters rose to their feet. Sura and Tonbo surged to the fore, heading out of the tea rooms. Kuno and Chiri came behind, accompanying Sonada as they made their way towards the guest rooms. 
 
    Sura sped forward with her usual stealth. She waited outside Nishida’s room until the others caught up, then threw open the door, speeding inside with kodachi drawn. Tonbo thundered in behind her, with Bifuuko and Daitanishi flitting in from above. But the room was dark and empty. The bed had been laid out, but the quilt was gone. An uneaten meal of soup and rice sat by one wall.  
 
    The window was open. As Sonada, Kuno and Chiri came into the room, Kuno jerked his chin towards the windowsill. Chiri nodded and softly stole over to the window. She peered carefully down the wall outside, but could see nothing moving in the dark. 
 
    Chiri heard a noise overhead. She turned around and craned to see. The roof had a spread of tiles just beneath the window. The rat spirit climbed outside and walked cautiously along the tiles. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were immediately beside her, hovering close and making sure all was well.  
 
    The rat moved on soft feet, creeping around to the edge of a wall. With elementals by her, she peered carefully about the corner, tilted her head as she saw something strange, then froze. 
 
    The rat’s tail stood stiff out behind her in shock. She woodenly made her way back to the window. Blushing bright pink, Chiri climbed carefully back inside. 
 
    The rat cleared her throat. She kept her voice in a whisper. 
 
    “I ah… I do not think that Nishida san has been out into the streets tonight. He is in the very tender care of Kumiko san.” Chiri beckoned everyone to move away from the window. “They seem very much at peace. They must have been together all night.” 
 
    Sura scratched her head and peered over at the window. “Eh?” 
 
    Chiri coughed. 
 
    “They are… You know…” The rat suddenly had the hiccups. “Oh dear!” 
 
    Sura blinked, as the light dawned.  
 
    “Ooh… Wow. On the roof? All night?” 
 
    She looked out the window and blinked. 
 
    “That must be hell on the tiles.” 
 
    Sura tried to crane her head out to look closer, but Chiri firmly led the fox away.  
 
    Moving everyone over to the far side of the room, the rat spirit nodded softly in the gloom.  
 
    “Kumiko san and Nishida san seem good for one another. Perhaps it is the best cure after all.” 
 
    Which left still more questions. Sura paced, long tail swishing. She cocked an eye at Chiri. 
 
    “You’re sure that’s not staged? They’ve been up there for at least an hour?” 
 
    Chiri delicately cleared her throat. “That was definitely my impression.” 
 
    “So Mr Demon Mask isn’t Nishida or Kumiko...” Sura paused. “But if not Nishida, who is selling drugs? Sonada san – are you certain the drug seller was a man?” 
 
    Sonada scowled, sternly shaking off the fumes of alcohol. 
 
    “It would be impossible to swear to it, Sura san. The figure wore black clothing and a mask that completely covered their features.” 
 
    Kuno nodded. 
 
    “The mask. Can you describe it, Sonada sensei?” 
 
    “It was a white, painted mask. A typical demon. You can find one in any temple, any costume shop. White, with an open red mouth, red horns and fangs.” 
 
    Tonbo turned. 
 
    “The one we saw did not have horns.” 
 
    Sura scratched at her ear.  
 
    “Are they two different people? Or just one?” The fox creased her brows. “Why would he change masks?” 
 
    “Horns.” Chiri looked up. “The horned mask broke. He had to use another. The mask I lent to Taijiri san did not have horns.” 
 
    Kuno shook his head, feeling puzzled. “Taijiri? A trader in night lotus?” It did not quite make sense. “To what point? He has patrons, his financial needs are met. It cannot merely be for money?” 
 
    Sura looked up. 
 
    “It’s for something else!” She remembered the terrible lord of the Akaishin clan. 
 
    “Power. Night lotus users are being killed and drained of blood!” 
 
    Sonada looked horrified. He immediately raced for the door. 
 
    “Yumio chan!” 
 
    They raced to her room. Sonada threw open the door and lunged inside, but it was clearly too late. 
 
    The bed lay slung against one wall and the window shutter had been shattered inwards. There was no sign of Yumio. The Spirit Hunters charged into the room. Tonbo raced to the broken window and looked out.  
 
    “There are marks in the mud!” 
 
    The room was on the lowest story, just above the shore. Tonbo vaulted outside and dropped onto the mud. Chiri hastened to follow, taking a slower route by shinnying down a pillar. She landed on the dirt, with nothing on her feet but indoor socks.  
 
    Chiri had no weapons. Tonbo tossed his dagger, and the rat caught it deftly in one hand. Tonbo pointed to fresh drag marks that led across the mud – marks broad enough to be a person.  
 
    Bifuuko and Daitanishi hung close above Chiri, keeping careful watch. The rat spirit ran to the edge of the river, clapped her hands and spread them wide, opening a cloud of sparkling power between her palms. 
 
      
 
    “Little sisters of the river! 
 
    Little dancers, ever bright! 
 
    I ask you now to come to me! 
 
    Tell me all that’s passed your sight!” 
 
      
 
    A shimmering creature shaped like a carp made of golden water swirled up out of the river. The water elemental hovered before Chiri, bobbing in agitation, and whispered urgently in her ear.  
 
    Sura, Sonada and Kuno clambered through the window and made their way to the shore, watching quietly as Chiri conferred with the elemental. The rat spirit asked a few quiet, gentle questions, and the little elemental turned to point fearfully upstream. Chiri thanked the creature with grave politeness and it vanished back into the river. 
 
    Chiri hastened over to the others, pointing back towards the river. 
 
    “She says a boat was here only minutes ago but has sped upstream. It stank of blood magic! The elementals were afraid.” 
 
    Sonada whirled and started towards the city.  
 
    “He’s taken her! We have to search the alleys!” 
 
    Sura looked upriver. “No – those bodies washed down from upstream. There’s a boat jetty up by the theatre!” She grabbed her friends and headed for the inn. 
 
    “Weapons! Grab your armour. Quickly!” Sura was moving fast. “I’ll get a boat at the island jetty. Get my spear and meet me there!” The fox raced off along the shore. “Hurry!” 
 
    Sonada hastened after Kuno and Tonbo. 
 
    “We need armour?” 
 
    “It’s going to get hitty!” Sura yelled out over her shoulder as she ran. 
 
    “Trust me – I’m a fox!” 
 
    The fox sped away as the others turned and raced back into the inn, hurtling muddy socks aside as they plunged into their rooms. Tonbo and Kuno seized breastplates and arm guards, with Tonbo taking up his tetsubo. Chiri came sprinting past, carrying her natagama and Sura’s spear. Tonbo shouted to Sonada and threw the man Sura’s breastplate. Chiri and Bifuuko scooped up an armload of sandals as she ran. 
 
    They sped through the tea rooms, past astonished maids and visitors, and plunged out into the dark.  
 
    Sura had found a boat, stirring a ferryman out of a sakē bar. She stood in the bows, urging the others on as they thundered along the jetty and launched themselves into the rocking boat. The oarsman heaved heroically at the sweep and steered them upstream into darkness. 
 
    Kuno, Sonada and Tonbo tugged on armour. Sura took grateful hold of her spear, glad to have the weapon in hand again. She made a test cut – pleased by the whip of the razor-sharp blade through the air. 
 
    The boat surged onward, past now-quiet city streets. 
 
    On towards the great, dark theatre… 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    A long, dark jetty lay just up-stream from the Theatre of Gliding Cranes. The crowds had long gone, and the riverbanks were deserted. The city here was a place of jet black streets and yawning alleyways. The lanterns had guttered out, and the darkened buildings lay wreathed in silence. 
 
    A few empty boats were tied to the jetty, bobbing slightly on the current. The Spirit Hunters’ boat approached out of pitch darkness, gliding at the last in silence. Daitanishi flitted ahead to peek at the other boats, looking for ambush, but saw nothing. Sura climbed swiftly onto the boards and flitted forward, dropping into cover behind a pile of eel traps. She scanned the open shoreline and waved the others forward, keeping a careful watch on the streets and alleys ahead. 
 
    Tonbo, Chiri and Sonada left the boat and moved quietly forward. Kuno hastened onward, looking down into moored boats as he passed. He knelt beside Sura to whisper, pointing at the boat nearest to the shore. 
 
    “There is fresh mud in the bottom of this boat…” 
 
    Someone had walked muddy footprints up from the boat and along the wharf. Sura nodded, and Kuno moved past to take cover behind an upturned boat on the shore.  
 
    Sonada followed on Tonbo’s heels. He bobbed down beside Sura, and the fox turned to look at him in the dark. A faint shimmer of starlight gave just enough light to see. Sura cocked her head and admired the man’s silhouette. She whispered in admiration. 
 
    “Wow! That is just the most spectacularly tasteful armour.” 
 
    Sonada looked at her in confusion, and whispered back. 
 
    “I thought that it was yours?” 
 
    “Yeah – but I’ve never seen it actually on before!” 
 
    Daitanishi hovered above a smear of mud over on the shore path. Sura nudged Sonada’s arm and moved towards the road. 
 
    “OK – this way. Let’s go!” 
 
    Sura shifted into her half-and-half form to lead the way, sharp senses constantly probing the dark. Catching the scent of fresh river mud, she followed it to the lane that led behind the great, dark theatre.  
 
    Kuno moved quietly up behind Sura. He touched her arm and looked off towards the rooftops – sensing something wrong. Sura nodded. She edged forward carefully – spear levelled – angling towards the backstage door. 
 
    A figure erupted out of the trash, slicing a sword at Sura. The fox leapt wildly backwards, somehow dodging the blow and frantically skipping aside. Kuno fast-drew his own sword and cut through his attacker’s waist, then straight down through the man’s skull. Sura stood with her spear on guard, heart still racing madly. 
 
    Two more men leapt from the roof and landed in the alley. They attacked in eerie silence, slashing at Tonbo and Sonada. Tonbo swung his tetsubo full length, crashing it down through his attacker before the man could come into sword range.  
 
    Sonada whipped out his own sword, parried an incoming blade and struck his assailant, lunging forward to cut the man through. He stood over his attacker’s corpse, whirling to look for more enemies, but Tonbo’s man was already down. Having soared overhead to look for more assailants, Daitanishi came whizzing down, satisfied the rooves were clear.  
 
    Sonada wiped his sword. Tonbo bowed to him and moved to join Sura as she knelt to examine the fallen men. 
 
    Bifuuko shed a glimmer of light. Chiri dropped down beside the fox as she carefully examined one of the corpses.  
 
    “Daitanishi says the rooves are clear.” The rat saw the weird, slack-jawed expression on the dead man’s face. The corpse’s eyes were a horrifying milky white. “Sura san – what are they?” 
 
    Sura found a set of marks atop the dead man’s head, in amongst his sparse, lank hair. There was another at his throat… The fox wrenched open the man’s robes, searching downward, and found another on the solar plexus. She cursed herself. 
 
    “Chakras. Crown, throat, navel! Spirit drain.” Something had been tapping into the victim’s mind. “Damnit – I should have checked Nishida’s torso.” The marks were bruised welts, exactly like those she had found on Nishida, but with other bruises layered over each other, as though the wounds had happened again and again over a course of weeks and days. The fox scowled, recognising a pattern. 
 
    “These look like dream zombies! People sucked dry of their imagination and dreams.” 
 
    The fox gathered the others quietly about her. As Daitanishi kept watch on high, Sura whispered quietly. 
 
    “I’m getting an idea. I’d say we have a blood mage who’s using spells to summon a pretty nasty spirit from the Realm of Dreams. So he has battle magic – and probably plenty more of these zombie guys.” Sura waved a hand towards Sonada. “Hold out your sword.” 
 
    Sura clapped her hands together, folded her fingers, and concentrated. She rotated her hands against each other as power suddenly flashed between her palms. 
 
      
 
    “Spirit Blade!” 
 
      
 
    The fox ran two fingers along Sonada’s sword, springing light into the blade. She whipped her fingers down the haft of her own spear, making the weapon glow.  
 
    Beside her, Chiri bowed her head, reached out into the world, and drew power slowly up into her soul. 
 
      
 
    “Dearest friends, heed my call. Club of Earth! Sword of Air! Natagama blessed of the water!” 
 
      
 
    Daitanishi plunged into Tonbo’s tetsubo, while Bifuuko merged with Kuno’s sword. A water elemental leapt from the nearby river, flashed above the street and poured itself into one of Chiri’s natagama. Each weapon took on a shimmer of power, thrumming softly in the dark. 
 
    Kuno looked back and was shocked to see Sonada’s weapon had been enchanted. He looked at Sura in immense disapproval. 
 
    “Sura san! This violates a direct order from the emperor. Sonada sensei must not seek battle!” 
 
    The fox twirled a hand. 
 
    “Hey – he’s a writer. He just happens to be on his way to the theatre! Can he help it if the drug lord who kidnapped his lady happened to be inside?” 
 
    “But what if something in the theatre should attack him?” 
 
    Sura was already rising. 
 
    “Well then if he doesn’t protect himself in combat, then his life really is in danger! And attack is the best form of defence – right?” 
 
    Kuno seethed with outrage. 
 
    “Kitsune Sura, you dice words!” 
 
    “Diced, spiced and lightly fried! Sheer perfection.” Sura cheerfully slapped the man on an armoured shoulder. “Come on!” 
 
    Sura flitted to the back door of the theatre, with Tonbo carefully keeping her company.  Having softly tried the door and found it locked, the fox pulled two slim spikes from her sleeve and carefully manipulated them inside the lock. The mechanism clicked open.  
 
    Moving with practiced skill, Sura pushed in upon the sliding door. A bar had been placed inside the building to block the door from sliding open, braced diagonally against the inside edge. With the door pushed very slightly inward, Sura slid her kodachi blade through the crack. She forced the bar free, made a little noise of satisfaction, and opened the door. 
 
    Tonbo and Sura darted into the darkened theatre, as Kuno, Sonada and Chiri brought up the rear. Sonada watched the white tip of Sura’s tail vanishing into the theatre, and shook his head in bemusement. 
 
    “Did the honourable priestess just pick a lock?” 
 
    Chiri felt quite ashamed. 
 
    “Truly, I do pray for her…” 
 
    The backstage labyrinth behind the theatre was faintly lit by a few hooded lanterns. The space was filled with deep shadows, with a maze of hanging costumes, overhead gantries and little rooms. Masks and wigs loomed like monsters as Sura led the way forward to the first large space and sank quietly down. She kept the others well back from the costumes and masks. 
 
    The fox quietly murmured another spell.  
 
      
 
    “One Tao, one sight, one world, one mind. 
 
    Let the hidden ones come forth. 
 
    Let foes appear to mortal eyes…” 
 
      
 
    Sura wiped her fingers along her spear, flowing the spell down into it. She levelled the weapon at the gloom ahead. The space in front of her spear point rippled as magic reached out into the world. 
 
    Sura scanned for spirits, moving slowly forward – checking the costumes, floors and ceilings. With Tonbo at her side and her friends at her back, she carefully searched the rooms and shadows. 
 
    A door led to a whole new section of the maze – deep, dusty places used for storing half-forgotten props and costumes. They passed through huge old rooms, watching carefully as the air warped gently beneath Kitsune Sura’s magic.  
 
    The spell rippled. Something dark red wafted in the gloom, then seemed to slip away. Sura tracked it slowly, moving with exquisite care. 
 
    A voice rolled out of the darkness.  
 
    Taijiri’s voice – dark and droll. 
 
    “Kitsune Sura…” The voice was rich with amusement. “The Spirit Hunters are expected.” 
 
    Signalling for Sonada to stay in hiding, Sura carefully drew a wad of fu papers from her sleeve and handed them to the man. She pointed repeatedly, indicating he should place papers at set points on the floor.  
 
    The fox spoke to Taijiri even as she passed over the papers. 
 
    “Oooh! We’re expected? Is there cake?” 
 
    Taijiri gave a slow hiss of delight. 
 
    “Come in, come in. Come and see just what you face.” 
 
    Sura rose – again signalling Sonada to stay in hiding. Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno moved out to flank the fox. Together they moved forwards, gliding through the gloom to the edge of a wide, open floor. 
 
    Lanterns glimmered, spreading a deep red light. Taijiri stood in the centre of the great space, a demon mask pushed back to the top of his head. It was the mask Chiri had given him – the wig framing his face with a shocking nimbus of hair.  
 
    Six blank-eyed men stood guard around him, all armed with swords. Yumio lay on the ground beside Taijiri, bound and apparently drugged.  
 
    Taijiri waved in welcome to the Spirit Hunters. Behind him stood a writing table laden with paper, brushes and ink. Taijiri cruised back and stood beside the table. 
 
    “You are just in time to see the creation of my master work! The imperial prize shall be mine. I shall rise to the inner circle of the greatest writers. I shall rise into immortality.” 
 
    Sura considered for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
    “No… It’s more likely you’re about to die real nasty. And then I’ll get to dance upon your sticky bones.” The fox sighed happily. “I love that dance!” 
 
    Keeping a careful watch upon Taijiri’s weird swordsmen, Kuno called out to Yumio and saw her move slightly in response. 
 
    “Yumio san! Are you unharmed?” 
 
    Taijiri gave a careless wave of his hand. 
 
    “Yumio is in the grip of the night lotus again, Kuno san. A pathetic sight, is it not?” The man looked down at the snake spirit in disdain. “Her work is superb, but she is useless to me as a donor. She is almost at an end in any case, like so much other garbage of her kind.” 
 
    Kuno stared coldly at the man. 
 
    “You ply them with a drug, and then have contempt for their condition?” 
 
    Taijiri turned. 
 
    “I do not cause their pathetic need, samurai. I merely feed it. And in return, I gain… immortality.” The monstrous playwright flicked his fingers towards the woman lying at his feet. “This one is almost spent. Her talent had no worth. But her blood will summon my creature. She will buy me more golden beauty – more images for my master work.” 
 
    Tonbo moved his tetsubo, subtly shifting stance. Sura looked towards Taijiri in absolute revulsion. 
 
    “Dream stealer!” The fox kept her spear down, her right hand in her other sleeve. “He has a dream stealer spirit – summoning it with blood magic. He is sucking the inspiration out of better artists to enhance his own work!” 
 
    “An imaginative guess, Sura san.” Taijiri gave an oily, predatory smile. “You will be a useful victim!” 
 
    Taijiri drew a narrow-bladed dagger and turned towards Yumio. 
 
    Moving with a sudden blur of speed, Tonbo whipped his tetsubo down across his shoulder to crash it atop one of Taijiri’s guards. Taijiri whirled to stare – and Sura hurtled a pepper-egg right at the man’s head. It caught Taijiri on the temple, bursting into a cloud of stinging spice. The man fell back, dagger falling as he clawed at his eyes in frenzy. 
 
    “Kill them!” 
 
    A dozen figures leapt down from the rafters, swords in hand. Chiri rose, power flashing about her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Little sisters of the air! 
 
    Your playmate is in need! 
 
    -      Blinding dance!” 
 
      
 
    Blank-eyed swordsmen surged forward to attack. But air elementals suddenly appeared – little creatures resembling moths. They dashed at the eyes of Taijiri’s men, making the swordsmen blink and duck. Sura immediately slammed her spear into one, while Kuno and Tonbo cut other men down in a blur of club and blade. Sonada half rose from hiding, ready to help – but Sura whipped her head about and signalled him to stay put in the shadows. 
 
    Taijiri staggered back behind a wall of his own men. The swordsmen fought in a frenzy, but Kuno and Tonbo crashed into them, hacking men down. Taijiri managed to wipe his streaming eyes clear and reach out towards a bleeding, dying man.  
 
    Blood seemed to jerk out of the man, streaming into the air in front of Taijiri. Darkness gathered about Taijiri, crackling horribly with power. 
 
      
 
    “Lurker in the realm of nightmare 
 
    Creeper sliding through the dark. 
 
    Beast who sucks upon the dreaming! 
 
    I summon thee with mortal blood!” 
 
      
 
    Blood mingled with the darkness. Suddenly a terrifying creature burst up out of the great black mass of power. 
 
    The creature was serpentine – slick and foul and massive, studded with tentacles each tipped with a hungry, puckering sucker. The great, gleaming head had horns and a lolling tongue. It looked horribly similar to Taijiri’s mask.  
 
    Taijiri stared up at the creature as it flowed through the air above. The man roared in pride and madness. He pulled his demon mask down, hiding his own face. 
 
    “My dream stealer! Feeder on inspiration. Here is my immortality!” Taijiri flung out a hand towards Sura. 
 
    “Leech her! Drain her dry!” 
 
    The dream stealer lunged down at Sura, only to meet a stinging thrust from her enchanted spear. The monster whirled up and away, dodging a cut from Kuno’s blade. The creature looped and made another charge towards Sura. The fox leapt sideways, slicing a long, blazing wound along the monster’s flank. The beast reared and screamed – then managed to wrap tentacles about the head of Sura’s spear. The fox fought back, fangs flashing as she tried to pin the monster in place. She yelled back into the dark. 
 
    “Sonada san! A poem! Compose a poem – quickly!” 
 
    Sonada stood up, blinking in confusion. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    The fox was wrenched off her feet, half-falling and half-sliding to the ground. She held the dream stealer at bay as it tried to climb over the end of her spear, tentacles reaching for her – puckering and whipping forwards in a frenzy of hunger. Sura yelled to Sonada again. 
 
    “A poem to Yumio. Hurry!” 
 
    Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo battled Taijiri’s swordsmen, with air elementals flashing past and dashing into their enemies. Taijiri laughed – the monster gave a giggling scream. The battle was absolute pandemonium. 
 
    Sonada closed his eyes. He drew in a breath and meditated – closing his ears to the battle, his mind to the danger. He drew upon a wellspring of vast inner calm. 
 
    He turned, and spoke his poem. 
 
      
 
    “Coils of pure spring green, 
 
    Ever flowing, ever new. 
 
    Life renewed – is love…” 
 
      
 
    On the floor, Yumio opened her eyes. She looked at Sonada in shock in love. Her heart soared. 
 
    The dream stealer heard the poem and whirled. It saw Sonada, and an immense lust blossomed in its eyes. The beast squealed with raging hunger to feast on the man’s dreams. Taijiri started forward, overjoyed to hear Sonada compose again.  
 
    “The great Sonada! Suddenly not so useless after all!” 
 
    Taijiri screamed out to the dream stealer.  
 
    “Take his inspiration! Bring me his dreams!” 
 
    The monster flew straight at Sonada, who held his ground without flinching. As it closed distance with him, and Sura whipped her fingers forward to activate her spell. 
 
      
 
    “Shields!” 
 
      
 
    The dream stealer had crossed over the fu papers spaced out over the floor. They blazed with light, springing walls of force all around the monster. The creature raged, slamming hard against the glowing walls of light, then whipped about in terror as Sura called out a new spell. 
 
    The fox hurtled another paper. It flew through the shields to fuse, blazing, onto the monster’s hide. 
 
      
 
    “Tao seal!” 
 
      
 
    Drawing his sword, Taijiri raced past his staggering, battling swordsmen and hurtled himself at Sura’s back. Sonada leapt forward and met the man blade-to-blade, blocking the lethal cut. He locked hilt to hilt with the man as Sura summoned up her magic. 
 
      
 
    “Creature of the Realm of Dreaming 
 
    Fiend of terror, beast of pain. 
 
    I expel you back to lands of Nightmare! 
 
    Deceiver of the good, be gone!” 
 
      
 
    The fox spun her spear, leaving a Tao symbol blazing in the air. She sliced down and clove a gateway into the Realm of Dreams. The fu paper planted upon the dream stealer began to drag the screaming monster inexorably backwards towards the gate.  
 
    Locked against Sonada, Taijiri saw his monster being pulled into the portal. Seizing a dagger from inside his robes he rammed it hard into Sonada’s stomach.  
 
    The borrowed armour withstood the blow, but Sonada staggered and tripped over a corpse, tumbling to the ground. Taijiri screeched in triumph and whipped up his sword to cut Sonada down. 
 
    Behind Taijiri, Yumio sat up. Her eyes were focussed – and full of fury. The woman shifted and turned into her snake form, whipping out of her bonds and lashing forward with lightning speed. Venomous fangs struck deep into Taijiri.  
 
    Taijiri arched in shock as the venom seared home. He staggered and the flailing tentacles of the dream stealer caught hold of him, dragging him close. 
 
    Yumio remained latched onto Taijiri by her fangs as the man was dragged towards the portal. Sonada lunged and seized hold of her. He dragged the woman free just as the dream stealer was whipped away through the gate. Taijiri was dragged in with the monster, vanishing screaming through the portal.  
 
    The Realm of Dreams was home to glories, and also to utter nightmare. Taijiri and the dream stealer slammed hard down in a place of horror and raw hunger – weakened, damaged and diminished. The terrible creatures living in the chaos roused – paused only a moment – and flung themselves at the newcomers in a feeding frenzy. Taijiri screamed in horror as he was torn apart and engulfed. 
 
    Back in the mortal realm, Sura leapt forward and sliced with the butt of her spear, sealing the portal. As the gate vanished, Taijiri’s swordsmen all dropped in their tracks – lifeless and cold. Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo stepped back, panting – letting weapons sag as the fight instantaneously finished. 
 
    The swarm of air elementals swirled lovingly about Chiri, who bowed to them in thanks. The little creatures vanished off into the gloom. 
 
    Bifuuko and Daitanishi emerged out of Kuno’s sword and Tonbo’s tetsubo to stare at the bodies piled all about the room. 
 
    On the floor, Yumio transformed back into humanoid form, embracing Sonada. The man drew her discarded robes about the snake spirit and held her, face buried in her hair. He pulled away, looking into her eyes, wanting her to know that all was well. She gazed back, lost in wonder. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters faced Sonada, and gave the man a deep, respectful bow. Kuno held his bow with heartfelt reverence. 
 
    “Sonada sensei – we thank you.” Kuno spoke with great joy in his heart. 
 
    “May your inspiration shine, and illuminate us all.” 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Another night in the city came clear and fine. A new moon had risen over the river, sending trails of light glittering from shore to shore.  
 
    Boats wafted along, sparkling with coloured lanterns. On the riverbanks, restaurants thronged with visitors, while street vendors and sakē booths briskly plied their trades. The city shores were a place of marvellous life. 
 
    Inside the Theatre of Gliding Herons, noblemen, ladies, merchants and samurai flooded busily to their seats, talking merrily back and forth. Fans waved and painted faces bobbed down to gossip: tonight’s play was sure to be unparalleled.  
 
    Chiri had been dressed, groomed and primped into painful perfection, with Bifuuko sitting in her hair to deal with any hairdressing emergencies. Daitanishi was polished to a gleam and feeling quite impressed by the results. 
 
    The big night had arrived at last – Chiri’s play was about to be performed. She sat in the place of honour, directly behind the stern, unbending judges, with her friends at her side. 
 
    The poor rat had the hiccups yet again. Whilst trying to stay upright and stoic, she was quite miserable with nerves. Sura sat beside her, gripping onto her friend’s small white hand. 
 
    Chiri tried not to look at the crowd. 
 
    “I don’t know how I will ever survive this!” Hiccups wracked her again and again. “I want to go back to fighting monsters!” 
 
    Tonbo sat, huge and comforting, just nearby. The big man gave a nod. 
 
    “Courage.” 
 
    Yumio and Sonada entered the theatre arm in arm. Yumio looked physically weak, but had a glow in her eyes and purpose to her step. She was recovering slowly – but ever so surely.  
 
    They came and bowed to the Spirit Hunters, who rose to meet them. Sonada reached out to Chiri with his wise, warm calm. 
 
    “My friends, it is good to see you.” He bowed again to Chiri. “Chiri san – we both wish you the best of fortune for tonight.” 
 
    Chiri blushed, and bowed deeply in return. 
 
    “Thank you, Sonada sensei. Thank you Yumio san.” 
 
    Sura stood and quietly took Yumio’s hands. The fox looked quietly into the serpent spirit’s face. 
 
    “Yumio san – how do you feel? Have the physicians helped you?” 
 
    Yumio nodded softly. A weight had gone from her soul. 
 
    “This morning I wrote of my own accord. My own voice – not the voice of a drug.” The woman slowly curled her tail. “I am fighting my addiction step by step. It is difficult, Sura san. But if I am given strength, I will defeat it.” She looked to Sonada at her side.  
 
    “I believe now that I shall win.” 
 
    Sonada nodded softly. He seemed more at peace with himself – more in balance. The man looked towards the backstage doors. 
 
    “I thank you also, Spirit Hunters, for allowing me to prove my worth in battle.” 
 
    Kuno frowned towards the stage. He thought for a moment, then spoke quietly, without looking away from the stage. 
 
    “Sonada sensei – please forgive my impertinence for repeating to you a tale.” Kuno straightened his back. 
 
    “A master of the tea ceremony was challenged to a duel. In a high state of anxiety, he went to visit a sword master to ask for pointers. The sword master agreed to help him – but first asked the tea master to serve him tea.” Kuno closed his eyes. “When the tea master performed the ceremony, all things changed. He was calm and utterly focused – completely at one with the spirit of his art. When they were done, the sword master told him: ‘Tomorrow when you fight, think of nothing but the tea ceremony. Think of it as though you are to serve your opponent tea.’ 
 
    The tea master did exactly as he had been told. He entered the duel in a calm state. When his opponent saw the tea master’s total and complete resolve, he tendered his apologies and withdrew.” 
 
    Kuno bowed. 
 
    “There are many types of courage and focus, sensei Sonada. You have shown your true mettle to us many times. The emperor is correct to value you. You have much more to give us.”  
 
    Kuno bowed again. 
 
    “You are a peerless samurai.” 
 
    Sonada was deeply moved.  
 
    “Thank you. Thank you, Kuno sensei.” 
 
    Sonada and Yumio took their seats and settled back to watch the play. 
 
    The last of the audience were seated, as black-clad stage hands moved onto the stage to draw away the curtains.  
 
    The stage seemed oddly different, with a bright backdrop of flowering cherry trees. A little orchestra took their places – female samisen players and a flautist. Sura turned to look behind her at the audience, and saw that extra seats had been packed into the aisles. 
 
    “Wow! This place is so full, they’re swinging from the rafters!” The fox leaned over to try and poke Kuno for a few hints. “So what does Chiri have for us? Why has she been so secretive?” 
 
    Kuno flicked a glance at the fox and folded his arms, keeping his silence.  
 
    A hush filtered over the audience as all became ready on stage. Chiri put a hand to her mouth and gnawed on her knuckles. Kuno confidently squeezed her other hand. 
 
    The play began with a little flurry of music. Onto the stage came a swarm of black-clad stage hands, carrying an immense, beautiful dragon puppet. The dragon was placed lying on stage, and another puppet – clearly meant to represent Sura in her half-animal form – suddenly popped up. The fox puppet sat upon the dragon’s head, drinking merrily from a large jug of sakē.  
 
    A hidden actor gave the fox puppet a voice. The puppet drank mightily, and sang a raucous song. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the sight of something delicious, sets a monster’s mind aflame! 
 
    It gets them all excited, and drives them quite insane. 
 
      
 
    Oh to catch a monster, you must have bait. A ploy that never fails! 
 
    So if you want a monster caught, just simply shake your tail!” 
 
      
 
    A puppet clearly based upon Kuno stalked grandly out on stage. It was a magnificent thing, with articulated mouth and eyes, operated by three puppeteers all clad in black. The puppet took one look at the fox atop the dragon and goggled in disbelief. 
 
    “Oi! You there! You can’t leave that there! There are ordinances against littering!” 
 
    The fox puppet gave a shrug. 
 
    “Oh! Well – shall I wake him up and ask him to move elsewhere?” 
 
    The puppet samurai streaked forward in panic. “No no no! Wait – you mean that creature isn’t even dead…?” 
 
    The entire audience was laughing – whole heartedly and unreservedly. Chiri blushed bright red and looked sheepishly at her companions. She whispered to them in apology. 
 
    “Forgive me! I fear... um – that art may have borrowed just a little from real life!” 
 
    Sura was watching the play, absolutely alive with delight. She laughed in amazement at the wonderful antics up on stage. 
 
    “Chiri – This is a scream! They’re gorgeous!” 
 
    The rat spirit smiled at last. 
 
    “I do not care about the prize. But I had thoughts and stories that had truly made me laugh. To pass them on to others – that would be a gift indeed.” 
 
    The audience were royally entertained. People laughed – several mopped tears from their eyes as the puppets fled a rampaging dragon across the stage. The judges had unbent, and were chuckling clandestinely behind their sleeves.  
 
    Kuno turned to Chiri, and gave a warm, loving bow. 
 
    “Chiri san – congratulations.” 
 
    Yumio and Sonada laughed together. Far back in the audience, Nishida and Kumiko coild also be utterly enjoying themselves.  
 
    The play, it seemed, was a success, and all was well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The festival was a great triumph, with a long week of plays and dance. Sura applied herself to eating the inn out of house and home, and finally secured a supply of her beloved plum wine. With Chiri’s play over and done, the rat was free to wander the city in the daytime with her friends. 
 
    When the festival finally ended, work called to the Spirit Hunters once again. They pulled on their walking gear, well-tried armour and sandals. They looked to the south – to lands both familiar and new, and walked away from the fair city of Kuroda. 
 
    Sonada and Yumio met them on the river bridge. They all crossed the river together and climbed a hill on the far bank. Trees were filled with new-grown leaves and insects sparkled in the air. The group turned to look back at the beautiful city spread out below. 
 
    Kuno beamed at Sonada, pleased to see the man looking so well. 
 
    “They gave you the prize, Sonada sensei. My deepest congratulations.” 
 
    Sonada nodded, but gave a frown. 
 
    “I have asked them to withhold the prize until I write new material to deserve it.” The man seemed confident. He squared his shoulders, filled with new energy. “Enough of old laurels! There is new work to do.” 
 
    Yumio walked slightly aside with Chiri. They were both companionable – Chiri’s worries about snakes now gone. They stood in the sunlight with Bifuuko and Daitanishi floating along in the air beside them, and gazed happily off across the river. 
 
    The serpent spirit smiled. 
 
    “You did well, Chiri san. Your work was very well received.” Yumio bowed warmly to Chiri. 
 
    “Please do not cease writing. We look forward to seeing more of your work in the future.” 
 
    Chiri gave a rueful sigh. “Perhaps I shall move to books, rather than the theatre. Theatre performances are more stressful than I thought.” The rat shrugged her backpack into place. “I believe monster hunting is in many ways less nerve wracking.” 
 
    Sura immediately brightened. 
 
    “We could combine the two! You could do plays that only open at haunted theatres!” 
 
    Tonbo turned a considering eye upon the fox. 
 
    “That would be a no.” 
 
    It was time to depart. The Spirit Hunters exchanged bows of farewell with Yumio and Sonada. Tonbo presented them with a little box that held two beautifully folded paper images – a serpent woman, and a gentleman. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters walked off along the road, heading up into hills bright with fresh green leaves. It was a sunny day and the road was warm. Alongside Chiri, Sura was happy to be moving again. She drew in a great deep breath and stretched her arms. 
 
    “So that’s the world of theatre! We survived!” 
 
    Chiri heaved a sigh of relief. “I confess, the festival was rather a trial for me. Thank you for your support.” 
 
    “Hey! We’re yours – always and forever!” Sura strode happily along. “Anyway, we all learned some cool new stuff. Here – have one of my ‘improved new-type field rations’!” 
 
    Chiri accepted a large rice ball from Sura’s hand. As they walked away from the city, the rat bit into the rice ball. She nibbled for a moment before making a perplexed face. 
 
    “Sura san – is this a seaweed rice ball with a candy centre?” 
 
    Sura could only give a shrug. 
 
    “Well – the design is still in progress…” 
 
    They walked onwards, up into lands fresh with fine new herbs, wandering on into a beautiful spring day.  
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    Chapter 1 
 
    A range of hills rose high above a great, quiet valley, flowing down towards a land of grass and haze. Washed back and forth across oceans of grass, a summer breeze sent ripples towards the valley floor. In the skies above, small white clouds drifted eastward. Dragonflies danced above the grass, flickering back and forth upon shimmering silver wings. 
 
    An imperial samurai in full armour knelt in the grass. He had an arrow nocked to his bow as he quietly scanned the lower slopes of the hills, watching tirelessly for danger. Further back at the hill crest, more samurai sat in their saddles, horses quietly swishing their tails. The cordon of armoured men kept their gaze fixed upon the grasslands below and on the hill crest behind. Dragonflies buzzed, while here and there a small bird swerved above the grass. But the countryside seemed warm and sleepy beneath the morning sun’s caress. Nothing hurried – all seemed well with the world. 
 
    Far back behind the samurai, a stand of trees filled a small dell. Birds started from the trees, as a great lanky hare loped from the shadows. The creature ran a short distance out into the open grass, then stopped to look back at the little cluster of trees. 
 
    A rider burst out through the trees, clutching hard to a bow as his horse leaped up and over a fallen log. The rider landed awkwardly, but saw the hare and gave a cry of joy. As he fumbled for an arrow the hare took off and raced across the hill. 
 
    Young Emperor Yutaakira, allegedly descendant of the kami and Lord of the Sacred Isles, was dressed in hunting attire consisting of a folded straw hat, bright yellow robes and spotted deerskin chaps over ornately printed hakama. Mounted on a horse that was glossy, polite and patient with its rider, the boy emperor sternly fixed the hare in his gaze, reached for an arrow and nocked it to his bow. He stirred his mount, and the beast plunged forward, managing to keep itself beneath its rider as it cantered out along the open hill. The young emperor raced in hot pursuit of the hare, who kicked its feet and capered as it fled.  
 
    From the trees behind the emperor, a group of riders burst out into the sun. Magistrate Masura and Magistrate Kuroda rode to the fore, surrounded by aids, samurai and courtiers. All were dressed in courtly hunting clothes – not the most practical outfits for a day in the country, but wonderfully colourful. They caught sight of the emperor racing off across the grass, jouncing in the saddle and giving chase to the hare.  
 
    The emperor drew his bow and took careful aim. An arrow flashed. The hare looked back but didn’t bother to swerve. Caught by the breeze, the emperor’s arrow curved far off to one side and vanished into the waving grass. 
 
    Magistrate Masura shook his head. Kuroda growled and kicked his horse forward, moving in pursuit of the emperor. The riders cantered through the weaving grass, seeing the emperor take another shot at the hare – which seemed to suddenly change pace and accelerate, leaving the arrow to slice through a stand of empty weeds. 
 
    The emperor’s hat came awry. The boy fumbled for more arrows, but his quarry now headed towards a gulley. The big-eared animal plunged into the dense weeds and bushes of the gulley with insulting ease, hardly bothering to run. The last anyone saw of the beast was a suave flash of its tail. 
 
    The emperor brought his horse slithering to a halt. Half blinded by his own straw hat, the boy pushed it back and laughed aloud at himself and the world, then gave a merry bow towards the weeds.  
 
    The other riders arrived in a crowd around him. The emperor waved to Magistrate Masura, and gave a laughing shake of his head. 
 
    “Perhaps I am not cut out to be a hunter. Even a hare can outwit me!” 
 
    Magistrate Kuroda radiated prim disapproval of the entire affair. He brushed at his sleeves and tried to retain an air of stern grace. 
 
    “It is the hand of the gods. His sacred majesty cannot be expected to soil himself with blood.” 
 
    One of the imperial samurai who had been on guard out in the grass came running up. The man bowed, then proffered up one of the emperor’s spent arrows. The missile had managed to impale a dock leaf. The emperor took the arrow into his hands, thanked the samurai, and held the arrow up into the sun. 
 
    “Quite so, Magistrate Kuroda. But see? No vegetable shall escape me.” The young man pushed back his hat further, drew in a breath, and turned to the other riders. 
 
      
 
    “The mighty hunter! 
 
    See his robes – his flashing bow.  
 
    Bright intention in his eyes. 
 
    His fine horse flashes its teeth. 
 
    But today, a hare 
 
    Will instruct his guests 
 
    And leave them far, far wiser.” 
 
      
 
    Men laughed and bowed in acknowledgement. Magistrate Kuroda gave a nod, but turned his horse about and away from the hunting field. 
 
    A little camp had been pitched nearby – a place curtained with screens against the breeze, ringed about with imperial banners. The riders turned and made their way back along the hill crest towards the camp. Riding between Magistrate Kuroda and Magistrate Masura, the emperor held out his bow and gave a good-natured sigh.  
 
    “Ah well. It would seem I am not destined to be a legendary hunter!” 
 
    Kuroda nodded in approval. 
 
    “No truly religious person could ever eat dead animal flesh, Imperial Majesty.” 
 
    The emperor could only look off across the hills and sighed. 
 
    “I have met a fox who might argue that point, Kuroda san.” 
 
    “A fox spirit, Majesty?” Magistrate Kuroda frowned. “It hardly counts, Imperial Majesty. A fox is quite inhuman.” 
 
    The little camp spread out before them, trailing wood smoke into the air as lunch was prepared. The smoke streamed gently past one of the imperial banners. The emperor looked toward the banner with its imperial crest – the symbol for ‘unity’ painted upon a background of dozens of other symbols.  
 
    Halting his horse the boy looked quietly off towards the camp, then pointed towards the imperial banner with his bow. 
 
    “Look at the imperial crest, Kuroda san. You will see the central character is ‘unity’. But the foundation that it rests upon is made from many symbols. Fox and rat, crow and heron, carp and eagle, rabbit, wolf, badger – and even ‘man’…” The emperor leaned forward in his saddle with quiet, troubled eyes. “My ancestor knew what we have almost forgotten. We are one.” 
 
    Magistrate Kuroda reverently inclined his head. 
 
    “I bow to the wisdom of his Majesty.” 
 
    The cavalcade moved onwards – past another set of sentries, down towards the enclosure. Lady Suzuko, the emperor’s fifteen year old fiancé, waited just outside the compound with her maids – her face a picture of impatience and concern. She had clearly been expecting to see cuts, scrapes or out-and-out concussion. 
 
    Other horses were ranked beside the camp: couriers and officials had arrived. The emperor rode aside from the path with Magistrate Masura and let the rest of the entourage pass by. They rode together to the crest of the hill and sat on their horses together, gazing off along the slopes and valley far below. 
 
    Summer sunlight shimmered on the grass. The valley was hazed with a mist that seemed to blur the lands far beyond. It was all so peaceful; a land made drowsy in the warmth. Leaning forward again on his horse, the emperor looked off into the distance and gave a fond, tired sigh. 
 
    “I wonder where my friends are now, Uncle Shiro?” 
 
    Magistrate Masura drew in a breath of cool breeze, and looked off toward the south. 
 
    “On a fine, sunny day such as today, Majesty?” The man gave a smile. “A fox would be lazy, safe and out of trouble.” 
 
    The emperor gave a warm, rueful chuckle. 
 
    “Somehow, that does not seem likely.” 
 
    “We can always live in hope, Majesty.” 
 
    “No… no.” The emperor considered the wilderness. “It is good to know that they are out there.” 
 
    The young man sighed again and pulled at his reins. 
 
    “Come, Masura sama. The corps of magistrates is waiting. Let us hear the secret reports.” He looked beyond the hills and valleys, to where clouds moved slowly past distant mountains. 
 
    “Even in summer, storms can be brewing…” 
 
    Magistrate Masura bowed. He let the emperor move ahead of him towards the camp. Taking a last look over the line of sentries, Masura made certain all was well, then followed the emperor beneath the waiting banners. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A deserted country road wound its way through fallow fields. Tall weeds at the roadside stood stiff in the still, warm air.  
 
    Dust lay on the grass. A collapsed old hut stood just inside the forest eaves, overgrown with dead, dry brambles. Old garden tools still lay against the walls, but the farmers were all gone. Trees nearby were dark and silent as the grave.  
 
    By the road there was one slight flicker of motion. A decaying corpse lay amongst the weeds, grass growing up between its bones. Wasps buzzed about the rotting skull, landing here and there upon patches of bare bone. The creatures stropped their feet and cleaned their faces, flickering back and forth. Their whirring was the only sound or movement. The rest of the world seemed stifled – still and silent.  
 
    A weird, crotchety figure came creaking along the road. Kitsune Sura – fox spirit, exorcist, medium and professional irritant – had quite outdone herself in the realm of disguise. Her hair was a straggling sheet of grey and white, and her face artfully aged with painted lines, creases and several truly phenomenal fake moles. Carrying a basket on her back and a bag over her shoulder, her robe was printed with patterns of swallows, while silver beads glittered about her neck. 
 
    Bent, hobbling and tapping the road ahead with a crooked stick, Sura pottered forward through the dust, peering about as if half blind. As she made her way, she sang in a cracked, reedy voice. 
 
      
 
    “Oh a lonely road is a quiet road 
 
    Except for the creaking of my old dry bones! 
 
    Overhead, the sparrows fly, 
 
    My only roof is the bright clear sky…” 
 
      
 
    Wasps clung to the weeds, watching attentively as she shuffled past. Wings buzzing and jaws clicking, the insects looked to one another then turned to follow Sura with cold, calculating little eyes.  
 
    Sura walked onwards, stick tap-tap-tapping, her voice carrying merrily off through woods and weeds. 
 
      
 
     “But no matter how far I drag my feet, 
 
    The homeward journey is so sweet. 
 
    I’ll sit by the hearth and rest my rear, 
 
    And not stir forth for a hundred years…” 
 
      
 
    She moved down the road and across a dry stream bed, passing a sharp crook in the road. The forest became even more tangled – filled with dry underbrush and great long loops of thorns. The roadside was littered here and there with odd pieces of rubbish – a torn, bloody robe, a broken sandal. 
 
    The sound of harsh laughter came drifting through the weeds. 
 
    Four lumpen, armed yokels sat drinking in the dust by the road. Filthy with dirt, they were dressed in a weird motley of mismatched armour, stolen weapons and finery. Rolling dice and gambling with a great pile of small coins, they passed a hefty gourd of sakē back and forth. 
 
    When the men caught sight of Sura they paused, nudged one another, and put aside their sakē. Rising to their feet, they swaggered as a group down the road towards Sura, calling out raucously. 
 
    “What’s this? Another treat!” 
 
    “I saw her first!” 
 
    Surrounding Sura, the four men looked her over, scowling and chuckling wickedly amongst themselves. They walked along with her, mocking her gait and dim vision, slapping at each other and sneering back and forth. 
 
    The lead man had an eyepatch and was missing his front teeth: clearly not someone who lived a cautious life. He moved to block Sura’s progress. 
 
    “Oi! You there!” The man roughly nudged at Sura. “Hey! Hey old hag! What’s in the basket?” 
 
    Sura peered up from underneath her wig. She squinted, as if only just noticing that she had company. 
 
    “Eh? What’s that?” She cocked her head and looked at the newcomers, seeming quite pleased. “My my, what a strapping young man! But surely you were taught to bow to your elders?” 
 
    The drunken ruffians laughed, leaning on their rusty spears and swords. The one-eyed man remained in front of Sura, squatting down to speak and slapping her roughly on the shoulder. 
 
    “And why should we bow to an old bag of bones like you, eh?” 
 
    “When you are impolite, you only dishonour yourself!” Sura sharply smacked the man on his rump with her stick, making him leap to his feet. “And don’t slouch! Didn’t your mothers teach you to stand straight?” 
 
    The one-eyed man yelped and rubbed at his backside. A second ruffian – a wallowing creature blessed with a single dense black eyebrow – glared at Sura and gave a curse. 
 
    “Hey! You smelly old cow! Don’t you know who we are?” 
 
    Another man crowed aloud. He put his big no-dachi sword over his shoulders and squatted to block Sura’s way. “We’d better explain to her – hey?” He peered belligerently into her eyes. “Hey! You want to be careful wandering along down the roads. An old bat like you – you might accidentally come across bad people!” 
 
    Sura waved one beautifully craggy hand. She patted at her robes, quite unconcerned. 
 
    “Ah – I have a little prayer here invoking the blessings of the bodhisattva Kanon! A sure protection against misfortune.” She seemed to suddenly notice the dirt upon the man’s face. Sura dragged out a paper handkerchief and spat into it, trying to rub the dirt off the man’s cheek. “Your mother should be more careful! Look at the state of you!” 
 
    The man scuttled backwards, slapping Sura’s hands away. 
 
    “You daft old bat! You shouldn’t be out running loose!”               
 
    Sura waved her stick and waddled onward. “Now now! Don’t call names, or they will rebound!” Sura flicked a glace towards a passing wasp. She spoke again – but now her voice was quiet and business-like. 
 
    “Go away boys, you’re not what I’m looking for. There’s some samurai down the road who’ll be happy to kill you. Just go down and ask.” 
 
    The ruffians bristled in anger. One man dragged his long, rusty no-dachi from its scabbard. The one-eyed man shoved at Sura with the butt of his sword. 
 
    “Keep a civil tongue in your head, you hag!” 
 
    The man with the huge eyebrow waved a wasp away from his face. “Go on! Stick her in her gut and see if she laughs then!” 
 
    More wasps sliced through the air – then more and more. The four bandits began to curse and wave the insects away. Sura walked over to their campfire and threw handfuls of grass and leaves onto the coals, making the fire suddenly billow out a cloud of smoke. 
 
    “Oh dear, boys. Time to make peace with the Buddha.” 
 
    A bandit turned to glare at her, smacking a wasp away from his face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The air suddenly seemed to thrum. The bandits whirled then staggered backwards in fright. 
 
    A shimmering cloud of wasps crested the trees like a horrifying wave. The insects flooded down across the road to crash over the four bandits. The men fell screaming and writhing beneath a choking blanket of wasps that stung in a buzzing frenzy. 
 
    Safe inside the billowing clouds of campfire smoke, Sura watched the insects as they kept well away from the fire and haze. She leaned on her stick, scowling at the ground, listening until the tortured screams of the four bandits finally died away. Sura sighed and looked up, coughing in the smoke, toward the terrible swarm on the road.  
 
    The wasps covered four twisted, lifeless bodies in a shimmering blanket of black and yellow. Wasps crawled all over the road and weeds, buzzing in horrible, savage triumph. Without warning they all lifted back into the air, swirling around and around before swooping back the way that they had come. They vanished over the trees at a bend of the road fifty paces up ahead, leaving the world silent once again. 
 
    Sura shook herself back into character, sneezing in the smoke. Leaning on her stick, she settled her costume into place and hobbled out onto the road, heading for the swollen, twisted corpses lying in the dust. The fox shuffled up to a bandit’s corpse and poked at it with the stick, poking harder when the corpse gave no response. 
 
    “Young man?” Sura rapped the corpse on its lumpen skull. “Young man! I was talking to you!” Sounding quite incensed, the fox leaned upon her stick. “Well really! Such manners!” 
 
    A merry, cackling old voice answered her from afar. 
 
    “Ha! A sign of the modern age! Yes, yes!” 
 
    Sura turned and peered foggily up along to road, scowling as a figure hopped and capered merrily towards her. 
 
    A wizened, hunchbacked old man hastened down the dusty road towards the camp. He moved with surprising speed, clapping his hands together in delight as he saw the dead bandits. 
 
    “Ha! How they squealed! The big ones think they’re tough, but they squeal like rats!” The old man scuttled forward to look down at the bodies in glee. “Ha ha ha! Like rats, eh? Like rats!” 
 
    Sura scratched at her greyed hair and squinted near-sightedly at the bodies. 
 
    “Eh? What’s happened? Aren’t they well?” She prodded at a corpse with her walking stick. “Are they asleep already? It’s scarcely midday!” 
 
    The old man cackled as he scuttled eagerly over to the bandits’ camp. 
 
    “Ha! The best sleep of all!” 
 
    The old man found the money left by the bandits. He merrily swept coins into his robes as a few wasps still drifted here and there, but not in numbers that caused Sura alarm. She came forward, leaning on her stick, and bobbed genially to the hunchbacked old man. 
 
    “In any case, good day to you sir! You seem a man of breeding, by your accents. Forgive these old eyes if I do not recognise your family." She shook her stick irritably towards the bandits behind her. “Still asleep! They could at least have invited me to tea.” 
 
    The hunchbacked old man helped himself to a silk scarf that lay beside the coins, and clapped his hands in glee. 
 
    “Ah, grandmother! We can find you some tea.” 
 
    The bandits’ camp had a kettle and a pot. The old man opened the kettle and checked it was full of water then hung it over the fire. Rummaging through several backpacks that lay jumbled beside the road, he found some fine, expensive porcelain tea cups and happily polished them with his sleeve.  
 
    Sura settled down on a hummock nearby. She moved stiffly, as if troubled by tired old bones. Sura gave a grateful sigh, leaning forward to rest upon her stick as the old man rummaged about in the bandits’ supply cache, emerging triumphantly with a box of tea. 
 
    “You seem tired, honoured mother.” The man flicked a sidewise glance towards Sura’s dusty back. “Yes. You must have travelled far?” 
 
    Sura answered in the voice of a weary old woman: a font of infinite patience. 
 
    “Ah – not so far as once I roamed! But I still do the hard jobs myself. There’s no trusting young people these days!” The woman nodded at her own wisdom. “If it’s an important delivery – yes, I do it myself!” 
 
    The old man leapt up to perch upon a rock at the edge of the road. Rather spry for someone so leathery, thin and aged, his huge hunchback seemed to swell against his robes, pulsing and throbbing with terrible vigour. 
 
    He looked at Sura’s basket in interest, rubbing his hands. 
 
    “A delivery, is it?” He suddenly leaned forward and sniffed at the basket in delighted hunger. “Ah! I smell magic!” 
 
    “Magic, yes!” Sura patted at the basket. “I have to take valuable magic potions from my husband’s workshops into town. Ah – the way seems longer than it used to.” 
 
    The old man crept closer. 
 
    “Valuable, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Sura gave a weary sigh. “I shall just take one brief rest for tea, then I must be moving on.” 
 
    The old man gave a cold leer of hunger. 
 
    “There is no rush, mother. Why not stay a while?” The man gave a great, braying cry of triumph. “Or stay forever!” 
 
    Throwing back his robes the old man revealed his hideous true form. His entire back was a single vast, bloated red sore pocked with hundreds of openings. The swollen mass of flesh served as a hive for thousands of wasps. Crowding the openings, the wasps peered out at Sura in hunger as the old man capered and cackled with glee. 
 
    Looking blindly about in confusion, Sura blinked at the old man in shock. 
 
    “You want what is in my basket?” 
 
    “Yes! Give it to me! Let me have it!” 
 
    Sura helpfully flipped open the basket, and held it out towards the old man.  
 
    Inside the basket was Nezumi Chiri in rat form. The white rat had a cold and furious expression as she glared up at the old man. 
 
    Chiri was surrounded by ceramic pots holding angry little fire elementals that squatted upon beds of hot coals. The old man stared in shock – and then the elementals burst out of the basket. 
 
    The old man screamed. White-hot fire elementals slammed into his back, blasting into the huge wad of flesh. Blazing phoenix-serpent shapes burst back out of the man’s body then plunged back inside, hissing in fury as the man writhed and burned. 
 
    Wasps flashed into ashes. Hundreds of the creatures tried to escape, but raw heat incinerated them in mid-air. The old man withered – most of his torso seemingly having been hollowed out into a vast, teeming wasp hive. His flesh charred as the elementals seared every last piece of him into ash. 
 
    Sura straightened up and dusted off her robes, taking a rag and wiping the makeup from her face. As the fire elementals began jumping enthusiastically up and down upon the ashes of the old man - the little creatures were possibly making just a little bit too certain of their kill – Sura opened up her sack. Pulling out Chiri’s clothing she laid it out on the ground for her friend. The little rat clambered out of the basket and burrowed up into her clothes, changing back into her human-like form. Sitting up, Chiri looked over at what was left of the old man, brushing herself disdainfully clean.  
 
    “Squealed like rats indeed.” Chiri stood – not wildly proud of herself, but darkly pleased that the terrible old man was gone. “He has slain a great many innocent people. I am ashamed to say that I am glad he is dead.” 
 
    Sura dusted ashes from her sleeves, pleased with her morning’s work. “I can’t believe he fed me that line like that!” She peered at the fire elementals, who still bounced merrily up and down upon the old man’s charred bones. “Should we be calming down the overkill brigade here?” The fox cleared her throat and called to the elementals. “Guys? Guys! I think we got him!” 
 
    Chiri pulled back her sleeves, walked over to the charred corpse and bowed to the elementals. The excited little creatures immediately lined up before her, clearly pleased with themselves. The white rat spirit bowed again to the little creatures, her voice filled with loving calm. 
 
    “Thank you my friends. We will meet and play again under happier circumstances.” 
 
    The elementals bobbed a bow before vanishing into thin air, leaving tiny smoke rings in their wake. Emerging from Sura’s sack, Daitanishi checked the coast was clear then moved aside to allow Bifuuko out. Rock and air elemental elemental looked about themselves, seeming rather relieved that the fire creatures had gone.  
 
    Sura scooped Daitanishi into her hands. Moving carefully upwind of the ashes, she stroked him, mollifying the elemental like a cat as she looked over the old man’s remains.  
 
     “An obake… An old man corrupted by selfishness and greed.” The fox thoughtfully considered the area. “Sounds like he’s the old shyster who used to live just here in the forest. So if he changed into an obake, he’s done that, what, two weeks ago? Three?” 
 
    Chiri gave a nod as she gently stroked Bifuuko’s wings. 
 
    “So the peddlers say.” 
 
    “An obake…” Sura looked about the empty landscape in thought. “That means a rift to the Realm of Dreams must have opened. His desires leaked through and drew this evil power onto him.” 
 
    The fox mused, tapping at her chin.  
 
    “This area is just too empty. Those fields have been left fallow for at least a year. Has someone cleaned this place out? Was there a famine or something?” 
 
    Daitanishi cast an eye over the overgrown fields, looked at Sura, and could only shrug. 
 
    In the nearby forest, dry brambles cracked and crackled. Kuno and Tonbo forced their way awkwardly through the dead, dry brush, Tonbo using his massive tetsubo to beat a path through the thorns. Kuno winced and managed to make his way forward. He stood at the edge of the brambles and waved briskly with one armoured hand. 
 
    “Sura san! Chiri san! Come and see.” 
 
    Sura released Daitanishi, letting the creature hover close overhead to keep an eye out for trouble. Sura and Chiri crossed an overgrown field, leaning forward to catch hold of Kuno’s hand as he helped haul them past the worst of the thorns. Drawing his friends in beneath the trees, the samurai handed Sura her beloved spear before hastening the two women onwards through the woods. 
 
    “We found it while covering you from the trees. We do not know what it means.” 
 
    Chiri ducked beneath a creeper. “Found what, Kuno san?” 
 
    Having forged ahead, Tonbo waited at the edge of an overgrown hollow, pointing down into the gloom. 
 
    “That.” 
 
    A great, wide dell dipped into the ground beyond – a place walled in by trees and shut off from sunlight by great, tangled boughs. The air here throbbed as a twisting, nightmarish light shimmered through the trees, dancing with a thousand terrible shapes and promises. The air was thick with the scent of rotting flowers and half-forgotten homes.  
 
    A jagged ellipse of light hung in mid-air. Light and scent and half-heard sounds filtered outward from it, spilling out into the mortal world. Leaves and ferns shivered as though stirred by breeze, or possibly caressed by unseen hands. 
 
    Sura lowered her spear on guard and came cautiously forward, inspecting the rift before her. She sniffed very carefully at the air. 
 
    “The Realm of Dreams…” 
 
    Chiri came close behind, natagama unsheathed. She looked at the rift, aghast. 
 
    “My dreams do not look like that.” 
 
    “This doesn’t open onto any of the good ones.” Sura circled the rift, inspecting it more closely. “Dreams can be warped into terrible weapons.” 
 
    The gateway was crudely done – wrenched open as if by blind force, bruising and damaging the barrier between the worlds. Sura planted herself before the rift, threw back her sleeves and swirled her left hand to sketch the yin-yang symbol in the air. She blew upon the fingers of her left hand and whipped them down along the haft of her spear. The weapon took on a subtle glow of purity. 
 
    A new, clean wind arose, stirring Sura’s long unbound hair. She cut her spear in great, brilliant strokes above and below the rift, sending power sizzling through the gloom. 
 
      
 
    “Rift in realms, rift in Tao. 
 
    Gateway now be gone!” 
 
      
 
    Sura brought down her spear haft to whip it clean through the rift 
 
      
 
    “Tao seal!” 
 
      
 
    The gateway flashed violently. For an instant, Sura saw a pair of golden female eyes within, narrowed in fury, then her spear rebounded off the gateway and the fox spirit was flung back, crashing into the bushes at the dell’s edge.  
 
    Savage, crackling energy wreathed Sura in a painful haze – dark scarlet and crimson, sparking and flashing bright. Tonbo lunged forward to help her, but Chiri called out and brought the man skidding to a halt.  
 
    “Careful!” 
 
    The evil magic seared and snapped, cracking like miniature lightning bolts all about Sura as she reared and tried to fight it back. Her own power scorched and hammered at the sinister lightning, seeking to tear it apart. Chiri flung herself down, sitting on the ground nearby, clapping her hands and entwining fingers through three different mundra. The rat called out a spell in a sharp, clear voice. 
 
      
 
    “Hearts and wills are intertwined. 
 
    My force to thee, my strength to thine…” 
 
      
 
    The rat repeated the spell over and over, turning it into a chant. A thin white thread of energy drifted forth from her to join with Sura and fight its way through the churning red storm all around her.  
 
    Sura heaved herself back up onto her feet, her own power sheeting outward, crackling as it seared against the horrible red light. The fox snarled, fighting her way forward step by step towards the rift, battling against a weird, terrible wind. But Chiri’s strength was now with her. The fox’s light ebbed, then blazed. Red strands shattered. The fox heaved up her spear, gathering all her strength, and suddenly she was free. Slamming her spear haft hard down against the rift, the gateway was blasted into nothingness. 
 
      
 
    “Tao Seal!” 
 
      
 
    The sinister gateway was gone. The sickening light – the scents, the sounds – all had vanished. The woods were silent. Sura collapsed, panting and utterly spent. Her eyes were wild and dazed. Chiri shut off her own spell, rubbing weakly at her temples. She made her way wearily towards Sura as Kuno came to support her. 
 
    Tonbo held Sura, checking her for damage. The fox’s grey-powdered hair was singed and stood out in a weird frizz.  Her face was blank with exhaustion. Kuno unshipped a bottle of plum wine and carefully poured two cups, handing them to Chiri and Sura with respect and care. Sura nodded in gratitude and drank. 
 
    The fox started in amazement as recollection struck her. 
 
    “Something fought me! Something dark…” The fox’s voice became weirdly hushed. “Something terrible…” 
 
    Bifuuko helpfully fanned Chiri and Sura with little wings. Kuno poured more wine, and crouched to keep watch over the woods. Tonbo nodded to him, then took Daitanishi on a slow, careful circuit of the dell, looking for signs of intruders. 
 
    Where the rift had once stood, fallen leaves lay deep. Having completed his tour of the dell’s borders, Tonbo knelt and ran his hands over the leaves, sniffing carefully. Daitanishi looked back at him and frowned. The big samurai carefully scraped away some loose soil with his hand, and struck a small, hard shape. 
 
    The handle of a dagger jutted out of the earth – black wood deeply scored with rough-cut symbols. Tonbo jerked the dagger free and a terrible stench of dead flesh flooded up into the air. 
 
    Kuno choked at the reek, turning in alarm. He saw Tonbo hold up the dagger so that Sura could see it. The fox leaned in, face frozen, then nodded at the ground. 
 
    “Dig.” 
 
    Tonbo and Kuno took branches and carefully cleared away the leaf litter. Daitanishi helped as the two men dug with their hands, helping shove reeking earth aside. 
 
    A few hands breadths beneath the surface, they found stiff, dead flesh. A child lay in the ground – murdered by a blow of the black knife. She was decaying, but a terrible mark could still be seen where the knife had pierced her heart. 
 
    Kuno drew away, appalled. His hands flexed slowly into fists. 
 
    “Who did this?” 
 
    Sura wearily came forward. She looked down at the body with frozen eyes. 
 
    “Someone who wanted to open a gate. Someone who wanted power from the Realm of Dreams.” 
 
    Chiri looked away from the little body, filled with sadness. 
 
    “Was it the obake? Did the old man do this to gain his powers?” 
 
    Tonbo scowled. 
 
    “He didn’t seem bright.” The man’s voice was grim. “No – this is the work of someone who knows blood magic.” 
 
    Kuno stared at the body, bitterly remembering the powers of blood magic. 
 
    Sura slowly heaved herself onto her feet. She looked quietly back towards the open fields. 
 
    “Please, my friends. Lift the child from there.” The fox was bowed and sad. “Tonbo san, perhaps you can collect wood for a pyre? I will hallow some ground and make ready.” 
 
    Tonbo gave a formal bow. He rose and strode towards the trees, where dead branches lay in plenty.  
 
    Chiri moved swiftly off towards the road, heading for the bandit’s camp. Back in the dell, Sura began stripping away her disguise. She opened her own pack and removed formal priestly robes – her tall hat and suikan. She would honour the dead with what loving ceremony she could muster.  
 
    Kuno looked at the rotting corpse in the ground. He winced at the stench rising from it, reluctant to approach. 
 
    “Burial is an Eta’s work.” 
 
    Sura flicked the man a quiet glance. 
 
    “The way of the samurai is found in compassion. We cannot leave the poor child lying there.”  
 
    Kuno gave a bow, acknowledging her wisdom. 
 
    Chiri returned bearing a silk robe discarded by the dead bandits. Kuno gently wrapped the corpse inside the robe, and lifted the child up. He carried her toward the fields, toward open sky and clear air. 
 
    Sura swept a patch of ground and cut with her spear towards all four directions of the compass, chasing off any evil spirits that might be lurking. Tonbo piled branches into a mighty mound, whereafter the corpse was carefully put in place. A smaller pyre had also been prepared for the four dead bandits. Kuno bathed in a nearby stream, ritually cleaning himself for the funeral. Bifuuko carried brightly painted fu papers up and laid them carefully atop the child’s corpse, then flew back to perch upon Chiri’s arm. 
 
    Sura signalled Tonbo, who set the pyre alight. Kuno made a Buddhist prayer, while Sura quietly recited words from her own strange, yet loving and liberating, creed. She remained beside the pyre to pray, while the others softly withdrew to the road. They looked off towards the woods, drawing together in a quiet conference. 
 
    Chiri pulled her robes tighter about her slim shoulders. 
 
    “This is a dreadful crime. We should report this.” 
 
    Kuno scowled. 
 
    “Chiri san, do you believe something has come through the gate?” 
 
    “Without any doubt, Kuno san. Something must have been deliberately summoned. Something has come through.” 
 
    Tonbo heaved a thoughtful sigh, scratching at his stubble, then turned his iron-armoured body and nodded towards the local stream, which headed east. 
 
    “We can follow this valley to the Tenchi river. The Sword Shrine is a few days upstream.” He gave a nod. “If there have been monsters or murders, Reiju san will know.” 
 
    At the mention of Reiju, Chiri glanced at Sura, who still sat in prayer. After a moment’s doubt, Chiri bowed to Tonbo, seeing the strength of his reasoning. 
 
    “That is the wisest course of action, Tonbo san. We shall seek out priestess Reiju san.” 
 
    Heat wavered above the pyres, as smoke faded into the vast, empty sky. Kuno watched for a moment, before speaking. 
 
    “See to your weapons.” The man once again looked towards the great, dark woods. 
 
    “Someone has opened a gate – and they have paved the way with blood.” 
 
    Chiri and Tonbo nodded. Both moved off to see to water bottles and backpacks.  
 
    Kuno lingered in the road, listening to the strange silence that seemed to fill the wilderness of weeds. There was a strange feeling here… A sense of something just at the edges of the woods, watching them in silence. The samurai searched carefully, seeing nothing but shadows. He considered the woods for a moment more, then rejoined the others as they prepared for the coming march.  
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    Chapter 2 
 
    In steep hills surrounding a prosperous valley, Lord Ishigi had made his stronghold. 
 
    The castle was newly built, with great elegance and trend-setting style. In addition to sculpted hills slopes and wooden walls, it boasted a tall central tower – a keep from which the outer world could be viewed. On the third floor of the tower, a wide open, uncovered space –a ‘moon viewing platform’ had been created for poets, quiet parties and silent moments where Lord Ishigi could muse upon the past.  
 
    It was a still, warm summer night. Clouds half covered the full moon, transforming the valley and castle into a maze of stark white moonlight and impenetrable shadows. In the little town beside the castle, lamplight twinkled. A few lanterns moved quietly along the roads, threading off towards the woods and farms.  
 
    Lord Ishigi walked slowly from the depths of his tower and out onto the platform. His wife opened the door, kneeling and bowing as he passed. The great man scarcely noticed her – his head bowed in troubled thought. 
 
    Two armoured Ishigi samurai stood guard, keeping the castle compound under watchful eyes. Lord Ishigi signed quietly for the men to leave. They bowed and withdrew inside the great black keep. 
 
    A young page served tea out at the far edge of the platform. The boy bowed and disappeared into the tower, sliding the door closed behind him. Lord Ishigi gave a sigh and walked out to the platform’s rim, gazing across the town towards the black mountains far beyond.  
 
    He slowly sat. Alone on the platform, Lord Ishigi watched the clouded moon and drank his tea. He gazed over his domains – down along the river. Two days’ travel to the north, the ancient Sword Shrine stood upon its island. In theory, Lord Ishigi was patron of the shrine. It was another symbol, much like the castle, like his strange old titles. A thing filled with words and flourish, but empty of respect or power.  
 
    Lord Ishigi held up his sheathed sword. It was an ancient blade, filled with history. He had unsheathed it in the heat of action only once, when he had been an excited fifteen year old boy. He had cut down a bandit in a skirmish out on the great capital road. A superb strike – the only one he had ever made. 
 
    Glory days… 
 
    Lord Ishigi hung his head and pushed his tea aside. Leaning on his sword the man stared out over the river, watching the slow drift of boats as they meandered into the dark.  
 
    As he contemplated, a hollow, hissing voice whispered softly in the dark. 
 
    “Lord Ishigi nō Kunomono.” 
 
    Lord Ishigi instantly drew his sword, whirling to kneel on guard. He pointed his blade at the empty air behind him. 
 
    Nothing moved. There were no shapes – no sound of movement. He turned again, whipping around to threaten the flanks – eyes cool, weapon perfectly poised. 
 
    “Ninja?” 
 
    The whisper came again – seeming to somehow drift inside the air. 
 
    “No, Ishigi nō Kunomono.” The voice curled sinuously through the shadows. “I am the voice of your desire.” 
 
    Lord Ishigi lowered the point of his sword. He sat back to carefully observe the shadows.  
 
    “What do you know of my desire? 
 
    “We have felt it…” 
 
    The shadows seemed to curl. The voice came from yet another direction. 
 
    “The Ishigi would be great again. The Ishigi would once more sit at the height of power and glory. We feel your lust for it, Ishigi nō Kunomono. We feel you burn…” 
 
    The voice kept changing location. Ishigi turned slowly around, hearing the words drifting through the dark. 
 
    The voice hissed quietly in the gloom. 
 
    “A war is coming, Lord Ishigi. One way or another, it will come. It will be the death of the Ishigi – or it will be the making of their glory.” 
 
    Ishigi rose to his feet. 
 
    “How do you know that it will come?” 
 
    “We know.” 
 
    The words came whispered firmly into the man’s ear. 
 
    “The Raiden plan to rise and take the land by force. They marshal their hosts, hoping to build strength and weaken their enemies. At the court, Prince Horigawa schemes to destroy the great samurai houses by pitting them against each other. He will try to gain personal power.” The voice coiled through the dark. “You play both camps, Lord Ishigi no Kunomono. But what is it you want? Speak to us. Tell us of your desires.” 
 
    The voice spread a strange chill through the air. And it knew far, far too much of Lord Ishigi’s plans. He felt a ripple of fear – then thrust the weakness aside. 
 
    Lord Ishigi straightened his back. He stood tall and proud against the shadows of the moon. 
 
    “What do I desire?” 
 
    The samurai lord drew in a long, slow breath, and turned to look out over the valley far below. 
 
    “I want a stable empire, with the Ishigi at its head. I want the respect we deserve as descendants of the old emperors. I want a golden age to dawn, and for all to know that it was the doing of Ishigi no Kunomono.” 
 
    The voice hissed in quiet satisfaction. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    A ripple of chill crossed through the darkness. The voice spoke from an empty patch of shadow. 
 
    “A war is coming, Lord Ishigi. A time for death, or eminence. Either shall be yours to grasp.” 
 
    Darkness rippled. 
 
    “The emperor is young. His life is fragile. He has no heir except his uncle, Prince Horigawa, and Horigawa’s daughter.” The voice hissed softly into Lord Ishigi’s ear. 
 
    “If the Ishigi marry back into the Imperial line, you will be closer to your dream.” 
 
    Lord Ishigi turned. 
 
    “But Horigawa’s daughter has a husband!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The voice swirled. 
 
    “Ishigi no Kunomono – we desire one thing of you. You intend to journey to the Sword Shrine tomorrow. Delay your journey for two days.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we desire it.” The voice seemed to waft away into the darkness. “Do this, and we shall send you a gift. A gift of dreams…” 
 
    There was a cold swirl in the dark. Lord Ishigi rushed to the edge of the moon-viewing platform, but there was nothing to see besides empty air and a land filled with shadows.  
 
    Backing away, Lord Ishigi wiped his face, still staring out at the empty air. Reaching a decision he turned and strode to the keep’s door. He threw the door open, startling the guards beyond, who were kneeling beside the stairwell. They immediately bowed. 
 
    “Lord!” 
 
    “Bring me my secretary, Tsurunomo.” 
 
    Lord Ishigi’s gaze sought to penetrate the shutters facing the river far beyond. 
 
    “We are delaying our journey to the shrine…” 
 
    The guards bowed again. One man immediately ran downstairs in search of the secretary. Lord Ishigi strode past the stairwell to the shutters. He eased them open, looking silently towards the river. 
 
    A gift of dreams… 
 
    He watched the river a few moments longer, then turned away, his stride suddenly filled with purpose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sword Shrine was the most ancient shrine in the entire Sacred Isles. It had existed since the end of the Oni War – founded by the first emperor while he was still wounded from the battlefield. Deep in Ishigi territory, it was therefore guarded by the oldest of the samurai clans: a clan founded by an imperial prince and blood kin to the most ancient families in the court. It remained a small place, with no vast armies, no rolling plains of tax-free rice land. But it was a stronghold of serenity, a font of charity, and a place of impeccable tradition.  
 
    Ishigi banners flew from samurai manors in the town upon the shore. But the high walls of the shrine out on its island were guarded by warrior priests of the shrine itself – men trained in the most ancient schools of martial arts. Crow spirits had passed onto them the art of the sword, while foxes had taught them the spear and bow. For almost a thousand years the priesthood had kept guard over the shrine, cherishing the deepest traditions of the empire.  
 
    The shrine’s island stood offshore, surrounded by the deep waters of a great, slow-flowing river. A muddy shoreline was graced with a sturdy wooden jetty and a path that led through a red torii gate, up the slope towards high stone walls. Several boats were present – a substantial ferry for taking passengers to the town, as well as small skiffs. All were drawn up onto the shore well back from a row of ancient stone figures. These statues ringed the island with a magical barrier that silently shielded it from the forces of evil. 
 
    A broad old boat splashed slowly out from the town, heading towards the island. Kitsune Sura sat at the bow with her pointed fox muzzle into the breeze, enjoying the wind as it blew through her orange fur, ruffling her robes. She watched in delight as a pair of herons skimming low over the water nearby. 
 
    Kuno and Tonbo sat in the centre of the boat, talking politely to the merry oarsmen. Chiri climbed forward – white fur gleaming and hands and feet pale pink. She sat with Bifuuko and Daitanishi beside her, pointing out sights at the far side of the river. It was a pleasure just to sit back and ride for a little while. 
 
    The ferry curved through the current into the lee of the island, splashing slowly up to nudge against the dock. The oarsmen tied the boat to the docks, calling up in welcome as a servant came down the jetty and slid a gangplank down to greet them. The servant reached down to help the Spirit Hunters from the boat, hoisting backpacks and steadying Sura as she clambered up the bowing plank, spear in hand. The fox waved to a pair of armed priests standing guard at the base of the docks. The men came towards the new arrivals, bowing first to Sura and then to Kuno as he showed them his golden billet of imperial authority.  
 
    Sura gave a formal bow. 
 
    “We are the Spirit Hunters. We must urgently consult with High Priestess Reiju.” 
 
    The guards bowed then one turned and gestured politely to the path, inviting the Spirit Hunters into the shrine.  
 
    They shouldered their packs and followed the guard up onto the path. As they passed through the red torii gate there was a slight tingle of magic from shielding spells protecting the shrine from harm. Sura looked in interest at the prayer papers that held the spells – all were recently renewed and crisply made. She nodded in professional approval, then followed the guard up steep steps that led to the main shrine gardens.  
 
    The great shrine consisted of beautiful gardens surrounded by storage buildings, barracks for guards and houses for the staff of priests. Walled paths meandered off to workshops, armouries and quiet homes. 
 
    The main gardens teemed with life. Women watched over children playing beneath the trees, while visiting monks and nobles strolled in conversation with priests from the shrine. A dozen novices were being taught the basics of spear fighting beneath the gaze of a gruff, round old instructor. High overhead, a great rocky outcrop held the shrine’s upper levels – sacred buildings with rooves covered in old green tiles. Green trees spread their shade across the world below, while the air hummed to the sound of insects high up in the leaves.  
 
    The guard led the Spirit Hunters through the main garden, past a great shed filled with barrels of sacred sakē, and up towards a small open hall.  
 
    Six young shrine maidens within the hall attentively listened as High Priestess Reiju taught the elements of a sacred dance. The maidens were all dressed as young men of the imperial court, bearing slender swords. Reiju was instructing them upon a long, slow elegant turn while unsheathing their swords – a motion that needed to be made with great care and precision.  
 
    The high priestess caught sight of the Spirit Hunters as they approached. Her eyes lit with joy and she nodded to them from afar. Seeing that all was well, the guard bowed and quietly withdrew. 
 
    Sura sat down under a tree, flicking out her great fluffy tail. With Daitanishi settled on her knee she waited with her friends, signalling Reiju to take her time. The priestess nodded and continued with her students, showing then the motions of the dance one more time. She then passed the class into the hands of the senior student, and the girls arranged themselves into formal lines.  
 
    The dance continued, moving to the stern calls of the senior student – who was perhaps rather over-exerting her power. Reiju came running across the grass, overjoyed to see her visitors. She reached Sura and joyously took her in her arms. 
 
    “Sura!” 
 
    The priestess looked at the fox spirit in delight, before pulling away and hastening to bow to Kuno and Chiri. Catching sight of Tonbo, she blushed slightly before bowing in welcome. 
 
    “Tonbo san. How wonderful to see you once more.” 
 
    Tonbo returned the bow, clearly also glad to see her. Sura flicked a wan glance toward the samurai, then turned to place Daitanishi upon her shoulder.  
 
    Blissfully unaware of any tension, Kuno looked about at the marvellous grounds of the shrine. The tall outcrop above was accessed by elegantly carved steps, while the shrine buildings atop had been built in a graceful style with beautifully kept timbers. The grounds mingled ancient trees with delightful little stands of flowers. Kuno nodded in approval, then bowed once again to the priestess. 
 
    “Reiju san, it is a deep pleasure to see you once again.” He looked at the dancers’ hall, approving of the mossy eaves. “Your shrine is most impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kuno san.” Reiju looked away from Tonbo and turned to consider the upper shrine. “Yes, the shrine! It is the most ancient in the sacred isles. The great Sword Shrine is a treasure of the empire.” 
 
    Reiju looked to Sura, feeling the unacknowledged strain. She reached out to take Sura’s hands in her own, looking into her eyes. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Sura chan.” 
 
    “I have missed you, Reiju chan.” Sura held her friend out to look her over, simply loving her. “It is good to see you.” 
 
    The dance lesson had become rather noisy: a drum had joined in to help the dancers keep step. Reiju pointed to a path that led back towards the main shrine buildings, and led everyone away from the pounding drum. 
 
    “Come! You must be tired after your journey. We shall settle you in the priest’s quarters. Then you can stow your packs and enjoy our hospitality.” They passed by a delegation of priests from a far-off Shinto shrine, who were unpacking and settling into a guest house. Their servants were trying to organise a cup of tea amid the chaos, while a housekeeper set out laundry on a series of drying poles that were in everybody’s way. Daitanishi floated at Reiju‘s side as the high priestess led her friends up another path between the trees. 
 
    Kuno frowned at the chaos, bustle and bother. 
 
    “You must forgive our intrusion, Reiju san. We were not aware that you were so busy.” He ducked a laundry pole as the housekeeper swung by. “We have come to ask you for some information. There is no rush. We do not mean to impose.” 
 
    “Please – it is such a wonderful delight to have you!” Reiju saw a visiting nobleman and his chamberlain coming in her direction, clearly intending to demand a word. She quickly steered her friends off down a side path. “We are preparing for a ceremony. Lord Ishigi himself will attend. So you find us with many visitors.” 
 
    Reiju looked over to another little yard, where more nobles were arguing with a Buddhist dignitary. She shook her head. 
 
    “Forgive me, but chaos reigns.” She gave a sigh. “Let us get you installed.” 
 
    They had mounted the heavy wall that encircled the island. Several warrior-priests were on guard – some with long spears, others with bows. On the shore below, the little sentinel statues formed an unbroken row gazing off across the water. Chiri leaned over to look down at them, seeing that all were bound with fresh new papers and ropes.  
 
    Reiju waited to usher her guests off the wall and over into a quieter set of gardens. Chiri hastened onwards, falling in beside her. 
 
    “Is all well, Chiri san?” 
 
     “Please forgive my unseemly curiosity, Reiju san, but I am impressed by your shrine’s defences.” 
 
    “We maintain high standards, Chiri san. We guard and celebrate some of the holiest relics of the empire.” Reiju nodded towards the shrine halls. “We have resident gakusho magician-priests and shugenja, and over two hundred warriors. The flowing river protects us from magic and assault. The perimeter is blessed, and no evil being could ever cross the walls. For nine hundred years, we have maintained our vigil.” 
 
    Kuno nodded in approval. 
 
    “I am deeply impressed by your devotion, Reiju san.” 
 
    The young priestess suddenly looked quite stern. 
 
    “It is our duty, Kuno san. No less than a samurai’s duty to his lord.” 
 
    They had come to the private residence of the high priestess and her assistants. Reiju led the way beneath serene trees, past a small spring that welled up into a bright, clear pool. Houses here were thatched, plain and homely – it all looked wonderfully welcome. Reiju motioned the Spirit Hunters towards an open house, welcoming them into her home. 
 
    They mounted the porch, only to see a distraught young priestess hasten into the gardens. The young woman was accompanied by a temple guard, who look horribly harassed. Catching sight of Reiju, they rushed towards her in relief.  
 
    The young priestess bobbed a hurried little bow. 
 
    “Honoured sword priestess! Lord Abe will not share quarters with Lord Nakatomi. They are arguing in the gardens like tigers! Lord Abe’s chief attendant has just struck Lord Nakatomi’s sandal bearer with a fish!” 
 
    She pulled urgently at Reiju’s sleeve, trying to hasten her on. Reiju looked back at her friends, duty tearing at her. 
 
    “A crisis!” Reiju anxiously bowed to her guests. She was already being dragged away by the young priestess. “It will calm down soon, I promise you. Too many visitors have arrived at once!” 
 
    Sura waved a hand as she set down her pack on the porch. “Go! Our business will wait!” 
 
    “We shall have a proper fox meal together. I will be back soon!” 
 
    Reiju hastened away, then turned at the end of the porch. 
 
    “Sura chan, I should have guessed you would arrive! You have no idea who else has come to visit!” 
 
    Reiju vanished. An instant later, a piercing, matronly voice pealed out from the gardens nearby. 
 
    “Suuuuuu-raaaaaaaa!” 
 
    Sura dropped her luggage and froze. She looked as if someone had slapped a jellyfish onto her spine. 
 
    “Gah!” The fox’s fur stood on end. She dared not turn around. “Oh no! No no no no no no no…!” 
 
    Bustling into the garden came an imposing vision in orange fur a billowing middle aged female fox spirit resplendent in half animal form, with a mighty bosom and flashing hazel eyes. Dressed as a priestess, the woman surged forward in a mass of silks like a mighty warship. Utterly appalled, Sura was gripped with a terrible urge to plunge into the earth’s core and hide. 
 
    A second kitsune followed the first – a young woman with beautifully patient eyes. She saw Sura and smiled – but the older woman thundered forward, planting herself before Sura and swelling her chest to alarming proportions. 
 
    “Kitsune O-Yamako nō Sura! A word with you!” The woman waved a finger into 
Sura’s face. Her voice pealed with matronly outrage and dismay. “Two years! Two entire years, and not a word from you to anyone! Not one letter, not one note to those who raised you!” 
 
    Sura flattened her ears, resentful and chastened. 
 
    “Hey – I’ve been busy! I’ve been fighting monsters!” 
 
    “Monsters? And do monsters mean you cannot spare the time to write to your poor old aunt?” The matron fanned herself and swirled theatrically back and forth. “I sit there at Fox Mountain and I worry for you! I worry! All these dreadful reports of you getting yourself involved in fights. It’s unseemly! Unseemly!” She pressed fingers against her temples, as if bravely struggling against a headache. “How can you do it to me? Have you no regard for propriety? No regard for my reputation? And with my heart in such a condition, these shocks could carry me away like a wisp on the wind.” 
 
    Sura muttered, swishing her big orange tail. 
 
    “A big fat wisp…” 
 
    The fox matron cruised about Sura, then looked in concern at her friends. 
 
    “And who are these? Your companions? I hope you are keeping good company!” 
 
    Deeply annoyed, Sura fluffed her fur out and straightened her ears. Tucking her spear beneath her arm she gave a grudging formal bow. 
 
    “Aunt Kitsune O-yama nō Kagone, these are my companions. Asodo Kuno, imperial deputy. Nezumi Chiri, shugenja. That’s Bifuuko and Daitanishi trying to hide… Tonbo san you already know.” Sura save a weary sigh. “Guys, this is my aunt Kagone. And this is my cousin Kitsune Kikyo.” 
 
    The fox woman that accompanied Aunt Kagone gave a bow that brimmed with gentle humour. 
 
    “Asodo san. Nezumi san. I am honoured to meet the brave and distinguished companions of my cousin.” 
 
    Polite bows ensued. Aunt Kagone was somewhat mollified – Chiri was most delightfully presentable, and Kuno’s imperial appointment spoke well of him. The woman deflated somewhat and bowed in return. 
 
    “Well – pleased to meet you all.” Aunt Kagone fixed Tonbo with a familiar eye. “Tonbo chan! I trust you are keeping her properly under control?” 
 
    Tonbo gave a quiet, patient nod. 
 
    “Kagone san, I bind her excesses with chains of iron.” He gave an innocent roll of his eyes. “Sadly – she has a hacksaw.” 
 
    Four balls of fluff appeared atop the garden wall kitsune children in fox form – all eyes and tails and fuzz. They saw Sura and went wild with glee, leaping upon her in a furry avalanche. Squealing and bouncing up and down on her, they squeaked out in voices of joy. 
 
    “Sura! Sura, Sura, Sura!” 
 
    Sura crashed to the ground. Her stomach was immediately used as a springboard for the gleeful cubs, who jumped up and down on her in pairs. Sura could only give a helpless wail as she was hammered into the ground. She thrashed about and caught one fox child – clearly fond of the little maniacs. The child licked her face with a long pink tongue. 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo was apparently mother to the wild brood. She came briskly forward and clapped her hands, bringing the four children to heel. 
 
    “Children! We have friends to greet.” She gestured to Chiri, Kuno and Tonbo. “What do we say?” 
 
    The four little fox children immediately sprang away from Sura and formed into a line. They sat very neatly on their back feet, and chanted politely to their guests. 
 
    “Good day. How do you do? We are pleased to meet you!” 
 
    The child on the end then sat up to beg prettily, looking up at his mother. 
 
    “Mama, may we maul her now?” 
 
    “Show no mercy, darling.” 
 
    Sura had just managed to sit up. She squawked as she disappeared once more beneath an avalanche of excited children. Kitsune Kikyo observed to make certain Sura’s limbs were intact, then turned to Kuno with a smile. 
 
    “They are good children, Kuno san.” She bowed, beaming. “You still have thirty seconds in which to hide anything shiny, magical or breakable.” 
 
    Sura slowly rose to her feet. One child clutched onto her head, the second and third each clung to a separate arm. The fourth appeared to be gnawing on her shins. She looked back towards her friends in desperate appeal. 
 
    “Little help?” 
 
    Chiri started forward, her elementals close behind. “I shall assist!” 
 
    “Then we will unpack…” Kuno blinked in bemused delight as Chiri dove amongst the children and hoisted one up onto her shoulders. The little fox immediately began gnawing on her ear. Kuno’s eyes widened. “And possibly also prepare bandages…” 
 
    Aunt Kagone stood upon the porch and watched with approval as the children ran about Sura and Chiri in an excited fluffy mass. The fox matron clapped her hands together and adjusted her robes, girding herself for yet more work. 
 
    “I shall see to the kitchens! We have brought a basket of woodcocks. I must ensure the cooks do not make a botch of them.” The woman shook her head at the frustrating ways of the world. “I have told them time and time again – rub with pork fat, and use a moderate oven! But they do not seem to absorb the information.” She gave a puzzled sigh. “One can never quite trust humans with decent cuisine!” 
 
    Kitsune Kagone marched off towards the guesthouse kitchens. Hoisting Chiri and Sura’s packs in deceptively strong mother’s arms, Kitsune Kikyo led the way into the guest house, leaving Chiri and Sura playing with the children. 
 
    “Right! Let’s get some tea!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dinner was a highly enjoyable affair. There were hot roasted woodcocks, fried river fish, fat dumplings and masses of rice – rather oddly prepared by frying with onions, herbs and salted fish. It was all kitsune cuisine: Tonbo and the foxes tucked in with a will, and Reiju fondly helped herself to old favourites. Kuno ate with caution, half expecting disaster, but it seemed at least some foxes could cook after all. As long as one watched one’s fingers, it was perfectly safe to dine. 
 
    The foxes ate with gusto, with the children catching hiccups from cramming down rice too fast. Still wild with excitement they were keen to be play with Sura and Chiri once more. Aunt Kagone made them calm down, eat their meat and drink their soup. They lined up like four little hawks, waiting until Sura finally finished the last of the dumplings. Sura arose and stretched, artfully looking relaxed. Unexpectedly she flashed and changed into fox form, letting her clothes fall empty to the ground. She dashed off into the garden, the children leaping and bounding in pursuit. There were squeals of excitement as Chiri summoned up a swirl of air elementals that scooped them giggling and wriggling above the grass. Chiri came running after them, changing into rat form, with Bifuuko whisking her aloft. They all lunged through the bushes and fell tumbling together in the grass. 
 
    Daitanishi finally withdrew and sat on a railing, content to frown at the whole affair from a distance. He cast a brief glance at Kuno, hoping that there at least was an ally who also disapproved of all the noise.  
 
    Kuno, however, was quite royally entertained. He sat with Kitsune Kikyo on the porch and smiled as Sura raced through the garden with children hot upon her tail. 
 
    “I had never conceived of Sura san as having an ordinary family, Kikyo san.” He watched as his friend was buried beneath the onslaught of her little furry cousins. “It is a strange pleasure to witness.” 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo set a small iron kettle on a tripod to make tea, and sat back to enjoy the scene. 
 
    “Sura chan is one of the mountain orphans, Kuno san. Aunt Kagone is in charge of the young temple children.” She watched Sura at play. “The war of wills was… interesting. A war that was never fought to any real conclusion – although a certain incident in which Kagone san’s bath was sewn with blue dye crystals remains quite memorable…” 
 
    Reiju sat nearby, watching the foxes in playing the garden. The priestess looked to Kuno and gave a smile. 
 
    “I remember that Sura chan’s alibi was elaborate, impeccable, and as reliable as a horse with three legs.” 
 
    Reiju looked at Sura with eyes full of love.  
 
    “But how I have missed her…” 
 
    Reiju and Tonbo gathered up the empty dishes and walked off together into the building while Kuno remained on the porch with Kitsune Kikyo, enjoying her company. She was an educated woman – forward, and confident, as all foxes seemed to be, and yet with a core of cultured goodwill that Kuno found quite wonderful. He sat with her watching Sura and the children, delighting in the sounds of laughter. 
 
    Kuno tilted his head, observing Sura with quiet interest. 
 
    “So Sura san had no close family of her own?” 
 
    “In a sense.” Kikyo san’s voice was quiet and gentle. “Sura san loved our aged high priestess very much. It was she who gave Sura san the old books that spoke of the demon wars. It was she who taught Sura san the skills of spirit hunting.” 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo’s voice fell. Her words were filled with sadness. 
 
    “When the priestess died, Sura san sat in the old lady’s room for days, then decided to leave us.” 
 
    The fox woman quietly poured tea.  
 
    “Sura made her plans well. She swiped the spear ‘leaf-cutter’ from the main shrine, and stole a pack of rations. As she slipped over the wall at night, she found the high priestess had set Tonbo waiting for her with a pack of all the things Sura had forgotten. Spare sandals, money, a map…” Kitsune Kikyo looked fondly back towards the house – towards Tonbo.  
 
    “No exorcist should be without her yojimbo.” 
 
    Kuno gave a nod of understanding. 
 
    “Ah. The Tsunetomo family serve the Kitsune clan?” 
 
    “No no, they are merely old, old friends.” The beautiful fox topped up Kuno’s tea. “The Tsunetomo clan came to us as refugees many, many years ago. We gave them land. We like them. They are quite wonderfully tolerant.” 
 
    Tonbo and Reiju emerged from the guest house and sat together at the far end of the porch, happily folding origami together.  
 
    Out in the garden, Sura had been cornered. She was serving as a springboard for the four wild young foxes, who leapt up and down upon her stomach, giggling with glee. Sura finally gave up and called for a truce.  
 
    “Okay, okay! Time out!” Utterly exhausted, Sura struggled up onto all four feet, still with baby foxes clinging all over her. “Next monster we meet, we should just unleash you little buggers.” She looked over to Chiri. “How are you holding out?” 
 
    The little white rat popped happily up from the grass with Bifuuko at her side. 
 
    “I had seven siblings, Sura san. These little ones are not a problem.” 
 
    By way of response, the fox children immediately piled into Chiri and rolled around with her in the dirt. However Aunt Kagone appeared on the grass nearby, clapped her hands and immediately brought the children to order. 
 
    “Children! Bath time!” 
 
    Her voice carolled out in a tone that could shear through solid rock. The children all gave little “awws” of disappointment then tried to turn big wide eyes upon their mother. 
 
    “Mama – do we have to?” 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo motioned towards the guest house. 
 
    “Time for a bath, darlings.”  
 
    Aunt Kagone shooed the children away from their guests, and chivvied them into line. 
 
    “Come, children. Bow to the honoured samurai.” 
 
    One little kit turned to Aunt Kagone with a frown. 
 
    “But Kitsune are an older family! He has to bow to us!” 
 
    “We do not parade it, my dear.” Aunt Kagone nodded with great cordiality. “Now tip your tails up and bow. And I want you all in human form for bed!” 
 
    The kitsune children bowed to Kuno and Tonbo, then all trotted off in a line toward the bath house, shepherded along by Aunt Kagone. Kitsune Kikyo nodded gratefully to her. 
 
    “Thank you, aunt. I will put them to bed when they are done.” 
 
    Exhausted but laughing, Chiri crawled up onto the porch. She burrowed into her own clothes, turned to half human form, and lay flat on her back upon the floorboards. Sura did the same beside her, blowing fragments of grass out of her mouth. 
 
    “Gods – they’re like little fur-storms! How the hell do you do it?” Tired and dazed, Sura rolled her head over to find Kikyo. “I presume you are still happily married to Daisuke?” 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo gave a smile. “Very happily.” 
 
    “Tell him ‘hi’ from me.” Sura scratched at her furry chin. “Ah – and tell him ‘sorry’ about the whole leaf cutter thing. You know – the accidental misplacement…” 
 
    Kikyo managed to look both innocent and amused at the same time. “I believe the term you used in your note was extended loan.” 
 
    Sura made a blithe twirl of her hand. “That spear was given to the first ancestor by the great Fox Kami! It’s sacred! I merely took it into protective priestess custody!” 
 
    Sura sat up and groped about for a drink, finding cold peach tea close at hand. She sat and drank, listening to the sounds of children laughing in their bath. The fox set aside her cup, and gave a weary sigh. 
 
    “Kids! I don’t know how you manage to do it.” 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo gave a smile. “Are you fond of children, Sura chan?” 
 
    “That would depend on how they’re cooked!” 
 
    Kikyo looked fondly over at Sura, and plucked grass from her snout. 
 
    “They have missed you.” 
 
    “Yeah – and I’ve missed them, the little bug-sacks.” Sura felt into her sleeves, and then felt again in shock. “Hey! Those little flea bags! I had loaded dice in here!” 
 
    Kikyo helped smooth down Sura’s robes. “They’ll give them back tomorrow.” She dusted off her friend and smiled. “You’ve never thought of aiming for kids yourself?” 
 
    Sura arched one brow. “Huh? Naah! I don’t even have a husband!” She sat back and hoisted up her cup. “I could go it alone. Ha! I can see it now! ‘Lone Fox and Kit!” 
 
    Sura passed a drink to Chiri, then filled Kikyo’s cup. They lolled back, looking out over the gardens as the deep gold sun touched against the horizon. They watched Tonbo and Reiju sitting on the end of the porch still happily folding paper into animal shapes together. Kitsune Kikyo gave a lazy, knowing smile. 
 
    “So, Sura san. Tonbo is still with you – inseparable as always!” Kikyo gave a sly flick of her tail. “No wedding on the horizon?” 
 
    Behind Sura, Chiri shook her head, trying to warn Kikyo away from the subject, but it was too late. Sura looked to where Tonbo sat talking with Reiju. She watched for a moment, then quietly looked away. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Sura rose up to her feet and dusted off her hands, not looking at Kikyo. She gave a short little sigh. 
 
    “If you will please excuse us, Kikyo san, we must speak with Priestess Reiju. We have serious business to attend to.” 
 
    Vaguely aware that something was wrong, Kikyo rose to her feet. She bowed to Kuno, Sura and Chiri with quiet grace. 
 
    “I will put the children to bed.” Kitsune Kikyo quietly withdrew. “Goodnight, Sura chan. Goodnight Kuno san. Chiri san. Rest well.” 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    The sun sank below the horizon, spreading long shadows across the shrine. Lanterns sparkled into life in guest houses and homes. All through the shrine’s environs, priests and shrine maidens, servants, guests and guards sat eating or talking quietly in the evening warmth.  
 
    A set of benches beside the garden’s spring proved to be well away from casual ears. The Spirit Hunters gathered there with Reiju, drawing quietly in beside the shining water. 
 
    Kuno quietly brought Reiju up to speed, telling her about the terrible old wasp-man in the nearby valley. She listened, frowning in concentration as he described the gateway to the Realm of Dreams.  
 
    Speaking firmly and quietly, Kuno kept one hand resting on his sword. 
 
    “Someone opened that gate for a very specific purpose. We cannot yet tell why. But it had been left open for weeks. Other entities may have crossed into our world. Your temple is the closest to the site, and is the logical place for us to begin our inquiries.” Asodo Kuno gave a stern, formal bow. “Priestess Reiju san – has any word of monsters, hauntings or attacks come to your temple?” 
 
    Reiju frowned, sunk deeply in thought. She tightened her hands about her folded fan. 
 
    “You were all wise to come here, Kuno san. We have heard nothing as yet – but this information is vital to our security.” 
 
    Tonbo immediately leaned forward. 
 
    “You think the temple might be facing an attack?” 
 
    “Perhaps not directly – but indirectly, we may be effected.” Reiju squared her shoulders. “There is a thing here that… can attract the attention of monsters. Wandering entities may be drawn here, much to our detriment. It is fortuitous that you have come.” 
 
    Sura was in her human-like form once more. She leaned forward, all ears – professional interest instantly alight. 
 
    “What is it that lures monsters here?” 
 
    Reiju drew in a firm breath. She stood and bowed towards her friends. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    Reiju put on her formal eboshi cap, and drew on a priestly robe. She took a lantern and led the others forward, out of the gardens and towards the rocky outcrop that soared above. 
 
    A narrow bridge ran from the highest point of the lower shrine, arcing across a deep, jagged gorge. The bridge led to the sheer face of the outcrop beyond. The cliff face had been fitted with a switchback stair that climbed through three long levels, to the ancient shrine buildings high above. 
 
    Shrine guardsmen in armour bearing long spears stood guard at the bridge. The guards bowed to Reiju as she approached, letting her take her guests up the brink of the gorge.  
 
    With Bifuuko and Daitanishi floating owlishly above them, the group crossed carefully up and over the arched wooden bridge. With the last light of sunset glowing pink against the rocks, they climbed the carved stone stairs in the cliff face, wending back and forth towards the shrine buildings. Reiju finally ushered the Spirit Hunters onto the high crest of the island, to a place swept by cool river winds.  
 
    The rocky crest was topped by a beautiful wooden shrine built in the ancient style. It was backed against a higher ridge of rock. Reiju paused beside a little cistern. The Spirit Hunters and Reiju ladled water, ritually purifying their hands and mouths. Daitanishi and Bifuuko followed suit, splashing like birds in a bird bath and shaking themselves dry. 
 
    Reiju and the Spirit Hunters then moved quietly up into the building, past yet another pair of guards. They passed into a great, cool hall that smelled of rich old wood. 
 
    The hall contained swords that had been dedicated to the shrine – offerings of gratitude from generals victorious in defence of the empire. Reiju passed them by, moving through the lamp-lit gloom. 
 
    The rear of the building protected a sacred cave. At the cave’s entrance, there were guardian statues, prayer papers and ropes all of them vibrant with unseen power. 
 
    More guards were here – seated and serene. Beside them were two other figures: a Buddhist gakusho sorcerer-priest festooned with scrolls and sacred charms, and a stiff-faced shugenja. A fire elemental sat in a small brazier of coals at the shugenja’s side.  
 
    The sorcerer-guardians all bowed reverently to Reiju. She returned the bow, and the Spirit Hunters bowed with her – although the fire elemental sat bolt upright in its bed of coals, hoping for fun.  
 
    The cave ran back perhaps a dozen paces deep into the rock, opening out into a wide chamber. Reiju held aloft her lantern and quietly ushered her friends inside. 
 
    The place was chill with magic – a power that seemed to quiver just beyond the mind. Lanterns glimmered, and the place smelled fresh with sacred herbs. 
 
    Prayer ropes had been bound about a wooden altar. A priestess sat to one side, praying quietly. On the altar was a sword – one that completely riveted every eye. 
 
    It was a weapon made in an ancient style – straight and double edged, with fittings of bronze and gold. The silvery blade itself was immaculately pure – blemishless steel with edges that glittered razor sharp. The sword seethed and glowed with power.  
 
    Reiju bowed reverently to the sword. She turned and quietly invited her friends to approach. 
 
    “This is the Sword of Blood. Gift of the Sun Goddess Atamerasu Omi Kami.” 
 
    Reiju moved carefully around the altar table. She beckoned Sura to come closer. 
 
    “This sword was given to Kikai, the brother of our first emperor. With it, Kikai sama fought the Oni legion that invaded our world. In the final battle, Kikai held this sword as he battled the great Oni Emperor – the Lord of Blood. He slew the Oni lord, running him through with this blade.”  
 
    Reiju looked at the sword in quiet reverence. 
 
    “The fight cost Kikai his own life. His younger brother sealed the gateway to the Oni realm, and became our first emperor. The sword was brought here, to the first temple of the new empire. Here it rests in honour.” 
 
    Reiju looked reverently at the ancient weapon. 
 
    “It rests here to remind us of what we have paid for our freedom – and to remind us that mortal courage can triumph in the face of any adversary if our hearts are only pure…” 
 
    Sura scratched her nose. She hunkered down and inspected the blade from a distance, her tail switching softly from side to side. 
 
    “So this is a demon slayer?” Thoroughly in awe, Sura’s skin tingled. “I can feel the power in the blade.” 
 
    The sword radiated immense power. But there was also an odd feeling in the room – almost as if something was watching. Sura leaned forward in dawning concern, looking closer and closer at the blade.  
 
    For one brief instant, an image flashed into her mind. 
 
    Golden, very female eyes. 
 
    Sura blinked and the moment was lost. She looked about, vaguely hearing Reiju as the priestess spoke. 
 
    “The Oni Lord of Blood’s soul may have tainted the blade. I believe that monsters sense his essence, and are drawn into the vicinity. It has happened from time to time in our past.” 
 
    Reiju approached the blade and reverently gazed upon it. 
 
    “The blade is well protected. As a gift from the Great Sun goddess, it can only be approached by an innocent. One pure of body and soul. The priestesses of the sword are virgins of the highest honour and dedication. It is our sacred duty to protect and honour the sword.” 
 
    Sura arose. She moved about the altar, thinking quietly. 
 
    “Perhaps someone wishes to gain power by stealing the sword?” 
 
    Reiju made an elegant motion of her hand.  
 
    “There, the enemy is presented with a conundrum. A thief could never be an innocent, and only an innocent may touch the sword.” 
 
    Kuno stroked thoughtfully at his chin. 
 
    “We can test to see if the power is still working. Perhaps Sura san should try to touch it?” 
 
    Sura shot the man a look of extreme annoyance, but Reiju looked over at her with great respect and fondness.  
 
    “You might be surprised, Kuno san. The sword sees to the heart.” 
 
    It was time to withdraw. Reiju bowed to the priestess on duty. She led the Spirit hunters softly away – out of the cave, past the guardian sorcerers, back out beneath the evening sky. 
 
    The sun had set but the moon had yet to rise above the mountains to the east. The river shone like dark grey silk, while the banks were black with shadows. Tiny points of lamp light glimmered in the town nearby, spread along the nearby river bank.  
 
    Chiri stood and stroked at Bifuuko’s glittering back as she looked off along the river and pondered. 
 
    “The dream gate was not opened casually or idly. Please forgive my impertinence, Reiju san, but it would be prudent to see to your defences.” 
 
    “I shall have our guards redoubled, and there is always a priestess on prayer vigil at the cave.” Reiju turned to look over the high roof behind her. “Air elementals will alert us if any flying creature attempts to approach, and the prayer barriers are strong. Guards and shugenja stand by. Our prayers have kept the protective spells in place about this island for nine hundred years.” 
 
    Kuno turned to look back towards the cave. 
 
    “Could it be the Oni at work? Perhaps trying to ensure the destruction of the sword?” 
 
    “We are safe there, at least.” Reiju spoke with conviction. “Nothing can escape the bars placed across the Oni realm: not thought, not dream nor demon.” She looked out over her little island.  
 
    “We will gird ourselves for trouble, but our defences are good.” 
 
    Kuno joined her in looking out across the island, and gave a nod. 
 
    “Even so, with your permission, we will remain here for a few days.” 
 
    “You are all extremely skilled in your calling, Kuno san. It would be a great comfort to us to know that you are at work in our defence.” Reiju flicked a shy glance towards Tonbo. Her eyes were filled with yearning. 
 
    “Yes, it will be a great comfort, to have you near to us…” 
 
    Reiju turned away from Tonbo. She bowed to her guests. 
 
    “I shall alert the commander of the guards. Please make yourselves at home in our guest quarters. I shall see you in the morning.” 
 
    Reiju hastened off down the cliffside stairs, heading to the buildings below. The Spirit Hunters lingered, walking together to the railings and looking thoughtfully down at the island, the gardens and the buildings.  
 
    Kuno brooded over the peaceful scene below. 
 
    “Their defences seem adequate. But we should make our own inspection…” He considered the island shore. “We shall make a careful search with detection spells. We also need to inspect the temple’s wards and guards to see if any creatures have tried to break in.” 
 
    Sura gave a weary sigh. 
 
    “Yeah – in the morning. I’m not quite in a magical mood right now.” She shrugged towards her friend. “Chiri?” 
 
    Nezumi Chiri knew the reasons for Sura’s loss of spirit. She quietly took her arm. 
 
    “We will need to see where we are going. Perhaps the morning would be a better time.” 
 
    Sura gave a tired nod. 
 
    “Let’s turn in.” 
 
    “I will join you, Sura san.” 
 
    Chiri steered Sura quietly towards the steps. They made their way slowly back down the switchback stairway, and crossed over the wooden bridge. 
 
    Tonbo and Kuno lingered at the upper shrine, carefully scanning the length of the outer walls. Guards were posted at the proper points, able to see the river in each direction.  
 
    There was nothing immediately alarming. The two samurai looked over the island one last time, then quietly followed their companions down the stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the island jetty, all was quiet. Two guards quietly kept watch outside the gate, gazing out towards the empty river. They turned as the huge wooden gates creaked open behind them, and four young priests came out onto the path. The priests merrily bid the guards a good evening then lit their paper lanterns and headed for the river. 
 
    The young priests walked out to the boats tied to the shore and dutifully checked that all ropes were secure. They tugged at a knot here and there, then pushed the ferry’s oars deeper down into the boat. Satisfied that all was well, they walked back up from the muddy shoreline, talking quietly back and forth in the dark.  
 
    Out in the river, a black shadow glimmered on the water. One of the priests halted and stared. He ran back towards the shoreline, and pointed out into the dark. 
 
    A boat was drifting towards the shore – a small fishing boat with a pointed prow. The boat had no lantern, and drifted towards the island in the current. Immediately suspicious, the young priests called out to the guards at the shrine’s gate. The guards came at the run and joined the priests in staring. 
 
    It was most definitely a boat. One bold young priest took a step forward, and bellowed out a command. 
 
    “You there! You in the boat! Show a light!” 
 
    The boat was slowly rotating in the current. As the moon rose higher, the white flesh of an arm could be seen dangling down over the side of the boat. The arm weakly stirred. 
 
    There were bodies in the boat: two men, lying tangled with their nets. The priests plunged into the river, wading clumsily towards the boat before the current could take it out of reach of the shore. The two shrine guards turned and seized a long sculling oar from one of the beached boats and thrashed forward through the water, passing the oar forward to the priests. 
 
    After three clumsy tries, the drifting boat was snared by the oar and slowly dragged closer. Priests and guard seized the sides and swiftly dragged the vessel ashore. One priest climbed into the boat, slipping on something dark as he tried to make his way forward to the two men lolling in the bottom. 
 
    The priest reached the men, and found them horribly covered with blood. One was definitely dead, with a great cut that went down through his shoulder into his chest.  
 
    The second man was covered in blood and bleeding from a wound in his stomach. The young priest lifted the man’s head out of the blood and water in the bottom of the boat, and waved to his companions in alarm. 
 
    “This one’s still alive! Quickly! Fetch a doctor!” 
 
    The guards opened the gate and ran into the shrine to summon help, while the priests awkwardly lifted the wounded man from the boat. Wet and dripping, they splashed forward, carrying their heavy burden up onto the shore. Struggling with the awkward load, the priests hauled the man up the path, past the line of protective statues and into the shadows just within the gates. Blood dripped and ran onto the ground. Setting down the injured man, the priests waved frantically to a servant that came out onto the street. 
 
    “Hurry! We need a physician!” 
 
    More priests came at the run. They helped lift the wounded man and a servant with a lantern led the way as the man was carried off amongst the buildings, towards the shrine’s physicians.  
 
    The gate guards arrived back to usher a flood of other men onto the scene, where they dragged the boat up onto the shoreline. The dead man was carefully carried out and lain beside the path. A wooden plank was found, and the corpse carried away through the gates, leaving blood running down into the dark shadows of the shoreline. The last few priests searched the boat but there were no weapons, marks or damage – only blood horribly filling the bilge.  
 
    The priests finally withdrew and the guards took one last look over the water, before walking up the main path to stand outside the gates. The hubbub of excitement about the discovery died away, and the night grew still and silent once more.  
 
    Out in the water, the surface gently stirred… 
 
    A figure rose quietly from the river – a man dressed in black, with a sword tied across his back. He surfaced in silence – low and stealthy, invisible in the shadows underneath the docks. He crept forward and emerged amongst the boats, creeping on all fours and keeping hidden from the guards. 
 
    Blood from the dead man glistened in the dark beside the path just ahead. The black figure sniffed, homing in upon the reek of blood. He came slowly forward, creeping like a beast. 
 
    A white porcelain mask covered the intruder’s face: a blank mask with empty slits for eyes. The figure stared off towards the guards at the gate, watching them carefully from the dark. But the guards had their backs to the jetty, as they wrung out their dripping hakama and talked about the night’s excitement. 
 
    The black figure crept silkily forward, moving into the wide patch of blood. He linked his fingers into a mundra – then a second, and a third. The figure somehow sank down, down, down into the pool of blood, silently vanishing away. 
 
    Just inside the gates, far beyond the magical barrier of protective statues, lay another patch of blood left by the wounded man. The black figure with the porcelain mask silently emerged up out of the blood. He looked about carefully – but the area behind the gates was quite deserted. The figure slipped away into the shadows. 
 
    Sandalled feet were marching down a path towards the gates: a patrol of guardsmen on their rounds. The masked figure crept over to the nearest shrine building and climbed the wall with practiced speed, flicking up over the eaves. The figure lay deathly still as a patrol moved past below. The men came and checked the gates, but all seemed well. They spoke to the gate porter in his nearby hut, then marched off on their way. 
 
    With the patrol gone, the black figure moved silently on over the rooftops of the shrine. He crept like a spider – sniffing, questing… hunting for a very specific prey. 
 
    The figure crossed from building to building by slipping through the trees – sliding down here and there to cross along a stretch of wall. He passed over a set of great, steep-angled rooves – then suddenly whipped its head about, mask questing. 
 
    He had finally caught the aura he craved… 
 
    In the gardens below, Reiju walked beside the flowers, sunk deep into terrible agitation. She was love-lorn, torn and undecided. The young woman turned and looked towards the guest’s quarters near her own house. She halted – hung her head – and slowly turned back towards her own rooms, finally trudging back inside.  
 
    Up on the roof, the masked figure drew a thick, sealed tube of intricately carved bamboo from his belt. He blew upon his fingers as he made a sign, then carefully broke the seal. 
 
    Darkness coiled. A mist slowly rose from the tube, coalescing into the curling, terrible shape of a serpent made of smoke. Its body roiled and shimmered with horrifying images and nightmares, with a face possessed by wickedness and hunger.  
 
    The dream serpent drifted and coiled in the air beside the masked man, who jerked his chin towards Reiju. The serpent whipped its head about, saw the priestess, and seemed to taste her confusion and misery upon the air. It supped upon her pain and hissed, dark dreams rippling softly through its hide.  
 
    Its scales took on warped reflections of Reiju’s dreams – yearnings for love, thoughts of Tonbo, fears and anxieties about Sura. The serpent watched the woman carefully until she entered the house. The serpent drifted off, slipping beneath the eaves and fading from view. 
 
    The masked man turned away and found a hidden hollow far back on the roof. Drawing a knife he sliced himself along one arm, dripping blood onto the tiles. 
 
    The blood spattered into a stain. The masked figure moved forward to stand in the middle of it and sank slowly down, vanishing away. 
 
    Wind blew through the empty hall. Out on the walls, guards kept watch, gazing out towards a world that glittered beneath a huge grey moon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the quiet dawn, Tonbo lay in bed, feeling perfectly rested. The shrine had an air of ancient, unhurried peace, and the air smelled pleasantly of well-kept timber, tatami mats and pine. The huge samurai stretched and wriggled toes beneath his sheet. He patted his huge tetsubo where it lay beside his bed, then sat himself up, yawning hugely and already having thoughts of breakfast. Finding a robe beside his bed, he belted it on and located his obi, winding it about himself. He set his hefty armour-piercing dagger behind his right hip, his sword on the left.  
 
    Tonbo left his heavy armour sitting neatly by the wall, noting someone had taken his travel clothes and laundered them, leaving them folded neatly beside his pack. A beautiful piece of origami had been left atop the clothes – a lotus blossom made from paper of green, mauve and white. 
 
    Beneath the origami was a folded slip of paper. Tonbo opened it and saw a poem in Reiju’s flowing hand.  
 
      
 
    “To see friends return 
 
    To see your bright, crooked smile 
 
    All gifts beyond price.” 
 
      
 
    Tonbo took up his massive iron tetsubo. Yawning, he slid open the door onto the porch and walked out into the early morning sun.  
 
    In the courtyard beyond, Sura was at practice with her spear.  
 
    The fox spirit was in her human form – long rust-orange hair pulled back into its white-tipped pony tail. She moved with immense precision, sweeping grace – and a cunning aggression all her own. Tonbo had taught her the spear many years before – though she had long ago far surpassed him. The hoko-yari was a very ancient form of weapon that had been adopted and modified to the tastes of the kitsune – a thing of lightning-swift, darting lunges and unpleasant but effective tricks. 
 
    Sura was a beautiful thing to behold – moving without the slightest self-consciousness or ego. She had modified many of the old kata to make use of her experience with her weapon – adding timing, twists and strikes all of her own.  
 
    As a final move, she spun her spear and struck a tree branch above her with the butt of her weapon, then sliced the blade out before her. Leaves fell from the tree. One fell over the spear blade and sliced itself in two with its own weight, falling in halves to the ground.  
 
    Sura drew breath and shook herself. With practice over, she suddenly looked tired and downcast. Red eyes spoke of a sleepless night. She turned and saw Tonbo on the porch watching her, and made her way over. 
 
    Sura gave Tonbo a tired, watery smile. 
 
    “Hey – Ohayo.” Sura waved to the far end of the porch. “They had rice and stuff for breakfast. I made some into rice balls for you, the way you like ‘em.” 
 
    Rice-balls decked out with fish, beans and vegetables sat on a little table. A tea kettle sat above a little brazier of charcoal, slowly coming to the boil. Tonbo settled on the porch beside the table, and gave a grateful nod. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Tonbo picked up a rice ball. It had little black dots all through the rice. Tonbo raised one eyebrow, and Sura shook her head. 
 
    “No – no. They’re sesame seeds.” 
 
    Tonbo ate a rice ball, swallowing in in three bites. Sura gave a sudden frown. 
 
    “Well, there might be a moth in one…” 
 
    Tonbo ate the rest of the rice balls anyway.  
 
    Sura climbed onto the porch, peered into the kettle, and set about making tea. She scooped leaves into the pot, swirling it around and around in her hands. Gazing down at the empty cups, her mind was far away. 
 
    The fox spirit’s hair was awry, long wisps hanging down over her face. Tonbo reached gently forward and brushed several long strands back and away from her eyes.  
 
    The fox seemed sad and wan. Tonbo tilted his head and looked at her. 
 
    “Sura chan, is anything wrong?” 
 
    The fox sighed. 
 
    “No…” Sura quietly shrugged. “No, I’ve just been… thinking” 
 
    Sura stopped pouring the tea. She looked down into the cups with eyes dark with memory. 
 
    “Do you remember when we first set out from Fox Mountain? I was so pissed-off that they’d sent you to look after me, I didn’t talk to you for a whole day.” 
 
    Tonbo smiled gently. 
 
    “I remember…” 
 
    “That first night.” Sura stared into the tea. “It was raining, and you put your raincoat over me as I slept. I never did say thank you.” 
 
    Sura bowed her head. Her voice was hushed and quiet. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Lost and dejected, the fox stood up, downed her tea, and looked off into the garden. Tonbo blinked, with no idea what might be wrong. He frowned at Sura, as Reiju came quietly into the courtyard. 
 
    Reiju faltered as she saw Sura. But the fox bowed to her, took up breastplate and spear, and moved off toward another part of the gardens. 
 
    Reiju came timidly to Tonbo, bowing a good morning. She held an origami flower in her hand, and as he rose to greet her, her face lit with a pure, bright smile. 
 
    Chiri emerged from the guest rooms with Bifuuko sitting in her hair and Daitanishi floating beside her. She saw Tonbo with Reiju out on the porch, then caught sight of Sura walking sadly off into the gardens. The white rat spirit hastened after Sura, linked arms with her friend and walked quietly off with her, down towards the island shores. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day was humid and hot, with a sharp glare to the morning sun. Over the next four hours, Chiri and Sura walked the shoreline of the island. Sura moved along the line of little guardian statues, carefully inspecting each one for damage. She checked the prayer papers and the bindings – then held out her hands to feel the strength of the magical barrier.  
 
    Chiri walked nearer the water. Bifuuko cruised the air above, and Daitanishi wandered alongside, occasionally plunging down into the earth itself. Out in the river, a water elemental dipped and swam, searching the river bottom. The rat spirit concentrated, feeling out into the world around her, searching for an elusive something that seemed just outside of sight.  
 
    They had moved carefully around the island, starting at the gates and moving slowly onwards, scanning for spirits. Now they came back in sight of the wooden docks at last, with the shrine’s torii gates and ferry. It was the end of a long, painstaking, weary march through gravel, mud and rock. 
 
    Sura halted as she had done a dozen times already, and levelled her spear. She straightened the first two fingers of her left and then held them before her forehead, concentrating wearily upon a spell. 
 
      
 
    “One Tao, one sight, one world, one mind. 
 
    Let the hidden souls come forth. 
 
    Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…” 
 
      
 
    Sura blew upon her stiffened fingers and swept them along the haft of her spear. The weapon took on a blue shimmer of magic. Sura levelled the weapon and scanned it slowly along the line of guardian statues, the air rippling with distortion out before her. She searched the battlements and open sky, the river banks and the water itself, but no unseen beings emerged. The visible shore was bereft of ghosts, spirits, and unseen entities. Sura let her spell fade and sagged in fatigue, looking back along their track. 
 
    “Nothing.” The fox rubbed at her eyes. “That’s the whole shoreline done.” 
 
    It had been a long, hot walk. Chiri and Sura saw an overturned boat near the jetty, and wandered over. They sat themselves down on it with Bifuuko and Daitanishi beside them, and shared a canteen of luke-warm ‘cold’ tea. The water elemental bowed to Chiri and went off on its way – apparently keen to be far away from the island.  
 
    Some minutes later, Kuno came through the shrine gates, beautifully attired in armour, freshly laundered robes and a neatly folded cap. He carried two lunch boxes, and a two drinking flasks. After greeting his friends he set the lunch boxes out on the boat beside them, then sat on a nearby rock. 
 
    The samurai pointed towards a fishing boat that had been pulled up onto the shore. 
 
    “I have been investigating last night’s events. The guards all tell the same story. The boat simply drifted in on the current last night. Two victims were in the boat. One had been cut with a sword. The other was stabbed in the belly.” 
 
    Chiri winced. 
 
    “How horrible.” She looked over at the other boat. “Were they known to anybody?” 
 
    Kuno gave a nod. 
 
    “Fishermen. I was rowed out this morning, and asked local boats. They recognised the craft.” Kuno looked down at the mud and frowned. “Two ordinary fishermen. No links to crime or smuggling. Just very ordinary men.” 
 
    Kuno looked at the other boat and frowned. His hand stroked the handle of his sword. 
 
    “They cannot possibly have had anything valuable enough to kill for. Why? Why were they slain?” 
 
    Chiri nodded quietly. “Both men are dead?” 
 
    “I have come from the physicians. Neither survived.” Kuno scowled in puzzlement. 
 
    “Stabbed in the stomach so that they bled to death slowly… An act of cruel malice…” 
 
    Sura heaved a weary sigh. 
 
    “Are they being attended to?” 
 
    “Both bodies have been blessed by the priests.” Kuno turned to his friends. “Has your search revealed anything of interest?” 
 
    Chiri flicked an undecided glance towards the river. 
 
    “Nothing specific, Kuno san. But the water elementals are disturbed. They say there was a darkness in the water last night. They kept their distance.” 
 
    Sura stirred listlessly, drawing back her hair. 
 
    “Well, if there’s a monster, it sure as hell hasn’t crossed their barrier. No breaches in the spell perimeter, the guards saw nothing. There’s no sign of anything having crawled ashore.” The fox was puzzled. “Maybe something’s happening upstream. That boat must have drifted from upriver…” 
 
    Sura has cast a dozen minor spells that day, and her thought processes were now muddled. Chiri held Sura’s hand. 
 
    “Kuno san – Sura and I have to rest now. Our spells have wearied us.” 
 
    Kuno gave a nod of understanding. 
 
    “Rest; you have done thorough work.” Kuno rose to his feet. “I will ask amongst the boatmen, and see if anything strange has been happening along the river. There is more to this than meets the eye.” 
 
    Kuno bowed and walked up towards the jetty, where a ferryman was readying his boat. He bowed to the man, and politely made his enquiries. 
 
    Sura sat dejectedly upon the upturned boat and watched the water. Chiri sighed and gathered the lunch boxes. She placed one into Sura’s lap, knowing that food would always cheer up a fox. 
 
    “Here we go lunch. Your aunt has been chivvying the cooks to make ‘decent’ cuisine.” The rat opened her lunch box, and was pleasantly surprised. There were fried garfish, little slices of roast duck wrapped in some sort of pancake, and rice dusted with spice. 
 
    Beside the food was a piece of folded origami and a little slip of paper. Chiri raised one brow, opened the paper and read it out aloud. 
 
      
 
    “By the island shore 
 
    A winter branch lies waiting. 
 
    Reaching for the sun.” 
 
      
 
    Embarrassed, Chiri looked at Sura and put the poem away. Sura gave a shrug and took hold of her fried garfish. 
 
    “We got the wrong lunch box. This is for Tonbo.” 
 
    Chiri looked down in embarrassment. 
 
    “It is Reiju san’s handwriting.” The rat’s ears fell. “I am sorry, Sura san.” 
 
    Sura sighed again and flopped back onto the boat. Chiri toyed with her food for a while, feeling at a loss. 
 
    “Perhaps we should go back. Tonbo san and Reiju san were inspecting the upper temple.” 
 
    The fox lay back and watched the clouds. 
 
    “No. I will leave them alone together. They deserve some time in peace…” 
 
    Chiri gave a little bow. 
 
    “Sura, please forgive me if I seem to pry… But have you spoken to Tonbo san about any of your thoughts and feelings?” 
 
    Sura could only shrug. 
 
    “What do I gain by bringing confusion to my friends?” The fox looked away. “She loves him. I can see it. I can feel it. Tonbo will have to decide things from his own heart.” 
 
    “You love him, Sura san.” 
 
    “If you love someone, then you must want the things that will make them happy.” 
 
    Chiri nodded softly. 
 
    “You are stronger than I am, Sura my friend.” 
 
    “I am a noble idiot.” Sura gave another sigh. “But in a fox, that is expected…” 
 
    Sura sat up and ate. The box lunch was truly excellent - although Sura far preferred Chiri’s own blend of spiced rice. When the two friends finished their meal they dusted themselves off and walked quietly arm-in-arm back towards the gates. 
 
    The fox children came bouncing through the gates – all in half-human form. Sura picked one up and slung her onto her shoulders, while Chiri helped take the others by the hand. They walked to the gardens within the shrine, where green trees spread a welcome blanket of shade. 
 
    On a rooftop overhead, unnoticed and unseen, a patch of blood shone wet and slick upon ancient tiles… 
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    Chapter 4 
 
    At the shrine’s inner halls, half a dozen young men were sweeping the floors. Older men prayed before a small altar. Several visitors had arrived at the shrine, and all knelt before the altar and clapped their hands. Some were priests and travellers, making a pilgrimage, while others were swordsmiths. The spirit of the sword ran powerfully through the shrine, and sword makers came to pray before establishing a new forge. 
 
    Tsunetomo Tonbo had equipped himself in heavy armour, tetsubo in hand and helmet slung at his back. He sat talking with an old priest, who nodded and put a hand upon Tonbo’s iron clad arm, leaning in to emphasise dire news. The old man nodded as he spoke, patted Tonbo’s huge hand, and bowed as the big samurai respectfully bowed then withdrew.  
 
    Kuno approached through the quiet hall. Having waited for Tonbo to finish his conference, he walked forward to meet him.  
 
    Tonbo nodded in greeting, and turned to look back over the tall rooves of the shrine.  
 
    “No breaches to the alarms about the shrine. Nothing has crossed the walls. Even a creature in flight would have been detected.” Tonbo looked back towards the outer walls. “Apart from burrowing, there is no way around the alarm spells. And I have found no tunnels.” 
 
    Kuno stroked carefully at his moustache. 
 
    “Then Reiju san’s fears of an incursion are perhaps misplaced.” The samurai frowned in concern. “Leaving us to wonder what else is going on.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Tonbo had run dry on clues, but he jerked his chin in the direction of the old priest. “He had more information. I asked about other events over the last year. The local eta reported that many bodies were being stolen from their hands before proper burial. The thefts stopped perhaps two months ago.” 
 
    “At the same time that we defeated Lord Akaishin…” 
 
    Kuno turned. He looked off to the south towards the mountains. 
 
    “Lord Akaishin…. Someone was bringing him corpses to use in his army.” Kuno’s face was frozen. The affair with the terrible Lord Akaishin still clouded his heart. “Yes. The timing seems to be correct.” 
 
    Tonbo leaned upon his tetsubo. 
 
    “This is the first link we’ve found. We must tell Chiri and Sura.” 
 
    Kuno agreed. He turned back towards the gardens, halted, then looked back with a puzzled frown. 
 
    “What is wrong with Sura san? She seems strangely listless.” Kuno scratched at his head. “I would have thought seeing Reiju and her fox family would have made her ungovernably energetic.” 
 
    Tonbo felt weighed down by intuitions unformed, but sadly nagging. 
 
    “I cannot say.” 
 
    Reiju and two of her priestesses entered the gardens nearby. Reiju looked up at the hall and saw Tonbo. She waved to him, and broke into a smile. 
 
    Kuno looked at the woman for a moment, then flicked a glance towards Tonbo, but his deductive faculties failed to engage. Kuno shrugged and walked onwards, his mind busily working upon where next to make inquiries.  
 
    There was clearly more happening in this township than met the eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tired, dispirited, and scented with lingering traces of river mud, Kitsune Sura finally trudged into the household baths.  
 
    Smelling pleasantly of cedar and steam, the bath room echoed to the drip and splash of water. Inside Sura found two attendants present, but no other guests. The entire place was blissfully quiet. 
 
    Sura disrobed, allowing a servant to hang up her clothes. She unbound her long hair, then knelt down to duck through the low door that led into a square, dark room swirling with steam. 
 
    The oldest style of baths, still common in the north, were sweat rooms. The shrine had an old style of bath merged with the new – a steam room that adjoined a room filled with a large, hot bath. Sura sat in the gloom and hung her head, feeling her skin begin to prickle, and then to run with rivulets of sweat. 
 
    She stayed thinking quietly to herself for a long time. 
 
    Sura finally made her way out of the steam room, pausing to blink in the main baths. An attendant hastened over with cool water to drink and guided Sura to a stool that stood on slatted flooring beside the main bathing pool. Sura sat, her skin running with sweat, and mopped at her face with a little towel. 
 
    Naked, Sura was clearly a fascinating sight to the servants. Her skin had darker orange colouration on her back, pale white in front, while her hands and feet were smoky black. Her long tail hung limp and wet from steam. An attendant scooped water from the bathing pool, mixed it with cooler water from an urn, and carefully rinsed the fox’s skin. 
 
    Reiju entered the baths, searching for Sura. She disrobed and quietly motioned to the bath attendants. The servants bowed and moved aside, fading discretely away. 
 
    Reiju sat behind Sura, and quietly took up the water scoop. 
 
    “May I do your back, Sura san?” 
 
    Sura looked at Reiju, and gave a tired little nod of agreement. Reiju poured water across the fox’s skin, and firmly scrubbed her down.  
 
    Reiju washed Sura’s long hair, loving its length and colour. She worked in silence, trying to form the words she wanted to say. Rinsing Sura’s hair one last time, she quietly wrung out the long orange locks. 
 
    Silence stretched. Finally Reiju swallowed. 
 
    “Sura chan… You know that you are my oldest friend…” 
 
    Her hands faltered. 
 
    “If anything I do ever hurts you – please tell me. Let me know.” 
 
    They sat together – Sura’s hide dripping in the echoing silence of the bath house.  
 
    Sura finally looked up. She brushed stray hairs from Reiju’s face, then turned her around. The fox took water from the pool and washed her old friend’s back. 
 
    Sura sighed. 
 
    “You are a Buddhist as well as a shrine priestess. Don’t you people say that desire is pain?” 
 
    “I do not speak of desire.” Reiju’s voice was sad. “I speak of love…” 
 
    Sura held her friend from behind, and rested her face beside Reiju’s head – eternally loyal. Unshakably true. 
 
    The first tail was friendship. 
 
    “I have screwed up your life often enough when I didn’t mean it,” Sura spoke quietly. “I would never screw it up by design.” 
 
    The fox kissed Reiju, and rose to move into a bath.  
 
    Reiju sat alone, head bowed. She finally stood and dried herself with a towel, then dressed quietly. 
 
    Reiju drew an origami fox and a little slip of folded paper from her sleeve. She tucked them quietly away into Sura’s robes. 
 
    “This, I have made for you…” 
 
    Reiju moved slowly away, out into the gardens, leaving Sura alone in the baths. 
 
    The fox hung her head and listened to the soft drip of water from the walls. 
 
    In the rafters overhead, a sleek black shape of smoke peered down, watching all in satisfaction. The dream serpent’s hide rippled with images of Reiju’s desires – her memories of her precious friendship with Sura. The dream serpent sucked upon Reiju’s pain, savouring her confusion like a sweet, pure wine. Full of satisfaction, the serpent flew away, passing silently under the eaves to shadow Reiju as she walked alone out in the gardens. 
 
    Sura suddenly jerked up in the bath – sensing something strange. But her heart was troubled and her mind unclear. She saw nothing, and so sank back into the water, preoccupied with her own strange, painful thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Evening came to the island shrine. Lanterns were lit in houses and on porches as the warrior priests changed guard. More priests saw to the spell barrier, praying and bolstering defences. But it was a peaceful night – slightly overcast, with a half-moon soon to rise. The sunset filled the skies with smoky umber light, glimmering with the first few evening stars.  
 
    Tonbo and Kuno sat taking their evening meal in the gardens, talking pleasantly with Aunt Kagone and Kitsune Kikyo. The two fox women were in their human-like forms. Kagone was a handsome and rather authoritative woman with long orange hair tipped in black. Kitsune Kiyo was a pleasant, practical, ever-merry figure with wonderful golden eyes. Her gaze was always half on her children, watching for trouble, but she was also carefree as only a fox could be. Filling in Kuno on life in the distant Kitsune realm – a place of art, of ancient woods, and of inhabitants much given to enjoying life her stories left Kuno laughing. 
 
    Chiri sat beneath a tree with the four fox children. One child, Kira, clearly had the beginnings of a magical talent. Chiri sat with her elementals beside her, trying to show the boy how to reach out into the world and feel the spirits within. She guided him, helping him feel down into the soil at his feet – encouraging and coaxing, while Daitanishi scuttled this way and that to supervise, 
 
    A tiny glimmer of power sparkled beneath the child’s hands. Slowly, timidly, a tiny earth elemental emerged out of the soil. A glittering little thing of quartz, no larger than a beetle, it was an elemental nonetheless! The creature sat glistening in Kira’s hands, peering about at one and all in owlish curiosity. Daitanishi positively beamed. Chiri and the rest of the children applauded in delight, the space beneath the tree shimmering with a gentle haze of magic. 
 
    Tonbo arose and brought a lantern down beside Chiri and the children. He had changed for dinner, and his armour was stacked back in his room, although his tetsubo, sword and dagger never left him. Walking back towards the porch, he saw Reiju standing at the far edge of the gardens alone. Spotting Tonbo, she turned towards the shrine’s bridge. She paused and looked back, clearly hoping Tonbo would follow. 
 
    Reiju walked quietly to the gorge that clove the island in two. The guards at the foot of the bridge bowed to her. She waited for Tonbo, who joined her. 
 
    Together they walked to the centre of the arch. Reiju looked up at the grey clouds overhead. The sun had vanished and the sky had become a deep purple-blue. Stars shimmered as night came over the river. 
 
    Reiju bowed her head. Her face was hidden by her long black hair. 
 
    “It has been wonderful to have you with me again, Tonbo san.” She kept her shoulders bowed. “Where will you go, when you leave the temple, do you think?” 
 
    Tonbo turned to look at the town on the riverbank nearby. The big man leaned upon the railings and nodded off towards the distant lights. 
 
    “Anywhere. Always somewhere different. Always somewhere new.” The man gave a slight smile. “Sura has a gift for finding trouble.” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose she does.” 
 
    Reiju turned quickly to put her head upon Tonbo’s shoulder. She clung to him, utterly distraught. 
 
    “I do not want you to leave, Tonbo san.” 
 
    Tonbo held her, shocked and uncertain. He reached up and quietly stroked her hair. 
 
    Reiju stared into the dark. 
 
    “Tonbo san. I am the senior priestess of the Sword Shrine. It is a post of vast importance. From here, I can reach great heights. It is all that I ever wanted.” Her hands tightened in Tonbo’s robes. “If I were to accept the love of… of a man, I would have to leave my post. The plans I have made since childhood would all be overturned…” 
 
    The woman looked yearningly up at Tonbo. 
 
    “And in my heart, I know that I would do it gladly.” 
 
    Tonbo bowed his head – absolutely torn. 
 
    “If a man truly loved you, he could never ask you to abandon so much…” 
 
    “Perhaps it must not be asked.” Reiju looked up at him. “Perhaps it must be offered, as a pure gift from the heart…” 
 
    Tonbo released her and moved away – turning so she could not see his tears. 
 
    Reiju looked away in an agony of indecision. Tonbo looked off into the dark. 
 
    “Forgive me, Reiju san. I never meant to force such a painful choice upon you.” 
 
    The priestess wept. 
 
    “If I was stronger – I would simply know what to do…” 
 
    Reiju fled across the bridge towards the upper island. Tonbo turned back – but she was already mounting the steps.  
 
    Lost and confused, the samurai slowly walked back across the bridge – past the unwitting guards. He passed back amongst the shrine buildings and trees, burdened with sorrow.  
 
    On a roof above, concealed in darkness, a bloodstain gleamed. Slowly – silently – a black figure wearing a white porcelain mask emerged out of the wet, black stain. 
 
    The sinister figure lay still as Tonbo passed by below. It waited until the samurai had gone, and moved stealthily back and away into the shadows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Reiju mounted the long switchback stair to the upper shrine. She walked past the guards at the head of the stairs and on into the building beyond. 
 
    There were more guards, a shugenja and a monk on station inside the cedar hall. She passed these guardians and entered the sacred cave, walking quietly into the gloom. 
 
    The demon slayer sword lay upon the altar, gleaming in the light of four ancient lamps. A young priestess knelt beside the barrier that surrounded the altar, praying diligently, shoring up the magical defences of the shrine. The girl looked up from her vigil as Reiju entered and immediately bowed. 
 
    “Honoured high priestess…” 
 
    “Miko san…” Reiju was bowed down with agitation. “I will take the vigil tonight. You are excused.” 
 
    The other priestess was clearly confused. Nevertheless, she rose from her place, bowed to Reiju and quietly left the cave. 
 
    Reiju was alone with the ancient sword. 
The cave was an empty, echoing place, with walls made dark by ancient lamp smoke. Reiju sank down and tried to compose herself, to still her thoughts. But her mind jittered. Peace would not come. Reiju knelt in place until the silence became too oppressive to bear.  
 
    Time dragged. Finally Reiju got to her feet. Pacing the cave, she flexed both hands – her mind still at war with itself. 
 
    She turned and abruptly left the cave, leaving the sword unattended as she swept out of the hall behind the shugenja and the guards, out into the open air. Entering the shadows outside the hall she stared off into the night, trying to make sense of the storm within her soul. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the island’s docks, the four young priests once again came down to make their evening check of the boats. With the new warnings of danger, each now carried swords thrust through their belts. The guards at the front gate had been doubled – two archers now accompanied the usual pair of spearmen. But the night was warm, quiet, and seemingly peaceful. Insects sang in the trees, and starlight shimmered from the great black river. The young men checked the boat moorings, tugging at knots and ropes with diligent attention. The ropes were tight and oars all properly stowed. It seemed all was well with the world. 
 
    The sound of merry music came drifting across the water. The young priests turned to see a large boat lit by coloured lanterns slowly drifting past the island. 
 
    A nobleman sat resplendent at the centre of the boat. Before him, four exquisite courtesans danced for the man’s private enjoyment. The four young priests moved closer to the waterline and gaped at the scene, nudging one another in approval as the courtesans danced and posed. As the pleasure boat continued on its way, the priests moved along the shore away from the docks, following the sight with delighted eyes.  
 
    On the shore behind them, jet black figures emerged silently from the water – each wearing a featureless porcelain mask. They slid forward, approaching from behind the priests – and fell upon them with daggers plunging deep into their victims’ necks. 
 
    The priests dropped, their bodies dragged noiselessly off amongst the boats and shore-side rocks.  
 
    Up at the closed gates to the shrine, the four guards stood in a pool of lamplight, watching the pleasure barge vanishing slowly off along the nearby river. They turned as they saw a figure by the docks – apparently one of the young priests – waving towards them, beckoning for attention. Two of the guards immediately shouldered their weapons and headed off down the path. 
 
    They vanished down into the darkness. Back at the gates, the remaining guards settled their weapons and steeled themselves to the boredom of keeping watch. Beyond the shrine’s gates behind them, there were cheerful sounds of evening meals being served, drinks being shared – conversation, argument, song and laughter. It seemed as though the guards were shut out in a strange dark, silent world.  
 
    There was a sound down the path – like a bow or spear falling to the ground. The two guards looked up, scowling, and tried to see into the dark. 
 
    Nothing was moving down at the docks. The guards frowned, trying to see beyond their own lamp light. They walked forward a few paces, putting their lanterns behind them, gazing towards the island shore in puzzlement.  
 
    They walked forward only a dozen paces – just past the line of guardian statues – when something hissed out of the dark. 
 
    Arrows struck the two men in their throats then yet more plunged into their chests. Staggering, unable to scream, the men fell to their knees. Black clad figures came racing up out of the dark, seized hold of both guards as they fell, and cut their throats. The bodies were quickly pulled away into the dark. 
 
    Down at the docks, a dozen more sinister figures emerged from the water. One knelt beside the lantern left by the young priests, covering it over with a dead priest’s robe. The figure uncovered the lantern once - twice - thrice, blinking a signal towards the rooftops of the shrine. He then shrouded the light and crouched in hiding while the other assassins lay flat in the darkness.  
 
    Up on the shrine rooves far beyond the gates beyond the statue barrier – another jet black figure stirred. The man had lain there in silence since emerging from the bloodstain on the roof. The sinister dream serpent was beside him as he watched towards the docks. 
 
    He saw the three lantern blinks. Immediately, the porcelain mask turned towards the paths down below the eaves. 
 
    Guests and families were eating in the gardens and inside the guest house dining room. But the rest of the shrine was quiet. The back paths and main halls were all pitch dark.  
 
    The black clad figure on the roof spied a man below – a single guard returning to quarters after a long stint of duty. The man walked wearily along a back path behind a string of storage sheds, yawning and thinking of his dinner. Up above, the black figure slid to a nearby tree and slithered to the ground, settling carefully back into the shadows. 
 
    A cat had been sitting by the tree. As the sinister black figure dropped beside it, the animal whirled. It hissed, fur standing on end as it sensed something horribly unnatural. The assassin could only freeze in the shadows. 
 
    The guard whirled. He lowered his spear, instantly ready. The man moved forward slowly, seeing the cat suddenly turn and flee past him.  
 
    The dream serpent coiled in the eaves just above. The terrible creature opened its jaws and breathed out a soft, slow cloud of clear gas. Below the serpent, the guard blinked. He sniffed, then slowly let his spear waver as a familiar figure approached him on the path. 
 
    Reiju walked towards him. The guard put his spear upright. Feet together he bowed to his priestess in reverence. 
 
    She whipped a dagger clear across his throat. 
 
    The guard staggered back, stunned. The image of Reiju shimmered – changing back into the form of a black clad man wearing a blank white mask.  
 
    Even as the guard fell, the assassin seized the body and dragged it behind a shed. He dropped his victim to the ground, drew a sword, and hacked off the dead guard’s head.  
 
    Blood poured out of the butchered body, making a foul pool across the ground. The assassin sheathed his sword and moved back, kneeling in the darkness to wait. 
 
    Out at the docks, the assassins had been busy. The dead priests and guards had been beheaded, and each body used to form a great black pool of blood. The covered lantern was used to flash a signal out onto the open river, and then the first wave of assassins went silently to ground. Overhead, clouds shrouded the stars and covered the last light of the moon. 
 
    More men swam silently shoreward from half sunken, hidden barges in the river, their masks glimmering in the night. Gliding into to the edge of the island, they gathered in a wave – a hundred men lying in the darkness, with a hundred more swimming up behind them. 
 
    It was an army. Silent and horribly inhuman in their monstrous masks, they crept ashore and were guided towards the waiting pools of blood.  
 
    As the assassins moved into the blood pools, each made a set of mundra with their fingers. Black-red radiance flooded over them and they sank into the blood, vanishing from the shore.  
 
    Moving swiftly and silently, they vanished with trained, efficient speed. 
 
    Inside the shrine, the blood pool left by the decapitated guard rippled again and again and again as assassins emerged. The waiting man pointed them onwards, sending some climbing up onto the rooves of the main shrine, and others speeding off towards the training halls and sakē sheds. The darkness churned with activity as an army side-stepped all of the gates, the walls, the statues and the spells, to spread itself out right in the unsuspecting heart of the shrine. 
 
    The blood pool rippled again and again as more assassins came. On and on – sniffing like beasts hungry for the kill. 
 
    Hundreds of them. 
 
    In the gardens and guest houses, lanterns glowed and families laughed as they enjoyed a summer evening out under the sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the porch of the priestess’ house, her most treasured guests were enjoying their dinner. 
 
    Chiri sat with Kitsune Kikyo and the fox children, helping to ride herd over the little creatures and make them share their favourite dishes properly. No eye-gouging was allowed, and any fingers bitten off were to be handed back immediately. But they were good children really – and quite delighted to be sitting with a beautiful white rat.  
 
    Tonbo ate off to one side, brooding, preoccupied and confused. Kuno, on the other hand, was in most excellent company. He sat with Sura’s aunt, sharing a supurb sakē and thoroughly enjoying her conversation. Kagone, it seemed, was effectively the titular head of the Fox Mountain realm – a role she undertook with minimal pomp and ceremony. There were fox clans and fox septs, warriors and adepts, but the kitsune as a whole had little taste for the higher levels of aggrandisement. 
 
    For her part, Kitsune ō Yama nō Kagone decidedly approved of Kuno. She had assessed his deportment, education and dress with a matron’s incisive eye, and judgement had come down in his favour. She allowed the man to pour her a second cup of sakē, and nodded in approval at his manners. 
 
    “I must say, Kuno san, that it is a pleasure to meet a poet and a scholar such as yourself.” She bowed across her sakē. “You are clearly a distinguished samurai.” 
 
    Kuno modestly waved the compliment aside. “You honour me too much, Lady Kagone.” 
 
    The fox matron heaved a sigh. She looked to Kuno in quiet candour. 
 
    “I confess it is a relief to me to know that Sura has fallen in with good company. There were moments when I despaired of that girl.” Kagone gave a vexed frown. “There are times when she seems to be far more… of a quintessential fox than is strictly necessary.”  
 
    The woman gave a sigh. 
 
    “I love her, but there are times when I could strangle her. Don’t repeat that!” 
 
    Kuno could only bow to his companion in suffering. 
 
    “Kagone san – I know entirely what you mean.” 
 
    Sura had been off investigating the kitchens and poking her nose into various pots. Inevitably she had found an ally a rotund old priest. They came to the porch side by side, bearing trays and bottles. Sura set her bounty down between Kikyo and her aunt, and dusted off her hands. 
 
    “Hey – we brought honey cakes and jelly for the kids!” She also had a bottle of plum wine, which she kept comfortably close at hand. “Not too many cakes. Only two each, otherwise you’ll all go psycho!” 
 
    The portly priest placed a tray of cakes before the children. He laughed as they climbed all over him, eager for the treats. The man shared them all out, making sure each child had their fair share. 
 
    “It is good to cook for those who can enjoy it!” The man gathered up the empty trays and reared, cricking his back. “Well – I must go find a ladder and clean the roof. A priest’s work is never done.” 
 
    Chiri looked, laughing as she wrestled the children back into their places. 
 
    “The roof, priest san?” 
 
    “Ha! Yes, the old hawk must be back again. There’s blood on the roof of the old west hall.” 
 
    Chiri froze. Her senses suddenly stung with chill. 
 
    “Blood?” 
 
    The round priest gave a laugh. “Yes, honoured shugenja. From something big.” 
 
    Chiri and Kuno remained carefully in place as Sura reached forward to the middle of the table and took up a polished dish, looking into it and adjusting her hair as she examined her reflection. She turned the plate to reflect a view of the crest of the nearest rooves. 
 
    Black shadows moved in a subtle swarm, slinking into position above the eaves. Sura set the plate aside, and poured herself a cup of wine. She kept her voice low and quiet. 
 
    “There are assassins on the rooftops. Dozens of them.” She spoke softly to the fat priest at her side. “Stay calm!” 
 
    The priest began to turn and look . Sura clapped a hand upon his forearms and kept him in place. 
 
    “Move slowly. Do not look hurried. Take the dirty dishes inside, then find the guard commander and tell him.” She gave the man’s hands a squeeze. “Go.” 
 
    The priest left, head down and looking at the ground in front of him, moving towards the priests’ dormitories.  
 
    Sura made a huge, bone-cracking yawn. She reached over to her breastplate, which lay against the wall nearby next to her spear. She idly tied on her armour, looking away as she spoke. 
 
    “Tonbo. Kuno. Take the children and women inside, and get into your armour.” 
 
    Tonbo nodded. He rose to his feet and scooped up a huge armload of children. 
 
    “Come children – time to go inside.” 
 
    The four children made great ‘Awwwwwws’ of protest. Little Kira tried to struggle out of Tonbo’s grip. 
 
    “Why must we go inside?” 
 
    Sura made a slow, unhurried turn. “Because there is danger. Go with your mother and Auntie Kagone.” 
 
    Aunt Kagone stood – chilled with unease. 
 
    “Sura san – what is it?” 
 
    “Go inside. Turn into fox form. Go under the buildings and hide.” 
 
    Sura took up her spear. 
 
    “There is going to be a battle.” 
 
    Kitsune Kikyo swept her aunt and children inside the buildings. Kuno and Tonbo came immediately behind them. They plunged into the darkened room, seizing their armour. 
 
    Aunt Kagone was made from stern stuff. She immediately knelt and hastened to help the two samurai tie on armour, clapping their shin guards into place and tightening the ties. Kikyo and the children all shimmered into fox form and plunged beneath the floor boards, vanishing from view. 
 
    Outside the house, Chiri moved into the dark shadows of the porch. She locked her fingers together and bowed her head, bringing power shimmering out into the night. The white rat opened out her arms, sending a ripple chasing out into the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Sacred sisters of the trees! With dart and arrow, come to me. 
 
    Lie now here inside my hand, let all the darts be true.” 
 
      
 
    Jagged splinters of wood split off in their dozens from the garden’s trees, lying hidden and ready to strike. With magic glowing in her hands, Chiri looked up to Sura and nodded that she was ready. 
 
    Sura had sunk down onto her knees in the dark against a wall beneath the porch. She kept a watch on the priests’ quarters in the nearby gardens, hoping that word was being spread. A few other diners had wandered into their homes. The fox strained her ears, trying to track the movements of the assassins on rooftops overhead.  
 
    The door to a nearby building opened and one of the shrine maidens came forth, carrying a bucket as she headed to the springs. The girl looked up – and saw three black figures crossing the roof of the guest house. 
 
    She dropped the bucket, and gave a piercing scream. 
 
    “Assassins!”  
 
    An arrow from the rooftops felled the girl in her tracks. She dropped, staring in shock, as doors all about the garden were flung open in alarm. 
 
    From above came a bestial, baying screech. White-masked assassins leapt down into the garden in their dozens. A score plunged into the guest house. They were met in the doorways by shrine guards armed with swords. Blades clashed as figures swirled in a savage melee beneath the eaves. 
 
    Two dozen men charged at Chiri and Sura. Chiri raised her hands, and the wood slivers she had summoned all raised up and quivered in the air. Chiri flashed her hands forward, her voice ringing in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “Dart storm – strike!” 
 
      
 
    The darts smashed like an arrow storm into the onrushing assassins. A dozen of the enemy were hurtled back in bloody ruin, crashing into the men behind. Sura was instantly down amongst them. She ran two opponents through on the ground, stabbed another as he tried to stand, and cut a fourth man down as he lunged towards her. She immediately turned tail and fled back to the porch. 
 
      
 
    “Dart storm – strike!” 
 
      
 
    Chiri sent a second wave of wood darts flashing across the compound, slicing through the remaining enemy as they raced after Sura. Pierced, slashed assassins fell writhing to the ground. 
 
    Little Kira’s fox face poked out from beneath the porch. The boy’s eyes were wide with amazement. 
 
    “Wow! Awesome!” 
 
    Aunt Kagone, now in her fox form, lunged out from beneath the porch, seized the little cub by the nape of his neck and dragged him back beneath the floor.  
 
    Out in the darkness, a battle raged. Shrine guards spilled out of barracks and raced down from the walls, clashing swords and spears against the intruders. But the enemy were everywhere, striking from the dark, and blood flowed on the ancient paths. 
 
    The shrine was being overrun. 
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    Chapter 5 
 
    In the crowded guest houses, carnage reigned. Assassins in horrifying blank white masks burst in, slaughtering nobles and merchants in their quarters. Servants fleeing into the gardens were cut down with arrows. Assassins halted, dragged bodies out of the buildings, then flung fire bombs inside, sending flames leaping.  
 
    Sword instructors and their students cut a pathway through the enemy, leading fleeing shrine maidens and families towards the gorge. They were joined by shrine shugenja, who raised several earth elementals to slam into the enemy. But more assassins came from a dozen directions at once, cutting down the sword students from the shadows. The families fled, as behind them ancient shrine buildings began to burn. 
 
    As battle raged, six assassins dropped down amongst the bodies gathered beside the guest house.  Each man had a bloody handprint upon their white porcelain mask. Crouched amongst the dead, they drew knives and slashed themselves across their hands. 
 
    Blood shot from their wounds, flew through the air and plunged into the dead. Around them, two dozen corpses stirred. Dead shrine maidens, dead nobles, butchered guards and servants, and even the bodies of dead assassins, all sat upright, then moved slowly to their feet. They took up weapons from the battlefield – discarded swords, spears and chunks of wood. As swarms of assassins flitted forward over rooves and through alleys, the column of shambling newly-dead paced forward, stalking towards the main hall in a staring, silent horde. 
 
    In the gardens a few armed shrine women and guards fought a losing battle against the swarms of assassins, but rejoiced briefly as a dozen armed guards from the rear of the shrine managed to charge into the fight. Raging forward with long spears in hand, they ran straight into the terrible column of undead, then halted in horror at the sight. 
 
    One man went down as a ripped, bleeding nobleman stabbed at him with a sword and the rest of the guards fell back. Spear thrusts had almost no effect on the walking corpses. A dead shrine maiden pulled herself up the long shaft of the spear that impaled her, reaching clawed fingers towards the spearman. The guard screamed in terror, and was still screaming as the maiden bit him in the neck. Other corpses staggered under the impact of sharp spear jabs, then blundered onward, jerking themselves forward and hacking at the guards. 
 
    Kuno and Tonbo burst out through the wooden wall of a building. Kuno made a massive blow of his sword, driving it clean through the head of an assassin. Tonbo slammed hard into the column of shambling undead, crashing two of them off their feet. His huge tetsubo smashed sideways, shattering skulls. Undead dropped, flopping and thrashing as Tonbo smashed his way into their ranks. Kuno joined him to slice through oncoming corpses. They cleared a path for the shrine guards, Tonbo pummelling the last undead into the ground. Kuno waved his sword, urging the men towards the battle at the main hall. 
 
    “This way!” 
 
    The guards followed Kuno, racing through the flame-lit night towards the hall. As they dashed through buildings, assassins armed with bows rose from the edge of a nearby roof. Arrows flashed down and one spearman fell, while others reeled back with arrows jutting from their armour. Kuno and the guards fell back as more arrows hissed at them from above. 
 
    Tonbo stormed forwards. An arrow caught in his shoulder armour. Another skipped from his helmet, while more struck his breastplate and failed to penetrate the dense layers of iron. The huge man raged through the storm, tetsubo swinging, and slammed the mighty weapon into the pillars of the porch. The wooden pillars shattered. Tonbo smashed one after another, and the roof above him collapsed.  
 
    Assassins crashed to the ground amongst the tiles. Tonbo hammered one into red ruin. Kuno and the shrine guards charged back into the enemy, cutting them down as they tried to get back to their feet. One last assassin tried to run. Tonbo seized a fallen beam and launched it like a javelin, breaking the assassin’s neck. He grabbed hold of a fallen guard and hauled the man to his feet, then stormed onwards through flying cinders towards the great shrine hall. 
 
    Women and children ran shrieking past, racing for the rear of the temple pursued by gibbering assassins. Kuno and Tonbo flung themselves at the masked enemy, smashing men down. Shrine guards behind them lunged forward with spears, running more assassins through. 
 
    The main temple hall was the site of a ferocious battle. Most of the remaining shrine guards were on the gravel square, locked in a brutal melee against the assassins. Chiri and Sura were at one end of the line, bolstering the defenders with spells. Bifuuko swerved, intercepting arrows that flashed down at Chiri and Sura from the rooftops. Daitanishi fought shoulder to shoulder with the fox and rat, whipping forward to crash into the masks of the shrieking, howling enemy as they attacked. Assassins reeled back with masks shattered, blinded and running with blood. Chiri cut them down with flashing strikes of her natagama.  
 
    Fifty defenders faced four times as many assassins. The shrine guards were flailed by arrows and blades, driven back as the night around them lit with sheets of flame. 
 
    Kuno and Tonbo crashed into the flank of the enemy attack, their little group of spearsmen following hard behind. Ramming forward with blade and club, they left black-clad bodies in their wake. 
 
    A team of sorcerer-assassins emerged from the dark, kneeling amongst the flying cinders behind the main assault. Blood-painted masks hunted for targets as the center of the shrine’s battle line closed tight. The sorcerers drew knives and cut themselves, then flung out their arms and screamed twisting, numbing syllables into the air. 
 
    Long bolts of blood whipped out in the dark. They smashed through armoured shrine guards, piercing armour as though it were paper. Bolts drilled clean through two or three armoured men at a single strike. The volley left a huge hole in the defending line, with injured and dying men lying screaming. Assassins surged into the gap, hurtling throwing blades and slicing shrine guardians with swords.  
 
    Tonbo and Kuno wreaked havoc as they fought their way towards Sura and Chiri. Behind the crashing, struggling battle, the sorcerer assassins caught sight of the two samurai. They slashed at themselves again, and levelled their arms towards Kuno and Tonbo’s backs. 
 
    Sura caught sight of the sorcerers, and plunged a hand inside her sleeve. She whipped out two yellow fu papers and swiftly blew across them, then hurtled them through the air. The papers streaked towards Kuno and Tonbo just as blood bolts shot straight at them. 
 
      
 
    “Shields!” 
 
      
 
    A magic barrier flashed into place between the two papers an instant before the blood bolts could strike. Magic blasted bright. The bolts vanished, leaving a brilliant dazzle in the air as the fu papers burned. Sura lunged forward, clashed her spear haft against an assassin’s blade to wrench his sword out of her way. Two sharp, vicious lunges stabbed the man, then she levelled her spear through the gap as the dying man fell. 
 
      
 
    “Purity blast!” 
 
      
 
    A flash of pure white light shot from Sura’s spear. It seared the sorcerer-assassins, instantly charring them. They fell screaming, flesh turning to ashes and dropping from already crumbling bones.  
 
    Chiri sent power sizzling through the ground. Rocks and cobblestones wrenched up out of the soil and rose high into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Rock storm!” 
 
      
 
    Rocks streaked down, crashing hard into the enemy. Black-clad figures reeled and fell, pulverised into the ground. But it only stemmed the tide for a moment. The shrine’s guardsmen were still being cut down by a storm of blades. 
 
    An assassin reeled, then flung himself at Chiri, hurtling a vicious blade at her head as he charged. Bifuuko flicked in and knocked the throwing blade aside. The assassin cut for Chiri’s head, and the rat spirit stepped aside, reaping her enemy’s sword arms with her natagama. Her right blade whirled, and the natagama’s point gaffed down into the assassin’s skull. 
 
    Sura fought to guard Chiri’s back, flicking her spear to hold a rush of assassins at bay. One slipped past the guard of a man beside her, and turned to threaten Sura’s back. But the assassin suddenly screamed as fangs clashed shut on his rear. 
 
    A fox child clung to the man’s backside, biting with vicious little fangs. Sura whirled in alarm. 
 
    “Kira! No!” 
 
    She cracked the assassin’s sword out of his hands and ran him through the throat. Racing forward as the man fell, Sura tore Kira free from his victim and ran backwards, setting the child down to race back towards the other foxes. 
 
    Aunt Kagone, Kikyo and the children all stood at the edge of the hall, helping escaping women and children flee past the flames. Sura looked back across the gardens and saw yet more assassins flooding in over the rooves. And now terrible figures shambled forwards between the buildings – animated dead, still pouring blood from their wounds. Chiri ran to the foxes and yelled above the deafening sound of the fight. 
 
    “Kagone san! Gather the women and children! Cross the bridge!” 
 
    Aunt Kagone looked towards the upper shrine. 
 
    “Is there a way out?” 
 
    “We were on the shore this morning. Get them to the upper temple.” Chiri ducked as arrows hissed by. “There’s a narrow path down the rock face to the shore at the back of the island!” 
 
    The foxes ran off, shepherding the last refugees and ducking past flames. 
 
    Out in the darkness, skirting the battle, one assassin cruised forward through the smoke and cinders. The dream serpent floated in the air beside him, savouring the terror and chaos.  
 
    The serpent suddenly slid low through the darkness, coming up behind one end of the shrine guards’ battle line. The creature breathed out a ripple of gas and quietly slid off and away unseen. 
 
    Sura drove back a swarm of assassins, then recoiled as a burning building collapsed sideways into the garden. Terrified screaming erupted from the shrine guards nearby. Two dropped their weapons and began tearing at their armour – another looked into the sky, then flung himself around, slapping at himself and arching in a frenzy of pain. He died without a mark on him. 
 
    Another man fell –wresting something invisible that clamped about his throat. Men were cutting and stabbing wildly at empty air. Sura froze – then saw a terrible swarm of gigantic scorpions, centipedes and spiders plunging through the fight, tearing into the men. Misty and shifting, weapons passed right through the monsters without touching them – and Sura felt the sharp tingle of foul magic. She seized hold of a reeling, terrified guard and tried to force the man to hold his ground. 
 
    “They’re only illusions! Ignore the monsters! They’re only dreams!” 
 
    Chiri flashed up her hands and tried to ram power against the swirling images, but the spell had no effect. She turned, her long hair swirling. 
 
    “I can’t dispel the magic!” 
 
    “It’s dream magic!” Sura stood tall and let a ghostly giant centipede simply pass through her. “Concentrate! You can only help yourself!” 
 
    Chiri staggered back as Bifuuko and Daitanishi battered at an assassin, forcing the man back. Chiri looked wildly about at the swarms of enemies. 
 
    “Who is casting the dream magic? Where are they?” 
 
    The remaining temple guards swatted at apparitions and fell screaming to the ground, only to be overrun by assassins and walking dead. A tall shrine tower suddenly groaned. Wreathed in flames, it leaned over to crash towards the gardens. Sura and Chiri ran back, diving aside as blazing wreckage thundered down. They shook their heads, desperately shielding eyes from flying cinders. 
 
    The fallen tower had driven the assassins back. Sura struggled away from the flames. She caught sight of Kuno and Tonbo retreating from blazing rubble nearby, and yelled out to them across the inferno.  
 
    “Find Reiju! Get to the sword! The sword!” 
 
    Kuno nodded. Both samurai turned and charged past the blazing main hall, cutting down a burning corpse that came clawing at them out of the wreckage. They vanished into the chaos.  
 
    More enemies were coming. Sura and Chiri ran side by side right through the blazing main hall, Bifuuko zooming ahead to blast the flames briefly aside with a wild gust. Tails singed, the women dashed out into the night and made for the bridge, while behind them the entire island was consumed by fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blazing cinders rose on the wind, flying up into the upper temple. Trees blazed outside the sword hall. A few women and children fled up the stairs, wounded and terrified. The Buddhist monk from the sword hall raced forward, seizing hold of a badly injured woman to help her up the stairs. 
 
    Four refugee women in bloodstained robes threw back shawls that had protected their heads from flying cinders. Blank porcelain masks gleamed. The disguised assassins plunged forward, stabbing the monk, then hurtling themselves at the guards. The hall’s shugenja ran forward, summoning fire elementals. But a thrown blade struck the shugenja in the throat and sent him stumbling back.  
 
    More assassins burst up from spreading pools of blood – springing up black and screaming. Shrine guards fell upon them with spears and swords, fighting frenziedly as the pillars of the hall caught fire behind them. 
 
     Reiju came running up behind the fight, staring about herself in a daze. The lower shrine was in flames with only a few women and children running out of the chaos. Wounded guards battled shrieking, howling black figures wearing masks. Reiju turned and stared, too shocked to make sense of it all. 
 
    A young priestess ran towards Reiju from the inner shrine, eyes wild with panic and desperate for guidance. 
 
    “Reiju san!” 
 
    An assassin hurtled a throwing blade, piercing the priestess through the back. The girl fell as a second blade ripped past Reiju, slicing her arm. Reiju staggered away, staring as one of her guards was hacked down from three sides at once.  
 
    The sword! 
 
    Bleeding and reeling, Reiju whirled and ran. 
 
    She entered the sword hall, seeing one wall already wreathed in flames. Reiju ran past magical barriers and plunged into the sacred cave. 
 
    The sword lay on its altar, the straight blade gleaming and rippling with light from the distant fires. Dripping blood, Reiju staggered closer and stared at the sword, hesitating – then reached out to seize the grip.  
 
    The sword seemed to shudder horribly in her grasp. Hiding the blade beneath her robes Reiju blundered from the cave, coughing as she fought her way back through the smoke and flames of the burning hall. Screaming children and shrine maids ran past, only to be cut down by an assassin. Raiju let the sword drag in her hands as she staggered outside, seeing old friends lying dead all about her. 
 
    She found herself within a ring of the dead. Women, children, friends and colleagues – all stared at her with accusing, lifeless eyes.  
 
    Reiju could do nothing but cover her face and give a terrible, hopeless cry. 
 
    In the shadow of the nearby rocks, the dream serpent reared beside a watching assassin. The serpent wove its illusion, making the corpses heaped about Reiju seem all too real. The creature hissed with laughter as it watched the woman’s absolute despair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the foot of the bridge, the last of the shrine’s guards were killed as they tried to flee back across the grounds. Sura and Chiri stood by the bridge, covering the last bleeding refugees who scrabbled desperately across towards the switchback stair. Bifuuko wove back and forth, intercepting arrows as they flew. Chiri reeled from exhaustion, but pulled fire elementals up from the flames and hurtled them at her enemies, sending a wave of assassins falling writhing to the ground.  
 
    Her magic was almost spent. The rat looked back to see Kitsune Kagone, Kikyo and the children had reached the top of the stairs at the far side of the gorge. But halfway down the stairway, a wounded woman fell and died. Her blood spilled – and an assassin appeared from out of the blood pool. Turning on the terrified refugees nearby the masked killer drew his sword. 
 
    Chiri gave a cry and ran straight at the gorge. She hurtled out the last of her magical power, sending a shockwave crashing through the air. Dozens of air elementals appeared, closing around her as she leapt across the gulf. Borne up by the elementals, she sailed across the gap. 
 
    Chiri crashed onto the stairs behind the assassin. The masked killer whirled on her, and the exhausted rat knelt and somehow blocked the man’s sword. She hacked down with her natagama and caught the assassin in the ankle. He fell, and the rat chopped down into the man three times with her blade. Steggering up, reeling, she waved at the refugees to follow her up the stairs. She could see Kuno racing to the top, Tonbo close behind. 
 
    At the foot of the bridge, Sura stood alone. Behind her, limping women and children climbed the stairs. 
 
    The fox walked back to the centre of the bridge, long tail swishing behind. Shimmering and shifting into her half-fox form, Sura stood with spear levelled at the swarms of enemies that closed in on her.  
 
    The assassins paused – only able to come at her one or two at a time – then rushed at her in a screaming battering ram of masks and steel. Sura gave a roar and lunged forward, slammer her spear right into the leading man. She twisted her blade free and caught the man behind him – then jerked the leg out from beneath another, stabbing him as he fell. Sura fought forward, driving her enemies back and leaving four men dead and dying. 
 
    Arrows flashed as archers opened fire at her. Sura whirled her spear to block the arrows in mid flight, knocking them aside. As more men charged, she met them with her spear again, cutting and slicing. The bridge railings shattered as assassins crashed into them and fell into the gorge. Sura parried a blade thrown at her – and hurtled one of her own to catch an assassin through the eyehole of its mask. The fox cut the man down and raced forward, clearing the bridge in front of her, parrying more arrows as she fought against flashing blades. She fought to buy time for the refugees behind her to climb to the middle of the stairs. Struck by an arrow, Sura fell back, dropping to her knees. But her muzzle lifted – her fangs bared, and the fox tore the bloody arrow free.  
 
    Power seemed to suddenly rise from the earth – from the air, from the flames themselves. Sura stood and plunged forward, robes and hair lifting in an unseen wind. She caught a new wave of assassins as they tried to leap at her over a wall of their own dead, hurtling them backwards with savage strikes of her spear. 
 
    From the rocks high above, Kitsune Kikyo and Aunt Kagone watched in utter awe. Kitsune Kikyo suddenly stiffened, and put a paw upon her aunt. 
 
    “Kagone san…!” 
 
    The flames’ light cast Sura’s shadow hugely onto the gorge wall. The fox figure danced and flashed, fierce and beautiful. 
 
    Kagone and Kikyo could only stare, stunned by the image. 
 
    Sura’s shadow had nine tails. 
 
    Throwing spikes flew. Sura parried one, but another took her in the upper arm. She hissed and kept fighting. 
 
    The last refugees were almost at the top of the stairs. Chiri flung herself at a railing and stared down at the fight on the bridge below. She swayed – then plunged deep within herself, ripping energy from the last recesses of her frame. The little rat coughed blood, reeling as she somehow found the power. 
 
    Three fire elementals came to her call – popping out of the blazing hall. Chiri staggered, then swept a hand down towards the wooden bridge in front of Sura. 
 
      
 
    “Flame wave!” 
 
      
 
    The three fire elementals plunged from on high and smashed into the bridge a few paces in front of Sura. The planks caught fire, then the struts and beams. The fox turned and fled towards the stairs. Bifuuko and Daitanishi dived to guard her back as the fox ran up the stairs, arrows hissing at her from across the gorge. She reached the head of the stairs and flung herself into safety, a last few arrows flashing a hand’s breadth overhead.  
 
    The fox blinked, shocked to find an arrow jutting through her short armour tassets. She looked quickly about the space at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Where’s their dream magician?” 
 
    “There’s no sign.” Chiri staggered to her feet, wiping blood back from her mouth. “This way! Quickly!” 
 
    Aunt Kagone and the fox children ran forward. The older fox’s fur was singed all along one side. 
 
    “We can’t get the women and the children out! The escape stair is on the other side of the flames!” 
 
    Chiri looked about. Trees lining the narrow path that lead about the upper island were in flames. Kuno and Tonbo were at the burning hall, locked in battle with assassins that kept emerging from the running pools of blood. Two dozen terrified women, children and injured were lost and trying to shelter from the flames. Chiri ran to the sacred cistern by the path, and managed to drag the lid aside. 
 
    “Wet your clothing and your hair! Soak yourselves!” She beckoned to the children and women nearby. “We’ll make a path for you. Hurry!” 
 
    Clothes were plunged into the water. Sura looked over the rails toward the lower temple, and saw assassins hurtling grappling hooks across the void. They would be swarming over soon.  
 
    The refugees were gathered into dripping groups by Chiri and Aunt Kagone. Bifuuko and Daitanishi plunged ahead through the burning trees, trying to knock a slight path through the blaze. Dripping wet foxes led the way as the refugees fled on into the fires. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the side of the blazing hall, Reiju staggered. All around were the dead. The shrine was destroyed. Lifeless eyes stared in accusation. Wounded and bleeding, she crept back and away – back towards the burning hall, the blood sword shivering in her grasp. 
 
    In the shadows nearby, the dream serpent rippled with images of her friendship with Sura and Tonbo. The creature hissed in joy. 
 
    Black clad assassins emerged out of the blood all around her. Reiju turned, but they closed in upon her from all sides – masks staring, and blades glittering. 
 
    Suddenly Tonbo and Kuno were there – charging up towards the hall. They cut into the assassins, roaring with rage. But more assassins appeared behind them, stalking forward and slowly drawing their blades. Reiju lunged forward in helpless horror. 
 
    “Tonbo san – run!” 
 
    The dream serpent breathed out its fumes… 
 
    Reiju saw the swirling battle all around her. Sura and Chiri were trying to lead the fox family and refugees safely through the flames – but a blazing tree crashed down onto them with nightmarish slowness, crushing them beneath a sudden blaze of fire. Reiju reeled as she heard the children scream – and then saw Kuno cut down from behind, staggering and falling dead. The priestess turned around and around – and all about her, she saw the eyes of the dead. Voices whispered to her. 
 
    She had failed them. 
 
    She had left the sword untended! 
 
    They had died because of her. 
 
    Only because of her! 
 
    She had betrayed them all. 
 
    Tonbo took a terrible blow from a dagger against his armour from behind. He whirled and tried to strike at his attacker – but two blood-masked sorcerers ran towards him, slicing at themselves with knives. Bolts of blood blasted out, smashing through the huge man’s armour. He staggered then fell forward, trying to crawl across the ground. 
 
    One of the shrine guards arose – dead and dripping blood. Reiju screamed, helplessly watching as the corpse lifted its spear and rammed it downwards, clean through Tonbo’s heart.  
 
    There was no one left. They were all dead. Reiju staggered back. 
 
    She felt the sword in her hand. Turning it about, she seated the sword’s wicked point against her heart… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sura and Chiri hastened the refugees forward, seeing them make their way through to the far side of the isle. They raced back and found Tonbo and Kuno as the two men cut down a last assassin. The four friends ducked as a corner of the shrine collapsed – and they saw Reiju at the far side of the flames. 
 
    Reiju had the demon slayer sword turned about to face herself. She was blank eyed and weeping in shock. Sura tried to lunge forward through the fire. 
 
    “Reiju! No!” 
 
    Reiju gave one long, great scream of despair, and ran herself clean through the heart. 
 
    The bloody blade jutted out through Reiju’s back. The priestess fell. Sura screamed in grief, but Kuno caught hold of her and pulled her back. 
 
    There was a pulse of terrible magic as Reiju fell. The core of the island seemed to crack. Shrine buildings collapsed, and rocks began to split. Tonbo stared at Reiju’s corpse, but the flames rose up between them. Chiri seized him and somehow managed to drag him away. They fled through the fires after the refugees as buildings cascaded down towards the gorge behind them. 
 
    A narrow path led over the walls and down to a tiny beach at the rear of the island. Kitsune Kagone had turned into her half human form, wrapped in old robes as she organised the survivors. She was a stern force, and kept calm amongst the refugees. Out on the river, a few boats could be seen racing to the island from the town. The terrible blaze had been seen, and townsfolk were coming to the rescue. Aunt Kagone signalled to the boats, and the vessels all began to converge upon the beach. 
 
    Chiri and Kuno helped their friends down to the beach. Sura was utterly lost – Tonbo was numbed. Bifuuko and Daitanishi helped lead them towards the water. Kuno shook Sura, making her meet his eyes. 
 
    “Come. Our duty is to these people now. Quickly.” 
 
    A fishing boat touched the shore. Aunt Kagone took stern control, pressing half a dozen survivors into the boat and then urging it on its way. As the next boats arrived, she splashed swiftly over to Kuno’s side. 
 
    “Kuno san – please get into the boats. There are more invaders coming along the shoreline.” The woman took charge of Tonbo. She was big enough to move him. “Come, samurai. Into the boat. Kikyo will bind your wounds.” 
 
    Sura remained on the shore, looking up at the blazing temple overhead. Kagone came and took her by the sleeve. 
 
    “Sura chan. Sura chan, listen to me. We must go.” 
 
    Chiri and Kagone quietly led her to a boat, and the fox children crowded in around her. The terrified fisherman at the oar pushed off and away from the shore. 
 
    The boats took the survivors from the temple off on the cool, dark river. Off towards the quiet town beyond.  
 
    Out on the jet black river, firelight rippled in the dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the crest of the temple, a circle of clear ground was surrounded by flames. The masked assassins were gathered here in a great, black horde, the dream serpent dancing amongst them. 
 
    At the centre of the ring, Reiju’s body lay in a pool of blood, the ancient sword jutting through her chest. 
 
    From deep within the blade, a dark and terrible essence stirred: a sentience that had fled there centuries before, hiding carefully in the very midst of its enemies. 
 
    Hiding – and biding its time… 
 
    The black power spilled outwards from the blade, slowly infusing Reiju’s flesh.  
 
    Reiju gave a bloody smile. 
 
    She sat up – and then stood. Slowly dragging the ancient sword out of her ribs, the woman cast it idly away. She turned to gaze upon the blood and death all around her with terrifying, hungry golden eyes. 
 
    Reiju’s body rippled. Her fingers were now tipped with claws. Her wounds vanished. She moved forward, blood trailing from the hems of her robes. Drawing a deep, triumphant breath, she looked at her own hands, then flexed her body, revelling in its supple beauty. 
 
    She laughed – a great scream of dark mirth. The island shook, and shadowy power flashed and rippled out into the night. 
 
    The assassins knelt and bowed. At their head, one figure removed his mask. He bowed towards the woman in worship. 
 
    “My lord, Emperor of the Oni! I am Magistrate Kuroda. We are your servants, my lord!” 
 
    The woman stood with her slim body outlined through its robes against the flames. Her long shadow was horned and terrible, but her flesh was pure ivory perfection. 
 
    Reiju’s face gave a predatory smile. 
 
    “My lady.” 
 
    The woman held open her bloody hands. 
 
    “My Lady of Blood…” 
 
    The Oni laughed in triumph, and all around her, the masked assassins bowed. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    A day of low, brooding clouds had come. The long river valley was filled with haze. From atop his castle tower, Lord Ishigi once again sat upon his ‘moon viewing platform’. He looked upriver, past woods and great dark hills. There, somewhere to the north, a great column of smoke still drifted to the sky. 
 
    Couriers had come racing to the castle only an hour before. The Sword Shrine was destroyed – utterly erased by fire. There were rumours of a terrible battle – but no enemy had been found. The shrine priesthood had been wiped out and the ancient relics were buried beneath flaming ruins. Even now, ashes floated horribly downstream. 
 
    The garrison had been alerted and troops sent forth. But a terrible air of shame and shock had settled over the men. 
 
    Lord Ishigi sat brooding and alone. He was dressed in his field armour and surcoat, with a riding crop jutting through his belt. But he had not set forth to join the troops in the field. He merely sat, looked upon the smoke, and scowled. 
 
    A guard called from inside the tower, asking for permission to approach. Lord Ishigi grunted his assent. The tower door slid open, and the armoured man approached then knelt to one side, bowing low. 
 
    An ashen faced samurai from the gate guards emerged through the door carrying a lacquered box. Behind him came Ishigi Ieyesu, Lord Ishigi’s eldest son. Both knelt before Lord Ishigi, and Ieyesu gave a short, clipped bow.  
 
    The gate guard swallowed. 
 
    “My lord! This… this was delivered at the gate.” 
 
    The man bowed once more before passing the box towards Lord Ishigi. 
 
    The lord drew the box to himself. He lifted away the lid and looked into the depths, his face frozen. He continued to stare, and Ishigi Ieyesu half rose from his place in concern. 
 
    “Father! What is it?” 
 
    Lord Ishigi covered the box and pushed it away. He turned to look off towards the burning shrine. 
 
    “This is the head of Imperial Prince Horigawa’s son in law.”  
 
    Lord Ishigi scarcely saw the distant smoke. His voice whispered in chilled astonishment. 
 
    “Prince Horigawa’s daughter is now a marriageable widow…” 
 
    The way was open for the Ishigi to marry back into the imperial line. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the “Quiet and Serene Hall” of the imperial palace, the emperor of the sacred isles sat on the high dais, hidden behind a slatted bamboo screen. He was attended by his young betrothed, Lady Suzuko. 
 
    Ranked below the dais were the imperial chamberlain, Magistrate Masura, and Lord Masura’s gruff lieutenant, Hijiya Hoichi. 
 
    The Spirit Hunters knelt before the dais – exhausted, dejected and desolate. They had ridden for days, straight from the battlefield. Sura was in borrowed robes – stained bandages on her arm, about her ribs and shoulders. Kuno and Tonbo also showed numerous wounds. They bowed reverently to the emperor – stiff with their injuries, and with the burden of fatigue.  
 
    Kuno was too ashamed to look up towards the emperor. He kept his face turned aside as he made his report. 
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty – we are ashamed to say that we were unable to prevent any of this disaster. Despite our efforts, the shrine, its treasures and… and its priests were totally destroyed.” 
 
    Drained by endless weeping, Sura was a shadow of her usual self. She hung her head, tail limp. Her voice was quiet and desolate. 
 
    “We… we could not stop it. The sword lost. The priestess’ slain…”  
 
    Sura blinked. The world seemed drained and hollow. 
 
    “We searched the ruins. We could not even identify the sword priestess’ ashes. All is destroyed.” 
 
    Magistrate Masura bowed his shoulders, weighed down by the tragedy. On the dais above, Lady Suzuko hung her head in sorrow. 
 
    The emperor set aside the written report. His young voice came through the slatted screen – filled with kindness. 
 
      
 
    “The falling tree branch 
 
    Lightning striking in the dark 
 
    No eye can foresee.” 
 
      
 
    The emperor nodded softly. 
 
    “No mortal man can foresee the future. No mind can shape events to be just as we wish. You took your blades against impossible odds, and saved the women and the children of the shrine. We believe that great credit comes to you for your efforts.” 
 
    Kuno bowed – still utterly ashamed. 
 
    “And yet we survived, where the shrine guardians did not.” 
 
    The samurai placed his short sword on the floor before him. He bowed quietly to the emperor. 
 
    “I could not overcome your Imperial Majesty’s enemies. If your Majesty desires my death, he needs but to ask.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence. In the grounds of the palace outside, the world seemed strangely hushed. 
 
    The emperor’s voice came quietly forth – full of loving memory. 
 
    “There was a friend who put me on the road to becoming a man. He told me this: 
 
    ‘Sometimes a warrior must duck. A worthless death honours no man.’” 
 
    Kuno recognised the words as his own. He looked up in shock, staring towards the emperor, then bowed in awe. 
 
    “Your Imperial Majesty, I thank you for pointing out my error.” 
 
    The emperor nodded. 
 
    “My friend was wise.” 
 
    The emperor arose. To the shock of the chamberlain and Lady Suzuko, he stepped past the curtains of his enclosure. The Spirit Hunters hastened to bow, but the boy emperor waked down the steps towards them. 
 
    They looked up, staring at the emperor in numb astonishment, recognising him as their old companion, ‘Mifune’. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were utterly agog. 
 
    The emperor knelt before the Spirit Hunters and bowed to them in absolute sincerity. 
 
    “My friends. I sincerely thank you for your efforts upon our subjects’ behalf.” 
 
    He sat up, then arose. 
 
    “Come. We will talk. Your journeys have been hard. Rest with me a while, and heal.” He reached out a hand to help Chiri to her feet. 
 
    “Heal.” 
 
    The emperor led them out into the gardens, where a clear stream flowed into a little lake. Here, there was peace and serenity, and the scent of growing herbs. The sounds of the capital city were far away. The emperor beckoned his friends forward, blushing slightly as he introduced them to his home. 
 
    Chiri and Kuno spoke incredulously with the emperor – still almost unable to believe their eyes. Sura walked slightly off to one side with Tonbo. She stood at a railing and looked out over the gardens as a summer wind stroked softly past her hair. 
 
    She looked at Tonbo in grief and shame. But he came to her and held her hand, and they both looked out towards the gently sparkling stream. 
 
    The fox quietly reached into her robes. She drew out a little folded paper, and gently stroked it flat. It was covered in Reiju’s handwriting. 
 
    Sura bowed her head. 
 
    “She gave me this – before the end.” 
 
    The fox opened out the paper, and softly read the words Reiju had written to her. 
 
      
 
    “Like eternal sky, 
 
    Like oceans ever flowing. 
 
    Friendship is endless…” 
 
      
 
    Tonbo and Sura stood together and watched the water flowing past. Finally they turned and looked off along the grass. The young emperor was laughing, talking eagerly with Chiri and Kuno – absolutely the bright youth they had known and loved. Magistrate Masura walked with them – patient and understanding. He looked over to Tonbo and Sura, inclined his head in a little bow, and beckoned them to join him. 
 
    Sura and Tonbo held hands for a brief moment more. Then the fox straightened her spine, flicked her hair back, and walked with Tonbo out into the gardens to join their friends.  
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    Afterword 
 
    “Spirit Hunters” is an enormous project initially conceived as a series of television movies. It comprises fifty three stories, divided into a pilot plus four series. This fourth volume of the books concludes the first of these series – and bring a set of developments in the ‘over-plot’.  
 
      
 
    So fear not – Kitsune Sura and her companions will be back! They have a long road of adventures yet to travel – and the plot has only just begun to thicken… 
 
      
 
    My own road to creating Spirit Hunters began long ago in my teenage years. As a child, I had always been a passionate enthusiast for knights in armour, castles and derring-do. I was lucky enough to have been taken to Europe by my parents, where I had run merrily through castles and wandered fascinated through armour museums. But in high school, I encountered books on wargaming with model soldiers, and became an enthusiastic player of the first role playing games. Somewhere in there, I discovered the wonders of samurai armour and Japanese medieval history – and was immediately hooked.  
 
    We were delighted when Bushido, the first samurai-era roleplaying game was published. It became our firm favourite for years and years. The joy and fun of those games and those players is woven through every page of Spirit Hunters. Guys – you live in my heart forever. 
 
    Write what you know, and if you don’t know – learn. My ‘direct research’ for Spirit Hunters included studying for fifteen years with the Tenshin Shoden Katori Shinto Ryu – one the most ancient surviving schools of the samurai fighting arts. In more recent years, I have been studying the ‘sparring arts’ such as jukendo (bayonet fencing in armour) and kendo, which have been both exhausting and eye-opening. So I would like to extend many thanks to all those teachers and training partners through my life who have given me so many bruises, and so many insights into life, martial arts and the Tao. 
 
    For those interested in Medieval Japan, I would suggest you read the Taiheiki and the Tale of the Heiki – stories filled with the poetry and sensibility of a vanished era. You might also delight in the Pillowbook of Sei Shonagon. Although this is from an earlier period, it is a delightful peek into life in the imperial court – complete with bed hopping, practical jokes and petty intrigues. I can also highly recommend the books of Roald Knutsen, who has written scholarly works on the origins and teachings of the kobudo schools, and also the influence of crow spirits, animal spirits and mysticism within the martial arts.  
 
      
 
    Many thanks to all of you who have followed the adventures of Kitsune Sura and her friends. 
 
      
 
    Never fear - Sura will be back! 
 
      
 
    Trust her – she’s a fox! 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] Ri: a measurement just short of 4 kilometres. About an hour’s walk on level paths. 
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