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Dedication

For Toby Whitnall: martial arts
god, scholar of budo, and one of the most evilly funny people I’ve
ever met!
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“All that is form is unreal.
Any perception of an external world beyond the blank self is merely
an illusion. A true disciple discards all such notions: he is
beyond the ephemeral world, and it can have no effect upon
him.”


	
The Diamond Sutra, as quoted by
a Buddhist monk to the fox, Kitsune Sura.(Ten minutes later, the
monk discovered that he had been stuck with the fox’s extensive bar
tab.)









“How to practice the
Tao?

When hungry – eat. When tired,
sleep! Enjoy the cool evening on a hot day. In winter – enjoy the
rain. When it is time to cry, cry. When it is time to laugh, laugh.
Do this, and your spirit is free.

When I see a man with filled
with a sense of piety and importance – I know that there goes a man
who is far from the Tao.

When I see a cat yawning, or an
old man enjoying the shade, I bow. I am in the presence of a
sage!

 


This is the way of the
Fox.”


	
Graffiti found carved into the
backside of the great golden Buddha of Dodan-ji, attributed to
Kitsune Sura






 


 


 


 


 


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 – about 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 from 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 the
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 away 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 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.


Fourth
Encounter:

The Lodge of
Doves
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Chapter
1

High upon a hill, shaded by a
grove of vast old trees, there stood a Shinto shrine.

It was a brand new shrine, all
gleaming fresh. New buildings housed the priests – large sheds
stood ready to receive offerings of sakē, rice and wine. The
morning sunlight dappled the grounds, and the scent of new-sawn
wood filled the air with its perfume. It was a perfect summer’s
day.

From the high priest’s porch,
the view looked down towards an ancient fence of wooden planks, and
an old torii gateway bearded over with moss. At the far side
of the gardens, shrine maidens were dressing, fussing with the
flowers in their hair. They were preparing to celebrate a wedding,
and guests were arriving to mill about beneath the trees. It was a
busy scene, and a happy one, with the beaming father of the bride
looking benevolently across the wedding arrangements.

Nezumi Chiri sat upon the porch,
enjoying the view across the gardens below. The beautiful rat girl
was in her more human form – pink eyed, with snow white hair
flowing long and free. She sat with a quiet, unconscious grace,
bowing softly as she accepted tea from the hands of the shrine’s
high priest.

The high priest – a tall but
rather anxious man of middle years – was assisted by his senior
shrine maid. A calm woman with strong, competent hands, the maid
fanned herself, looking quietly left and right, making certain that
their conversation was private.

The high priest beamed. A great
burden seemed to have lifted from his soul.

“We must thank you for your
swift response to our letter, Chiri san! Magistrate Masura was most
kind to send messengers to find you. The Spirit Hunters are sorely
needed.”

Chiri gracefully inclined her
head.

“Sura san was deeply
intrigued by your problem, honoured priest. Please do forgive her
impetuosity, but she is already making a survey of the site. She
was keen to investigate immediately.”

“That is a pity! For she
is missing these blossoms, and this most excellent
tea!”

The high priest gave a sigh. He gazed with
great satisfaction at a vast old plum tree in the temple yard – a
tree billowing with white flowers. It was a wonderfully peaceful
day.

More tea was served. The shrine
maiden took note of Chiri’s long, pure-white hair. The rat girl had
pink eyes and delicate features. What at first glance had seemed to
be a hair ornament in the shape of a crystal dragonfly was clearly
a tiny air elemental: the little creature occasionally peered about
and groomed its face. A small, grumpy rock had also drifted down to
sit at Chiri’s side, settling itself into patch of comfy shade.

The shrine maiden passed a
delicate rice cake to her guest.

“Your samurai friends are most impressive,
Chiri san. What made you become a Spirit Hunter yourself?”

“Pure good fortune,
Chouko san. The gods smiled upon me. I hope most sincerely to
contribute to our endeavour.” The rat girl set aside
her cup. “Please tell me. Your current troubles – how did they come
about?”

The man gave a sigh. He leaned
forward and frowned.

“It is most puzzling,
Chiri san. Most puzzling indeed…” The high priest turned and
gestured towards the wooden fence. “For some time now, visitors
have claimed that they sense something strange down in the
graveyard gardens. There is a feeling of foreboding… Some even say
that they have glimpsed strange sights in the dark of the moon.”
The priest could only shake his head. “It is a graveyard, and the
trees there are very ancient. Sometime the shadows can seem quite
grotesque. So such feelings are completely understandable! But the
number of reports has increased. I feel that we must take this most
seriously. You must understand, Chiri san, that such gardens are
places of peace. Relatives must be allowed to visit and honour
their dead in quiet serenity.”

The shrine maiden seemed almost
embarrassed.

“A disturbance, no matter
how small, unbalances the wa
of the temple. We hope you do not think we are
over reacting, Chiri san, but we thought it best to call for the
services of your group.”

The high priest looked
benevolently out over the main temple yards. In the fore-court,
wedding guests greeted one another while the bride’s aunts all
conferred with a junior priest. On the steps just below the porch,
a young acolyte swept the stones clear of fallen blossoms. The
priest nodded, satisfied that all was well.

“Yes…we have no wish to
unduly alarm the temple patrons. Thankfully, Chiri san, your group
clearly understands the need for subtlety. For
discretion.”

Nezumi Chiri bowed.

“Sura san is a most
skilled and experienced exorcist, your reverence. I am sure she
already has your task well in hand.”

The old wooden fence beside the porch
suddenly flew apart. Rotten wood crashed and scattered as Kitsune
Sura came flying wildly through the wreckage.

Kitsune Sura was often a shock to behold:
even in her most human of forms, she could never be mistaken for
anything but a fox. Her orange tail flashed as she tumbled head
over backside, crashing into the ground beneath the porch. Her long
orange-bladed spear struck thrumming into the grass close at her
side.

Four creatures came bounding through the
ruined fence. Withered, half-rotted corpses, each wore an ancient
porcelain mask. The creatures moved with stiff two-legged hops that
launched them clear over the wreckage. The monsters landed, gave
gurgling hisses, then launched themselves straight for Sura’s
throat.

The fox flung a strip of painted paper
covered in spells straight at one airborne zombie, striking it in
the chest. The creature instantly disintegrated into a clatter of
armour, mask and bones.

The other corpses crashed to the ground,
slashing at Sura with rusted ancient swords. Sura rolled madly
away, tucking in her tail as weapons slammed into the ground a
whisker’s breadth behind her.

“Crap crap crap crap crap crap!”

Two spell papers came spilling from the
fox-woman’s robes. One leaping zombie accidentally landed on one,
blasting itself into bones and dust. Sura managed to scuttle to her
feet, seize hold of her spear and race up onto the porch.

“Ooh! Cake!”
Sura dodged a sword blow, then ran to the edge of the rails,
calling off towards the graveyard. “Tonbo! I’ll get these
ones! You hold the others back!”

Chiri seized hold of her weapons and made a
hurried bow to the high priest.

“On the other hand, there is
always room in life for unforeseen eventualities…” The rat raced to
the rescue. “Please excuse me!”

Sura –
resplendent with long orange hair and fox tail – leapt down
between the two remaining zombies, shattering the mask of one
cadaver with the haft of her spear. The zombie froze and slowly
fell, but the remaining monster hurtled a mass of broken fence
timbers that bowled the fox clean off her feet. The creature
leaped, plunging an old iron spear down and missing Sura as she
whipped a long kodachi dagger from her belt and parried the
spear aside. An instant later, Chiri’s rock elemental cracked
against the monster’s head, chipping the porcelain mask and
knocking the creature back

Chiri drew twin natagama
– steel hafted bill hooks forged by a master smith – and sailed
down to the rescue. As the zombie stabbed at her, she whirled aside
and scythed off its arm, making a lightning swift cut with her
second weapon down into the monster’s skull. Helmet, skull, mask
and bones all shattered. The zombie collapsed in a vile heap of
mummified flesh and bones, that cascaded down over Sura’s head.

The fox emerged from the mess,
spitting bits of zombie from her mouth.

“Phooey!” She worked her tongue.
“Eew! That does not taste like chicken!”

A second horde of zombies came
leaping up and through the shattered fence, hissing wildly. Sura
cursed and dug into her long flowing sleeves, fighting to free a
fan smothered in painted symbols. She clapped her hands together
clasping the fan, spread it open, then whirled it high above her
head.

“Evil spirits – all be
gone! Tao blast!”

The fox woman made a great,
sweeping pass with her fan. A dozen zombies were bowled back off
their feet by the blast’s force. The creatures writhed on the
ground momentarily but all began to scrabble back to their feet.
Sura looked at her fan in puzzlement.

“Maybe this is the wrong
fan?”

“Sura!”

Chiri called a warning as a
dozen more zombies leapt across their fallen kin. Sura drove them
back with another great wave of her fan, as even more zombies
clawed up and over the fence. The high priest and shrine maiden
frantically climbed a tree as zombies burst up through the porch
decking beneath them. Sura bowled over half a dozen more zombies as
Chiri raced up to guard her back.

“Sura san!
I see that you found something.”

“Yeah, I’m guessing this is it!” Sura
squared her little breastplate and eboshi cap. She suddenly spied
the priest clinging to the top of a nearby tree. “Hey! Excuse me!
But would your temple happen to have been built on some sort of old
massacre site or battlefield?”

The shrine maiden tried
to clamber up and over the chief priest. “Yes!”

“OK – important safety
point!” Sura stabbed a zombie through the head. “For future
reference, that is never
a good choice!”

Zombies stumbled to their feet.
Sura waved her fan, but its power stuttered, and the monsters
merely staggered in place. She waved the fan again, then shook it
in annoyance.

“Damn! I knew I should have
recharged this thing!” The fox seized Chiri by one arm and led her
running along the length of rotten fence. “This way! The boys need
us!”

A stack of huge cylindrical rice
bales were piled inside a shed beside the priest’s house. As Sura
and Chiri sped past, the rat girl sliced through the bindings. A
dozen hefty bales went rolling and bounding downhill, hurtling into
zombies as the monsters clawed back onto their feet.

Sura crashed through a warped
wooden gate and into the graveyard. Chiri plunged fearlessly after
her, then stopped and stood blinking at the battle raging amongst
the graves.

Bones scattered and smashed
against a tree as Tsunetomo Tonbo pounded his vast spiked iron club
down through a cadaver. The iron tetsubo obliterated zombies with
strike after strike, driven by the huge force of the immense
armoured samurai. Beside him, glittering in elegantly tasteful
armour, Asodo Kuno fought sword to sword with a swarming mass of
monsters. He struck with superb precision – but more and more
zombies were clawing up out of the ground and hopping horribly
towards him.

All through the graveyard,
skeletal arms punched up out of the earth as yet more
porcelain-masked monsters fought their way up out of the depths. At
the centre of the swarming horde stood a tall, sparse cadaver
dressed in rotted robes. The creature gestured to an empty patch of
graveyard, where yet more monsters began to burst up out of the
soil. The new zombies leapt straight toward Kuno and Tonbo’s backs.
Chiri flung her hands down towards the ground, pulling slowly
upwards as power flashed and swirled beneath her grasp.

“Little spirits of the Earth!
Your boon companion needs your aid!” Rocks and shards scattered
across the ground nearby began to rise. “Earth storm!”

Rocks lashed forwards, crashing
into the zombies, slamming them aside as Chiri and Sura charged
through the corridor cleared by the rocks. Sura slashed with her
spear, taking the heads off two zombies as she charged. Chiri’s
rock and air elementals sped beside her, cracking into monsters
that tried to leap into their path. Chiri leapt over one fallen
zombie, narrowly evading its snatching claws, then ducked past
others as the rock storm shattered masks and sent more monsters
reeling. She raced to Kuno’s side just as the samurai carved into
three zombies and sent then crashing in fragments back to the
ground. Sura came flying in beside them, one hand clapped to her
hat. She blinked as more and more zombies came hopping erratically
out from behind the graves.

“There’s more?”

Tonbo flicked a glance down at
her as he shook skull fragments from his tetsubo. “There’s
more.”

“Well, how the hell did that
happen?”

Back behind the oncoming mass of
hopping corpses, the robed cadaver laughed. The creature wore court
finery from hundreds of years ago, and his fingernails were long
and blue. He clapped his claws together into intricate patterns.
Power flashed –then suddenly the fallen masks from shattered
zombies glowed.

From beneath each mask, a new
zombie arose, shoving slowly up out of the soil. Two dozen new
monsters came hoping forwards, hissing as they shook their weapons
free of dust and soil.

Sura was absolutely annoyed.

“Mother pus bucket…” She ducked
as a wave of zombies attacked, then stabbed a monster and shoved it
back. She cut the leg from another and sent it falling, while
Tonbo’s iron tetsubo thudded down to atomise another zombie,
helmet, mask and all.

Kuno parried two enemy spears,
ducked aside from a sword and sliced off the zombie swordsman’s
hands. He cut down into another monster, blasting it into dust.

“Sura! Tell me you have a
plan?”

“I’m working on it. Trust me –
I’m a fox!” Sura cut both hands from a zombie. The creature hopped
at her, trying to bite. More and more monsters were closing in.
“Who the hell is that back there behind them? Is that a
vampire?”

“We didn’t ask!”

Diving a hand into her robes,
Sura came out with just two more spell papers. She hurtled them to
left and right behind her friends and swept her spear in line
between the papers.

“Shield wall!”

A brilliant spell-wall shot into life
between the two papers. Zombies leaping into it were hurtled
backwards. The four Spirit Hunters put their backs to the wall,
smashing at the porcelain-mask zombies that came at them in erratic
surges and leaps.

Sura caught sight of the rice
bales she and Chiri had rolled down from the sheds. The fox gave a
great grin of satisfaction.

“Kuno!
Scatter the rice! They’ll have to stop and count
the grains!”

The handsome samurai shot a
glance back at Sura as he flicked out of the way of an enemy spear
and scythed a zombie clean in half.

“Who told you
that?”

“My aunt!”

Kuno ducked, and a zombie’s
sword scraped against his helmet bowl.

“Sounds like an old
wives’ tale!”

“Well she was an old
wife!” The fox waved at the bales. “Just do it!”

Kuno cursed. Tonbo made a great
sweep of his tetsubo, cracking the immense weapon into a gaggle of
nearby zombies. Kuno raced into the gap, slicing down a creature
that came leaping wildly towards him. With monsters hopping closer
and closer, Kuno cut his way past and up to the fence.

A zombie bounded clean over the
fence, plunging down towards him, spear in hand. Kuno swirled aside
and cut through the monster’s neck, sending its mask bouncing away
downhill amidst a pile of disintegrating bones. He sliced his blade
across two rice bales, sending white rice hissing out all over the
ground. He scooped a handful and hurtled it right into the faces of
oncoming monsters – only to find that the creatures utterly ignored
it.

“Sura!” The man cut down
a zombie, then had to run as yet more came leaping for his back.
“Sura!”

The fox was trying to keep back
three zombies all at once. “It isn’t working?”

“I thought you said you
heard it from your aunt?”

“Well it’s not like I thought
the information was essential! Who knew?” Sura managed to pin a
zombie in place with her spear as it tried to slash her with a
short sword. Chiri’s rock elemental obligingly shattered the
monster’s mask. Sura chucked the bits and bones aside. “Wait!
Sticky rice! It was sticky rice! Does the temple have sticky
rice?”

Kuno fought his way back to her side,
somehow managing to lose a sandal in the process. “Why don’t you
ask these creatures to wait, while I find a priest and ask?”

The fox rammed her spear through a zombie’s
skull.

“You’re snitty! Undead always
make you snitty!”

Behind the unruly, scattered
mass of zombies, the vampire made a signal with his bright blue
claws. Zombies began to form ranks, packing into dense groups,
their spears ready for the attack. Fifty zombies formed a dense
phalanx to the front, with another thirty to the right. They began
to leap forward in perfect coordination, presenting an unbreachable
wall of rusted steel. Chiri brushed her long hair back and stared
in shock.

“Oh dear…”

Sura seized Chiri by her
shoulder.

“Ooh – run! Go go go go
go!”

A wide gap between the zombie
packs led straight towards the rotted graveyard fence. The fox fled
for the opening, leaping over crushed and damaged zombies, towing
Chiri right behind her. Kuno and Tonbo lumbered in their wake,
moving hard and fast in full armour. Behind them, twenty zombies
sailed forward in swift leaps, surging ahead of the main ranks of
monsters that bounced inexorably up the hill. The vampire came
behind them, scorching and killing the grass with its passing.

Sura crashed through the fence
into the main shrine courtyard. Far over at the main square, the
wedding party was just beginning its ceremonies. A chanting priest
headed a fine procession of musicians. Behind them came the bride
and groom, shrine maidens, families, Buddhist monks, grandmothers,
servants with trays of origami butterflies, and three pairs of
bearers carrying the ceremonial trousseau. The entire group were
fifty paces1 away with their backs
to the battle. The graveyard fence collapsed as zombies hurtled
themselves into the courtyard, their ranks scattering as they leapt
over and through the fence. The Spirit Hunters battled savagely,
slicing the creatures down.

Tonbo slammed into the centre
of their line, tetsubo whirling and smashing enemies apart. Chiri
summoned a spell that brought four huge rocks teetering up into the
air, then sent them shooting off to crash through the zombies. Sura
and Kuno cut, dodged and spun. Sura shook sweat out of her eyes,
then glanced at the shrine buildings behind her.

The Shinto priest leading the
wedding procession had just reached to top of the stairs into the
shrine buildings. He turned, eyes widening as he saw hordes of
undead flooding into the yard below. The rest of the guests saw his
astonished expression, and began to turn. Chiri sent her little air
elemental, Bifuuko, speeding up into the huge old plum tree in the
yard. The little creature beat its wings and caused a great, wild
swirl of air. Petals erupted up into a dense, whirling cloud,
hiding the battle from view. Wedding guests all exclaimed in joy,
pointing at the amazing gust of blossoms. The priest guided the
wedding party swiftly indoors, while shrine maidens stood and
goggled in alarm.

Tonbo shattered zombie after
zombie, seeming to never tire. But Sura, Chiri and Kuno were
slowing. Behind the ranks of the zombie horde, the cackling vampire
was raising up the fallen yet again – unbroken masks lying on the
ground suddenly rose as yet more undead surged up from below.

One of the vampire’s hands
clenched and flexed – clenched and flexed. The zombie horde moved
in time to the motions of the vampire’s hand.

Tonbo furiously smashed
enemies, then called back to Sura.

“Sura! We have to kill the
vampire!”

The fox woman saw the vampire
raising yet more undead. She stabbed one last zombie, then hurtled
her long spear clean over the ranks of monsters, where it fell
point down and thrumming a few yards from the vampire.

“Throw me!”

Sura raced towards Tonbo,
transforming into fox-form as she ran. Clothes, belts, armour and a
pair of loaded dice all spilled to the ground as a sleek orange fox
lunged out of the empty clothes, sped between the legs of two
zombies and leapt up into Tonbo’s arms. Sura rolled up like a furry
ball. Tonbo hurtled her through the air, clear over the zombie
ranks and straight towards the vampire.

The fox landed in the weeds,
rolling like a ball. Sura changed into half-fox form – naked but
for her shimmering fur. She came out of her roll in one smooth
flash, seizing her spear, slamming the weapon forward and impaling
the vampire clean through its dead heart. The spear pinned the
monster screaming to the tree behind it, bark crisping and
withering from its touch. The vampire suddenly shot a great long
impaling tongue towards Sura, but the fox was already back out of
reach. She swept her hands to form a blazing yin-yang symbol in
mid-air.

 


“Blasphemy that walks in
shadow,

Unclean being, beast of
harm,

I block the spell that binds
your flesh.

The world of light rejects thy
form!

- Tao blast!”

 


The fox ripped the spear out of
the vampire and cut the spear blade through the glowing Tao symbol.
The blade blazed with blinding light as it swirled and sliced down,
shearing the vampire clean in two. The monster gave a piercing
scream, then fell slowly apart, each severed half disintegrating
into a cloud of dust.

The porcelain-mask zombies all
sagged and halted in place. They searched about as if unable to
see, grinning masks hunting back and forth. Chiri stepped back from
the zombie horde, wiped her brow and gave a great sigh of
relief.

Every zombie instantly faced
Chiri and jumped towards her. The rat girl drew a breath in shock.
Kuno leapt in to put a hand over her mouth, stopping her from
exhaling. Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri held their breaths as the vast
swarm of zombies flicked their heads back and forth, hunting for
the breath of life.

“Oh here! Let me!”

Sura snatched up a length of
bamboo water pipe. She held it to her muzzle and blew out her
breath. The zombies all turned in one great mass and hopped towards
her. The fox skipped happily backwards, laughing and waving her
pipe. She blew out her next breath, and the zombies came slowly
hop-hop-hopping towards her in one great blind, insensate
mass.

Tonbo snatched up Sura’s fallen
robes and ran about the zombie horde. He caught up with the fox and
flung her an over-robe. The fox tugged the garment on, seeming
almost oblivious of the threat as the zombies came steadily towards
her.

“Thanks!”

Sura blew through her drain
pipe, dancing off towards the forest nearby. The zombies all came
after her. Tonbo walked patiently along beside the fox as she led
the zombies on.

“What exactly are you
doing?”

“I’m going to march them off the
edge of the quarry! Should smash them up, masks and all!” The fox
seemed immensely pleased. “Ooh – then we should do breakfast! The
guys at the shrine have cakes!”

Sura led the zombies off and
away, her tail flashing in the forest gloom. Kuno came jogging up
beside Tonbo, sword still out and ready. His superb armour was
sadly scuffed and scraped, with several purple lacings dangling
free. The man pushed back his helmet, eyes still on the zombies as
he stood at Tonbo’s side.

“What’s happening next?”

“Breakfast.”

Tonbo plodded along beside Sura
as the fox merrily led the zombie horde towards the quarry. Kuno
and Chiri stood far aside and let the zombies pass. The two little
elementals, Bifuuko and Daitanishi, hovered at Chiri’s side. They
all watched as Sura led the zombies out into the forest.

Sura was still lacking
pants.

Chiri sighed. She put out her
hand, and her earth elemental, Daitanishi, dropped Sura’s loaded
dice into her palm from his mouth.

“I believe I would like a cup of
tea.”

“A most excellent idea.” Kuno
stooped and retrieved the rest of Sura’s fallen equipment. “I
believe we have earned it.”

The elementals settled back into
place upon Chiri’s person. Kuno and Chiri walked off towards the
shrine. In the buildings beyond, the wedding peacefully took place,
and all was well in the world.
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Chapter
2

The roadway climbed upwards
through steep hills – through tall forests with rocky streams that
splashed and sparkled in the sun. Springtime flowers shimmered in
the grass, and bees drifted gently to and fro. Mountains soared
high above, crested with ice and sharp, bare stone. The air smelled
fresh and clear.

Far off in the valley, a
prosperous village was surrounded by fields of buckwheat, beans and
rice. A few distant clouds shone pure and bright. Kitsune Sura was
delighted with her world.

A Jizo statue stood by the road,
beaming benevolently off towards the lowlands. Sura ran up beside
the statue and stopped to rest, happily jingling a bag full of
coins given to her by the Shinto shrine. She drank from a bamboo
bottle filled with cold peach tea, and leaned back against the
statue to enjoy the breeze.

The fox woman was once again in
her ‘human’ form; tall and easy going, with pointed furry ears and
eyes that shone the most marvellous shade of green. Her long orange
hair – white tipped and luxuriant – was tied back into a pony tail.
She wore a folded eboshi cap, and the full-sleeved
suikan robes of a priest: robes printed with images of
half-eaten peaches. She wore a little light breastplate with short
tassets, all laced in chevrons of orange and white. Her long tail
shone, while her pointed nose twitched with mischief. The fox was
thoroughly enjoying her day.

Her companions came ambling up
the road behind her. Kuno marched in his armour – a suit
immaculately laced in an ‘iris’ pattern of lavender, white and
green. He wore an intricately folded cap, and walked with military
dignity.

Tonbo came stolidly behind him –
an armoured behemoth clad in lacquered iron from top to toes. He
spoke with little Chiri as they walked, explaining the mountain
flowers. Chiri listened carefully, stopping to collect the most
useful herbs and carefully slip them into her travel bag.

The highlands were wonderfully
peaceful. Sura led the way again, singing raucously and merrily as
she walked.

They came to a broad upland
meadow covered in flowering dandelions. A stream splashed through
the meadow beneath the shade of broad green trees. Large
flat-topped boulders had been set into the stream to act as
stepping stones. The water foamed brilliantly between the rocks,
filling the air with sound. Spray tingled – brilliant green moss
looked plush and invitingly cool. There was even a long, skinny
black and white crane fishing down at the far end of the
meadow.

A wooden signpost jutted up out
of the ground beside the ford. At the base of the signpost, a set
of rather austere robes lay neatly folded beside a pair of old
sandals. Sura walked up to the ford and dragged in a great, joyous
draught of air, stretching out her arms as she gave a yawn. She
peered down at the clothes and nudged them with her foot.

“Ha! Well whoever left this, they left
their underwear and all!” She glanced about the empty woods. “Guess
they’ll be back for it.”

Kuno stood before the signpost. The
wooden board was topped by a clan crest. The wood was new, and well
oiled. Kuno nodded in satisfaction.

“We’re in the Ishigi fief.” The man
turned to look across to the far side of the ford. “Good! We are on
the right track. Perhaps there will be an inn? I for one look
forward to a proper bed at last.”

The fox yawned again. The rushing water
was soothing, and it had been a long, hard climb up the pathway
from the plains. She walked gratefully beneath the shady trees.

“I don’t mind where I sleep. But food is
good! Ooooh – I could absolutely murder for roast chicken on
noodles!” The fox used the discarded clothing as a handy seat.
“Hey, let’s break and have lunch.”

“An excellent notion.”

Kuno gathered wood from beneath nearby
trees, made the fire, then finally sat down to rest. Chiri –
wonderfully handy in the domestic arts – set up a little folding
tripod above the flames. She washed rice in the stream, then came
back to set the pot over the flames. A tiny fire elemental came
creeping up from the coals, and waved to her in greeting as she put
more sticks upon the fire. Tonbo sat himself down with a great
clank of armour. His helmet had been hanging at his back, and he
set it beside him with a great deal of noise. Sura – strictly
forbidden from cooking – lounged back and relaxed. Daitanishi, the
little rock elemental, bobbed in and out of the stream, washing
himself clean of dust. Sura watched for a while, then found herself
a strand of sweet grass to chew.

Beside her, Kuno irritably examined his
sandals. A tie had snapped clean through, and the man was forced to
remove the entire sandal. He tried to knot the broken tie together,
but the whole straw braid had frayed.

“Do we have any more binding?”

Sura stirred and dug into her pack. “Oh
– I have what you need!” The fox sailed a braided straw disc over
to the samurai. “Here!”

Kuno was unamused.

“This is a pot holder.”

“Just unwind it, then you have all the
binding you need!”

“Oh! I see!” The man bowed. “Thank
you.”

The team’s iron tea kettle came to the
boil. Chiri folded a cloth over the handle and carefully retrieved
the kettle from above the coals. The genteel rat spirit carefully
brought forth her favourite mid-day tea, a fine sweet-flavoured
gyokuro. She waited for the appropriate interval while the
kettle slightly cooled, then made the tea, gracefully pouring for
her friends.

The rat sank down beside Sura. They
drank their tea together, enjoying the sight of the shady stream,
the distant crane and the gleaming dandelions. The area was utterly
beautiful. Chiri finally set aside her cup, and smoothed her
sleeves.

“Forgive my curiosity, Sura, but I have
a question.” The rat spirit furrowed her brows. “Why did you have
to slay the vampire? Why did you not merely banish it to another
plane?”

The fox artfully raised one finger.

“Aaah. Because it was from this
plane! You can only banish something when it’s actually
trespassing. Undead are just local residents who refuse to
leave.”

“I see…” The rat gave a respectful bow.
“You must have great knowledge about monsters.”

“Sure! The big secret about banishment
magics is to know where things belong.”

Sura used one of the sandals she had
found beside the signpost to brush clear a patch of dirt. She
eagerly began to sketch a diagram with a stick.

The fox first drew a circle. She
surrounded it with a ring of seven intersecting circles – each also
crossing into the central field.

“Think of the universe as being like a
ring of separate worlds. Our one – the material world – that’s in
the middle. But there are other worlds that butt against our own,
allowing creatures to cross. We’re sort of the crossroads.”

The fox drew a cross inside the central
circle.

“Now some monsters are home grown right
here on the material plane. That’s undead, fell beasts, evil
sorcerers, accountants - that kind of thing.”

Sura pointed to the outer circles, one
by one.

“Oni, the demons – they come from the
Realm of Evil. We also have the Realm of Hungry Ghosts, where the
evil spirits congregate. The Realm of Shadows, the Realm of
Slaughter… There’s a few more, like the Realm of Dreams, Realm of
Restful Dead and the Celestial Heavens. But eh! We don’t get many
visitors from those.”

Chiri nodded, following carefully along.
“Ahh. Because the barriers between us and those worlds are
stronger?”

“Nope – they just don’t suck as much as
the others!”

The rat looked thoughtfully at the
central circle.

“So what of the home grown monsters,
Sura san? They must all be fought to the death?”

“Sometimes. A ghost is OK, though! Like
we already saw, a ghost is here for a reason. Find out the reason
and help the ghost, and you have solved its problem. Then you can
help it to move on. That is what being an exorcist, a
reibai, means. One who reaches out.” The fox straightened,
feeling full of herself. “You need to be really empathic if you’re
going to do this job right!”

Chiri gave a most understanding bow.

“It is a very complex calling. We are
fortunate that you are so accomplished.”

“That’s what I keep saying!” The fox
waved her hands. “I’m an artist! A diva! A kind of living national
treasure…”

Tonbo arrived, interrupting Sura’s flow
by depositing lunch into her lap.

“Lunch is ready, oh Living National
Treasure.” He placed chopsticks into Sura’s hand. “Try not to choke
on your ego as you eat.”

Sura saw that Kuno’s wry eye was upon
her. Feeling quite miffed, she sulkily began to eat.

“I’m under appreciated by you
people.”

Tonbo settled down beside her, placing a
pot of soup in easy reach.

“We appreciate you. Now eat.”

Sura’s sulk vanished after the first
mouthful. Chiri’s cooking was a delight: rice scattered with sesame
seeds and spice, pickled fish and chestnut soup – superb camp fare.
The team lounged back and ate a leisurely lunch, relishing every
mouthful.

More tea was made, and Sura dug into a
packet of rice biscuits, scattering crumbs far and wide. She leaned
back against the tree and gazed contentedly along the stream,
relishing the dance and dapple of sunlight in the leaves.

An elegant white shape strode up out of
the water. The crane stalked along the banks, walked past the camp
fire, and stood glaring at Sura in absolute annoyance.

“Kindly get off my clothing.”

Sura actually blushed. She leapt off the
folded robes and picked them up, trying to dust them free of
crumbs.

“Oh – sorry.” The fox tried to beat out
the worst of the grass stains. “Here we go!”

Sura held open the robes and enclosed
them about the crane. There was a shimmer, and the crane swiftly
swelled up into human form, sliding her long graceful arms into the
sleeves.

She was even taller than Sura – a great
slender stick of a woman with long black and white hair, and a look
of disdainful intelligence upon her face.

Sura had her nose over the edge of the
robes, peering in interest at the crane’s body. The crane spirit
glowered and slammed her robes shut, tying them irritably in
place.

“A fox spirit. That’s just what we
need…” The crane brushed at the fox hairs that clung to her
clothing. “Really – there is an inn just up the road! Why are you
people scaring the fish down here when you could be upstream,
getting drunk or scratching fleas?”

Sura flung the crane her obi. “Hey, I
said I was sorry about the clothing!” The fox muttered as she
tossed the woman her sandals. “Beanpole.”

The crane glowered at the fox. “Tick
incubator.”

Kuno came to the rescue. Polished,
handsome and utterly correct, he moved forward and gave a military
bow.

“I am Deputy Asodo Kuno. Please forgive
us for our intrusion, Crane san. My associate was not aware that
she was doing harm.” Tonbo kept Sura under control as Kuno
indicated the camp fire with an elegant motion of his hand.
“Perhaps we can offer you some of our poor fare, by way of
apology?”

The crane spirit stroked at her long
nose. She allowed herself to be mollified.

“Well – perhaps some tea then, samurai.
I thank you. I have travelled far today.”

The crane was led to a seat near the
fire. She very pointedly provided her own cup, bowl and chopsticks,
keeping them well away from Sura.

Chiri elegantly poured the woman a cup
of tea, and Tonbo found more rice and pickles. The crane spirit
nodded a bow to each, and straightened up her robes.

“Thank you, my dears. You are
refreshingly polite visitors.” The woman shook her head. “Really -
the tourists they get through here sometimes!”

Tonbo raised one hairy brow.

“Tourists?”

“Oh yes. The lake upstream is quite the
summer getaway. They all come crowding up there in the warmer
months. The season’s already started. Even Lord Ishigi is there.”
The crane sipped her tea, and thoughtfully eyed Tonbo’s heavy
armour and tetsubo. “You do not look like tourists….”

Tonbo gave a nod.

“Spirit Hunters.”

“Spirit Hunters?” The crane gave a sniff
of disapproval. “Well then, there’s no reason for you to be idling
about down here. I am told they have a ghost problem up at the
resort village of Mirror Lake. I’m sure your talents would best be
called for there.” The crane turned to point off and over the ford.
“It’s along this road, past the inn, and take the first fork to the
right.”

Kuno bowed.

“Aaah! Thank you, Crane san. We shall
indeed investigate.” The samurai rose to his feet. “We shall now
leave you to your peace.”

The crane gave a nod of acknowledgement,
and began to eat her meal. The Spirit Hunters washed their bowls
and took up their packs and weapons. With the crane spirit coolly
ignoring them, they began to make their way off across the
ford.

As Sura walked past the bird muttered
underneath her breath.

“Red headed mange merchant.”

Sura accidentally banged the crane with
the butt of her spear.

“Manky feather duster!”

The fox walked off after her friends.
She crossed over the stepping stones and ran to catch up with the
others. The earth elemental, Daitanishi, was floating along in the
air behind Chiri. The fox ambled along beside him, nodding to the
rock with a smile.

“Hey Daitanishi! You had a nice break?”
The fox admired the colours in the newly washed and polished rock.
“Wow. The striations are really looking good today!”

The rock seemed to somehow puff with
pride. He hovered at Sura’s shoulders as the group walked on, up
along the dirt road and on, on towards the soaring mountains.

 


 


The road rose up through hills – past
boulders and open fields of rock, and then on through a forest of
tall pines. Here and there, the Spirit Hunters encountered fellow
travellers: traders and holiday makers – even a lofty Buddhist
abbot carried in a palanquin. They were all heading towards Mirror
Lake, with its famous restful views. Sura chatted with the traders
as they walked – finally managing to swap a bottle of her least
favourite sakē for a sheaf of brand new yellow paper. She came
happily back and walked along beside Kuno for a while. She buffed
his armour with her tail and told an off-coloured joke or three,
while Kuno marched on in decorous tolerance.

A little roadside inn sat at some
crossroads, nestling beside a merry little waterfall. Here,
travellers took tea and meals before making the last hour of travel
up towards the lake. Messengers and traders from the crosswise road
were pausing to water their horses. A little fat maid ran about,
bringing forth rice balls and snacks on a stick to sell to
passers-by. Straw sandals, little towels and straw hats hung for
sale beside the road. The porch was filled with the sounds of meals
and merriment.

Three immaculately tasselled war horses
were tethered to a hitching rail. Sitting in the prize location on
the inn’s porch, perfectly positioned near the waterfall, three
armoured samurai were drinking tea. All three warriors wore
beautiful armour and equipment. One immense man had a huge six foot
long ‘field sword’ at his back. The second had an immaculate bow
and a sheaf of arrows. The third samurai had long, lustrous
straight hair, and kept a naginata within arm’s reach. She turned,
and spied the Spirit Hunters walking up into the inn.

Sano Moko, eldest daughter of the lord
of the Sano clan, arose. Kuno was wonderfully pleased to see her.
He strode forward and bowed to her, warrior to warrior.

“Sano Moko san. A great pleasure to see
you once again.”

“Asodo Kuno, it is pleasant to encounter
you.” The woman indicated her armoured companions as they stood and
bowed. “These are my companions Sano Fujiwa, and Midaki Yukio.
Fujiwa san, Yukio san – may I introduce Asodo Kuno, a skilled
swordsman. And this is the great monster slayer Tsunetomo
Tonbo.”

Sano flicked a glance towards Sura, and
spoke to Kuno

“You are still with your furry
companions?”

Sura came forward with an evilly
pleasant smile. She opened up her arms in joyous welcome.

“Kuno likes to always travel with
class.” The fox bowed to Moko’s companions. “Kitsune Sura and
Nezumi Chiri! Spirit Hunters, adventurers and paragons of fun, at
your service.”

The fox happily motioned for everyone to
sit down. Kuno and Moko walked aside to admire the waterfall, while
Sura took a seat between Fujiwa and Yukio. The fox signalled
merrily for a waitress.

“Plum wine here! Oh – and rice cakes. I
have a sweet tooth!” Sura called over to Sano Moko. “Moko san!
You’re putting on weight! It suits you.”

Moko glowered. She turned her back upon
Sura and sat to share a quiet pot of tea with Kuno. She kept her
steely gaze upon the water, furrowing her brows in thought.

Kuno savoured the scent of the tea, then
drank. He joined Sano Moko in contemplating the rushing, sparkling
waters.

“So, Moko san, you are travelling? This
is far from the Sano fief.”

“We are wandering.” Sano Moko remained
forever stern. “My father the clan lord has given us permission to
take the Warrior’s Path, and to travel in hope of increasing our
experience and skills.”

Kuno gave a stern nod of approval. “He
is a generous lord.”

Behind them, the maid came bustling back
and forth. Cakes and wine had been delivered to the table. Sura ate
and drank with zest. Mouth full and cup brimming, she called out to
Sano Moko.

“Moko san! How long have you been
bumming about?”

Moko slid a disdainful glance towards
the fox. “You mean travelling the Warriors Path?” The samurai
folded up her arms. “Since last we met. We are now seeking
challenges worthy of our skills.”

Sura finished downing her wine. The maid
brought over a large jug of sweet sakē. Sura gratefully took charge
of it, and slung it over her back as she gathered up her
equipment.

“Well, I can’t blame you for starting
small. Just don’t over-stretch yourself trying to emulate real
professionals!” Sura tied her sandals and called to Tonbo and
Chiri. “Right! Come on, guys! We’d better hurry if we’re going to
make that Mirror Lake place by evening.”

Sano glowered at the fox. “Please – do
not let me restrain you.”

Sura bid the other two samurai a
cheerful farewell. She stamped her sandalled feet, then happily
wandered back to the open road with her spear slung carelessly
across her shoulders. Chiri and Tonbo joined her – with Chiri
stopping to purchase a new towel from the maid.

Kuno patiently arose. He bowed to Sano
Moko and her companions. The handsome samurai discovered that Sura
had purchased new sandals for him. He settled the new footwear on
his feet, then followed the others out onto the road.

The fox was waiting for him. She
strolled along beside him, waving a hand back towards the inn.

“Why is everybody on my case today? Am I
not lovable enough?”

Behind her, Tonbo merely gave a
grunt.

The team headed north, mounting up a
long mountain road.

Sano lost sight of the four Spirit
Hunters, and returned to her companions. They sat for a while,
consulting maps and making plans, feeling certain that they were
instruments of a great destiny.

After a few moments, a maid came
discretely to the table. She bowed, and presented Sano Moko with a
bill.

“Here is your bill, honoured samurai.
Your good friend the fox said that you would cover her tab. She has
consumed a plate of cakes, one flask bottle of plum wine, and has
taken a bottle of our very best sweet sakē.”

Sano Moko read through the bill.
Seething with annoyance, she fetched coins to pay the bill, handed
them to the maid, and wished a variety of dire fates upon Kitsune
Sura.

 


 


For another two hours, the Spirit
Hunters followed a winding, twisting upland road. The warm spring
air was filled with the scent of bark and pine, almost tingling
against the skin. The forest all about them thinned as the soil
became stretched and sparse. Finally the road took them out through
a great, broad pass between two peaks. They found themselves
walking gently downhill again, on into a beautiful plateaux.

A ring of mountain peaks surrounded a
striking silver lake. Out in the lake, a red torii gate
glimmered upon a tiny isle. Cherry trees and plum trees grew in
gorgeous groves all about the shores. The blossoms were only just
sparkling into flower. The golden light of afternoon slanted down
across the peaks. Blue shadows spread across the lake shore, and
the lake sparkled a glorious pink and gold.

A beautiful little village sat beside
the shore. Lamps had been lit, spreading a cheery light into wide,
well swept streets. There were eating houses and a truly
magnificent inn, prosperous houses and little stores. The sounds of
music drifted from the inn, and a scent of sizzling fish and meat
brought a sharp tang to the air.

The dusty road was soft beneath the
weary traveller’s feet. As the Spirit Hunters walked on into the
village, peasants bowed and waved in welcome. There were carefree
tourists and travellers in the streets, drinking at little sakē
booths. A wandering samisen player entertained passers-by. Sura
flitted over and made inquiries at a sakē booth, and the owner came
out of his little shop and pointed her off along a little side
road. The fox thanked the man, then eagerly waved to the others to
join her. She pointed the way off along the side road, where a
walled compound glittered bright with lanterns.

“Lord Ishigi’s in residence at one of
his retainers’ mansions. We can pay our respects – and see what’s
going on with this ghost problem they have in town. With any luck,
we can get a high paid commission!” The fox rubbed her hands
together in anticipation. “Come on!”

Chiri hastened to catch up with the fox.
“But is it too late to call and visit? What if they are having
their evening meal?”

“Well that’s always the best time to
visit!” Sura dashed off behind a cherry tree. “Wait! Wait a
second!”

Sura dug about in her pack for her
formal clothes. She ducked behind the tree and pulled off her outer
robe, swiftly tying on her best bright coloured suikan robe,
patterned with little fox paws. She shimmered and changed into her
half-and-half form as she found her tall formal cap.

“Chiri! Get your rat-thing going! Makes
us look more mystical”

Sura settled the cap upon her
beautifully furred head. She had changed form into something part
way between human and animal – covered with fur, and sporting a
fine long muzzle with clever whiskers. She tugged her robes in
place, then dusted off her black-furred hands.

Beside her, Chiri also changed form. To
her elegant pink tail, she now added a delicate, white-furred rat
face. Her long white hair gleamed in the slanting sunlight. Sura
fussed about setting Chiri to rights – having to fight with
Bifuuko, who had definite ideas about the set of Chiri’s hair. With
everything in train, Sura tossed her backpack to Tonbo, then led
the way towards the mansion gates.

The Ishigi mansion had sturdy, plastered
wooden walls well-guarded by armed retainers. A pair of fully
armoured samurai stood guard at the main gate, commanding a small
force of archers. But their mood was merry: the gates stood open,
and both men and maidens moved about the courtyard enjoying the
coming twilight.

Three superbly tasselled war horses
stood in a row at one side of the courtyard. Sura stopped and
stared at the horses in shock. Chiri followed her gaze and gave a
puzzled frown.

“Isn’t that Sano san’s horse?”

Tonbo turned and gave a grunt.

“Good horses.”

Sura’s tail stood stiff in outrage. The
fox goggled.

“They took another road! That crane sent
us the long way around!” Sura banged the hilt of her spear against
the ground. “If I ever see that damned feather duster again, I’m
going to rip her plumes out one by one!”

Kuno held up a hand and tried to be the
voice of reason.

“Sura san, do please be calm. Since they
are on horseback, of course they travelled here more swiftly than
we.”

Chiri tilted her head to one side

“Then why did they not pass us on the
road, Kuno san?”

Sura gave a curse. “It’s that ‘Warrior
Path’ thing! They’re trying to beat us to the ghost!” The fox
smoothed her fur and flicked out her long sleeves, simply tossing
aside her anger. “It doesn’t matter. We’re the Spirit Hunters!”

Sura marched confidently forward towards
the samurai at Lord Ishigi’s gate. The gate commander – handsomely
armoured and sporting an immense moustache – caught sight of Sura
and came forward to greet her.

The fox merrily planted her spear and
gave a bow.

“Ho there! Samurai san! We are the
famous Spirit Hunters. Accept no substitutes!” Sura gave a great
wave of her fluffy tail. “We would like an audience with Lord
Ishigi at his first convenience.”

The other samurai and retainers guarding
the gate all immediately bustled forward. The moustachioed officer
gave a joyous bow and smiled in delight.

“Ah! Excellent – excellent! Is it about
the ghosts?”

The man’s greeting was oddly merry. Sura
felt a sudden twinge of caution.

“Um – yes.”

The samurai eagerly made way.

“Welcome Spirit Hunters! Welcome! I am
sure the Lord will see you immediately. Your timing is excellent.”
The man ushered the way forward to the mansion house. “This way
please!”

All through the courtyard, armoured
guards rose to their feet, cheerfully trying to get the view of the
new arrivals. Several of the men toasted Sura, calling out
greetings to the newcomers. Somewhat confused by the joyous
welcome, the Spirit Hunters moved past the guards and on into the
mansion buildings beyond.

 


 


The mansion was blessed with a great,
wide hall decorated in a comfortably ancient style. With screens
drawn wide open, the hall looked out across the walls and off
towards Mirror Lake. Sunset unrolled banners of scarlet, lavender
and beige across the darkening skies, while red light rippled on
the lake. The little village twinkled with lamps as holiday makers
strolled shores or wandered between the sakē booths. Out on the
lake shore, a distant shrine bell boomed. The sound was pleasingly
soothing in the warm night airs.

The hall was occupied by Lord Ishigi in
all his splendour. The man was a rogue through and through –
moustachioed like a hero out of legend. He sat in state upon a low
dais of tatami mats, attended by pages, maids, bodyguards and
retainers. He had a full sakē cup in hand and a twinkle in his eye.
Drink was flowing readily, and the upper retainers all matched
their lord draft for draft.

Sano Moko and her two companions were
kneeling at the centre of the hall, facing Lord Ishigi. Moko glared
daggers as Sura, Tonbo, Chiri and Kuno were all ushered in to make
their formal bow. The Spirit Hunters knelt at the entry to the
room, but Lord Ishigi seemed utterly delighted to see them. He
hastily finished a heroic swallow of sakē, eagerly beckoning his
visitors forward.

“Spirit Hunters! A pleasure to see you
once again! Kitsune Sura – up here and join us. Welcome – please,
welcome!” The clan lord indicated that a space was to be made
beside Sano Moko and her companions. Ishigi tapped a page with his
fan. “Tables and sake for our guests. Everyone – please be welcome!
Sit closer!” Lord Ishigi waved his fan at Sano Moko. “And you all
know Sano Moko from the sword tournament. Excellent! How pleasant
to see all of you here.”

The senior Ishigi retainers all beamed.
Small elbow tables were brought in by the maids, and an Ishigi
commander cheerfully passed a full sake bottle to Sura. Once
certain that everyone was served, Lord Ishigi sat back happily on
his mats. He clapped his fan into his hand in delight.

“Aaaah. Let me see, Priestess Sura. You
have come here about our famous ghosts?”

Sura bowed, looking wonderfully
competent in her tall cap and formal robes.

“Yes, Ishigi Sama. We thought perhaps to
offer our assistance.”

“What a coincidence! That is precisely
what has brought Sano Moko and her companions to our little
resort!”

Sano Moko shot a sidewise glare at
Sura.

“With the deepest respect, Lord Ishigi,
I feel that a delicate hand is required here. The affairs of so
great a lord should be handled with calm and discretion.”

Sura inclined her head – genial and
utterly unworried.

“Surely they should be handled by those
with the ability to deliver actual results? Anything less would be
a deep insult to his Lordship.”

Moko banged an armoured hand against her
breastplate. “The affairs of great lords should be left in the
hands of those to whom honour is second nature.”

“To some extent,” Sura agreed. “The Lord
might, however, prefer his affairs to be handled by persons of
actual intelligence…”

Sano Moko swivelled in her place and
gave a clipped bow towards Lord Ishigi.

“Lord Ishigi! I would be remiss if I did
not caution you against trusting ill-scented vagabonds.”

Sura placed a hand against her heart,
looking most distraught. “Moko san! You are too harsh upon
yourself. Your scent has scarcely bothered me all evening!”

Lord Ishigi watched the exchange with
great amusement. He shushed Moko with a good humoured wave of his
hands, bidding everyone to keep their sense of humour.

“Shhh! Peace! Peace! These are all
energetic arguments. The best we have heard all season!” The old
rogue shook his head. “Come – let me first describe our troubles to
you, and then you can judge whether you are fit to intervene.”
Maids brought in bottles of wine and little platters of
refreshments. Ishigi personally made sure that Sura was served.
“Drink! Drink! This is cherry wine, the local specialty.” The lord
was thoroughly enjoying himself.

“Drink, and I shall tell you about the
Lodge of Doves…”

Retainers, maids and guards all settled
closer, clearly enthusiasts of the tale. Lord Ishigi – a master
showman – flicked out his wide sleeves. He stroked his beard, made
slyly certain that his audience was listening, then gestured
towards the lake.

“Now… This area has always been a
holiday retreat for those who want peace and quiet – and time away
from the prying eyes of their companions. The lakeside is
wonderfully romantic.”

Ishigi leaned forward.

“Once, long ago, there were two couples
who would come here for their secret trysts. They would take a
house up in the Eastern pass – the Lodge of Doves. And so it
was, for many years, the lovers all met in perfect happiness.

“Alas, one day, there was an avalanche.
The lovers were all slain. A tragedy! A great tragedy! The Lodge of
Doves has remained forever empty – a desolate shrine to vanished
love.”

Lord Ishigi spread out his fan, holding
it as if to cast a shadow over his listeners.

“Ever since that time, the eastern pass
has been haunted. Now – the rise of the first spring moon summons a
terror to haunt the very shores of Mirror Lake. In the summers,
when the tourist season is at its height, the ghosts of those
lovers rise again. They will never relinquish the Lodge of Doves,
and their cold, dead grip holds the eastern pass in a grip of
terror…”

Ishigi sat back, well satisfied.

Kuno furrowed his brow, and stroked
thoughtfully at his moustache.

“Excuse me Lord – has the presence of
ghosts greatly damaged the village’s prosperity?”

Lord Ishigi quite happily took a drink.
“No no, Kuno san! I believe they have as many visitors as ever.”
The man wagged a finger. “However, we are keen to encourage any
newcomers who wish to try their hand at facing the ghosts.”

Sura finished the last few drops of
cherry wine in her cup, relishing the taste. She handed her cup to
a maid for refilling. “Seems simple enough. A straightforward
containment and banishment should do the trick.”

Sano Moko eagerly leaned forward.

“My Lord! We have gathered holy relics
from three ancient shrines! I am confident that my own team can
send these apparitions fleeing to the afterlife.”

Sura shot the woman a derisive
glance.

“Do you have the slightest clue how
exorcism actually works?”

Moko sat with her back erect and her
shoulders squared.

“It is simple enough. One need only have
faith in Tathāgata Buddha, and an
indomitable warrior spirit!”

The fox rolled her eyes.

Lord Ishigi sat back and tapped his fan
into his hand. He looked happily from Sura to Moko, seeming rather
pleased with his evening.

“Two birds bicker. Each cannot have the
one worm! I believe that only one group should investigate the
mystery at any given time, otherwise you will both be at cross
purposes.” Ishigi held his cup at a formal angle.

“We cannot have you both tripping over
one another. Please determine amongst yourselves which group will
first undertake to solve the problem. If that group will report
here at first light tomorrow, I will personally show them on their
way. And if the mystery should be solved… perhaps a purse of ten
gold koku to the winner?” Ishigi saw that his retainers all
approved. “Excellent! We shall see our first brave adventurers in
the morning. Until then, I invite both parties to stay at the
Lakeside Inn as our guests. At least, for your first night…”

Lord Ishigi hid a smirk behind his wine
cup.

“Rest well. I’m sure you shall need all
of your strength tomorrow…”

Lord Ishigi indicated that the interview
was over. The Spirit Hunters bowed. Sano Moko and her two comrades
bowed. Kitsune Sura and Sano Moko considered each other, then
quietly withdrew.

The Sano samurai all marched swiftly out
to mount their horses and ride to the village inn. Sura and her
companions moved more slowly, walking out into the mansion
courtyard. They watched Sano Moko and her friends ride away. The
Spirit Hunters paused to tie on their sandals, and looked about at
the guards and servants all around them.

The Ishigi samurai and foot soldiers
were all smiling and waving. The guard commander himself came to
bow them through the gates and out into the road. Sura sucked on a
fang as she stood in the gateway, then looked back at the main hall
in puzzlement.

“Was he acting a little weird?”

Chiri could only shake her head. She
felt quite mystified.

“Kuno san… Why are they all
laughing?

The samurai gave a frown, smoothing down
his moustache. “Perhaps it is the holiday mood? What are your
thoughts, Tonbo san?”

Tonbo looked back at the main hall, then
gave a growl.

“I think we should forget this one.”

Sura’s fur instantly stood on end.
“What? Lose ten gold koku? Ten whole gold koku? And to that snooty
Sano Moko? Never!” Sura took Chiri eagerly beneath her arm. “Chiri!
What would you do with your share of the money?”

The rat blushed delicately beneath her
fur.

“Gold pieces? Real gold pieces? It has
been a long, long time since I have seen even one.” The girl
blinked, unable to really think. “Well, I… perhaps I would buy
paper and inks so that I could finish the story I am writing.”

Sura enthusiastically waved her
hand.

“See? This poor girl’s literary career
is on the line here! It is our artistic duty to get that
money.”

Kuno looked knowingly at the fox. “And
incidentally to annoy Sano Moko.”

“With luck, we can get right up her
nose!” Sura pointed her spear on towards the inn. “Let’s go!”

Sura, Tonbo and Kuno walked off along
the road. Chiri hung back. She turned and walked politely over to
two of the Ishigi guards, and gave a bow.

“Excuse me please, Samurai san. But why
are you all so full of mirth?”

The first samurai cleared his throat,
trying to keep a straight face.

“Forgive us, Nezumi san. We merely
suspect that your group may be about to... ah….”

The second man chimed in. “Bite off more
than they can chew?”

Both samurai collapsed with laughter.
Chiri backed nervously away. She hurried after her friends,
catching up and hearing Sura doing her sums. The fox ticked amounts
off on her long black fingers.

“A meal of one bowl of rice and a pot of
tea – one copper piece! A month of three meals a day – one silver
piece. A year – one gold piece! So for four of us, ten koku is two
and a half years of crappy living. Or one and a quarter years of
sort of OK living. Or six months of sakē, fried chicken and rice
cakes! Do you see what I’m saying?”

Kuno sighed, hoping the enthusiastic
tirade would end.

“Ten thousand, nine hundred and fifty
bowls of rice. The mathematics is well within our
capabilities.”

The fox pranced in enthusiasm.

“So you can see how important this is!
It’s operating expenses. We need operating expenses!” She had a new
thought. “We could get Chiri a really slinky robe! Oooh – we could
get me a really slinky robe…!”

Tonbo kept on plodding towards the
inn.

“Keep walking. Change form. Don’t make
the peasants nervous.”

Sura planted a hand against her
breastplate. “Nervous? Of me? Foxes are lovable!”

Tonbo could only growl. Sura sighed and
reverted back to her human form, then linked arms with Chiri. She
chattered merrily, her head seething with schemes as she took her
friends on into the beautiful little village.
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Chapter
3

The main inn at the village of Mirror
Lake was delightfully luxurious. Balcony rooms overlooked the lake
itself, with a clear stream running bright and clear through the
garden. The common room was wide and high, with balconies
overlooking a broad area used for eating, drinking and playing
games. There was a well-stocked bar and a very busy kitchen – and a
cook that knew how to make Sura’s beloved noodles with crispy
chicken.

With Lord Ishigi footing the bill, Sura
had ordered a veritable feast, with plum wine, sizzling fish and
Tonbo’s favourite dumplings. The four Spirit Hunters took their
meal at one side of the common room, while Sano Moko and her
friends ate an austere, business-like meal at the other. Sura
eagerly snapped up her food, but kept a considering eye upon Sano
Moko – who watched the fox sidewise in return.

The crane spirit entered the room. She
hastened over to Sano Moko’s table, and hunkered down in conference
with the three Sano samurai. Sura hissed, and immediately whispered
into Kuno’s ear.

“That damned bird! See? It’s a
conspiracy!”

Kuno was wonderfully calm about it all.
“The crane seems to be well travelled and experienced. They have
probably all joined together out of mutual admiration and
respect.”

Sura gave a curse.

“Three samurai and a snooty bird.” She
sat back and wrinkled her nose in thought. “So come on! Think! How
are we going to get this case?”

Sura, Kuno and Chiri all looked over
towards Moko and her friends. The crane spirit and Sano samurai
were watching them, glare for glare. Kuno nodded and firmly set his
tea cup aside.

“We have to resolve this through some
form of contest. Perhaps a trial of skill with practice
weapons?”

Tonbo shook his head, serving himself
more dumplings.

“You beat her once. She’ll be too wary
to try that again.”

Chiri leaned forward. “Perhaps some
other samurai skill?”

“Eck!” Sura flicked a telling glance at
Kuno. “For the god’s sake, don’t say poetry.”

Kuno sniffed and pretended not to
understand the remark. He poured himself more tea.

Sura huffed thoughtfully, set her cup
aside, then bawled clean out across the room.

“Oi! You there! Sano san! What should we
do?”

Sano Moko rose from her seat. She looked
craftily over her opponents, before walking out into the centre of
the floor.

“Perhaps a test of skill?” Moko
cheerfully waved a hand towards the garden. “An archery contest
would have suitable dignity. We can fire from the balcony at a mark
in the garden.”

One of the Sano Samurai was clearly a
skilled archer. He had a reel of spare bowstrings on his belt, and
kept his shooting glove with him at all times. Sura arose and
genially waved the idea away.

“No no no! We could never inconvenience
the other guests by disturbing the courtyard.”

“It would be no bother.”

Sura placed a hand against her breast.
“I will not hear of it! Disturb these poor people?” She shook her
head, then seemed to have a felicitous thought. “But yes! Perhaps a
wrestling match between your champion and ours?”

The crane spirit and the three Sano
samurai looked over at Tonbo, who was clearly vast enough to punt
them all about a wresting ring like a football. Sano Moko coughed,
then rapidly made excuses.

“You are clearly all tired after your
long march. It would be unfair on you, since my own men have ridden
on horseback…” Suddenly the woman took on a calculating look.

“Chance brought us together. Perhaps a
game of chance should decide the issue?”

Sura instantly tied back her
sleeves.

“An excellent choice! I just may happen
to have some excellent dice at hand!”

Moko held up a finger.

“Not so fast! Let me pick one person
from your group. You pick one from ours. Those are the two who will
play against each other.”

Sura grumbled, wrinkling her nose.

“Well – if you insist. Very well.”

Sura gathered her companions. They held
a swift conference, with Sura poking her head up once or twice to
keep an eye upon Sano Moko. Bifuuko and Daitanishi poked up out of
the group, peeking at the opposition before disappearing from
view.

The Sano samurai were buried in a
huddle, while the crane spirit sat elegantly drinking tea beside
them. Sura stepped forward, stroked her nose, and then pointed to
Sano Moko.

“Very well. We choose you.”

Moko thoughtfully rubbed her hands
together. “And I believe we shall choose…. Tonbo san.”

Sura made an easy acquiescence. Sensing
fun, the innkeeper cleared the central space in the room. Villagers
and visitors all excitedly formed a ring. Drinks were brought, and
bets were called. Off-duty Ishigi samurai crowded around in droves.
Sura sidled around the chaos, and sat herself on the corner the
crane spirit’s dinner table.

“Hey, bird brain!”

The crane – elegance incarnate –
continued eating for a few moments before speaking. “It was my
suggestion that Sano san should choose a champion from amongst you.
This way there will be no foxy tricks.”

Sura put an arm about the crane spirit
and protested her own innocence.

“Hey – I stand right here – I do not
touch the dice! In fact, I am so shocked at your implications, I
will now allow you to buy me a drink to soothe my indignation.”

She took charge of a full bottle of plum
wine. The crane spirit wrinkled her nose.

“Hmph. Very well. You may drink it to
kill the pain of seeing Sano san seize the victory.” The crane
flicked Sura away with a wave of her hand. “Now psssst! Over
there! I shall finish eating in peace!”

Sura ambled away, apparently quite happy
with the shape of events. Sano Moko and her companions slid into
their seats beside the crane. They put their heads together in a
whispered conference.

Sano Moko gave an urgent hiss.

“They are sure to cheat! We must change
the odds and cheat them first!”

The slender archer scowled. “Isn’t that
dishonourable?”

“Only if you are caught! A good samurai
must always use their wits to assure victory!”

The crane spirit leaned deeper into the
huddle.

“We will outwit them.”

The bird used her sleeve to hide
something from unwanted eyes. She revealed a little wicker cup that
had been hidden in her robes.

“This cup has a false bottom. Squeeze it
here, and it releases what is inside.” The crane secretly
demonstrated, then brought forth a pair of dice. “Now – conceal
these normal dice in your hand. Allow the other team to
throw first! The fox will surely hide the official dice, and swap
them for loaded dice of her own.” The crane put the cup into Moko’s
hands. “Insist on shaking the cup yourself before Tonbo’s first
throw. Squeeze the secret catch, and trap her loaded dice inside
the cup. Then slip the normal dice into the cup.” The crane spirit
was alive with malicious delight. “It’s brilliant! The Spirit
Hunters will now be rolling with normal dice. When it is time for
your throw, squeeze the cup and retrieve their loaded dice. You
then will be using their own cheating dice against them! A clear
moral victory!”

Sano Moko was quite overjoyed.

“And it is not really cheating, since it
uses their own foul trick against them!”

Moko and the crane toasted one another.
They laughed heartily, then strolled forward to begin the game.

The audience cheered. Looking the very
picture of innocence, Sura strode towards the other team and opened
her arms wide.

“Dear colleagues – if you are ready we
shall begin!” The fox indicated the empty circle that was now
ringed with eager spectators. Chiri was just dusting the tatami
mats clean, with Bifuuko whirring her wings to help blow away any
lingering dirt. Sura motioned the way for the Sano team to enter
the inner circle.

“Now, are we agreed on the rules? Both
sides make three rolls in a row. We total the score. The team with
the highest overall total wins.”

Sano Moko gave a sharp nod of her
head.

“Agreed! Tonbo san – you may have the
honour of making your three rolls first.”

The innkeeper brought forward a pair of
dice. Sura helped the man through the crowd, but accidentally
bumped him. The dice fell to the ground. The fox dusted the man off
in apology.

“Oh how clumsy of me! Here, let me
retrieve them!”

The fox passed dice back to the
innkeeper, who bobbed his head in gratitude. Sano Moko and the
crane spirit traded sly, knowing glances. The crane strode forward,
bringing the wicker dice cup.

“Please, let us use this handsome cup!”
The innkeeper dropped the dice into the cup, and the crane swiftly
turned to Sano Moko. “Moko san, please shake the dice and make sure
that they move freely.”

Sano Moko took the cup in her hands,
squeezing it so that the secret hatch opened inside, trapping the
dice. She dropped the pair of dice that she held concealed in her
palm into the cup, and shook it so that the rattle could be heard.
Satisfied, Moko passed the cup to Tonbo. The crane rubbed her hands
together in satisfaction.

“Good! Tonbo san. It is your roll.”

Tonbo jogged the dice cup in his hand.
He flicked a glance over towards Sura.

“Is there any special way I should be
doing this?”

The fox seemed quite unconcerned. She
lifted her drink in salute.

“Not particularly.”

Tonbo seated himself, shook the cup, and
clapped it onto the floor face-down. He lifted the cup, and the
innkeeper called out the score.

“Seven! Two and five –
seven!”

Sano Moko and the crane spirit smiled:
clearly these were very ordinary dice. The innkeeper picked up the
dice, showing them clearly to one and all, then dropped them in the
cup and handed it back to Tonbo.

The big samurai made a second roll. He
lifted the cup to show a pair of threes. The innkeeper positively
crowed.

“Six! The honoured samurai rolls a
six!”

Kuno frowned, but Sura seemed unworried
by the lacklustre scores. She helped herself to another drink as
the dice were shaken and cast for Tonbo’s final roll.

“Five! The samurai rolls a five!
Making a total of twenty.”

Some spectators groaned – others
cheered. Sano Moko looked utterly confident as she took up the
cup.

“Tonbo san! You clearly should give up
gambling.”

Sura waved the back of her hand. “Just
take your rolls.”

Sano Moko secretly discarded the dice,
dropping them into the crane spirit’s empty sakē cup. She squeezed
the wicker dice cup to liberate the loaded dice, and shook the cup
vigorously left and right. Moko slammed down the cup, then whipped
it up again with an enthusiastic “Ha!” – smirking
confidently at the crowd.

The innkeeper scuttled back and forth,
quite astounded.

“Two!”

Sano Moko and her companions all gaped
at the dice. Moko snatched them up – then saw Kuno’s stern eye upon
her. She blankly dropped the dice back into the cup, and shook it
to and fro.

Moko made another cast. Everyone leaned
forwards, and she plucked the cup up off the mats to reveal yet
another pair of ones.

“Two! The honoured lady scores a
two!”

The crane spirit hurried over to Moko
with a large cup of sake. She took the dice cup from Moko as the
samurai drank. As she passed the dice cup back, the crane whispered
eagerly into Moko’s ear.

“It’s alright, Sano San! I switched the
old dice back!”

Moko positively gnashed her teeth.

“Fool! The most they can roll is a
twelve! The Spirit Hunters will still win!”

The crane spirit wilted. Mathematics was
apparently not her strongest suite. Annoyed, resigned and aware
that something had gone horribly wrong, Sano Moko made her final
cast of the dice. She scored nine points. The innkeeper threw up
his hands in sympathy.

“And a nine! That makes a total of
thirteen! The Spirit Hunters are the winners!”

The audience applauded – wagers changed
hands. Someone clapped Tonbo on the back and hurt their hand.
Deflated, Sano Moko and the crane spirit retreated back to their
dinner table. Moko was utterly astounded.

“I don’t understand it! We cheated. We
should have won!”

The crane felt a sudden horrible,
creeping suspicion.

“Unless…. They knew that we would cheat,
and so the dice they substituted were actually weighted to
lose…”

Sano Moko blinked.

“Which means that they knew that
we knew that they would cheat…!”

The crane shot a dire glance at Sura.
The fox looked over towards her and gave a cheery little wave. The
bird could only stand there and seethe.

“Damn but I hate foxes!”

Sura received two drinks from a
well-wisher, and carried them over to Chiri, standing with her in a
quiet corner. Chiri had retrieved the loaded dice that the crane
spirit had discarded into an empty cup. She shook the two dice
quietly out into her hand. The two dice merged, shimmered, and took
shape once again as Daitanishi the earth elemental.

Sura handed a drink to Chiri.

“Thank you Chiri!” The fox polished
Daitanishi with her sleeve. “And thank you, Daitanishi san, you
clever little thing!”

The earth elemental sniggered. He hopped
back up onto Chiri’s shoulder, where he went into a conversation
with Bifuuko. Perfectly happy, Chiri raised her cup to Sura and the
others in salute.

“Kampai!”

“Kampai!” Sura tossed back her drink in
a single draft. “Oooh – we need plum wine! The crane needs
to buy me a plum wine!”

Chiri looked loving and patiently at
Sura.

“You are planning on going over to there
to rub it in?”

“Oh yes! Absolutely! Life’s little
pleasures must be wrung out to the full! Hey – it’s a Taoist
thing!” Sura looked contentedly at the glowering crane spirit. “Oh
– this is killing her! This is absolutely killing her!”

Sura gave a blissful sigh.

“I love being a fox.”

 


 


The next morning bloomed clear and fine
across the broad expanse of Mirror Lake. The feet of the mountains
were covered with flowering plum and cherry blossoms, their colours
reflected brilliantly across the water. The torii gate shone red
and striking upon its little isle.

Sura kitted herself out for a day of
ghost hunting. She had painted up a dozen new spell papers, working
through the first hours of the morning, using arts almost forgotten
in the human world. She tied her long hair back into its
white-tipped ponytail, and pulled on her breastplate over her
robes. A fistful of throwing spikes in a little sheath went through
her sash, next to her long, straight kodachi short sword.
Fresh white chains of spell papers were folded and hung from
beneath the head of her long spear. She finished the whole ensemble
by slinging a large jug of cherry wine across her back. Sura
marched out of the inn and into the gardens, finding the others
patiently awaiting her. She handed each of her companions a pair of
spell papers for safety’s sake, hanging a charm from the shoulder
plates of Tonbo and Kuno’s armour, and pinned another to Chiri’s
sleeve.

The four Spirit Hunters set out into the
village streets. Maids from the inn all came out to excitedly wave
them off, pointing out the road that lead towards the haunted
lodge. Village people emerged from shops and houses to eagerly wave
farewell. They followed after the Spirit Hunters all the way to the
edge of the village, merrily nudging one another and laughing. The
entire village seemed to be in a holiday mood.

Kuno looked over towards the villagers
and frowned.

“They all seem remarkably cheerful for
residents of a haunted town.”

Sura shrugged. “They know our
reputation! They know their troubles are all over!” The fox waved
to the nearest villagers. “Good morning! We’ll soon be right into
it!”

For some reason, the villagers all
laughed. Some of them seemed to be making bets. Sura ignored it
all, and pointed to an impressive camp enclosure over by the
road.

Lord Ishigi himself was waiting at the
road. He was attended by his hatamoto – his inner bodyguard
– as well as samurai, foot soldiers, and a gaggle of delighted
maids.

Ishigi was dressed for a holiday, with
comfortable robes and a parasol to shade him. He strode merrily
forward with maids and men, actually coming forward to greet the
Spirit Hunters as they arrived. The group knelt and bowed, and Lord
Ishigi beamed.

“Ah, Spirit Hunters! Something told me
it would be you!”

Kuno was immensely pleased. He bowed to
Ishigi.

“My lord! It is an honour to see you
again.”

“It is a delight to share so fine a
morning with you.” Lord Ishigi waved his fan towards the road.
“Come come – I will show you to the pass myself.”

Kuno blinked with surprise.

“My lord! You do us too great an
honour!”

“No no! I insist! It will be most
edifying to see you at your work.” Ishigi smoothed his handsome
moustache.

“I wish to be the first to witness your
progress.”

Lord Ishigi decided not to ride – it was
a lovely day for a stroll. He indicated that the Spirit Hunters
should walk beside him. The entire swarm of bodyguards, maids,
soldiers and servants came along in a merry procession, as Lord
Ishigi indicated a side road off and away from the lake.

The path led off amongst rows of gnarled
old plum trees heavy with budding blossoms. The entire procession
walked amiably on towards a narrow mountain pass. Lord Ishigi
chatted cheerily with Sura about monsters fought and cases solved.
Birds sang in the trees, and a cool breeze drifted from the lake,
stirring the budding cherry flowers.

They came to a rise in the road, where
the tree line finally ended. Lord Ishigi surveyed the path, then
pointed the way forward with his fan.

“The Lodge of Doves was just down here.
The avalanche site is easily spotted. Do be careful of the loose
stones. I should not like you to be hurt.”

Kuno bowed.

“You are too kind, my Lord.”

“A shrine was set up at the site. Quite
impressive, I am told! Not that it receives all that many
visitors…” Lord Ishigi gave a shrug. “The gate is unlocked. Most
groups march straight in.”

Chiri stood to one side, examining the
pass. Her tall pink ears twitched, and she tilted her head.

“Most groups?”

Lord Ishigi was eagerly straightening
his robes. He ushered Kuno forward along the path.

“Now now! You must be getting along. The
inn is expecting your speedy return!”

Lord Ishigi’s men had set up a viewing
enclosure for him complete with a stool, banners, refreshments,
parasols and screens. He waved happily to the Spirit Hunters as
they bowed to him and walked off towards the pass. Ishigi samurai
and foot soldiers lined a rise beside the road. As the Spirit
Hunters passed, Lord Ishigi formally opened up his fan, took
position, and bellowed out a ritual battle cheer.

“Ei! Ei!”

The soldiers flung up their arms and
bellowed out a joyous reply.

“Oooooooooooooh!”

The Spirit Hunters walked onwards. Tonbo
hung back for a moment, looked over the Ishigi camp, and scratched
his stubble in puzzlement. Shouldering his massive tetsubo, he
followed his friends up into the pass.

 


 


The path moved into a narrow mountain
pass overshadowed by magnificent cliffs. A slim, brilliant
waterfall spilled down from high above, splashing into a rocky
pool.

A mansion stood at the gateway to the
pass. Tall palisades coated in weathered old plaster surrounded
gardens and a great, wide hall. The heavy gates were slightly open,
as if beckoning guests to enter. But the rear half of the entire
compound had been buried beneath a mass of rocks and boulders: the
fallen cliff had crashed down to obliterate a large section of the
old manse.

The crossbeam above the heavy gate held
a Sanskrit inscription of four symbols. Sura sank into cover and
moved carefully closer through a screen of ferns, cautiously
inspecting the ruins from a distance.

Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno joined her. Kuno
whispered quietly toward Sura.

“What are those symbols?”

Sura peered at the gate and ducked back
down. “Sanskrit: love, laughter, revelry and gaiety.”

“People after your own heart.”

Sura pulled carefully back behind rocks
and boulders. She held a whispered conference with her
companions.

“Alright. I’ve got my shield wards
ready. We go in there carefully and professionally. Chiri – take
your elementals, climb the wall in rat form and scout the way
ahead. Kuno, Tonbo, you make a rush to the wall over at the far
corner near the rock slide once she signals the all clear. I’ll
follow. We’ll avoid the gate, hop the wall at the back, and slip in
quietly. Then we lay the spell papers down secretly, make a noise
to attract the ghosts and trap ‘em cold!” The fox looked to each of
her friends. “Agreed?”

The others all nodded – brisk, efficient
and professional. Sura whirled her spear and tucked it underneath
her arm. She rose to carry out the mission, eyes flashing as the
breeze stirring heroically through her hair.

“The Spirit Hunters are on the job!”
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Chapter
4

A warm morning sun stole softly inward
through closed shoji screens. The light caressed slowly across the
tatami mats, passing delicately on into a great, wide bedroom.

It was a vast, opulent room decorated in
the most lavish possible style – the finest that the Mirror Lake
inn had to offer. Female underwear lay strewn carelessly across the
floor. Robes – obi belts and robes. They had been dropped
carelessly amidst the remains of an impossibly lavish feast: plates
of food, bowls of half-eaten delicacies and empty bottles scattered
all across the floor.

Sura lay in bed in her ‘half-and-half’
form – naked, furred and utterly luxuriant. She felt an immense,
absolute wellbeing – sated, pampered and utterly at peace with the
universe. There was a gorgeous scent in her nostrils, and a
delicious warmth beside her. Sura rolled over, making a noise of
total satisfaction, feeling something warm, supple and silky
cuddled up against her. The fox gave a smile and opened up her
blurry eyes.

She was nose to nose with Chiri. They
were both utterly naked.

Both women went from a dreamy smile to
sheer confusion. Suddenly they each catapulted backwards, both
fighting for the same quilt to cover themselves. Chiri was also in
half-and-half form, white furred and blushing. She tried to cover
herself with her hands as both she and Sura flashed glances over
the scattered evidence of discarded underwear and sakē jugs. They
stared at one another in horrified astonishment – then both women
gave a screech of shock.

Hastily wrapped in robes, the pair came
stumbling out of the inn. Both raced to the stream in the garden,
and began to vigorously wash out their mouths. They finally slowed
down and shot one another guilty, mortified looks, haunted by
blurred, half remembered flashes from the night before.

They looked at the other side of the
stream.

Tonbo and Kuno were both there,
hurriedly washing out their mouths. The Spirit Hunters all stopped
and looked at one another, utterly embarrassed.

The team all rose and walked back
towards the inn together – stiff and utterly mortified. Sura kept
her eyes on the path ahead.

“Let us never speak of this again…”

The inn’s main balcony was packed with
villagers, who all cheered in unison as the Spirit Hunters trudged
up from the stream. At the other side of the garden, Lord Ishigi,
his hatamoto, his guards and his maids all waited merrily, with his
lordship sitting in state upon a stool covered with a tiger skin.
Lord Ishigi opened up his fan in gleeful salute, and the Ishigi
samurai all threw up their arms and cheered in unison.

Kuno tried to keep his composure. He
maintained a stiff face as he marched along beside Sura.

“So it seems we were possessed?”

The fox was taking the incident with far
less grace. She stomped along with ears flat and tail held low.
“Alright, alright! It happens! Incident over – let’s move on.”

Seething, Sura led the way back into the
inn. A maid had laid out two tables for breakfast: red rice, fried
bream, and rice cakes, each laid out for two. Sura sat herself
down, tossing aside a sprig from a sacred tree that lay beside the
food.

“Yes – ha ha. A newlywed’s breakfast.”
The fox irritably opened a bowl and found that it contained sweet
porridge. “This is a real spectator sport for you people, isn’t
it.”

Sano Moko emerged from her sleeping room
– tousled and deeply annoyed by all of the activity. She peered at
the formal breakfast in confusion.

“What is it? What’s all the noise?”

Sura sourly swallowed tea.

“Nothing! Go back to bed!”

“Ha! After all the noise you people made
last night? You must have drunk the whole town dry!” Sano Moko
tightened her sash. “You should stop wasting time and go and attend
to those ghosts!”

Kuno blinked – utterly mortified.

“We made noise, Sano san?”

The female samurai positively
glowered.

“You most certainly made fools of
yourselves, Kuno san. I have no idea what you were thinking! Clear
through into the hour of the ox! Food, wine, drunken dancing!” Moko
threaded her kodachi through her sash. “My comrades and I had to
take a long walk about the lake until you had all finally gone to
bed. And even then, you were still most raucous! I cannot imagine
what you were doing!”

Kuno rubbed his eyes. He felt decidedly
hung over, and the scent of breakfast was doing him no good at all.
“I’m not sure that I can either.”

Sura became deeply interested in serving
herself breakfast. Tonbo stoically drank tea. For her part, Chiri
immediately caught the hiccups.

Sura was soon animated by a ferocious,
determined energy. She crammed down breakfast, urging the others to
eat. She drank her morning rice-milk on the run, already heading to
her room to fetch her equipment. The others raced to match her,
tightening belts and finding their scattered armour.

Sura emerged with spear, breastplate,
hat and an ongoing glower of annoyance. She kept herself in
half-and-half form, her hair still unbound. She collected her
companions and marched out of the inn, heading for the road.

Villagers cheered and children followed
skipping in their wake. Lord Ishigi was settling down to a fine day
of fishing and sport beside the lake. He toasted the Spirit Hunters
as they marched past. Sura stamped onward in a wonderful mix of
foul temper and fragile dignity.

Chiri’s hiccups were growing ever worse.
She looked quite miserable.

“Oh! I have the hiccups!” She looked to
the others. “I always get the hiccups when I’m embarrassed!”

Tonbo retied his helmet cords as he
marched. “Ball your fist. Push it into your solar plexus and hold
your breath.”

Chiri struggled to hold her breath as
she walked along the path. Sura cursed and muttered at her
side.

“Yeah – very funny, people. Ha ha!” The
fox tugged down her hat. “Alright. So these four lovers get killed.
Let me guess – gay lovers. And now their ghosts possess travellers
so they can keep on having their damned holidays.”

Kuno grimly shook his head.

“I am most aggrieved that information
has been kept from us.”

“It’s virtually the town’s main
entertainment!”

Tonbo gave a thoughtful scowl.

“Hmph. Possession…”

Sura dismissed the entire idea.

“We’re the Spirit Hunters! We can handle
possession! It’s all a matter of skill, determination and applied
brain power!”

Shadowed by furtive, delighted
villagers, the Spirit Hunters moved on towards the mountain pass.
Chiri’s hiccups refused to be cured. Kuno brought the rat girl a
drink of water.

“Did Tonbo san’s advice bring you any
relief?”

“Forgive me!” Chiri held her middle. “Ow
– it hurts!”

Kuno gave a scowl. He turned to
Sura.

“Perhaps we should scare her?”

“Fine! Just read her one of your
poems.”

The samurai dusted his breastplate, not
deigning to answer. He patiently helped Chiri drink water and hold
her breath. At last the hiccups abated. Chiri heaved a sigh of
relief, and they walked on towards the pass.

Their hangovers were slowly fading. The
walk, the open air – it all seemed to help. They passed cold tea
back and forth, slowly feeling more like themselves as they moved
between the cherry blossoms. But for Sura, sheer annoyance was the
best possible medicine. She forged ahead, stamping her angry way
along the road.

No one – but no one – was going
to triumph over this little red fox!

They made their way into the mountain
pass. This time, the team slid down into a ditch and carefully made
their way close to the ruined mansion. They hid behind a screen of
weeds and scanned the nearby gate. Nothing moved – no strange
breeze stirred. Sura could sense no spirits lurking in the nearby
shadows. The group slid back down behind the weeds to confer.

Tonbo scowled. His gauntlets creaked as
he flexed his fists about his tetsubo.

“How did they get us last time?”

Kuno sternly set his shoulders.

“It must have been something about our
technique.” The samurai searched himself for faults. “Perhaps we
were too cautious? They sensed Chiri san’s approach, and ambushed
us as we went across the wall.”

Tonbo nodded. “Hmph. We can try a faster
attack.”

It made sense. Sura hunched down,
gathering the others in a tight group about her – elementals and
all.

“Alright then. We have my fu
papers. We enchant our weapons so they can damage spirits. We
charge through the front gate, ready to parry any attacks. Surround
them, trap them, banish them. Right?”

The others were instantly filled with
her enthusiasm. All nodded agreement.

Sura and Chiri formed their spells.
Chiri summoned a water elemental from the nearby waterfall, merging
the creature into one of her gleaming natagama. Daitanishi plunged
into Tonbo’s tetsubo, while Bifuuko swept into Kuno’s sword.

“Dearest playmates, heed my call. Club of Earth!
Sword of Air! Water natagama!”

Sura swirled her spear then gripped it
en garde. The blade now rippled with searing white
light.

“Spirit Lance!”

Sura rose up and waved the others
forward into the charge.

“Spirit Hunters! Let’s go!”

In a solid wave of gleaming steel, the
Spirit Hunters stormed straight into the mansion.

 


 


Dawn light stole softly across Mirror
Lake, gently shimmering through the blossom trees. Fishermen
stirred: villagers awakened, dressed, and hurried out onto the
streets. It was the beginning of a promising new day.

In the village inn, laughing maids began
to prepare breakfast for the many guests. In the sleeping quarters
a maze of empty bottles and dirty dishes were strewn all about the
floors.

A horrible screech came from the
sleeping quarters. Dressed hastily in one another’s robes, Chiri
and Sura burst out of a bedroom, raced to the stream and began
frenziedly washing out their mouths. Sura dunked her entire head,
shaking her wet fur and staring about herself in mortified
shock.

Kuno and Tonbo were washing out their
own mouths again on the far side on the river. Tonbo rubbed at his
aching jaw, scowling and working at his chops. Kuno suddenly looked
puzzled, reached into his robe and pulled out a horse bridle. He
looked at Tonbo, and hurriedly threw the thing away.

The four Spirit Hunters came trudging up
through the garden towards the inn. Bifuuko and Daitanishi flitted
ahead before them, clearly embarrassed. Once again, the villagers
had rushed to the edge of the garden to cheer. Once again, Ishigi
samurai and foot soldiers raised their hands and roared in gleeful
greeting. With immense dignity, Sura and her companions walked past
them all and back into the inn – where smirking maids had once
again laid out a honeymoon breakfast.

Sura scratched about inside her borrowed
robes. She came out with a two folded slips of paper that had each
been tied about a flower.

Tonbo gloomily put his head into his
hands.

“We must be running up quite a
bill.”

Sura had unfolded the papers. She read
one note and wilted.

“Oh great. This time my one left a thank
you note, and compliments me on my… Ah...” The fox blushed and
swiftly put the note away. “Yeah, she complimented me on my – ah –
sensitivity.” Sura handed the second note to Chiri. “Oh – and
apparently this one’s for you.”

The white rat read the note, put a hand
to her throat and turned quite red.

“Oh! Oh my! It seems they – ah – feel we
both have…. Chemistry.”

Chiri immediately caught the hiccups
again.

Red rice, fried bream: Sura ordered rice
milk and porridge to settle her stomach. The damned ghosts had
clearly drunk like a gaggle of thirsty horses, and Sura was the one
left with the hangover. The fox worked her chops, drank tea, and
thought dire thoughts.

Her hangover was deep and horrible.
Bifuuko fanned Chiri’s brow, while Daitanishi sat amongst the
breakfast plates and cast an ironic gaze at Sura.

The fox quaffed back tea then headed for
her equipment.

“Right! That does it. These ghosts are
toast!”

Sura was in an absolute seething rage.
The other Spirit Hunters resignedly arose and went to find their
equipment. Chiri changed out of Sura’s robe – a garment comically
too large for her – and found her last spare clothes: everything
else reeked of spilled wine.

Looking decidedly dishevelled, the
Spirit Hunters trudged out into the village road. In a little booth
at the lake shore, the Crane Spirit, Sano Moko and the two Sano
samurai were all enjoying a breakfast of fried eggs, rice and soup.
Small fish were sizzling on the grill beside them, and Chiri moved
hastily away from the wrenching wave of smells.

Sano Moko was greatly amused by Sura’s
appearance. She motioned to Sura’s tousled hair with her
chopsticks.

“The local villagers seem amused. Are
you all still trying to defeat those ghosts?” The woman gave a
decidedly superior smirk. “When you feel that you have had
sufficient failure, please do come to us and hand the task
over to a competent adventure team!”

The crane spirit gave an idle wave. Sura
stomped off down the road with her tail slashing back and forth
behind.

They walked yet again towards the Lodge
of Doves. The entire route was now annoyingly familiar. Chiri gave
a dejected sigh as she looked towards the pass.

“Perhaps we should just bring our
bedding with us, to save us the trouble of the long trip back to
the inn?”

Sura flattened down her ears.

“Shaddup! It’s going to work this time!
Just you wait. I have a whole new plan…”

Kuno gave the fox a level look. Tonbo
merely sighed. Sura stopped in the middle of the road and planted
her spear, pounding her chest with one hand.

“Stop that! We’re Spirit Hunters!
Destroyers of monsters! Bold warriors who stand against the
unknown! We have skills, strength, wits and magic!”

Kuno sighed. “And a huge bill at the
inn…”

“Shush!” The fox swept back her hair.
“Now I’m Kitsune Sura, and I have a plan!

A real plan! A plan only a fox could
make! Total cunning – absolute subtlety! No holds barred – and
total victory! Because I trust in my team – and the team trusts the
fox!” She raised her spear on high. “Now’s who’s with me?”

 


 


The next dawn came with just the
lightest hint of speckled rain upon the grass. The flanks of the
mountains were gleaming with dew, and the sunlight struck sparks
from the countless blossoms that filled glorious shoals of cherry
trees.

Sura and Chiri once again came racing
from the inn. They plunged down to the stream and washed out their
mouths, spitting and dazed. Tonbo and Kuno were doing the same only
a few yards away. They were all outlandishly made up in kabuki wigs
and garish costumes, complete with makeup. Suddenly seeing her
reflection in the stream, Sura tore off her wig and jumped up and
down on it in fury. She swore violently in Sanskrit and
Chinese.

Kuno wearily pulled off his own long,
ridiculous wig.

“So how do you think that last plan
went?”

“Shaddup!” Sura kicked her wig. She was
absolutely livid with rage. “That does it! These ghosts have pushed
me too far! It’s time for the ectoplasmic botty spank!”

Chiri sat mournfully upon a rock.

“Ghosts have seen me naked! Will I ever
be a bride?”

Tonbo was still in his wig and costume.
He looked to Sura and gave a weary sigh.

“I told you we should have ignored this
job.”

The fox was hearing none of it. “Well
we’re here now! And this time – this time, my plan’s going
to be unbelievable! Really! It’ll be this twisted, weird madness
that will just… just…” Words utterly failed her. “Anyway – we need
that reward if we’re ever going to pay this damned inn bill!”

Chiri caught the hiccups. Kuno helped
her to straighten up and hold her breath. He glowered at the
fox.

“I fail to see what we can do.”

Sura leapt up, suddenly inspired. A
sharp, delicious look came to her eyes. Fox teeth flashed.

“Ah – aha!” Sura seized Chiri and Tonbo
by the hands. “Right – come with me! Daitanishi – you have a
smudge!”

The rock elemental was also crazily
painted in makeup. The rock floated over to the stream, looked at
its reflection and frowned. It changed form once or twice, and the
greasy makeup suddenly fell free. The rock raced after the others
as they stormed back to the inn.

Sura was wiping her face clean. Kuno
hastened to catch up with her.

“What are we doing?”

“I have a plan!” Sura felt real triumph
at last. “A point-eared, tail-fluffing hell of a mighty plan!”

“Truly?”

“Trust me – I’m a fox!”

Sura chivvied everyone into the inn,
making them clean up and change into proper clothing. She quaffed
breakfast, and then fussed over the others’ appearance. She wanted
everyone looking slightly worn – slightly tired. The fox adjusted
an armour strap here and a belt there. She tried to disarray
Chiri’s hair, but was fought off by Bifuuko, who chattered angrily
at her until she went away. The little air elemental fluffed out
its dragonfly wings and then flew madly about, ordering Chiri’s
long straight hair into its usual perfection.

Sura downed her tea and seized a final
rice cake – animated and sure of herself once more. She peeked her
head out of the inn, saw what she had hoped to see, and then
signalled the others to follow behind her.

“Not too close! Look tired! Look
tired!”

Kuno looked at Sura in suspicion. “What
are you up to?”

“Professional monster investigation!
Relax!”

“Do nothing dishonest!”

“Who – me?” Sura headed for the door.
“Come on!”

Smirking villagers all waved and bowed
as Sura, Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno came out onto the street. Sura gave
the locals a false smile and wave – privately wishing she could
kick their backsides. She then ran a quick hand over her hair and
crossed the road.

Sano Moko, the two Sano samurai and the
haughty crane spirit were in their favourite breakfast nook,
feeding on rice with seaweed, rolled omelettes and bowls of fish
soup. Sura put on a weary, dejected demeanour, and trudged over to
their table.

Sura walked up to Sano Moko. She sighed
as though she bore the weight of the world upon her shoulders.

“Alright. You win, Sano san. We will
allow you to take a chance at facing down the ghosts.”

Moko and her team pushed back their
breakfast dishes, looking triumphant. Sano Moko flicked back her
long hair and gave a haughty sneer.

“Do not feel too badly, Sura san! This
sort of problem requires a fresh, bold approach!”

“Oh?”

“Yes! This is a job for wits and steel.
We shall pay no attention to mere rumours and superstition.”

Sura gave a subtle bow.

“Do not dismiss them too lightly. You
may learn to give them lip service…”

Sano Moko, her two samurai companions
and the crane spirit all swiftly paid for their meal, then seized
hold of their equipment. They posed heroically for the delighted
villagers, shouting that they were off to the Lodge of Doves.
Children laughed and clapped, and the local people raced out onto
the road to wave the adventurers farewell. Lord Ishigi and his
bodyguards came hastening out, keen to show the bold exorcists the
best path to the lodge. Sano Moko and her team all marched off down
the road, heads high and hearts filled with confidence.

Kuno watched it all with a scowl.

“Sura san. I feel that the most
honourable course would be perhaps to warn…”

“Shhhh! What – do you humans have no
sense of humour?” Sura seized the others and propelled them off
into a side street. “Alright – let’s go! Go go go go go!”

With all attention elsewhere, Sura
gathered up her friends and raced out through the far edge of the
village. They paralleled the road and dashed off through the cherry
trees.

Sura led them into the mountain pass and
dove everybody into cover in the rocks beside the waterfall. The
fox fell flat behind the grass and waited, her tail tip twitching
eagerly behind her.

Sano Moko and her group had been in no
hurry to reach the lodge. Moko had apparently given a heroic speech
to the crowd, and had spent some time posing before Lord Ishigi. As
the Spirit Hunters watched, Moko’s team came up the path, heading
towards the haunted lodge.

Moko, the Sano samurai and the crane
spirit fanned out into a crisp military formation. They sped across
to the mansion wall and flattened themselves against the plaster.
The archer covered the gateway while Moko and the other samurai
flitted forward to flank it either side. The crane spirit listened
with one ear against the wall, then signalled the others
forward.

Sano Moko had a look of fierce,
confident joy upon her face. Sura looked at her and put clasped
hands against her foxy heart.

“Moko should smile more. Awww. Look at
her little face!” Sura rested her head on Tonbo’s shoulder. “See
how much fun it is to give others a little moment of joy?”

Tonbo frowned as he watched the other
team.

“Nice formation. I wonder how long
they’ll last?”

Kuno decidedly disapproved.

“I feel belittled. It is not seemly to
wish misfortune upon a fellow samurai.”

The fox made a soothing gesture with her
hands. “Hey – we’re treating them with the same level of politeness
they gave to us! More! I even arranged for their beds to be turned
down!”

Sano Moko and her team all plunged
through the mansion gate and vanished out of view. Sura sat back,
yawned, and pulled a peach out of her pack. She cut it into four
segments and shared them out. The fox kept an eye upon the gate,
but suddenly wrinkled her nose. She sniffed her own arms, then
finally pulled at her breastplate and robes and sniffed down into
her cleavage.

“Do I smell weird to you?”

Chiri cleared her throat. “I – ah…” The
rat blushed. “I believe it is honey.”

Sura cocked one eyebrow. She leaded over
and sniffed at Kuno.

“You too?”

The samurai tried to ignore her. Beside
him, Chiri took a deep breath and tried to fight off the
hiccups.

The mansion gate suddenly burst open.
Sano Moko came racing out onto the path, hand in hand with the
crane spirit. The two Sano samurai came whooping merrily just
behind. They embraced, looked at each other in delight, then took
off towards the village at high speed.

Tonbo dabbled his hands clean in the
stream.

“There they go.” He cracked his neck and
reached for his club. “What now?”

The fox took up her spear.

“Excellent! Right – so now that the
ghosts are happily occupied, maybe we can get a proper look at this
mansion. Simple!”

Sura was eager to be off and away. Kuno
and rubbed wearily at his eyes.

“I am forever thankful that I cannot
even imagine what it is like inside your head.”

They team gathered up their weapons,
spell papers and equipment. With the whole valley still and silent
all about them, they walked carefully on into the Lodge of
Doves.
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Chapter
5

Beyond the mansion’s gates was an
overgrown, eerie garden. An ornamental pond had become rank with
water weeds, and flowering shrubs had grown into tangled, looming
trees. Long grass hid the path that led over towards the old, tiled
hall.

Sura swirled her spear, then swept two
fingers along the shaft, springing shimmering spell-light into the
blade.

 


“One Tao, one sight, one world, one
mind.

Let the hidden souls come forth.

Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…”

 


She scanned her spear back and forth,
carefully sweeping the way ahead. But no ghosts shimmered into
view. No spirits could be seen lurking in the shadows. Tonbo waited
for the all-clear. Once Sura was satisfied, the big man walked
carefully forward, leading the others over towards the main
hall.

Beyond the first line of overgrown
bushes, there was a wide stretch of gravel-covered yard all dotted
with weeds. The hall’s broad porch extended far out over the
gravel, sheltering four life sized stone statues. Sura scanned the
statues and found a trace of magic lingering in the stone, but
nothing dangerous seemed to be lurking. She moved in and inspected
the statues from head to toe.

The granite statues were of two human
women, and two human men – all of them fair and wreathed with
flowers. Each of the figures wore a silver medallion that bore a
Sanskrit symbol.

Chiri looked sadly at the
medallions.

“Laughter, revelry, gaiety and
love…”

The shrine was all but forgotten – a
home to sighing weeds. Chiri shivered, then quietly bowed her head
and prayed.

Sura made a slow circle of the area,
scanning the empty building with her spear. After a long and
careful search, she returned thoughtfully to the others.

“Right. They’ve definitely gone. I’d say
they’ll stay inside their victims well after midnight, right into
the hour of the ox. That’s how late we apparently stayed up to
party. Once they’re done, then the ghosts have to return back
here.”

Kuno stood and looked up at the four
statues.

“So this is them.”

Chiri felt sad. The weeds, the rocks and
the silence made her feel hollow.

“Poor people.”

“They are thieves.” Kuno’s voice was
stern. “They are stealing moments of life from other people, Chiri
san.”

“Yes.” The rat’s long hair stirred in
the breeze. She gazed up at the statues again, and laid her hand
upon the cold, dead stone.

“I find it sad.”

It was still only a few hours past dawn.
Tonbo rested on his weapon and looked about the compound.

“What should we do? We seem to have time
on hand.”

“I’ll get busy.” Sura was already
assessing the area with a sharp, professional eye. “I’ll lay out a
couple of different shield grids. We should post the elementals as
sentries – set up a lookout…” The fox cast about herself for the
best vantage points. “Right. Let’s get moving. Work first – then
let’s put the kettle on.”

 


 


The long, quiet day was made tense by
anticipation. Sura set out her spell papers and carefully
engineered traps, then busied herself investigating the rest of the
mansion. But the buildings were empty – all cold and overgrown. The
entire rear half of the estate was buried beneath half a
mountainside of rock.

Tonbo made a carefully concealed
campfire. The team ate lunch in the ruins, keeping a watchful eye
out for returning ghosts, but all seemed quiet. Time wore heavily
on their hands. Sura snoozed for a while: Kuno practiced
lightning-fast draws of his sword. Chiri made rice balls and bean
cakes to see them through the late night guard. But the faded
colours of the once cheerful buildings left a hollow in their
hearts.

With night, the mountains stood out as
great ghostly shapes against the stars. Chiri sat upon the crest of
the roof, gazing off towards the lake. From there she could see the
mountains, the forests and groves of cherry trees. The waterfall
shimmered, the sound of its ebb and flow merging with the rustle of
forest leaves. The Nezumi woman’s long hair stirred slightly in the
breeze as she gazed quietly off into the night. In the grounds
below her, Sura and Kuno were on watch for ghosts, hiding carefully
behind a gnarled old tree. Sura kept one eye upon a little bell
hanging about her wrist – a bell that would tremor if any of her
warding spells detected incoming spirits. She was speaking with
Kuno, while he kept a sharp watch upon the gate. The two of them
were in yet another of their little arguments – but all was
well.

Tonbo climbed up a tree and onto the
roof, moving with surprising softness for so huge a man. He came
forward along the roof ridge, armour rattling, and settled at
Chiri’s side. He set his long iron tetsubo at his side and pushed
his helmet back to hang between his shoulders. He sat with Chiri
and joined her in gazing at the waterfall.

“You are sad, Chiri san.”

“Yes.” Chiri kept her eyes upon the
falls. “I was wondering, what it would be like to find true love,
and then to lose it.”

Tonbo leaned on his tetsubo. He thought
quietly for a while, and then nodded.

“Better than losing it without ever
finding it.”

The rat felt the night breeze stir
against her skin.

“Do you think about it much? Love, I
mean.”

“Yes.”

Sura was down below, making a joke at
Kuno’s expense. Kuno wrinkled his nose, but chose to react with
dignity. Tonbo and Chiri watched them both together.

Tonbo nodded.

“I think love is a treasure only found
by worthy souls. Love is sacred, because it celebrates the good
within ourselves.” He folded armoured hands about his tetsubo.
“Like any sacred thing, it must be done carefully, and with
absolute commitment.”

Chiri watched Kuno from above.

“Kuno san would say that love cannot
compare to a samurai’s duty.”

“Kuno is wrong.” Tonbo watched over his
friends. “A samurai’s duty is merely love. What is self sacrifice,
if it is not a gift of the self to another person?”

The big man seemed at peace.

“True love makes us into better
people.”

Down below in the courtyard, Sura had
dug into her rations. She had a single rice ball left. She broke it
in two and gave half to Kuno, who thanked her.

Chiri watched him, and gave a sigh.

“Will I ever find love, Tonbo san?”

“You will find it, Chiri san. When the
both of you are ready.”

“Have you found love, Tonbo san?”

The samurai watched Sura from afar. Huge
and patient, Tonbo turned back to watch the waterfall.

“When we are both ready, it will be
there.”

Tonbo left Chiri with a rice ball and
some tea. Clanking softly in the gloom, he moved off to keep watch
over the courtyard wall.

 


 


Midnight came and passed. Down in the
courtyard, Sura kept a careful guard upon the outer wall, changing
position from time to time, scanning with senses long attuned to
finding trouble. Her tail waved slowly behind her, measuring the
constant, careful flow of her thoughts.

Kuno sat in a beam of moonlight,
kneeling formally beside the cherry tree. His soul felt deeply
troubled: his body had behaved in an unseemly manner while it had
been possessed. Although the blame was not his, there were great
emotional depths here than a true artist could explore.

He had purified the area, sweeping it
clean, and had then clapped his hands and prayed formally to the
kami. After a long meditation, he finally felt ready to begin his
work. The samurai brought forth a fresh sheet of paper, an ink
stone and a brush. He gathered his thoughts for a moment, and then
began to write a poem with great dramatic sweeps of his brush.

When he had finished, he held up the
paper and sternly gazed at the results. He gave a sharp nod of
satisfaction.

Sura came up beside him, keeping an eye
upon the gate. Kuno cleared his throat, and then began a dramatic
reading of his latest work.

 


“I feel a great shame.

Shame shame shame – really deep
shame.

Deep deep deep… Shame shame.”

 


Sura winced, then pulled her nose. She
sat down and tried to offer some constructive literary
criticism.

“Mmmmmmm… Yes, I’m hearing the
shame…”

Kuno swatted proudly at the paper.

“I repeated it. It’s called ‘literary
resonance’.”

The fox winced, but tried to keep a
straight face. “Yes – yes, I see where you’re going…”

The samurai had expected a far more
enthusiastic response. He looked at the fox and shook his head.

“Your ear may not be properly attuned to
the deepest subtleties of real poetry.” He held out the poem and
looked approvingly at his calligraphy. “I’m thinking of calling
it…. ‘Shame’.”

Sura eyed Kuno with an air of
sympathy.

“You really do need some
rest.”

The man loftily straightened his armour.
“Poetry is a serious business! Concise expression elevates the
soul!”

“But why not keep it simple?” Sura waved
a hand. “What are we doing? Five-seven-five?” She counted syllables
on her fingers.

 


“Two koku inn tab.

I got boned by ghosts again.

This isn’t my day!”

 


The fox happily tucked her heels in
against her rump. “Hey – this is kinda fun!”

 


“Kuno is real cute

Wish the guy would lighten up

Still, he’s pretty cool.”

 


Kuno folded up his arms. “That is not
poetry.”

“You’re right. Poetry should rhyme!”
Sura rubbed her hands together in thought.

 


“There was a young Kuno from
Kufu,

Who wound up in a weird ghostly
bufu!

When…”

 


Bifuuko and Daitanishi suddenly came
whirring in over the outer wall, zooming past Sura and racing up to
join Chiri on the roof. Sura’s little wrist bell quivered softly,
ringing the alarm. Chiri stuck her face over the edge of the roof
and hissed out a warning.

“They’re coming!”

Tonbo vaulted down to the ground as
Kuno, Sura and Chiri all scrambled get ready for action. Sura took
cover behind the cherry tree, while the others all dropped into the
shadows.

A night wind blew softly through the
grass.

Something stirred out in the night. Four
faint, sparkling wisps came looping happily straight in through the
mansion’s gate. The shapes had a vague human form – two male and
two female. They twined lovingly about each other then split apart,
swirling back together in a joyous dance.

Clearly it had been quite a night.

The four ghosts headed towards the
statues on the porch. As they passed beneath the eaves, they went
straight past spell papers hidden on the pillars. Sura blew on her
hand and whipped two fingers forward to activate the spell.

“Shields!”

Magical walls sprung up beneath the
eaves, trapping the ghosts inside a cube of light. The Spirit
Hunters dashed out of hiding, ringing in the box of shimmering
shields.

The ghosts flung themselves against the
glowing shields, recoiling helplessly away. All four crashed
against the floor and ceiling, irritably trying to find an exit.
But they were perfectly sealed inside a container of glittering
light.

Sura planted her spear, put a fist on
one hip and looked extremely satisfied.

Suddenly a ghost turned and lashed out
at one of the rotted ceiling beams inside the shield. The wooden
beam cracked and swung down, pounding against one of the pillars
and knocking it aside. Sura’s spell paper was jarred clear out of
alignment. A tiny gap opened in the shield, and all four ghosts
sped out into the open air.

Sura’s tail drooped.

“Oh bugger!”

The ghosts flashed off into the darkness
and vanished. The Spirit Hunters tried to follow them out into the
open. They scanned the eaves of the building, then suddenly Kuno
spotted something flicking through the trees.

“I see them! Over here! Look out!”

“It’s alright! Just hold them back!”

Sura waved everybody back. Since there
was no point in hiding, she swirled her spear and swept her fingers
down the shaft, springing magic into the blade.

“Spirit Lance!”

Chiri summoned a water elemental,
bringing it wheeling up out of the pond.

 


“Dearest playmates, heed my call.

Club of Earth! Sword of Air! Water natagama!”

 


Bifuuko plunged into Kuno’s sword, while
Daitanishi merged with Tonbo’s mighty tetsubo. The water elemental
leapt inside one of Chiri’s natagama, and the weapons all shimmered
with living, coloured light.

The ghosts lunged forward – saw the
glowing weapons, and sheered quickly away. Sura strode forward to
an open patch of ground, spun her spear and made a pattern of cuts
through the air, leaving a glowing Tao symbol shimmering in the
dark. She slashed her spear downward, slicing open a path into
another realm.

 


“Spirits of the gentle dead!

Go now to your proper home.

Return to restful paradise

And from this world be gone!”

 


A calm, soothing light shone out through
the gateway between worlds. Sura swished four fu papers
through the glowing Tao symbol. The papers glowed with intense
white light. She threw them towards the ghosts, and the papers
flashed like arrows as they flew.

“Tao seal!”

The papers split into four paths,
heading to box in the ghosts. The ghosts immediately plunged into
the structure of the old mansion, and the papers spattered
uselessly against the walls. Sura chased forward, and completely
lost all sight of the ghosts.

“Damn those things!”

Kuno whirled, trying to watch the
flanks. “Why aren’t your spells stopping them?”

“Well no one told me the little bastards
could dodge!”

Chiri jumped at shadows, trying to keep
her natagama up on guard.

“Oh no. I’m going to be possessed
again!

“Shhhh! I have it under control!” Sura
ran sideways, scanning at the eaves. “The fox is quick, the fox is
wise! Everybody trust the fox!”

Back under the porch, the first shield
spell flickered and died. Pale light shimmered beneath the eaves
and underneath the floorboards as the ghosts circled and flashed
from place to place. Something flickered through the grass. Sura
backed up against the other Spirit Hunters, her spear held en
garde out towards the dark.

They put themselves back to back,
watching out for attack. The ghosts looped and swerved, speeding
towards the Spirit Hunters. Sura kept her friends tight against her
back as she circled, drawing a line of light about them with her
spear. The night flashed with spell power.

 


“Tao eternal, safe from
harm.

Close this wall to spirit forms!”

 


The shimmering circle became a sphere
that completely surrounded the Spirit Hunters. The ghosts were
already charging. They struck against the sphere and ricocheted
wildly away, coming back and back to lash out at the glowing
barrier. They then tried coming up through the ground and down from
above, only to be hurtled back every time. Tonbo had been
crouching, ready for action, but now he cautiously stood and looked
about himself, nodding in laconic approval.

“Hmph. Good spell.”

Sura was concentrating, spear planted
and one hand raised. She channelled power into the sphere,
staggering slightly every time the ghosts slammed into the
attack.

“Dunno how long I can keep it up! They
keep draining the shield.” Sura flicked a glance towards the gates.
“OK – let’s see if we can get out of the gate. They might be weaker
outside.” She began to lead a shuffle over towards the main gate.
“Back to back and watch out!”

The ghosts battered against the
shield-sphere, sending up great showers of sparks. The Spirit
Hunters moved awkwardly in a group, stepping towards the gates in
unison. Kuno ducked as the ghosts crashed and slammed against the
spell barrier right beside his face.

“Surely they cannot keep this up for
long?”

Chiri winced, upset by the escalating
violence.

“They are lovers. Lovers do not readily
lose their passion.

Ghosts raced ahead to the gate, knocking
over the pillars and blocking the way out. But the old avalanche
had half shattered the walls a hundred yards back towards the
cliff. Tonbo guided Sura towards the gap in the wall, steering her
slowly. The fox shook her head, her hand shaking as she tried to
keep up the terrible stream of power.

The ghosts came back in yet another
storm of attacks. Sura let the enchantment on her spear fade,
trying to muster her resources for the shield. Tonbo caught her as
she swayed, propping her up as the team tried to head for
safety.

Sura shook sweat from her eyes, roared,
and flung a new blaze of power into the sphere. The ghosts recoiled
backward, stung by the blast. But Tonbo dragged her on, calling to
the others as he steered them on towards the broken wall.

“She can’t keep it up. We have to make
her stop!”

Kuno ducked away from another savage
attack by the ghosts. “What? Why?”

Chiri brought up the rear. She looked
back over her shoulder.

“Magic, Kuno san. It saps the body’s ki.
If she goes too far, she might die!”

Staggering and exhausted, Sura lifted up
her head.

“I won’t…. abandon you! I can keep the
sphere safe.” Sura kept on shuffling towards the gap in the wall.
“We’re safe outside the mansion. Without bodies, they have… have no
way through.”

The fours ghosts hovered overhead, then
suddenly sped over to the old mansion house. They swirled over the
four statues and each plunged down and merged into the stone. There
was a crack and creak – and the eyes of the statues suddenly lit
with a horrible green glow.

The first statue slowly turned its head,
rock groaning. The others followed suit. Slowly they stepped down
from their dais. The statues flexed their massive arms and legs,
then began to stalk forwards through the weeds. They flung wreckage
and dead bushes aside as they tracked towards their prey. One
statue seized hold of a baulk of wood and flung it towards the
Spirit Hunters. The timber struck a stone and bounced, narrowly
shearing past the sphere of magic.

The statues lurched onwards. Tonbo
pushed Sura into Chiri’s arms. The huge man seized his tetsubo.
Before Chiri could call out, the huge man had plunged out of the
sphere. His kiai shout was utterly deafening as he leapt high, the
massive tetsubo swinging. It smashed the arm clean off a statue.
The stone monster turned, whipping out its other fist like a
granite club. Tonbo ducked, slammed the butt of his iron staff
against the statue, then made a huge swing that shattered the
monster’s leg. The other statues closed in, trying to slam Tonbo
between themselves and crush him.

Tonbo dropped to one knee, tetsubo held
to brace between the statues. The stone monsters crashed forwards,
finger scraping sparks from his helmet, slowly driving him
down.

Kuno plunged out of the sphere of magic
and tried to slam a statue off its feet. The statue whirled, a blow
of its arm sending the man flying. An instant later, Tonbo’s huge
club crashed down onto the statue’s head shattering chunks out of
the monster’s face.

One statue had fallen. Another had lost
an arm and most of its head, and blundered sightlessly aide. Tonbo
roared, tetsubo levelled, shoving the other statues back, sending
them staggering. But behind him, the damaged statues reformed,
glowing as rock and gravel rose from the ground and blended into
them, healing their damage. Chiri called out a warning to Kuno.
Even with Bifuuko’s power, his sword failed to bite against the
stone. But he severed a statue’s limb as it reformed, making the
monster blunder towards him in rage.

Kuno and Tonbo tried to keep the statues
back and away from the sphere. Chiri caught Sura as the fox fell.
The rat looked out at the statues – now horrible in their
snatching, grasping rage. Chiri turned from one stone face to
another, feeling more and more sorrow rising in her heart. She left
Sura propped against a rock, and suddenly plunged out of the
magical sphere.

“Stop it! Stop! Stop!”

The little rat raced forward and flung
herself between the statues and her friends. She fearlessly knelt
and bowed before the four effigies, pure white fur gleaming in the
night.

“Honoured lovers – please! Please allow
me to speak with you.”

The statues ceased their fighting. They
looked to one another, seeming suddenly ashamed as they saw the two
samurai protecting Sura. The fox finally let her spell fail.

Chiri knelt before the statues, speaking
sadly – speaking respectfully.

“Honoured lovers. Please forgive me, but
I must speak. It is only out of great concern for you.” The
beautiful rat sat with her hair cascading down around her. Bifuuko
and Daitanishi emerged from their respective weapons, and swirled
down to perch beside her.

“Your deaths were unfair. Your passing
was a tragedy. I believe it is noble that your love for one another
has transcended even death. I honour you most highly.” Chiri looked
up from stone face to stone face. “I know that you long to
experience the pleasures of corporeal life together. And I know
that you feel you do no real harm to the travellers that you
possess. But your moments in the flesh together are merely stolen
joy. This is kidnapping! You are thieving pieces of life – and the
theft will slowly tarnish what you have together. By clinging to
one aspect of your love, you threaten to damage and destroy the
whole.

“Love cannot be nurtured with violence
and dishonour.”

All four statues were frozen in place.
The beautiful white rat looked each one in the eyes.

“True love does not end with life. If
you will consent to enter the realm of honoured spirits together,
hand in hand, I will pray daily that you will be incarnated as
lives that can share together once again. To our prayers will be
added those of all who will use this pass again. All those who made
this shrine to honour you. You may dwell together in love,
untarnished in the spirit realms, until the gods place you together
in the world again.

Chiri bowed.

“Now you may possess me if you wish.
Please do as your hearts direct.”

There was a long moment of silence.

The statues moved back slowly, looking
to one another. One by one, they began to walk back towards the
mansion. The last one paused before Chiri. The statue bent down,
reaching out to gently caress her upturned face.

It removed the silver medallion from
about its neck – the Sanskrit symbol for love. The statue softly
placed it into Chiri’s hand.

The statues all moved together to stand
in a circle, holding hands. They froze in place as the ghosts
suddenly emerged up out of the cold stone.

The four ghosts swirled – graceful, and
finally at peace. They hovered thankfully before the Spirit Hunters
– then all joined together, spinning and swooping through the air.
Plunging down they swept through the rift into the Realm of
Honoured Dead.

The rift closed behind them, leaving the
gardens in darkness.

The ancient mansion stood in peace and
quiet beneath the springtime stars. Weary, drained and full of
love, Sura raised herself up and met Chiri’s eyes.

“Well done, reibai. Well
done.”

 


 


Dawn lit the mountainsides with glorious
bands of pink and gold. With the first sunlight crossing the
mountains to light the surface of Mirror Lake, the Spirit Hunters
made their weary way back towards the village. Tonbo had a helping
arm about Sura, helping the drained, exhausted fox slowly back
along the path. Chiri and Kuno walked beside them. They paused at a
turn in the road where the lake could at last be seen, and Kuno
hung the silver gift from the statues about Chiri’s slender
neck.

As they approached the village, Ishigi
foot soldiers came running from their guard posts and goggled in
disbelief. A messenger went racing into Lord Ishigi’s mansion with
the news. An Ishigi samurai came running out, gawked at the Spirit
Hunters, then called the news out to oncoming swarms on men.

“The ghosts are gone! The Spirit
Hunters are here! The ghosts are gone!”

Riders galloped off towards the Lodge of
Doves. They eventually returned, amazed, bringing the news back to
the village. Lord Ishigi himself came forth from the mansion,
hastily belting his robes. The four Spirit Hunters bowed, and the
old rogue laughed. With great joy, he brought forth a tray arrayed
with ten large, gleaming golden coins. Sura gave them into Chiri’s
care, and the little rat stared as she weighed them jouncing in her
hand.

After bidding Lord Ishigi farewell, the
four friends walked for a while along the shores of Mirror Lake.
The odd little breakfast bar was open, and so they ate a decent,
hearty breakfast. Sura recovered bit by bit, feeling tired but
oddly peaceful.

The group walked slowly back towards the
inn. They paused at the edge of the garden, and looked out over the
scene. The lake showed a flawless reflection of the sky, and the
cherry trees had come into full bloom. It was all wonderfully
peaceful.

Sura patted Tonbo’s ironclad arm and
gave a sigh.

“Ten koku! The inn bill is going to
consume two. The rest – paper for Chiri’s plays. Food and drink for
the road…” The fox gave a nod. “What would you like, Tonbo
chan?”

“Three days of peace and quiet. And a
massage.”

The fox held aloft one finger.

“Good! I will personally walk all over
you.”

Tonbo nodded. It seemed fair.

Kuno looked towards the lake and
stretched.

“Spare sandals. And I would like a nice
hot bath.” The samurai looked over at the village. “Perhaps at a
far, far quieter inn.”

Chiri paused for a moment in thought.
She gently stroked Bifuuko and Daitanishi.

“An afternoon spent with friends.”

The group strolled onward, heading
slowly towards the inn. Kuno delighted in the light sparkling
across the lake – the cool serenity of the mountains, and the
glorious cherry flowers. He turned and looked contentedly back
towards the village.

“I for one am glad that we came here.”
He rested his hand upon his sword. “We learn a little. That is why
we travel. It is the Warriors Path. Each of us learns a little more
with every passing day.”

Sura pulled back her hair and nodded
wisely.

“We do indeed!” She nodded off towards
the steam. “Even if the lessons can be embarrassing.”

Over at the stream, Sano Moko and the
crane spirit were frenziedly washing out their mouths. The two Sano
samurai were on the opposite bank, doing just the same. All four
looked at one another in mortification.

Sano Moko looked up to see Sura
hastening from the inn. The samurai woman glared daggers at the
fox. Sura gave Moko a knowing smile, and waved a special
farewell.

Sano Moko could only return their
greeting as Sura, Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno bowed to her. The Spirit
Hunters set off upon their journey – off on the open road once
more.

Sano Moko and her group arose from the
banks of the stream. A smirking maid came bustling up and presented
a little wooden tray.

“Madam! The fox priestess has taken the
largest bottle of our cherry wine, and has charged it to your
bill.” She gave a polite, low bow. “Here is the reckoning.”

The tray held an extensive bill. There
were also two little origami figures: a fox cocking its leg upon a
folded paper crane.

 


Sano Moko shook her head and
seethed…


Fifth
Encounter:

Honour’s
Sacrifice
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Chapter
1

A baking hot summer had come to the
western hills, bringing the scent of pine resin and scorched dust.
Valley floors sweltered in the still air, thick with humidity from
countless paddy fields. Dirt roads shimmered with the heat. A few
field-bound oxen lowed as they waded streams, but the rest of the
world seemed flattened by the sun.

On the higher hill slopes, some clever
travellers had found a place where the breeze still stirred. The
air rang to the music of huge cicadas – the insects whirring and
burring out their drowsy song. Butterflies danced – the bright
light shone, and the world was far too sleepy for any haste or
rush.

Half way up a hillside, beneath a stand
of vast old pines, sat the ruins of an ancient temple. The roof had
half fallen, yet beams and timbers remained. Climbing wisteria
covered the pillars, spreading a roof of green leaves and gentle
purple blossoms.

Seated in the shade, Kitsune Sura was
hard at work. Chiri sat opposite, carefully helping Sura create new
fu spell papers. Chiri carefully sized and cut slips of
paper, slicing them from fine stiff yellow sheets, then passed them
back and forth through incense smoke. Sura then stamped the papers
with a seal inked in red, and stacked them neatly to one side.
Daitanishi the earth elemental settled himself on top as a handy
paperweight.

While Chiri helpfully steeped Sura’s
calligraphy brush in incense smoke, the fox deftly prepared her
ink. She took an earthen mortar, and swiftly poured in small
measures of lotus sap, locot sap and powdered indigo. She whipped a
hand into her sleeve and found a Buddhist tract she had thieved
from a temple and set it on fire, burning it down into black sooty
ash. Crumbling the ash into the mortar, she added sacred sakē from
a carefully horded vial, and rapidly ground everything together
with a small clay pestle.

Sura produced three dried bamboo leaves
from somewhere in her hand, and touched them to the incense. The
leaves instantly flashed into eye-searing flame. She hurtled the
leaves into the mortar, and the ink instantly caught fire.

The fox clapped her hands together, then
whipped two fingers above the flames, sparking a potent spell into
the fluid. She clapped a small mirror over the mortar, spun it
nimbly upside down and slid the mirror aside to allow the ink to
dribble into a little green jade bowl. Job done, the fox wiped her
brow and set the bowl of ink aside.

Chiri had watched the deft juggling of
mirror, bowl, flame and ink. She was decidedly impressed.

“Sura san! Your motions when handling
your tools, the flames, the sacred text… It is all quite
breathtaking!” The beautiful rat put her hands against her heart.
“So those are all a set part of the magic?”

“Naaah – I just like doing it!” The fox
swiftly dabbled her brush. “The sakē and the spell are all that
matters! But if you don’t put the soot in, the ink looks too
blue.”

“Ah – I see.”

Sura began painting symbols upon the
first paper strip, working her brush with verve and flair. “Well –
why bother doing something if you can’t make it fun!” She finished
the intricate twist and flow of symbols. “Right! That’s number
one!”

Sura blew upon her upraised fingers,
swished them through the air three times, and then ran them above
the surface of the finished paper, concentrating hard. Spell power
flashed, and the paper took on a sudden glow. She breathed a sigh
and set the paper aside, now definitely running with sweat.

The spells were clearly costing an
effort. Bifuuko clung in the wisteria up above, fanning her wings
to helpfully provide a little breeze. The gesture was deeply
appreciated.

Sura worked onward in deep
concentration, painting and then charging spell papers one by one.
Working her way through the entire stack, she washed out her brush
and bowls, and at last put everything aside.

“Done! We are replenished.” Burning
through fu papers was all a part of the job: they also only
lasted for a few months before they needed to be replaced. “Thank
you very much for your assistance.”

“You are most welcome.”

They left the papers carefully pegged on
a clothes line so that the ink could dry. Sura and Chiri climbed up
onto their feet, with the two little elementals drifting softly in
the air beside them. They headed out of the sheltered ruin and down
to the small steam nearby. Huge stands of bamboo grew on the slopes
across the stream, and the tall plants whispered as a breeze
stirred softly though their leaves. Kuno and Tonbo were down in the
cool, soft spaces by the stream enjoying their time of rest. Chiri
walked gratefully down towards them, settling herself quietly in
the shade.

Sura found herself a spot close to
Tonbo, and sat with her back to a great, cool rock. She gave a
grateful sigh.

A cicada landed on a bamboo just beside
her. The fox looked at the creature in absolute delight, forever in
love with the world.

Tonbo carefully consulted a series of
maps, familiarising himself with different roads ahead. Beside him,
the group’s canteens all trailed in the stream to keep them
cool.

A few yards further away, Kuno knelt
sternly by the water. He practiced his iaijutsu, drawing his
sword from the scabbard and making careful, precise cuts,
critiquing his own movements in his mind before repeating the
motions again.

The dry bamboo leaves on the ground made
a wonderful soft place to lie down and enjoy the summer breeze.

Sura rolled onto her back. The
fox looked up at the cicadas in the bamboo, flexing her black
furred toes in delight. She gave a yawn full of pointy white
fangs.

“I’ve always loved cicadas.”

“They always make me sleepy.”
The little white rat stretched out in the leaves. “This is a good
idea, Sura san. Rest through the afternoon, and wake before first
light so we can travel.”

“Thank you, thank you.” The fox
stretched deliciously in the leaves. “One of my best
inspirations.”

Tonbo did not look up from his
maps.

“Hmph. Provided Sura actually wakes
up.”

“Easy!” The fox waved one hand lazily in
the air. “I hereby order you to wake me at the appropriate
time.”

Kuno continued with his practice, his
expression stern and his face a study in concentration. The man
settled himself – seeming totally relaxed – then suddenly streaked
his sword out of its scabbard. He cut once, twice, three times –
paused with his sword in a graceful horizontal block – then sank
down, protected behind his blade. He rose, the blade flashing down
in a final cut, stopping precisely a hand’s breadth above the
ground.

The sword glittered as Kuno spun it
about its axis, struck it behind the guard with his fist, and then
flipped the sword about and slid it back into its sheath.

Suddenly he turned and drew the blade in
one blinding flash. He cut through a stalk of bamboo, cutting three
times through the shaft as the bamboo paused then fell. His final
stroke split the bamboo lengthwise, slicing in clean in two.

Chiri watched Kuno at his practice, shy
admiration shining in her eyes.

“Kuno san has a most impressive
style. He practices his iai draw so diligently!” The rat glanced
over towards Tonbo. “Is Tonbo san trained in such
accomplishments?

Sura lolled against her rock and
called happily over to Tonbo.

“Hey, Tonbo! Iai!”

The huge man did not look up. He
punched his fist out beside him and cracked a huge bamboo stalk.
The stalk sagged and slowly keeled over sideways, crashing to the
ground. Tonbo continued reading his maps, carefully turning over a
page.

Sura gave a satisfied sigh.

“It’s a gift!”

Sura had a sudden happy thought.
She sat up, clapping her hands and rubbing them together. The fox
rose and walked over to some pots and pans she had thoughtfully
left chilling in the stream. Pulling the pots up out of the stream
she came walking over to the others, setting everything down in
easy reach.

“Lunch is ready!”

The fox happily unveiled the content of the
pots.

There were rice balls – or vaguely ball
shaped things made from slightly burned rice, all spiced with herbs
and weeds.

A second pot held long twigs – with bark
still on – that had been threaded through some mushrooms,
toadstools, snails, beetles – and what might have been squirrel
meat. The kebabs had been thoroughly burned. Sura happily shook
some of Chiri’s pepper mix over the meal. “Here we go!”

Everyone stared at the food, faces frozen.
Tonbo cleared his throat.

“Did you cook it?”

“Sure! My specialty –
dead thing on a stick!”

Kuno sniffed, then brushed at
his sleeves.

“Don’t priests take some
sort of oath against eating meat or killing things?”

Sura waved one hand. “I’ll have
you know that I have taken a solemn oath never to harm another
living creature – unless it is either tasty or annoying.” She
happily crunched a chunk of squirrel between her teeth.
“Kampai!”

Kuno picked up a kebab, then set
it very firmly aside. He glanced loftily over at the fox.

“A priestess should be more Buddhist in her
sensibilities.”

“Buddhist? Why should I
give a fig about Buddhists? Tao of the fox!” Sura waved towards
Tonbo. “Tonbo?”

The big
samurai helped himself to a rice ball. “She’s a Zhuan-Zian
crypto Taoist with occasional outbreaks of Mohism…”

The fox waved her bright orange
fox tail.

“You forgot the tail.”

Tonbo made an
easy gesture. “…with the world’s cutest tail.”

Sura gave a nod. “It’s a very specific and
important calling!

Tonbo retrieved the best of the
squirrel pieces and stoically ate. Sura tucked into a kebab – once
Tonbo had removed the ones that contained the more dubious fungus.
They headed over to the stream to sit and eat, paddling their bare
feet in the water.

Behind them, Chiri
surreptitiously drew some beautifully made rice balls out of her
sleeve. She gave half to Kuno, and they sat near the others to
eat.

The day was hot, but the breeze
cooled as it came across the stream. The bamboo threw dappled
shadows all across the banks. Sura finished eating half a squirrel,
and tossed away the bones. She lounged back, arms folded behind her
head.

“Aaah, summertime! Food,
friends, cicadas, and a nice old rock to lie on.” The fox gave a
beautifully happy sigh. “What could possibly go wrong?”

Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri all turned
and looked levelly ay the fox. Sura noticed their gaze and blinked
at them in confusion.

“What?”

Tonbo gave a growl.

“I wish you wouldn’t say that.”

The fox shrugged and went back
to enjoying her afternoon. The cicadas sang, the bamboo sighed, and
all seemed well with the world.

Far back in the woods, a dark
shadow roiled slowly back into the deeps. Chiri looked briefly up –
but nothing alarming was in sight. The rat combed her whiskers,
nestled back down amongst the rocks, and enjoyed a well-earned
lunch.

 


 


The night brought still airs and
stifling, endless heat. Low clouds shut off all view of the stars.
In the ruins near the bamboo groves, the air clung thick as
porridge all across the ground.

The first grey, pre-dawn light
touched against the hills. Within old temple ruins, dark shadows of
the gate and walls finally stood out as shapes against the forest.
A few birds stirred far off in the trees, but otherwise the land
seemed still and silent.

Sura lay in her bed in fox form,
turning restlessly this way and that in the heat. She murmured in
her sleep, flexing her fine black paws. Scattered around her
bedroll were the remains of an ill-advised midnight feast of honey
biscuits, nuts and plum wine.

Dressed in his tough hemp arming
robe, Tonbo came walking through the campsite. He knelt down and
carefully slid his hands beneath Sura. He lifted up the fox, and
carried her gently out into the open air. She curled into a ball,
nose-to-tail, smiling and nuzzling as she finally felt some breeze
against her fur.

Tonbo walked out to the stream.
Holding the sleeping fox in both hands, he dipped her into cold
water then deposited her on the bank. The fox awoke in a great
churning, sputtering thrash, looking about herself in shock.

Tonbo shook his hands dry.

“Madam’s wake-up call.”

Dripping wet and damned annoyed,
Sura glared up through bleary eyes.

“You do know there’s a
reason why I handle all public relations for this team, don’t
you?”

She took her revenge by shaking herself
dry and deluging the man with water. Tonbo took it all in his
stride. He walked amiably back to camp, where the campfire was
going and breakfast preparations were firmly in Chiri’s hands.

Kuno looked up from tying on his
sandals.

“She’s up?”

“Oh pfffffft!” The fox made a rude noise
with her tongue. She inserted herself into her clothing, which had
been all laid out the night before. There was a shimmer, a great
ripple, and Sura expanded out into human form, wriggling about to
make her belts and clothing fit properly into place. She sat up,
rolled her head about to crick her neck then looked over to the
cooking fire.

“Oooh! Pancakes!”

Chiri had made thick cabbage pancakes
smothered with green onions, miso and dried bonito flakes. She had
also made Sura’s favourite rice milk, chilling it in the stream
overnight. It all smelled utterly delicious. The Spirit Hunters sat
together and fortified themselves for a long march in the dark of
morning.

Life on the open road!

The heat finally seemed to have faded,
and a cool breeze came with the first grey light in the skies. Sura
shucked on her little breastplate, tied back her long hair, and
slung a broad straw hat upon her back. She then helped Chiri with
her backpack, setting Daitanishi up on the top of the pack where
the rock could grumble and get more sleep. Picking up her spear,
she walked out of the ruins to join Tonbo. Together they looked off
to the east, where full sunrise was still an hour or more away.
Chiri and Kuno stood by the path, waiting for the day’s march to
begin. Settling their weapons in place, the adventurers took a
final look about the campsite to make certain nothing had been left
behind, then walked downhill towards the valley road.

The air suddenly turned chill. Sura’s
tail hair stood up on end. The entire group turned, and suddenly
stepped back, hands going to their weapons. Chiri’s elementals took
off in shock, hovering protectively above her.

A great, formless mist had blown out
from the edges of the bamboo forest. The mist ebbed and shimmered,
suddenly whipping forward and into the abandoned campsite. It came
to a halt, and drifted with deep, dark colours filled with
sadness.

A terrible wave of emotion swept into
Sura. Pain – loss – regret – absolute sorrow. The fox staggered –
lost and dazed. She saw Kuno almost drop his sword. Chiri wept.
Tonbo moved forward with his face a grey mirror of sorrow and
pain.

The flood of emotion surged, then
suddenly vanished.

Sura fell to her knees, one hand against
her chest. She sagged – almost hollowed out by the terrible sorrow
that had radiated from the cloud. The other Spirit Hunters could
only stand and stare after the vanished mist, utterly numbed.

Long moments later, Kuno finally
spoke. His voice was hoarse with emotion.

“What was that?” He looked to
Sura. “What was that?”

The fox stared towards the
forest. The mist had swirled away, flowing west along the
valley.

“I don’t
know.”

Chiri wiped the tears back from
her face, her hands visibly shaking.

“A spirit?”

“Not even that.” Sura
slowly rose to her feet, looking to the west. “More like…. A
feeling?”

“What did you feel, Sura
san?”

“Injustice. Betrayal.
Pride….”

Kuno stared off to the dark lands in the
west. “Pain…”

Sura climbed onto a small
outcrop of rock and looked off into the valley. Dawn was still far
away. The thin grey light in the east left the trees and valleys
dark and filled with deep blue shadows. The fox searched, listening
to the breeze – trying to reach out with her soul – but the strange
cloud had utterly disappeared.

Tonbo quietly climbed up and
joined her. Sura kept searching the distant shadows.

“It wasn’t a proper spirit. It
was unformed. Unfocussed…”

Tonbo nodded – full of concern. “Can we
follow it?”

“It’s just…. Gone.”

Sura remained on the rock,
searching – horribly torn and distressed. Tonbo tried to coax her
down, but the fox climbed to another point on the rocks, staring
westwards.

“It needs me.”

Tonbo held out his armoured hand
to Sura.

“Come. We will travel.
Perhaps we will find someone who can tell us more.” The big man
took her grasp. “Come.”

The fox climbed down. Everyone turned to the
west and hurried down the hill – down to the valley road below, on
into the gloom.

They walked onward in attentive, troubled
silence – ears pricked and eyes searching the shadows at either
side of the road. Daitanishi and Bifuuko drifted along beside
Chiri, keeping a careful guard.

The road led past farming hamlets only just
starting to awaken – past isolated houses and samurai manors. Dawn
came, spreading bright golden light across fields of rice and dark
green vegetables. Horses stomped and whickered – oxen lowed. The
first farmers began to emerge and gather up their tools, starting
work in the cool of the morning. No one seemed to have been
disturbed – there was no sign that the cloud had been sensed by
animals or man. The Spirit Hunters steadily passed by the farms,
moving on along the dusty valley road.

As the sun rose, heat stole back across the
landscape with a vengeance. Cicadas whirred through the air, as big
as eggs and glittering in the light. They began their drowsy song
from high up in the trees, while the first traffic appeared on the
paths below. Bamboo cutters, wood cutters and mounted samurai all
came forth, most heading west while the air still held a breeze.
Sura stopped to question a bamboo cutter, asking him whether he had
been disturbed in the night. The man bobbed and bowed, and gave a
firm ‘no’. He headed off about his work, moving swiftly away and up
into the bamboo groves. Sura could only scowl, look thoughtfully at
the surrounding farms, then walk onward down the road.

The fox remained terribly troubled –
searching the hillsides as they walked, pushing the pace. Chiri
stayed close beside her, letting Sura know that she was there. They
moved onward for two long hours, while the sun drew hot scents from
grass and earth. Chiri mopped her forehead beneath her straw hat,
shading her pink eyes against the summer glare.

Somewhere deep into mid-morning, the dusty
road led down towards a slow brown river. Trees shaded the stony
banks, and a well-travelled road ran along beside the river. Tonbo
halted near the marking post beside the river bank and consulted
his maps. He laid the carefully painted sheets across his arm as
the others gathered around him.

Tonbo tapped at a town painted upon the
map.

“Here. The road heads
half a ri north to the town of Harima, or there is a ford that leads to
the forest road.”

Chiri looked at the river road,
and nodded to Sura. “Shall we look at the town?”

The fox turned to the north.
“Yes. Best place to pick up rumours about that cloud...” Sura
rubbed at her nose. “Do we still have money?”

Tonbo weighed their communal
money bag. It jingled.

“We have enough.”

Both Sura and Chiri lifted their
heads and sniffed, smelling a sharp scent on the air. They searched
about, then spied activity a little way upstream.

On the far side of the ford, a
settlement of extremely poor, extremely clean houses were hidden
away amongst the trees. Beneath several sheds, some men and women
were working with limp hides of leather, throwing them over sloping
beams and scraping the hides with fleshing knives. Others were
forking freshly prepared skins and depositing them into tanning
vats. Stocks of oak bark and acorns were being boiled in cauldrons
to extract the tannin, ready to treat more hides.

Several of the leather workers
were at the nearby river banks. Kuno utterly ignored them, but Sura
waved happily. She called out across the splash and gurgle of the
current.

“Good morning! Nice
day!”

The leather workers bowed –
slightly bemused by Sura’s robes and exotic appearance. One waved
back, then moved swiftly back away from the river. Tonbo and Kuno
walked upstream along the road towards town. Chiri hung back for a
moment to look at the little settlement of tanners. Holding onto
her straw hat, she hastened to catch up with Sura.

The rat looked back at the
tanners, and leaned in to speak softly into Sura’s ear, not wanting
her words to somehow carry across the entire river.

“Sura san! Who were
they?”

“Eta.
‘Untouchables’. Starting to appear in some of the
human fiefs.” The fox had a finely tuned sense of injustice. “Just
ordinary poor folk pushed into doing the jobs no one else wants:
tanners, butchers, grave diggers – that sort of thing. Stuff
Buddhists all call ‘unclean’ - and then demand leather for their
saddles and a nice neat grave for grandma…” The fox scowled, then
shook off the mood. “But that’s not
important. Eta! Good folks! Great source of rumours!”

Chiri felt immediately enlightened.

“Aaah! So you keep your doors open to them, since
they are a good source of information?”

“Yeah, that, and it annoys Kuno.” The fox squared her
shoulders. “Right! Come on – the boys are in ‘march mode’.”

Tonbo stood patiently waiting for the women to catch
up. Kuno, however, had walked on, apparently keen to move away from
the tannery. Sura and Chiri joined up with Tonbo. Together, they
walked on along the riverside.

Kuno found a wooden notice board fixed to a pole
beside the road. This declared the status of the town ahead – a
charter negotiated between the town council of elders and the
samurai clan who owned the lands about the town. Kuno stopped to
read the sign, and then pondered the Raiden clan’s mon
emblazoned at the top of the board. The man rested his hand atop
his sword.

“This is Raiden clan
territory. We must be careful. We are less than popular
here.”

Tonbo gave a grunt of agreement, then looked
at the surrounding forests.

“This is not their main fief.
The new lord won’t be here.”

“Still – I counsel a low profile. It may
even be prudent to withdraw.” Kuno turned and made a formal bow to
Sura. “Priestess – what are your wishes?”

Sura turned to carefully examine
the dark bamboo, the trees beside the river, and the tangled brush
just beyond. There was no sense of foreboding - no sign of the
strange, formless cloud. Cicadas were singing – birds and
butterflies flew, completely undisturbed.

“I think we must
investigate.” The fox faced north. Despite the heat, a chill still
clung against her soul. “There is something here. Something that
needs to be done…”

Kuno bowed. He fell in beside
Sura, hand on his sword, escorting her as she passed the message
board and marched towards the town.

The road ahead rose to climb
over a rocky promontory. From somewhere just beyond, there were
faint sounds of an excited, happy crowd. Kuno frowned – then
suddenly seized Sura and hauled her off the road.

Three mounted samurai came
galloping past the Spirit Hunters from behind, whooping and racing
their horses neck and neck. The men recklessly sped up and over the
rise, waving excitedly to someone beyond. Chiri climbed out of the
roadside ditch and dusted at her clothes – then stared as she saw
two more men come running down a nearby hill, skidding as they came
onto the road. They waved to the Spirit Hunters, beckoning them
eagerly to follow, then ran off out of sight along the trail.

The four companions looked at
one another in confusion. The crowd on the other side of the hill
was clearly in a festive mood. There were shouts and splashes, and
endless hoots of laughter. The four friends curiously moved
forward, up and over the rise.

The river just below had fanned
out into broad, stony shallows. A great crowd of samurai were at
the river banks, all plunging into the water and fetching
fist-sized stones out of the water. They filled bags, buckets and
baskets with stones, eagerly welcoming newcomers into the water.
Raiden clan banners flew from the shores, and a Buddhist monk was
chanting raucously above the cheers and babble of the crowd. At
least fifty men were gathering stones, while armed retainers
cheered them on from the edges of the road.

The mounted samurai were leaping
from their horses and plunging into the water, calling out
greetings to other men as they hunted for rocks. The two young
samurai who had greeted the Spirit Hunters on the road had waited
for them. The samurai bobbed bows to Kuno and Tonbo, eager to lead
them down into the shallows.

“Are you lost, friends? The
ceremony is this way! This way!” One of the samurai was shorter and
more rotund that the other. He gestured towards the river. “Here!
The river rocks are best!”

The two men raced to the
shallows and began swiftly filling a bag with fist-sized rocks,
tossing aside any that were too light or oddly shaped.

There seemed to be an even
larger crowd gathered out of sight, somewhere down the road. Sura
could hear drums and conch horns blowing – cheers and all the noisy
babble of a festival. Suddenly gongs began to boom, and the samurai
down at the shallows immediately raced to shore. The men all
charged off down the road, laughing and calling to one another,
lugging heavy loads of stones. The monk and foot soldiers hastened
after them, carrying Raiden banners fluttering in the air.

Sura watched in confused
amazement, scratching at her ear.

“What on earth is going
on?”

Chiri could only shrug. “A festival?”

Kuno stared after the Raiden clan samurai.
“But with gongs? Trumpets? Uproar?”

Sura blinked. “Huh. It’s a rock
festival!”

Everyone looked to Daitanishi. The rock
elemental could only shrug – he seemed as confused as anybody else.
Sura shrugged her backpack into place, and waved the others onward
down the road.

“Come on! Let’s go see what’s up.”

The group jogged off down the path – hurrying
to catch up with the crowd of Raiden samurai. Daitanishi hung back
to take a last look at the river rocks, then sped off to follow in
Chiri’s wake.
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A Buddhist temple stood in a
notch between two craggy hills. Great crowds of Raiden clan samurai
were hastening through the gates. Monks stood beside the entrance,
eagerly collecting donations and ushering the samurai inside.
Latecomers came running, often still dripping wet from collecting
rocks at the river.

The Spirit Hunters watched the
sight in confusion. Money was being thrown about below, and Raiden
clan banners were everywhere. Sura led the way down to the temple,
spear over shoulder and face wearing an expression of dawning
suspicion. She moved in amongst the crowd of samurai, then waved
her friends onwards towards the temple gates.

A monk saw the newcomers and
ushered them forward. He bowed to the Spirit Hunters as they
passed.

“Hurry please! Welcome, welcome.
You are just in time! They are about to begin the abuse!”

Chiri blinked, thoroughly
confused. She followed after her friends, elementals clinging tight
against her as she threaded through the crowds.

Inside the temple compounds,
armoured samurai were merrily greeting one another. Men were
tossing money into an offering tray then ringing an offering bell.
Sura skipped aside from a monk entreating her to donate. She
manoeuvred forward, intent on seeing what was happening deeper
within the gardens.

The crowd were all packed before
a sturdy wooden wall sealed by a large, barred gate. The last
arrivals crowded in at the rear. Sura, Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno found
a vantage point atop some shrine steps at one side of the throng.
They craned to see above the crowd and catch site of the
ceremonies.

Monks struck wooden clappers
together, while gongs and drums were beaten. Men waved the festival
crowd to silence, as a Buddhist abbot strode forth. The round
little abbot was splendidly attired in golden robes and a truly
awful yellow hat. He waved a tasselled rod, then addressed the
crowd in a voice that carried like a thunderclap.

“Loyal Samurai! Raiden
retainers. Behold now the image of honour fallen! Behold now the
image of honour betrayed! See now the image of treachery to clan
and lord!”

The monks swung open the heavy
gates, revealing a wide, walled yard. A statue of a samurai stood
at the centre – a statue apparently cast from solid bronze.

The Raiden samurai immediately
stampeded forward, flooding into the yard. They hurtled rocks and
abuse at the statue. Stones flew thick as rain, making the bronze
statue ring from time to time as it was struck. Monks helped the
crowd fan out, keeping them behind ropes and well back from the
statue. Those men who scored a hit were overjoyed, braying in
triumph to the other samurai.

It was all absolute uproar – men
cheering and shouting– stones flying wildly through the air. Sura
was utterly mystified. She looked to Tonbo, who could only shrug.
Kuno stood scowling, watching the entire affair with a stern look
upon his face, and a hint of disapproval hardening in his eyes.

A monk saw their confusion, and
came hastening to Sura’s side. The man gave a merry bow.

“Greetings travellers. I
see you are in confusion!”

Kuno gave the man a measured,
formal bow.

“Forgive us, but we are unaware
of local customs.”

The monk had to shout to be heard above the
din. “Indeed, honoured samurai. Perhaps I can provide
enlightenment!”

The stone throwing crowd were
quite deafening – their cheers of triumph and the roars of abuse
showered on the statue, the ring of rocks on metal… Chiri had to
cover her ears. They came down to listen to the monk, who seemed
quite overjoyed with the noise and fury of the festival.

The monk pointed off towards the
statue.

“This is the statue of a samurai
who sold out all honour of his self, his family and clan, and all
in the name of personal desire! We maintain an image of this
creature. Samurai come here to revile the image, and thus reinforce
their own devotion to the samurai ideals!” The monk waved an
enthusiastic hand towards the crowd. “As you can see – it is a
useful ceremony! The Raiden clan’s samurai redouble their zeal for
duty!”

Tonbo and Kuno turned and looked
woodenly at the crowd, very much disliking what they saw.

Sura watched in absolute
distaste. The fox planted her spear, keeping her eyes upon the
crowd.

“So who was this samurai they’re
throwing rocks at? What did he do?”

The monk gave a careless shrug. “It was
only twenty years ago, but no one remembers his name. His crime was
so great, his very identity has been expunged!” The monk walked
with the Spirit Hunters to a better vantage point. “But the samurai
betrayed his duty. He engaged in an illicit love affair – one that
he knew would bring shame to his entire clan if discovered. When
the lord found out about the affair, he ordered the samurai to
commit seppuku.”

The little monk carried a painted fan that he
waved rapidly to cool himself. He shook his head as he recounted
his tale, amazed at the iniquities of the world.

“Such was the lord’s contempt for the
samurai that when it came time for the man to commit suicide, the
lord sent him a wooden sword. This was a sign that he believed the
samurai was too cowardly to actually slay himself. But the samurai
used the wooden sword. He sliced it to a point, and committed
suicide.”

Sura listened to the tale with a
creeping sense of loathing. Chiri took her arm, feeling deep
concern for her. Kuno and Tonbo were more stoic. They listened,
frozen faced, as the monk went merrily on with his story.

The man looked out over the yard, filled
with rock-flinging samurai. He spread his arms and puffed out with
pride.

“But here! Is it not
magnificent? This is the place! Here is the spot. He now serves as
an example that we must never place personal desires before duty,
lest we fall.”

Sura turned upon the monk with
utter contempt, absolutely startling the man.

“Be gone from me.”

The fox swept towards the man in
anger – tail swirling and green eyes aflame. Her power and fury
struck at the man like a blow. The monk staggered backwards, and
fled off into the shrine.

Sura glared at the stone
throwing samurai. Their absolute disrespect for the dead, their
denigration of a man’s pride and courage utterly sickened her. She
tucked her spear beneath her arm.

The fox whirled to eye Kuno and
Tonbo – who had been suspiciously quiet.

“You two! What do you two think
of this?”

Kuno seemed unhappy. He bowed
his shoulders, unwillingly accepting the judgement of the
monks.

“This samurai betrayed his
lord…”

The fox whirled, tail
bristling.

“What? Over a love affair?” The
fox gestured towards the battered statue in fury. “This man was
courageous enough to actually kill himself with nothing but a
wooden practice sword! What does that say about his samurai
qualities?”

The fox stormed down the steps
and straight towards the temple gates. Chiri froze, quite shocked
at the fox’s anger.

“Sura! Sura san! Wait!”

Chiri cast an apologetic glance up at Kuno and Tonbo,
bobbed them a bow, then raced after Sura. Her rock elemental sped
along beside her, giving a last glare towards the rock throwing
samurai. Kuno and Tonbo were left alone at the steps of the shrine,
watching the ceremony through scowling eyes.

Tonbo observed the Raiden
samurai as they hurtled their stones and abuse. He coldly
disapproved of it all. The man turned his back on them, shouldered
his mighty tetsubo, and headed towards the temple gate.

“Come. We must get after
her.”

Kuno nodded. Nothing good could
come of such a ceremony. The Raiden dishonoured themselves with
such behaviour. Kuno settled his swords in his belt, then turned to
walk after Tonbo, following the huge man back towards the road.

The monk watched them go. He
raced to find the abbot, who stood blessing Raiden samurai who were
purchasing good luck charms and filling the temple coffers with
donations. The monk murmured urgently into the abbot’s ear. Both
men turned and looked back towards the temple gate. Kitsune Sura
stood just out on the road, dusting herself clean as if wanting to
free herself from all the taint of the temple. Chiri was speaking
with her, clearly urging calm. The rat spirit’s two elementals
bobbed in the air beside her, clearly agitated and keen to be
away.

Monk and abbot both watched as
Kuno and Tonbo joined the two women, conferring with the angry fox
spirit. The abbot watched thoughtfully, until finally the four
travellers passed down the road and out of view.

 


 


The town of Harima wound its way
about the foot of a high, grassy hill. It was a place of thatched
houses made from dark wooden boards, meandering streets and
occasional outbreaks of tree. The town streets were still crowded
with visiting samurai, and monks were reading donation scrolls and
loudly begging for alms.

A hillside overlooking the river
had been sculpted into sharp, smooth escarpments, and topped with
the walls and firing platforms of an extensive castle. The
stronghold was clearly entertaining important visitors: Raiden clan
banners had been hung out in their dozens, and riders grandly made
their way up the castle road in formal processions. Despite the
oppressive heat, the visitors were gorgeously robed, painted,
preened and armoured to the absolute height of fashion.

The town itself was home to
louder, sweatier celebrations. Street performers sang and danced,
while others sold cold fruits and drinks to wandering visitors.
There were several inns – all crowded out with samurai who had come
to town for the festival. It had taken the Spirit Hunters two long
hot, tedious hours of searching, but they had finally found an inn
that still had room for guests. It was a shabby place ignored by
the visiting samurai. Though poor, it nevertheless had a view out
across the river and a broad, shady porch. In the overbearing heat,
the inn managed to catch a cool breeze blowing off the river, and
the porch was shaded by an excellent old tree. The Spirit Hunters
took up a table in the shade, and ordered the best meal that could
be found.

The innkeeper was a nervous
little man, bustling about and fussing. The crowds of samurai out
on the streets made him agitated. The man rapidly set out a meal of
rice balls, pickles and fish soup. He left the Spirit Hunters with
two bottles of sakē, sitting himself down at a far part of the
porch to fan himself and catch the river breeze.

The sakē was poor, but Kitsune
Sura knocked back an entire jar almost at a draft, wrapped in a
sick, seething fury. Chiri tactfully made certain that the other
bottle was emptied, and poured Sura some tea.

“I know how you must feel. Do
not take it so hard, Sura san. It was twenty years ago…”

“It was today!” The fox
picked at her food, then pushed the bowls away. “I am sickened by humanity at
large.”

Tonbo scowled off towards the
town. He watched the celebrating samurai returning from the
festival.

“It is not your doing. It is not
mine.”

“It is our doing if we just walk past it!”
Sura thrashed her tail. “You saw what I saw! You felt what I felt –
up there on the mountain! That was a spirit without a form. Love
and hurt and bitterness and pride! Such stark, pure pride! … And
anger.” The fox shoved back her chair. “Justice. It has no name,
but it knows it needs justice…”

Sura strode to the porch
railings. She joined Tonbo in looking out across the town.

“They erased his name! They
didn’t bury him with even the slightest prayer. They have erased
his whole identity! Do you know what that means? He is trapped!
They’re denying him an afterlife!”

Chiri felt a sick rush of
dismay.

“Can we send the spirit
to the realm of honoured dead?”

“Not without a name.” The
fox made a bitter sweep of her hand. “And all because the man fell
in love.”

Fighting a surge of frustration,
Kuno tried to remain a voice of reason.

“Sura, we don’t even know what this love
affair was! Maybe he stole the lord’s wife? Maybe he married a
vampire?”

Tonbo weighed the concept for a moment,
scratched the stubble on his chin, and then shook his head.

“Unlikely. Then he would
have been executed, not ‘invited onwards’.”

Kuno remained adamant. “Clearly
it was shameful! We must not leap to foolish conclusions!”

Kuno and Sura were at their
customary loggerheads. Chiri politely intervened – ever the font of
gentle good will. The rat spirit bowed to her companions.

“My friends, we must not argue with one
another. We have no facts.”

“Well this is where we find some
out!” The innkeeper was passing the table, bearing a tray of tea
and persimmons. Sura immediately waved the man closer. “Oi!
You! The samurai they revile at that shrine down the road. Who was
his lover?”

The innkeeper paused in place,
looking embarrassed and confused. He bobbed his head up and down in
a timid bow.

“Priestess – we do not
know.”

The fox glared at the man,
folding her arms.

“So you accept the fact that the
guy had a love affair so evil that it was worth even denying the
poor bastard an afterlife… But no one bothers to remember the
details?”

“We are sorry,
priestess!”

The innkeeper had set aside his
tray. He bowed in real apology, looking utterly ashamed.

“This is a new town! Most of us
are newcomers. We know only what we are told, and the castle lord
keeps this matter obscure.” The man bowed yet again, looking
honestly miserable. “We are sorry we cannot enlighten you.”

Sura felt a stab of shame. She
wilted, looked at the innkeeper, then bowed to the man in
apology.

“I’m sorry, innkeeper. It is not your
fault.”

“We understand,
priestess. We honour you for caring for a soul in
distress.”

The innkeeper bowed. He was
joined by the inn’s maid, and the townsfolk at the surrounding
tables. They bowed in absolute sincerity.

“Reibai, we pray for your
success.”

The inn’s other guests all
murmured their prayers, looking respectfully towards Sura. Somewhat
chastened, the fox sat down. Tonbo fixed her beneath his patient,
considering eye.

“Hmph! Ashamed of yourself?”

Sura muttered to herself,
looking shamefaced. Tonbo nodded, then put a comforting hand upon
her shoulder.

“We are professionals. We
do not thrash about in a haze of unfocussed passion.” The man
handed Sura a persimmon. “If you want to save this soul, then how
do we do it?”

The fox heaved a sigh, and then
frowned.

“A name. I have to be
able to give him back his name.”

“Then we shall find his name, and bring him
rest.”

Tonbo poured out tea for one and all. It had
been a long morning’s walk, and the heat left everybody drained and
restless. The big man pushed teacups over to his friends.

“Here. Drink. Eat. Rest.
Tomorrow, we must have a plan and purpose.”

Kuno drew in a breath and
straightened his back, pushing away his frustrations. He lifted up
his cup to Sura in salute.

“Sura san – we are Spirit Hunters. And
tomorrow, we begin our task.”

They raised their cups together.
Sura looked at her companions, infinitely glad for their
presence.

The team toasted one another –
firm and joyful. Sura shared out persimmons from a bowl, slicing
then with a knife she kept hidden up one long trailing sleeve.

The town streets were loud with
drunken samurai. But here by the river, the sound of water
splashing over the river stones wall out part of the noise. The
Spirit Hunters settled back with persimmons, nuts and tea. Sura
stroked her chin, rapidly forming thoughts and making plans despite
the heat.

Daitanishi settled upon the
table, sitting in an empty teacup. Bifuuko drifted to his side,
looking sleepy. Chiri fanned a gentle breeze over her two
elementals. The rat leaned over to confer with Sura and Kuno,
keeping her voice low and hoping that the elementals might drift
off to sleep.

“Sura san - Kuno san. What do
you feel our first move should be?”

Both fox and samurai looked at
one another in accord. Kuno nodded.

“I believe we should quietly
search through the official records. The castle should have records
of all samurai who received any sort of stipend or land.”

Sura raised her cup. “Imperial
deputy Asodo Kuno!”

“Indeed.” Kuno inclined his
head, then looked out towards the castle upon the hill. “They will
be available for more regular business tomorrow, I should
hope.”

“Sounds like an excellent
plan.”

Chiri heaved a sigh, fanning her
pale white skin. She was finding the heat extremely oppressive.

“Well – I suppose we must bide
our time until tomorrow morning.” The rat searched for the
innkeeper. “I wonder if we might use their bath? A cool bath would
be a mercy beyond all measure.”

“Ah. Now that is also a plan.”
Sura heaved herself up to her feet. “Come along, dear rattie. Let’s
cool ourselves down a little so we can think. There’ll be a hard
day’s bureaucracy tomorrow.”

The two women levered themselves
up out of their seats, plucking sticky clothing away from their
skin. They headed off together to ask after the inn’s baths, with
Chiri carrying the snoozing elementals inside her upturned straw
hat.

In the forest across the river,
leaves stirred in the trees. They moved slowly as something passed
through the shadows, moving subtly against the breeze. Sura shook
sweat from her brow, before turning towards the forest, feeling
something prickling at her senses. But the afternoon sun glared
bright. The fox winced, stared across the river for a long, silent
moment, then turned away.

 


 


The art of fortification
utilised natural terrain to limit an enemy’s approach. Forts were
placed atop steep hillsides – the slopes made all the more sheer by
carving, grading and careful shaping. Multiple walls and compounds
controlled gullies and ditches crossed by narrow bridges. The
entire set of structures was a nightmare to negotiate.

The Spirit Hunters made the
difficult hike up the castle hill in the cool hours of the early
morning. The sheer hill slopes were bare of cover, and approached
by a single road. The group plodded their way uphill with Kuno in
the lead. His warrant as an imperial deputy saw the group past the
guard posts. The guards – somewhat seedy from too much drinking on
the night before – waved them through.

The main compound was a flat,
open plateaux two hundred yards wide and perhaps three hundred
long. It was surrounded by wooden curtain walls and firing
towers.

But there were trees planted
just behind the walls – designed to screen the residential
buildings from any arrow fire. A spring fed a little pond that had
been surrounded with flowers. Set some way back from the barracks,
the store rooms and stables, there was a terse little
administrative building. Beside it, a palatial residence had been
built for the castle’s lord. It came complete with a camellia
garden, a stream, and an aviary filled with ornamental birds.

One of the gate guards gave Kuno
directions. The Spirit Hunters walked in past tall trees behind the
gate – past work parties of foot soldiers clearing away tables and
refuse left over from celebrations the night before. They headed on
through the busy life of the castle, making their way to the quiet
little office building behind the castle pond.

Kuno was perfectly at ease
amongst the castle population. He led the way into the offices,
where three clerks were at work with abacus, ink and brushes. The
handsome samurai bowed to the clerks and wielded his impressive
billet of imperial authority, requiring access to the archives. A
clerk looked up in amazement, then hastened to show the Spirit
Hunters into a dim room off to one side: a room filled with wooden
shelves stuffed full of documents.

Behind them, the senior clerk
leaned over to murmur into the ears of his nearest colleague. The
younger man listened, and gave a nod. Keeping his eyes upon the
records room, he backed carefully out of the offices, and then
hastened off towards the lord’s palatial residence.

Tonbo caught the entire affair
out of the corner of his eye. Clerks bobbed down, pretending to
lose themselves in their work as the big man stalked back out into
the main office. Settling himself on guard to watch out into the
main compound, he leaned on his mighty tetsubo and glowered.

Inside the musty little storage
room, Sura began poking her nose into boxes of documents. Chiri
helped Kuno as he carefully inspected storage boxes, then lifted
one down onto a table. He removed several old account books and
ledgers and placed them neatly on a table for further study.

He began to flip through the
pages of a ledger, running through lists of grants and stipends.
Chiri set herself down with a second box of documents, looking for
any that were a decade or more old. Daitanishi helped hold down the
papers, while Bifuuko fanned dust away from the old, forgotten
books.

Chiri looked at the family crest
stamped upon a document. She held it thoughtfully up to the
light.

“Excuse me, Kuno san –
but who are the lord and lady here again?”

“Lord and Lady Tado.”
Kuno drew forth a new ledger and opened it up. “The Lady is
youngest sister to the new Lord Raiden – if you remember
him.”

“Oh. Yes – I remember him.” The
rat was too polite to make a grimace. “And the local lord…?”

“He was an adopted son of
a minor Raiden vassal family. But I am told he was quite a catch!
Lady Tado had her eye set on him, and he has prospered immensely
since their marriage.”

Sura was busily at work,
flicking through old papers pertaining to local temples and
shrines. She eyed a paper, then drew it from the pile.

“Buddhist temple land grant –
back before the big castle was established five years ago…” She
lunged back into a thick pile of papers, and found one she had
already tagged. “… Land grant after the castle! Those guys tripled
their tax free rice land!”

Kuno nodded. He had found
another file: a census showing the modest little settlement that
had once been down by the river.

“Here. The shrine was
commissioned eighteen years ago. So the dead samurai’s suicide was
probably nineteen or twenty years ago. That narrows our search
nicely. I shall look through the local samurai stipends for the
time.”

The fox gave a scowl.

“Provided they haven’t just removed or
replaced the old papers.”

“Even so – mere omissions may give us leads.”
Kuno flicked through a copy of the town charter. “Yes – it would
seem Harima was a small town with an ancient charter. They were
skilled artists and craftsmen. Then with the arrival of a castle
and the settlement of samurai fiefs, the population expanded…”

Tonbo came quietly into the
room, keeping his eye upon the clerks in the next room. He bent
down to murmur into Kuno’s ear.

“Be as quick as you can. I want
us out of here.”

Kuno nodded in acknowledgement.
Sura worked with him side by side, while Chiri and the elementals
searched the boxes and checked for files.

Box after box after box. The old
records were not kept in any real order – perhaps deliberately
muddled? Kuno skimmed carefully from book to book, moving as
swiftly as he could. Sura flicked through the looser papers, using
her sharp nose to hunt for fakes and frauds.

There was no way to rush. A long
hour passed, dragging in near silence as boxes were hoisted and
pages turned. Sura and Kuno worked swiftly. Chiri helped as best
she could, checking through account books, and even using an abacus
to double check the figures.

Finally, Kuno found a sheaf of
old papers bound into a folder. He read through the document,
tracing the spindly handwriting, and tapped a finger to the table
in triumph.

“Here. This is a list of all the fief
holders in this region at the time. These are money fiefs – these
are land grants…”

Sura was pleased to finally have
some progress.

“So one of these must be the
name we want?”

Kuno shook his head.

“There are pages missing.
Someone has adjusted these records.” The man rubbed at his tired
eyes. “But we can cross reference with other records. Perhaps
imperial tax records, temple records – maybe there was a census?
Anyone who is on those records and missing from here
is a good candidate for our man…”

Tonbo came into the room,
signalling the others to beware. From outside the building there
were sounds of rattling armour and soldiers coming to attention.
Sura snatched at the list of fief holders and stuffed them into her
sleeve.

Tonbo signalled Chiri, motioning
his hands together. The girl immediately turned into rat form,
vanishing with her clothes falling beneath a table. Sura snatched
Chiri’s clothing and weapons and crammed them into a bag as the two
elementals ducked down out of sight.

The door to the storage room was
opened by two kneeling, armoured samurai. Pages and a herald
scuttled into the room, moving off to kneel to one side.

A moment later, two
magnificently armoured figures strode into the room. Both wore
matching suits of armour laced in orange, red and scarlet. Both
were exquisitely outfitted with gleaming silk robes, and swords
hilted with solid silver. Their long hair hung magnificently
unbound, and they were perspiring from a morning of exertion.

Kuno, Tonbo and Sura all turned
to face the newcomers in the door, kneel and bow. A herald bowed
and loudly announced the visitors.

“Lord Tado and Lady Tado hereby greet
the Imperial Deputy!”

Lord Tado’s short sword had a
silver hilt decorated with images of a phoenix and a sparrow.
Sunlight shimmered from the polished metal as the man moved deeper
into the room. Both Lord and Lady Tado were stunningly beautiful –
Lord Tado dark, with high cheekbones and long, elegant hands, while
Lady Tado had a sharp, scheming sensuality.

Kuno bowed again – stiff and
militarily precise.

“My Lord Tado. My Lady Tado. Good
morning. I am Asodo Kuno, Imperial Deputy Magistrate serving under
command of Imperial Magistrate Masura.”

Lord Tado gave a suave, genial smile. He
opened out his hands.

“An attaché to the Imperial
Magistrate’s office – and in our records room? I trust we are not
in trouble?”

“No, Lord Tado.” Kuno indicated the records
on the table. “We are merely making our usual case research. We are
Spirit Hunters.”

Lady Tado raised her eyebrows in
mock amazement. She circled Sura, Kuno and Tonbo. The lady looked
quite dangerous with her swords and armour. The scent of her was
sharp with perspiration and perfume.

“Spirit Hunters? How colourful.”
The woman’s voice was sure and confident. “Why, then, are you
interested in historical records?”

Kuno paused, but Sura sat up,
full of ease and charm. She waved a genial hand towards the far
hills

“My lord – my lady. There
is a spiritual force in the hills outside of town. It is a
potential monster. We are investigating records of other sightings
in the area.” The fox shuffled documents into a neater pile –
incidentally placing a pile of papers atop the old census records.
“Sometimes by researching how other monster fighters have failed,
we can discover how to win.”

Lord Tado nodded as though delighted by the
whole idea.

“Ah – an excellent
strategy!” The man tilted his head. “And has your research borne
fruit?”

“No, my lord. But that in
itself is also a result. Perhaps this monster is quite
new?”

Lord Tado walked about the
table, casting a covert eye over the files that were being
examined. He nodded to himself as though deep in thought.

“We are interested in your
progress, Spirit Hunters. Do please keep us informed of your
struggle against the monster. Perhaps you will be so kind as to
report to our law office every day? Spirit hunting is, after all, a
type of peace keeping. The law must be kept abreast of
developments.”

Sura bowed, as though delighted
and honoured by the whole idea.

“Certainly, my lord. It is such a pleasure
to deal with a lord who understands the value of care and
orderliness!”

“Quite…” The lord stood with his wife at
the door once more. He looked down at the Spirit Hunters, resting
his hand upon his sword. “Since you have finished here, perhaps my
clerks can be allowed to return to their normal duties?”

Kuno nodded a short, brisk
bow.

“We shall first clear up our mess, my lord.
Anything less would be impolite.” The samurai squared his
shoulders. “We shall be gone directly.”

Lord Tado gave an airy nod. “Then we shall
return to our sword practice. Good day, Spirit Hunters.”

Kuno, Tonbo and Sura all bowed.
Lord and Lady Tado made to leave the room. Lady Tado lingered,
casting an eye over the massive form of Tonbo – apparently quite
pleased with what she saw.

“I had no idea spirit hunting
was so… health giving.”

The woman departed, taking her
pages and herald with her. Sura rose, standing protectively close
to Tonbo and glaring in distaste towards the empty door.

“I want to bite her… and not in
a good way.”

Tonbo looked under the table,
but Chiri had managed to vanish. A hole behind a shelf led to the
spaces underneath the building’s floorboards. Tonbo peered down
into the hole, but Bifuuko, Daitanishi and Chiri had clearly
disappeared. The big samurai cocked an eye at Sura – who nudged
Kuno – then nudged him harder and jerked her head, indicating that
he should sit down. The man sat, and Sura fluttered forward,
putting an arm about him in distress. She called out to one of the
clerks in the office next door.

“Alas! My friend has climbed too
many hills in the heat! Do you think we might have some cold tea?”
Sura dabbed a cloth at Kuno’s scowling brow. “Here! Just sit! Don’t
try to move! Your poor human constitution cannot handle the
stress!”

A clerk looked in, saw Kuno with
his head hidden by the fox woman’s fluttering sleeves, and lurched
off on his way. Sura started off after the man, twiddling her
fingers.

“Oh! And he needs something
salty. Fried chicken? Or duck? Or if you have any pork belly with
crackling?” The fox clapped her hands together. “And something
sweet! Honey cakes! He has to keep his strength up!”

She sat Kuno down in the
doorway, fanning his brow. The remaining clerk watched from the
corner of his eye, but it all seemed eminently plausible. Scowling
at the possible misdeed, Kuno sat in place an allowed Sura to
busily attend to his supposed needs.

The man gave a low, quiet
growl.

“I comfort myself in the
knowledge that this is for a worthy cause.”

The fox dabbed a little water
from her canteen against his brow.

“Hush dear. Please don’t exert
yourself.”

 


 


A walled garden stood behind the
long, tall residence. The garden had a broad porch shading an area
scattered with pieces of sliced bamboo. Samurai knelt in
attendance, and a young page boy guarded a tray containing cold
tea, towels and sliced fruit.

Lord and Lady Tado were still in
their expensive, gorgeous armour. Lady Tado knelt before a tall
bamboo pole that had been sunk into the ground. There were other
poles to her left and right. She breathed out slowly, her hands
upon her thighs, her eyes seeming full of hidden delight.

Suddenly she moved. Her
longsword streaked out of its scabbard as she cut at the bamboo to
her front. She whipped the sword sideways, slashing down the bamboo
to her right and left, before slicing through the first bamboo
stalk before it fell. She sheathed her sword with great self
satisfaction, and rose silkily back up to her feet.

Lord Tado stood beside his own
splintered bamboo staff as a page carefully slotted a fresh trunk
of heavy green bamboo into the hole in the floor. The boy bowed and
swiftly withdrew. Lord Tado eyed the bamboo, flexed his hands, and
then suddenly shot forward, whipping his short sword from his
belt.

The light blade managed to shear
clean through the bamboo once – twice – three times. Tado had a
look of glee upon his face, thrilling to the blur of the steel.
He held up the sword to admire its silver hilt
and its beautifully watered blade.

“A beautiful weapon. A
masterpiece!”

Lady Tado drew near. She looked
back towards the main buildings, frowning in thought. The woman
drew back her long hair and let it drape artfully down the back of
her armour.

“Spirit Hunters! A team of
Spirit Hunters.” The woman rested herself against her husband,
musing carefully. “What are they doing?”

Lord Tado carefully sheathed his
short sword.

“They are investigating the history of
‘Honours Sacrifice’ shrine.”

“We must forbid it!”

“We must not. We must show no
overt interest in this matter.” Lord Tado thoughtfully tapped a
finger against his chin. “A piling of unglamorous obstacles in
their path will prove the best dissuasion.”

Lady Tado possessively gripped
her husband. She nodded, then looked back at the office building in
cool calculation.

“Yes, my love. A good plan.” The
woman flexed a well manicured hand. “I shall prepare alternatives,
if they should prove to be persistent.”

Lord Tado flicked a glance
towards the two samurai who guarded the way into the garden.

“Can we trust the men?”

Lady Tado turned and hurtled her
own wakizashi at a pillar a dozen yards away. The short sword
struck point-on, thrumming as it quivered in the air.

“If not, we shall merely deal with the
matter ourselves.”

The lord took his wife in his arms,
holding her in pride and lust. The woman revelled in it, allowing
him to admire her. She reached a hand down to caress the hilt of
his short sword.

“A perfect blade - and in the
hands of one who truly knows how to use it.”

Lord Tado ran fingers through
his wife’s long, silken hair.

“You have a way of
bringing out my best…”

The couple kissed – lusciously
and lustfully.

In the shadows beneath the
porch, Chiri watched the entire courtyard in rat form – small,
white furred and with delicate little pink feet. Her two elementals
were at her side, carefully shielding her from harm. Daitanishi
made a face as he saw Lord and Lady Tado kissing. The rat could
only twiddle her fine whiskers in agreement.

The short sword still quivered
as it stuck in the pillar. Lord and Lady Tado were clearly
occupied. Chiri thoughtfully withdrew beneath the floorboards. She
swirled her tail, then twittered swiftly back through the dark –
back towards the office and the old storage room. She nosed her way
up through the hole in the floorboards – saw that the coast was
clear, and came up beneath the table.

Tonbo caught sight of her,
looked back to make certain that they were unseen, and spread the
rat spirit’s clothing carefully out upon the ground. The rat
threaded awkwardly up into her clothes, shimmered, and transformed
back into human form.

Bifuuko swarmed about, combing
and ordering Chiri’s streams of long white hair. Sura was fanning
Kuno’s face with her sleeves – incidentally keeping Chiri’s sudden
appearance hidden from the clerks in the other room. She turned
about and waved as Chiri came bustling up towards the door.

“Hey! We have rice cakes!” She
passed one swiftly to the rat. “OK – let’s get going.”

“Absolutely.” Chiri helped Kuno
order his equipment as the man rose up from the floor. “Are you
well, Kuno san?”

“Thank you. I am greatly
recovered.”

The group gathered their
equipment and headed out into the castle compound. Raiden clan
samurai were now watching them thoughtfully from their posts. Sura
linked arms with Chiri and nodded to a distant team of archers who
were quietly shadowing them from afar. She steered Chiri towards
the castle gate, smiling at the guard.

The fox spoke quietly to Chiri
as she smiled.

“Find anything?”

“I did indeed. Our
investigations are most unwelcome.” The rat wanted to hasten the
retreat, but Sura restrained her to a nonchalant stroll. “Lord and
Lady Tado will attempt to impede us.”

Sura walked along as though she had not a
worry in the world, stopping to wave back to the watching clerks.
“They’re in on it somehow! How? Why?”

Kuno gave a thoughtful frown. “The Raiden
find the ceremony useful. So does the temple.”

The rat cast a glance towards
the residence.

“Forgive me, Kuno san,
but it seemed more than that. Lady Tado was quite…
adamant.”

Nodding thoughtfully, Tonbo
steered his companions towards the castle gate. He kept a watch
upon the guards from the corner of his eye.

“Heads down – walk fast.”

They passed through the trees and out the gates,
heading onto the long, sloping road that lead down the castle hill.
Foot soldiers leading oxcarts filled with rice were plodding uphill
towards them. The Spirit Hunters passed the carts, threading
through a line of soldiers that came marching up behind. Other
traffic came through the gate, heading downhill: messengers and
samurai, off about the business of the garrison.

At the base of the hill, the road crossed a bridge
then threaded into the stifling town. The Spirit Hunters walked on
into the streets, fanning themselves in the still, hot air.

Sura stopped to peek into a roadside stall, long tail
swishing back and forth behind her. She returned with rice balls
and a very large jug of sake. Her smile was wonderfully false.

Two samurai in street dress had followed them all the
way down from the castle. The two men stopped when Sura stopped,
pretending to interest themselves in a horse. When Sura moved, the
pair of samurai walked onwards as well.

The fox shouldered her jug. She idly led her friends
into a side street, then put her head down and ran like hell.

The others ran with her. Sura
plunged into an alley, hurrying everyone into cover behind a stack
of lumber. Chiri hung back at the edge of the alleyway. She spread
her hands, a rising swirl of air lifting up her hair and churning
at the dust.

 


“Little sisters of the
air!

Come and play, be wild and
free!

Tumble in the timeless
dance!

Dust and dirt, fly high for
me!”

 


Little air elementals coalesced
above the ground, dancing and swirling in a circle, fast and faster
until a small dust storm filled the road. The two samurai rounded
the corner, then stood in the road, utterly blinded. They tried to
move forward, but had to retreat coughing and spluttering back to
the main road. The elementals surrounded the two samurai, raising a
dust storm all about them wherever they tried to go.

Sura watched for a moment in
delight, then clapped Chiri on the shoulder and ran with her
gleefully down the alley.

“You do good work!”

They ran into one small street
after another, guided by Sura’s cunning nose. She led them racing
out through a path that threaded down onto the river banks,
plunging through weeds and bushes to hide them out of view.

They took shelter in the trees.
Sura left the others deep in cover and crept back to the edge of
the weeds. She finally saw the two Raiden samurai coming out onto
the main river road. They stopped and glared off along the road –
clearly having no idea where to find their prey. The men searched
carefully then headed back into the town, vanishing from view.

Sura slid back down into the
trees. She found the others and jerked her thumb back towards the
road.

“Lost ‘em! They’re off to search all the
inns.” The fox tucked her long spear beneath her arm. “Now – we
have made a solemn commitment to the lord and lady of the castle,
and I feel we must abide by it. We shall definitely report to their
law office every morning. By post.”

Tonbo scratched at his chin. “Hmmm.
Collect?”

“Absolutely!”

Kuno rose and looked thoughtfully back at the
town.

“We shall have to find a place
to stay that is outside of their eye.”

“No problem.” Sura gave a
lackadaisical wave of her hand. “I have a perfect place for us to
stay. Somewhere they’ll never look! And somewhere
full of
information.”

Kuno frowned.

“Where? Where are we going?”

“Don’t worry! You’ll love this!” Sura
gathered up her friends.

“Trust me – I’m a fox!”
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3

 


 


Sunset spread wings of bronze
and gold across the western sky. In the deep, quiet forests,
cicadas finally took their rest. Crickets slowly took up the
evening chorus, stirring sleepily up between the leaves.

At the Eta village, the tanners,
butchers and gravediggers trailed in from their work, heading into
a long, low bath house. The plain little houses glowed as a few
lamps were lit. Cooking fires sent thin trails of smoke drifting up
into the trees.

Sura had set up camp beneath a
broad old tree, pitching her bedroll atop a pile of new-cut grass.
She lounged back against the tree trunk with a straw in her mouth
and a frown upon her brow, her mind concentrated upon the case.
Tonbo and Chiri set out the camp fire, preparing to make the
evening meal. Tonbo drew the bandoleer of rations from about his
neck: dried vegetables, rice, soup powders and dried fish all
wrapped in oiled cloth. Sura’s menu input had been absolutely
forbidden – the incident with the candied clams would be long, long
remembered. Chiri set a pot of water over the flames, then sat
back, pleased with a task begun.

Kuno sat stiffly, trying to
remain perfectly polite to the entire universe around him. Eta came
along the nearby trail, heading for their homes. On seeing the
visitors with armour and weapons stacked beside them, the Eta
immediately knelt in the road and bowed. Sura waved hello, while
Kuno gave stiff, perfectly measured bows in reply.

Sura took the straw out of her
mouth and cast a glance at Kuno.

“Kuno, will you just
relax! You’re not in the Eta village per
se. No one’s going to strike you off the
social register just for goofing off in some woods!”

The man frowned. Chiri came forward, wiping
her hands on a little towel handed to her by Daitanishi.

“I think they have been very pleasant to
us. We are disturbing their routine.” The rat spirit looked up into
the trees, where tiny forms stirred just out of normal view. “The
wood spirits like them.”

Sura settled back against her
tree, finding a new straw. She gave a scowl.

“Well – at least it’s quiet. I’m going to
buy them all a drink tomorrow. Right now – we have to think…”

The fox returned to musing. Chiri set out
their little pan and began to fry a pair of fish she had caught in
the river. Tonbo inspected the fire, then set out to fetch a few
more sticks of firewood. It would be best to have fuel handy for
the morning: Sura was no earthly use to man nor beast before her
morning cup of tea.

Tonbo strolled off into the nearby forest,
tetsubo over his shoulder. He walked inland, away from the river,
moving deeper into the trees. The sinking sun cast long, diagonal
streams of light through the leaves, lighting up small patches of
forest floor. The last butterflies meandered lazily through the
trees, their wings flashing brilliantly in the sun.

Some distance from the village, a little
meadow was filled with summer grass. Springtime winds had stripped
old limbs from several trees. Tonbo wandered out into the meadow.
He looked about, wiping his brow, then tied a towel about his head
as a sweat band and set to work gathering timber.

There were twigs and old tree limbs aplenty
in the grass. He worked his way up and over a great fallen tree
colonized with shelf fungi, then suddenly paused.

At the far side of the fallen tree was a
little graveyard. Wooden grave posts had been driven into the
ground beside the forest eaves. A small bird landed on one post,
its wings flashing brightly as the creature chirped and sang. Tonbo
walked forward and looked out across the graves, drinking in the
peace and quiet.

One grave post nearby had been almost
completely smothered by climbing weeds. Tonbo pulled the weeds
away, cleaning off the post with his hand. He poured some water
from his canteen and washed the dirt away, wiping the wood with his
gauntleted hand. The big man stood and gave a quiet bow towards the
post. He then turned and scanned his gaze across the trees.

A teenage girl had come walking from the
forest, carrying a bucket and small clay bowl. She was dark skinned
with fine, high cheekbones, and long hair bound back behind her
with a strip of cloth. Her plain robe and skirt were all home-dyed,
home-woven hemp.

She caught sight of Tonbo, immediately taking
fright. The girl dropped to her knees and pressed her face into the
ground. She remained in her abject bow, too frightened to rise.
Tonbo moved gently over. He planted his massive tetsubo end-first
onto the ground and leaned upon it, looking patiently down at the
girl.

“Enough nonsense.” The man
extended a kindly hand. “Get up.”

The girl peeked slowly out from
beneath her long hair, like a snail peering timidly from its shell.
She risked one brief glance, then kept her gaze upon the
ground.

“Forgive me, great samurai! I did not mean
to disturb you with my unworthy presence.”

“Hmph. Nothing is unworthy.”

The girl seemed too frightened
to stand, and so Tonbo decided to sit. He parked himself, his
firewood and his tetsubo upon the grass beside the girl. The big
man cracked the stiff muscles of his neck, and gave a sigh.

The young girl carried a bucket
and ladle, and a small bowl of steamed millet. Tonbo cast an eye at
the bowl and gave a frown.

“This is your
dinner?”

The girl quietly sat up. She
kept her gaze downcast.

“I – I have no dinner,
great samurai! I take this as an offering to my mother’s grave.”
The girl sadly looked down at her slender hands. “She was murdered
long ago, and I fear that her ghost may be restless and
sad.”

Tonbo scratched at his stubble,
listening to the girl’s tale.

“Murdered? How?”

“A samurai did it, great lord.
It is not considered a crime to kill a mere Eta.” The girl’s voice
was hollow. She looked off into the shadows of the trees. “But my
mother gave the man a dying curse. And sometimes I feel the curse
watching from the dark…”

Tonbo cocked one brow

“A curse, is it?” The big man
looked out over the deserted graveyard. “Well – we can have Sura
perform the ceremony for the repose of the dead. That might put you
more at ease.” He saw the girl looking back at him in confusion.
Tonbo patiently explained, pointing back towards the village. “The
fox lady. With the tail? She is a priestess. A reibai.”

The girl immediately bowed,
trying to hide her shame.

“I… I cannot pay a priestess for
such a ceremony, great lord.”

Tonbo made a wave, dismissing the entire
idea.

“The reibai would never ask you
for payment. She does not prey on the unfortunate.”

The samurai scratched his chin.
The girl was still almost quaking with fright. Tonbo looked from
the girl to the bowl of millet, and finally gave a grunt.

“You have no dinner? You
are giving your own meal to your dead?”

“Yes, great lord.” Tonbo drew
his bandoleer of rations from his shoulder. He pulled out four
ration packets and laid them out before the girl.

“Here. Rice, fish, vegetables,
fruit, tea. Field rations.”

The girl looked at the packets in
astonishment. The Eta would rarely ever see rice. She almost feared
to touch it.

“Rice!”

“Take it home. Cook. Eat.”

Tonbo drew out a slip of paper
from a box inside his pack. He carefully spread it out flat. He
looked the girl up and down, impressed by her sweet, shy bearing.
When not in the throes of abject terror, she was quite
personable.

“You speak well.” Tonbo tapped at his
chest. “I am Tsunetomo Tonbo. What is your name, girl?”

She bowed again, looking at the
ground.

“Eta… Eta do not have names, great…
honourable samurai. We are known only by our job.”

“Ridiculous! If I called
out ‘tanner’, fifty of you would come running!” The samurai frowned. “I
mean, what do you call yourselves?”

“I… I have my cradle
name, given to me by my mother…” The girl looked up at Tonbo, then
gave a graceful bow. “I am Little Sparrow.”

Tonbo nodded. He began to fold
his sheet of paper.

“It is a pleasure to meet you,
Little Sparrow.”

“A - a pleasure to meet you,
Tsunetomo san.” The girl risked looking up at Tonbo once again.
“You – you will all be staying near our village?”

“We are Spirit Hunters. There is
work to do.”

Tonbo finished folding his
origami. He had made a perfect little paper sparrow. He blew upon
it, then gave it to the girl.

“Here. Give your mother this.
Tell her Tsunetomo Tonbo will pray for her.”

Amazed at the offering, Little
Sparrow stared. She took the paper bird, then bowed profoundly.

“Thank you, samurai. Thank
you.”

Tonbo rose to his feet and
collected his firewood. The man turned, gave a warm, pleasant bow
to Little Sparrow, and wandered back towards camp. The young Eta
girl watched him go in quiet amazement.

He returned to find Chiri
singing as she carefully served out the evening rice for one and
all, sprinkling it with her own recipe of seaweed flakes, seeds and
spices. Sunset was turning into evening, and the campfire spread a
cheerful golden glow. Sura had set out a pair of lamps, and was
bringing forth a board game to play with Kuno after supper. All
seemed perfectly peaceful and well. Tonbo set down his wood, then
stood to look out over the Eta village. All was quiet – all was
well. No strange spirit clouds were lurking in the deep, dark
woods. The big man sat down and gratefully accepted a bowl of
noodle soup with mushrooms served to him by Chiri.

Tonbo engulfed a great stream of
noodles, then gave a sigh. Fried fish, rice and pickles were set
out to share, and there was sakē to accompany dinner. Tonbo took
charge of a bowl of rice, and looked over to Sura at the far side
of the fire.

“Do we know what we are doing
tomorrow?”

“Oh yes! The fox has a plan.”
Sura buried herself in her food, eating with her customary
voracity. Much to Kuno’s annoyance, she spoke with her mouth full.
“We follow up on Kuno’s lead. I figured out a way.”

“A subtle way?”

“Of course!”

It seemed that all was well. The
group lounged back to eat together. Out in the woods, the
night-time shadows finally fell, and the sky glittered with the
first bright evening stars.

 


 


The Buddhist shrine opened its
outer gates at the hour of the dragon: one hour after dawn.
Well-dressed monks pushed open the heavy gates, bowing greetings to
the pilgrims and visitors waiting out in the road. The temple flew
a small yellow flag, indicating at a sermon was soon to be read.
Devotees of the Buddha made their way towards the inner shrine,
while others threw coins into the donation trough and rang a temple
bell.

Sura had taken immense delight
in preparing for her visit to the shrine. She had change into her
humanoid form and dressed in a flower patterned robe, adding a nice
plain apron purchased from the Eta. She had run ashes and white
clay all through her hair, turning it a marvellous shade of
silver-grey. The fox had bound a printed towel about her head,
disguising her ears, and her tail had been tied in place beneath
her skirts. Her face had been dusted with makeup to hide its foxy
orange highlights, and artful lines made the woman seem a hundred
years old. She leaned upon a wooden staff, peering myopically about
herself and occasionally working her chops.

Kuno was with her – also heavily
disguised as an aged peasant. His hair had been greyed, and lines
etched into his face – there were even liver spots upon his hands.
He took Sura upon his arm and shuffled through the shrine gates,
nodding little bows towards the monks. Kuno had deep reservations
about the entire scheme, and was surprised when the monks waved
them through without paying the slightest notice.

Sura gave a chuckle of sly
triumph. She had blacked out some of her teeth for the occasion,
and the effect was wonderfully wicked. She tweaked Kuno’s arm and
led him off towards some long, tediously decorated buildings at the
rear of the shrine – surely the pulsing heartbeat of the temple
bureaucracy.

A young monk strode forward,
beaming genially as he approached Kuno and Sura. He gave a supple
bow.

“Honoured grandfather – honoured
grandmother. Welcome to our shrine.”

Sura squinted at the man,
looking puzzled. She cocked a hand to her ear.

“What? What’s that? We’re out of
time? I thought we were getting here early!” Sura had a wonderfully
aged wheeze to her voice. She struck at Kuno with the back of her
hand. “You hear that? We’re late! If you didn’t dawdle about with
your dickey bladder all morning long…”

The monk cleared his throat, and
spoke loudly into Sura’s ear.

“No no! To our shrine! Welcome
to our shrine!”

“What’s that? The shrine?” Sura
waved vaguely towards the buildings. “Yes! Very nice.”

The monk sighed, determined to
be genial and patient.

“How may we help you,
honoured madam, honoured sir?”

Sura hobbled closer, cocking an
ear closer to the monk. “What’s that?”

Kuno elbowed Sura subtly in the
ribs: she was overplaying the part. The samurai cleared his throat,
speaking in the huskiest, most aged voice he could muster.

“Just tell the man, dear.”

Sura relented. She moved forward and
took the young monk’s arm.

“Young man – our son desires to
marry a woman of this area. Before we give permission for the
match, we wish to see whether they are a family of good repute! We
wish no connection with scandal!”

“How may we assist,
honoured grandmother?”

Kuno gave a cough. “Young man,
we simply wish to peer through your registries of donations and
assure ourselves that their family is both pious and
dependable.”

The monk positively beamed.

“Of course, sir. And the name of the family
in question?”

Sura waved a finger about in
admonition. “Ha! We shall keep that to ourselves, young man.” The
fox poked at the young man with her stick. “Gossip is an ugly
thing, and it is best quashed by firm attendance to one’s own
business!”

The monk stepped back,
dusting at his robes. “But surely you will
need assistance?”

Sura was already walking past.
“That nice young monk we met here yesterday said he would be
waiting for us.”

“Which monk might this be, honoured
grandmother?”

The fox waved on hand vaguely
about as she walked. “Yes yes! You know the man. No hair, a rosary
– and a nose! I distinctly remember the nose!”

The monk blinked, feeling quite
confused. “You mean monk Tenshi, honoured grandmother?”

“That’s the one!” Sura waved her
stick and tottered onwards. “Now run along, young man! I’m sure you
have work to do. No point wasting your time when one of your
brothers is already waiting for us in there.”

The monk pointed Sura towards
the correct building and bowed. He walked off, shaking his head.
Sura linked arms with Kuno once again, and watched the monk through
the corner of her eye.

Kuno scowled.

“I am forever disturbed by your
ongoing delight in untruth!”

“So what’s untrue? These
Buddhist guys believe everything about them is illusion, and that
only enlightenment can pierce through the veil! So a disguise isn’t
doing wrong if everything is illusion anyway! It’s all just more of
the same!” The fox seemed delighted. “In a way I’m helping them!
Putting different types of illusion in front of them gives them a
chance to stretch their little faith muscles! A chance to make the
plunge!” Sura held out her fingers and pinched them together. “I
brought that kid this much closer to enlightenment! These people
should be thanking me!”

Kuno glowered.

“I am uncomfortable with
deceptions, even in a good cause. Two wrongs do not make a
right.”

“Yes they
do!”

“No they
don’t!”

“Sure they do! Here, look – mathematical
proof!” Sura ticked points off on her fingers. “Now deception is a
negative thing – right? And all crimes multiply! Deceiving someone
who is already deceiving you therefore makes a negative multiplied
by a negative. And a negative times a negative equals a positive!
Just ask any mathematician! So two wrongs equal a right. We’re in
the clear.” She pointed the way onwards with her staff. “Let’s
go!”

They hobbled together up the steps into the
hall. Kuno looked sidewise at the fox and seethed.

“I have such an urge to spank
you sometimes…”

Far back at the temple gate,
Chiri and Tonbo made their way into the shrine. Chiri had been
dressed as a woman of high birth. She wore fine new formal robes,
bound about with a great broad obi belt. Her hair had been
disguised with soot and oil, coloured black and tied in a long,
slender pony tail that had been wrapped in white cloth. A veil
trailing from her broad straw hat served to hide her pink eyes.

Tonbo plodded along behind her,
dressed in a loincloth and a short workman’s tunic. Sura had worked
her makeup magic upon him, giving the man great bags beneath his
eyes and shadowed cheekbones. He looked like a powerful, muscular
idiot. He trudged along bearing what looked like a box filled with
important gifts for the shrine, and a long roll of cloth-wrapped
matting that concealed his tetsubo.

Amongst the monks at the gate,
there was one who was far, far more expensively dressed: his robes
were of a finer cloth, and his rosary was made of jade. Carrying
herself with an air of haughty privilege, Chiri swept over to the
man, and waited for him to bow to her before she acknowledged.

“My good monk, we are here to
view the statue. My meditations are private, and I do not wish to
be disturbed.” Chiri placed a heavy purse into the monk’s hands.
“This is for your good works.”

The monk folded the purse in his
hands, and immediately bowed. He backed silkily away, leaving Chiri
and Tonbo to continue off towards the statue garden on their
own.

Chiri managed to keep her face
stiff, haughty and severe. As they moved away from the other
worshippers, the rat spirit clenched her fingers nervously together
and whispered through her veil to Tonbo.

“Tonbo san – I am not
sure I am really suited to deception.” The rat bit at her artfully
reddened lip. “… And I think that purse Sura gave me was just
filled with old shells and rocks.”

Tonbo grumbled, hitching up the
ragged loincloth that was the mainstay of his disguise. It was made
from rough woven hemp that apparently contained at least thirty
percent metal filings and old rice husks. His usual stoicism had
its limits. The man growled deep back in his throat and
grumbled.

“Sura and her fine ideas!” Tonbo
saw the gateway up ahead. “Come on. Let’s see what we can see.”

Chiri tried to suppress her
hiccups. She flicked a nervous eye down at her fine new robes.

“Where did Sura san procure
these robes I wear? Surely she did not steal them?”

“Best not to ask.”

“Oh dear!” Chiri’s hiccups
erupted. “Oh no!”

She cast an eye back towards the
temple’s main gates. Some armoured samurai had entered from the
road. They were looking about the temple grounds and scowling. The
rat moved to put a tree between herself and the main gate, and
moved hurriedly along towards the statue yard.

 


 


In the temple’s archives, Sura tottered
about, peering up at statues of various and myriad Buddhified gods.
She was keeping a clandestine watch upon the compound, the halls
and gardens, missing nothing with her sharp green eyes. She covered
for Kuno as the man flicked through sheaves of temple archives. She
had rummaged inside the deeper stacks to find him papers that had
lain forgotten for twenty years. He was far, far deeper into the
mounds of documents than any monk would allow: Sura ran
interference, chasing the monks away with great waves of her stick
and constant requests for foot rubs and tea.

Kuno had found a set of old records kept upon
cheap paper. They were refreshingly clear and simple – a remnant of
days when the temple had housed a single priest and half a dozen
assistants. He brushed a page flat and read down a line of figures
in satisfaction.

“Here we are – records from the
days before the statue shrine was here. A village priest must have
kept them. Ceremonies paid for by donations. Births, deaths,
marriages…”

Sura looked up at a garish wooden statue of
a god. Her eyes kept flicking to the steps just outside. “Anything
useful?”

“This was a small area. Very
little really happened…” He carefully turned a long, rustling page.
“Ah! Except here! A big donation. It’s for a prayer for the
redemption of a samurai – Yoshitori Yukio.”

There were notes jotted at the
side of the bequest. Kuno had to hold them up into the light to
read the spindly, crabbed little characters.

“Yoshitori Yukio –
banished as a ronin when his master betrayed the Raiden clan in
battle.” Kuno set the paper thoughtfully aside. “Banished. But
someone paid for prayers to be read…”

Sura pretended to be inspecting
a railing for dust.

“Oooh!
Was the ronin our guy?”

“No no. Here. He died.
Buried here about thirty years ago. Again, someone paid for a
memorial service.”

“No name for who
paid?”

Kuno shook
his head. “No – look – it’s been deliberately blacked out
with ink.” He pushed the page aside. “Could the one who paid for those ceremonies have
been our man?”

Sura came over and held the page
up against a shaft of bright sunlight. There were a few reddish
marks where one ink struggled to be seen through the strokes
masking over the top – but it was too murky to show much
detail.

“There’s two names – so it was a
samurai…” She moved the paper about in the light. “Toh –
something…I can’t make it out!” She handed back the page. “Gives us
a name to ask about, anyway. The ronin Yoshitori Yukio.”

Kuno stroked thoughtfully at his
moustache. “But it was long before the disgrace and death of our
man.”

There were other papers nearby:
an honour scroll of the great benefactors of the temple, their
donations and the prayers that would be said in thankful
celebration. Kuno drew out the elaborate scroll.

“Here – Lord Tado certainly pays
for a great many prayers.” He unrolled the scroll section by
section. “Adopted as a Tado eighteen years ago. Married seventeen
years ago. Promoted sixteen years ago. Promoted fourteen years ago.
Promoted ten years ago. Made lord of the fief eight years ago… The
clerk writes: Much praise to his great honour. Much praise to
his absolute loyalty to the liege.” Kuno shook his head.

“It seems Lord Tado has virtues
that are not immediately apparent.”

A monk mounted up the steps into
the building. Two armoured Raiden samurai came behind him, and all
wore looks of icy ill-will. The monk pointed out Kuno, who looked
up from the table filled with old papers. The samurai came over
with their hands already on their swords.

“You there! What are you
doing! Those are not for you to meddle with.”

Sura – using some weird instinct
for duplicity – had managed to remove herself over to one side of
the room. She came stumping over from inspecting the idols – bent
and muttering like a dotard. She bobbed a creaking bow towards the
two samurai.

“I’m sorry young man – but the
monk at the front of the hall said he was too busy to help me. This
gentleman has promised to assist me once he is done…”

One of the samurai flicked her a
dismissive glance.

“Silence, old crone!” The man glared at
Kuno, who now decidedly did not look like a doddering old man.
“You! We see through your disguise! You are under arrest!”

Kuno arose – cool, controlled and
dangerous.

“On what charge? Reading public
records in a public shrine?”

The second samurai came forward with his
hand tightening about his sword.

“You are insolent!”

“It is you who are offensive.”
Kuno’s voice was stern. “For your own safety, I urge you to abandon
all thought of using your swords.”

The first samurai gave a
sneer.

“I am Hoji Kuroma, of the clan Raiden – son
of Hoji Genjo, grandson of Hoji Ishida!” The man crashed a fist
against his own armoured chest. “I see through your disguise. Draw
if you dare! I am an Iaido master of the school of Iron Rain!”

Sura hobbled forward, squinting
as if to see the samurai’s face. She ended up nose to nose with
him, peering at him in amazement.

“A master of fast draw! And from
such an illustrious family?” The fox nodded her grey head. “You
young people are so clever these days. I heard that a master
swordsman learns to bend like a reed in the wind.”

The samurai blinked, his
attention divided between Kuno and Sura. “What? Yes!”

Sura kneed the man in the
testicles, hammering home like a pile-driver. The samurai goggled
and fell crashing to the ground. Sura shook her head.

“No – that was more like
grass…”

The other samurai staggered
backwards, then whipped out his blade. Kuno moved like lightning,
lunging inward and drawing his short sword from beneath his robes.
He twisted aside from his opponent’s blade, locking hilt-to-hilt
with the man’s sword and seizing him in an elbow lock, propelling
him backwards. He refrained from plunging his short sword home into
the man’s throat.

“I wish you no harm! I urge you
to withdraw!”

With great difficulty, the
samurai wrenched free. He shook his twisted arm, then whipped up
his sword, ready to attack. Kuno stood, sword lowered, ready to
parry. He was saved the trouble as Sura slammed a small wooden
table down over the man’s head from behind.

The samurai collapsed. The first
man retched, trying to struggle back onto his feet. Sura gleefully
kicked him in the crotch once more. Kuno seized her and dragged her
out of the hall as shouts and yells began to ring out from the
outside world.

 


 


The sermon had begun in the main
hall, drawing most of the monks and visitors away. Tonbo heaved
open the gate that led into the statue yard, and Chiri slipped
quietly through. She rubbed at her diaphragm, holding her breath as
she tried to make her hiccups go away. Tonbo came softly in through
the gate, and patted the rat quietly on the shoulder.

“Are they stopping?”

Chiri gulped air, held it, and
then finally let it go.

“I… I think so.” The girl moved
forward, trying to act serene. “Tonbo san? Are we observed?”

“We’re
clear.”

Chiri drew back her veil. The
two friends picked their way through the countless stones littering
the yard and approached the bronze statue.

The barrage of rocks over many
long years had blurred and dented the facial features. Even so –
there were many fine details still in evidence in places that were
harder to hit. Tonbo stood before the statue and looked up towards
the battered face.

“So this is our
man.”

Chiri began to circle the
statue. The dead man’s armour had been beautifully represented
– even the patterns on his robes. The rear of the statue was
utterly unharmed.

“Look here, Tonbo san.
This statue was very accurate.”

“It has no face.”

“But in other ways, it is
exact...” The rat climbed up onto the pedestal and looked at
details that had been protected by the shelter of the statue’s arm.
“Even the sword is detailed.”

Tonbo scowled. He stood moved up
to join Chiri, and inspected the statue’s sword.

There was damage to the long
sword, but the short sword was still perfect. Tonbo leaned in, with
Bifuuko and Daitanishi peering over his shoulder.

“Look at the tsuba – the guard.”

Chiri blew some dust aside. “A
Phoenix, and a little bird intertwined.” She carefully brushed some
chips of stone aside. “What sort of bird is that?”

Tonbo gently touched the bronze
tsuba. He nodded.

“A sparrow…”

Loud noises suddenly intruded on
the peace and quiet: cracking timber, shouts and cries. Suddenly
the fence over near the main temple building crashed apart as a
monk was hurtled through the flimsy wood.

The shattered fence revealed a
roiling brawl just out in the temple yard. Kuno caught a lunge from
a monk’s staff, spun into the man and threw him straight over his
shoulder, stripping the man of his staff. The monk fell thudding to
the ground like a sack of rice. As another monk leapt over his
comrade, Kuno met the rush with a sharp jab of his captured stick.
The monk fell to the ground, gagging in shock.

 


Sura was engaged against two
monks armed with long staves. She used a bo-staff with gleeful
speed, swatting one man’s weapon aside and thudding the point of
her staff into his midriff. The second man made a wild swing at
her, and she dodged the blow and whipped her staff down to smack
the man in the shin. The monk hopped away, yammering and howling as
he fell into a pond.

Three monks came rampaging
towards Sura down the temple steps, staves levelled and teeth
bared. The fox flung an egg stuffed full of pepper right into the
face of the foremost man – one of many nasty little tricks the fox
kept up her sleeve. The man dropped his weapon and clutched at his
eyes as a cloud of pepper burst about his head. A second man reeled
aside, coughing and helpless. Sura charged straight at the third,
stepping aside at the last possible instant before she struck. She
tripped him with her staff, and the man stumbled clean through the
fence. The monk slammed into Tonbo, shook himself, and then wailed
half a dozen punches into Tonbo’s middle. The huge man scowled,
finally became irritated, and seized hold of the monk, tossing him
at one of Sura’s other victims.

More monks armed with clubs,
sickles and garden rakes came rampaging towards the intruders,
yelling like madmen. Tonbo gave a sigh and uncovered his tetsubo,
swinging it to smash one of the fence pillars. The charging monks
screeched to a halt and beat a panicked retreat.

Tonbo looked back towards Chiri
and shook his head.

“I was wondering how long Sura would keep
in character…”

A dozen unarmed acolytes came charging around
the corner of the temple. Sura blinked and almost vanished under a
great mound of biting, scratching monks, while a swarm of monks
armed with staves flung themselves at Kuno, trying to drag him to
the ground. Sura fought like a wild thing, biting one man on the
leg and punching another in the eye, while Kuno struggled to battle
a horde of men.

Kuno fought with a broken staff, wielding the
thing like a sword. He cracked the stick into the hand, arm and
skull of one man, buckled another monk’s leg, and sent a third man
sprawling on the ground.

Tonbo gave a
deep ursine growl and thudded forward, running faster and faster,
his tetsubo swinging. With a deafening kiai shout, he slammed the
weapon down across two quarterstaves, splintering them into pieces.
He swept men’s feet out from under them, sending them crashing to
the ground. He took down two men with a single massive punch, by
elbowing one behind him and crashing his first into
another.

One monk whipped a long oak staff at Tonbo’s
head. Tonbo caught the weapon in one hand, tugged the monk toward
him, and head butted the man. The monk fell, and his companions
immediately turned and fled.

Tonbo snarled at the men who had been
brawling with Sura. They all scrabbled backwards and ran – apart
from the man with the bitten leg, who hobbled away in panic. Tonbo
reached down and plucked Sura to her feet. He propelled her hastily
towards the exit.

“Go!”

The Spirit Hunters ran for the
temple gates. Behind them, the temple had finally roused its
forces. The temple had a small contingent of armed and armoured
monks – men wearing white cowls, black-laced body armour and
carrying heavy naginatas. A dozen of them came clashing and
clattering from the far depths of the temple. With them came
several unarmoured Raiden samurai, and yet more monks armed with
garden tools. Chiri halted her flight and flung open her hands,
raising them up as a storm of power suddenly shot up from the
ground.

 


“Little partners of the
earth.

In fit of anger, you were
thrown.

Listen now, come heed my
call.

In anger now return!”

 


The yard about the bronze statue
was utterly littered with heavy stones. The rocks rose from the
ground, swivelled, then flew high into the air. They came raining
down onto the heads and shoulders of the onrushing monks and
samurai.

Men crashed to the ground,
stunned by the stones. Others fled for cover in the buildings.
Chiri raced off after her friends, escaping out of the temple.

They ran down the deserted road
with cicadas singing deafeningly loud above. Sura led them towards
the town, then suddenly swerved off beneath the trees. The fox took
her friends running up a side path to a little stream, and plunged
into cover behind a great thicket of brambles.

They had hidden their more usual
gear here in the hour before dawn. The Spirit Hunters stripped away
their disguises, wiping makeup from their faces.

Kuno took soft soap and a hemp
rag, crouching down to wash his face in the stream. He dabbed at a
bruise under one eye and flicked a glance at Sura.

“I am still shocked that you actually own
makeup, Sura san.”

Sura looked back at the man in
puzzlement.

“What makeup? This is just bat
guano! It really brings out your natural colour!”

Kuno looked utterly aghast.
“Guano!”

“Naah – it was makeup!”
Sura nudged at the man, fondly shaking her head. “You’re so damned
cute when you’re gullible. Right, Chiri?”

Chiri gave a slight hiccup. As
everyone turned to blink at her, the rat hid her blushing cheeks by
scrubbing at her makeup with a rag. She emerged rather cleaner,
still brushing back her oily black hair.

“Ah! Yes! Now, we – ah – we
possibly have a new lead. The sword hilt on the statue was designed
in great detail. Surely it must have been based upon an original
model?”

Tonbo shrugged his way into his
heavy green and gold laced armour, settling its beloved weight in
place.

“Tsuba makers are skilled
artisans. If one was here twenty years ago, his family may still be
here now.” The big man turned and looked about the forest. A trail
led off to the farmland west of the castle. “If we are careful, I
can get us in and out of the artisan’s quarter unseen.”

Sura looked up in delight.

“Oooh! Wait – we can disguise ourselves as
a traveling comedy troop! I saw some cool straw – I could make Kuno
a wig!”

Kuno glowered at the fox.

“Let us just allow Tonbo
to handle stealth in his own way.”

“Spoilsport.”

Sura changed into fox form. The
ash and flour she had used to colour her hair hung briefly in the
empty air, then blew away in the breeze. Sura shook out her red fur
and then trotted over to her usual clothing. She wriggled her way
inside, and with a flash, transformed back into human form. She
flicked back her newly cleaned hair, and began happily tying it
back into its usual long pony tail. She flicked it flamboyantly
back behind her, then seized hold of her beloved spear.

Chiri stood and was about to
change form. Sura saw what she was up to, and bustled over to
Chiri’s side.

“Wait wait wait! Your hair
stuff’s oily!” She held her friend by the waist. “OK – go!”

Chiri rippled and transformed
into a fine white rat. Her disguise fell, to be caught and whisked
away by Daitanishi and Bifuuko. Sura held the little white rat in
her hands as the mass of oil and soot that had disguised Chiri’s
long hair was suddenly left hanging in mid air. The goo spatted
down to the ground in an untidy mass. Sura brushed at Chiri’s
beautiful sleek fur, then carried the rat over to her clothes.

Chiri changed back into human
form inside her clothing, emerging clean and hearty. Kuno watched,
and drew his brows into a frown.

“That must speed up bath time
considerably.”

Sura gave a shrug.

“You’d think. But you still kind
of have to wash your actual fur in each form. Can take ages!” She
fetched her spear. “Right! Are we going?”

“We’re going.” Kuno indicated to
Tonbo that the man had the lead. The big samurai nodded, and then
headed off down the trail.

The Spirit Hunters walked
towards the town. Sura hung back briefly, turning to look back into
the woods, her tall ears high. Something seemed to prickle slowly
along her skin.

A dark mist was in the woods
further up along the hillside: brooding and watchful, as though
biding its time. As Sura watched, the mist drew deeper back into
the shadows, and utterly disappeared.

The fox tucked her spear beneath
her arm, and hastened off after her friends.
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Chapter
4

 


 


Even in the heat of mid-day, the
town’s streets thronged with traffic. Sweating peasants brought
well shaded vegetables, pickles and supplies to the inns. Porters
struggled to carry hefty sakē barrels that were slung between long
poles. Handcarts brought hay and fodder for the horses. A few food
vendors had opened little stalls, and were serving fruits, cold tea
and lunchtime snacks to passers-by. But the sun was searing hot,
and the traffic moved with growing lethargy. Townsfolk moved about,
trying to finish their day’s business before the coming of the
long, hot afternoon.

Down beside the riverbanks, at
the place furthest from the castle, the oldest buildings of the
town dozed beneath the shade of great, broad trees. The houses here
were comfortable and solid. Artisans were at work in several of the
open shops: a sword polisher ground carefully at a long, gleaming
blade, while an armourer hung up lacquered segments of armour to
dry in the shade. Eta delivered leather to a saddle maker – being
made to wait out in the street for their payment. The careful chip
and tap of chisels and awls made a constant background noise.

Tonbo – minus his armour –
hauled a handcart piled high with hay through the winding street.
He wore a straw hat and a plain old robe, looking like just any
other farmhand on a hot, still day.

Tonbo pulled the cart over to a
street stall. He pushed back his hat and spoke to the stall owner,
asking a few questions about the local artisans. An old sakē
merchant came hobbling over from the next stall, and nodded his
head up and down. He pointed Tonbo towards a long, rambling
building at the far end of the road – a house shadowed by a gnarled
old pine.

Tonbo hauled the cart up along
the street, finally pulling it into an alley beside the twisted
pine. He rapped three times on the side of the cart, and the hay
pile suddenly thrashed.

Sura thrust her head up from the
hay pile, shoving up from beneath a layer of sacking. She looked
swiftly about then jumped from the cart, retrieving her beloved
spear from underneath the hay.

Daitanishi popped up out of the
cart and sped to the end of the alleyway, peeking about to make
certain that they were all unobserved. Chiri and Kuno clambered
awkwardly out from beneath the hay, sneezing and slapping irritably
at their clothes. Bifuuko whirred up to tend to Chiri’s hair as
Kuno passed Tonbo his heavy tetsubo.

Kuno nodded towards the rambling
old house.

“Tsuba maker?”

Tonbo grunted and gave a
nod.

“Tsuba maker.”

“Excellent. Let’s be off.” Sura
quirked up one eyebrow, then dug into her sleeve to find a field
mouse trapped inside her robes. She put the little creature back in
the hay. “You! Stay here and guard the cart!”

Daitanishi floated back to
Chiri’s side, satisfied that the coast was clear. The four Spirit
Hunters moved onto the main street, then swiftly into the
tsuba-maker’s yard.

They passed into an entry way
that was utterly deserted. Sura shucked off her sandals and walked
up onto the house floor, looking about. The room beyond was dusty,
with drawings of sword hilt patterns all over the walls and piled
mightily upon old bamboo shelves. A table was covered with metal
shavings, tools and beeswax, and a set of other workbenches lay
beyond. A large striped fly buzzed slowly about the room, idly
batting its head against the paper frames in the walls.

“Hello? Excuse me – hello?”

Something stirred over at the
far side of the room. A thin, utterly ancient little man had been
laying on the floor behind a work bench, fanning himself idly in
the heat. The man waved his fan at Sura without bothering to look
at her.

“We’re closed! No business
today! The gods bring the heat to tell us to lie down and relax.”
The old man cracked his folded fan into his hand, muttering to
himself. “Not that any young folk listen to good advice anymore.
Lack of filial piety – that’s what’s wrong! No deference to age.
Everyone just wants mass-produced sword guards… No eye for
craftsmanship any more…”

Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo came into
the room, peering about themselves. Kuno saw the old man. The
handsome samurai walked forward and gave a deep, respectful
bow.

“Venerable one – we have
come to ask for your recollections on a matter of great art. We
hope that you will help us.”

The old man immediately sat
up.

“Art, is it? Excellent! I am
your man!”

The old man arose –
remarkably spry and active for his eight or nine decades. He bobbed
and bowed to one and all. “Ah – true connoisseurs! The Raiden
samurai are a coarse lot. But real connoisseurs! Would you care for
some tea, samurai?” The old man squinted up at his visitors.
Suddenly he caught proper sight of Sura. The old man was instantly
alive with delight.

“Ooooh – a fox!” The old tsuba
maker gave a great, heartfelt sigh. “Ah – I was in love with a fox
once. A trial to live with, but a treat beneath the sheets! She
aged me twenty years in twelve months, and I don’t regret a minute
of it!” The man sidled past and patted Sura on the hand. “If you
are interested, my dear, I should be more than happy to take you on
as a concubine. An artist can never have too many concubines!”

Sura reached for her hat.

“Well – he’s obviously senile!
Time to go!”

Kuno favoured the fox with a
patient glare. “We came to ask about the sword hilt.”

“Yes! Well – alright.” Sura
raised her voice to speak to the tsuba maker. “Hey! Um, honoured
revered artisan guy! Look, we have a problem. We’ve seen a picture
of a particular sword hilt. We think that it’s local. We were
wondering if you could help us find out who owns it, so we can see
it up close?”

The old man fussed about his work table,
brushing a heap of old metal shavings to one side.

“We have been in business here
for a while now, father and son. But is it truly a piece of ours? I
may have to rouse my father – and he is getting on a little in
years.” The old man wagged a finger. “Do you have this picture of
this sword hilt?”

Chiri had used paper and
charcoal to draw a rough sketch of what she remembered. The rat
drew forth the carefully folded paper, and spread it out upon the
work bench.

“Honoured artisan – as my poor
memory recalls, the tsuba was decorated with a pattern of birds.
There was a phoenix – like this – intertwined with a sparrow.”

The old man immediately bustled forward and
seized the drawing, looking for a stick of willow charcoal.

“No no no no
no! A phoenix – a sparrow, yes? But there is a tiny phoenix
and a tiny sparrow under the wings of the main birds. The family –
you see?” The old man drew in the two extra small details. “Yes – a
splendid piece! Such a nice fellow he was. My father laid down the
rough work, and I myself created the inlay. It was for a master
sword – brand new. A piece destined to be an heirloom.”

The old tsuba maker fetched down
a dusty folder. He flipped back pages of drawings and rubbings,
then triumphantly laid out the proper page before his guests. The
phoenix and sparrow sword guard was pictured there in all its
glory.

“Yes – for the short
sword only. The short sword guards a samurai’s heart and honour,
you know! He knew that, you see!”

Sura cocked an ear. “He?”

“The nice young samurai. The one
that went to find his friend who was banished. Very sad. The
banished friend died, you know. But he buried him. Buried him well.
Did all that was proper. Looked after the man’s wife.” The old
tsuba maker shook his head. “You don’t find young people with that
type of dedication these days. The world’s going to pot. Now once
upon a time, you could find…”

He was off and muttering. Sura
irritably tried to drag the man back onto the right subject.

“Now look…!”

Kuno held up a hand to interrupt
the fox. He moved before the old man and spoke to him with
respectful patience.

“Honoured artisan - What was the
name of the samurai who owned the sword? Is it in the book? Do you
recall?”

The old man scratched at his
head. “Dear me. I am ninety years old, my dear sir. Details slip a
little…” The man gave a frown of annoyance. “Bah. It’s gone! He
died, you know. But the sword – It was our masterpiece! Never would
I forget that sword! It was a Yusashi original! Perfectly even
temper lines.” He jerked his thumb towards the sword polisher’s
house next door. “My son polished the sword himself only just last
week.”

Sura eagerly pricked up her
ears.

“It is still here, in town? We
might view it?”

“As to that, traveller, who can say! The
castle lord has a great many things pressing upon his time.”

Chiri drew in a breath of
realisation.

“The lord!”

“Yes yes. The young lord. He
owns it now.” The old man nodded, beaming as happy memories flowed.
“A masterpiece. A perfect blade. Such a pleasure to pass such a
thing from father to son. He has taken good care of it. You see –
not all filial piety is forgotten. You young folk could learn a
thing or two!”

Sura swirled her tail.

“Father to son...” She took up
the drawing. “Big sparrow, little sparrow. Big phoenix, little
phoenix.”

Chiri looked towards the
castle.

“Lord Tado is the son of the reviled
samurai? Is it possible?”

Kuno gave a nod.

“He is an adopted son of a
Raiden vassal family. Yes – it is quite possible he was adopted
after the death of his real father.”

Tonbo caught Sura’s eye.

“I met a ‘Little Sparrow’. An
Eta girl – about twenty.” The man scratched his chin. “Little
Sparrow’s mother lies restless in her grave.”

The fox bowed.
“Then I shall speak to Little
Sparrow.”

It had been a very satisfactory
visit. Kuno took a small sum of money and subtly placed it upon the
old man’s work table, giving a decorous bow.

“Honoured grandfather – please
accept this small sum of silver to preserve us from the labour of
carrying it.”

The old tsuba maker cocked an ear, seeming
utterly confused.

“Eh?”

Sura rolled her eyes and leaned
in to speak loudly into the old man’s ear.

“He’s giving you cash to say thank you! For
your time and skill.”

“Oh – well why didn’t he
say?”

“Because he’s
obtuse.”

Daitanishi had been peering out
of a screen door and watching the street outside. The little
floating rock came flitting back to Tonbo’s shoulder and nudged at
the man. The big samurai looked quietly through a gap in the screen
and saw one of the samurai from the brawl at the Buddhist temple
standing in the street. The man had come with four foot soldiers
for company – all of them armed and armoured. They were walking
carefully along the street, looking into the yards and alleys.

The Spirit Hunters gathered up
their sandals and equipment. Sura hastily ushered the others
towards the rear half of the house. She stopped to tip a suave
salute to the old man.

“We’ll go out the back way. Thank
you!”

The old man frowned. “Eh?”

The Spirit Hunters flitted out
through a screen door and off into an alleyway behind the house.
Sura paused, checked that the coast was clear, then led her friends
off into the woods.

The old tsuba maker watched Sura
go. He gave a great, fond, longing sigh.

“Ah, to have a fox in my bed again.” The
old man smiled. “Yes indeed!”

He clapped his hands and bustled off to
another door, calling out towards his gardens. A gaggle of
attractive young women all eagerly appeared. The young concubines
all raced to the old man’s side and brought him a brimming cup of
sakē.

“My dears! Fetch my
medicine! We shall party as though I were sixty again!”

 


 


The Eta village was a place of
quiet industry throughout the long, hot afternoon. Women worked at
looms, or cut millet in the fields. Others patiently cut leather
thonging from sections of hide. Up in the trees, cicadas dozed. A
few dragonflies skimmed back and forth above the grass, wings
whirring softly in the breeze.

Sura, Chiri and Kuno sat beneath
a pine tree in the shade. Sura had set aside her straw hat, donning
her folded eboshi with white and grass-green cords. With her
long-sleeved suikan robe, spear trailing prayer papers and tall fox
ears, she was a being of cool, clear mystery.

Tonbo walked from the village,
accompanying a fine, upright old woman and a slender young maiden.
Sura and her friends rose. The newcomers bowed, and the Spirit
Hunters bowed in return. Tonbo turned and performed the
introductions.

“Sura san? This is Grandma Pine, the Eta
headwoman. And this is Little Sparrow.” Tonbo’s armour rattled
slightly as he moved to indicate Sura, Kuno and Chiri. “This is the
reibai, Priestess Kitsune Sura. Asodo Kuno, imperial deputy – and
Nezumi Chiri, our gentle shugenja.”

Grandma Pine had long hair of purest white,
and the most wonderfully creased and weathered skin. She looked at
her visitors in all their strangeness. She bowed again with quiet
dignity.

“Priestess. We are deeply
blessed by your presence. Samurai. Shugenja. You honour us too
deeply.”

Kuno bowed to the old woman once
again.

“Thank you, honoured
grandmother. You are too kind.”

They all walked together through
the trees, off towards a forest path. Sura fell in beside Little
Sparrow, taking in the young girl’s dark golden skin and fine, high
cheek bones. The fox nodded to herself in thought.

“Little Sparrow, please forgive us for
prying – but we hope to help you and your family.” The fox gave a
long, expressive sweep of her tail. “Tonbo tells me that your
mother was murdered?”

Little Sparrow blushed –
embarrassed to be talking on such utterly even terms with august
company. But she had a fine voice – well-spoken and intelligent.
The young woman bobbed her head.

“Yes, honoured priestess!”

“Ha! Just call me Sura.” They
had reached a fallen tree. Sura sat herself down, setting herself
at ease. “So tell me about your mother. You were there when she
died?

“Yes… Sura
san.”

“Do you remember anything
of your mother and your father, Little Sparrow san?”

The Eta girl looked down. Her
fingers tightened in the hem of her robe.

“Very little. Only… feelings.”
She bowed her head and closed her eyes, trying to remember. “My
father… He was tall and kind. He loved my mother very much. I was
happy…”

Her voice fell.

“My mother was very
beautiful.”

The fox listened carefully. “And now you
live here. You work as a tanner?”

Grandma Pine immediately spoke
out. Great pride shone in her voice.

“No, priestess. We keep Little
Sparrow away from unclean work. She is special to us. She can read
and write. She teaches our children.”

Kuno looked at the girl,
impressed by her demeanour.

“Was your father a samurai, Little Sparrow
san?”

The girl was calm and clear.

“Yes. I believe so, honoured
samurai.”

Tonbo helped Grandma Pine to sit
down. The old woman nodded to him in thanks. She leaned on her
walking stick and regarded the Spirit Hunters.

“Priestess – shugenja – honoured samurai.
Little Sparrow came to us eighteen years ago. Her mother left her
with us in hiding. She was one of us – an Eta from the far Tajo
valley. We knew her family.”

The old woman heaved a sigh and
closed her eyes as she spoke – picturing a scene that had long
haunted her nightmares.

“She came to us in the rain and
hid the child. She was trying to reach Lord Raiden, racing through
the storm. She knew no fear.

“There was lightning – a
terrible wind. We followed after her. My husband and I – the
elders. We wished to implore her to shelter with us until the storm
had passed. But when we heard hooves upon the road, we hid. To our
everlasting shame, we hid.”

The old woman rubbed at her eyes.

“A masked samurai was hunting her – waiting for her!
A mounted man with armour laced like flame. They spoke for a
moment, and she tried to walk past.” Grandma Pine tuned her face
away.

“He treacherously slew her – cutting her down from
behind. And then for some reason, he branded her body with a
criminal’s brand.” The old woman stared at the pine needles on the
ground. “We saw it all as we hid nearby. We heard it as she cursed
him as she died…”

Chiri gently stroked Daitanishi
in her lap. She listened to the tale with sadness in her eyes.

“He just… killed her? Branded
her?” The rat nodded softly. “And of course – you did not dare to
report the crime. The samurai would have slain you all.”

The old woman clenched her
hands. “We were Eta, Nezumi san. We dared not speak. When Lord
Raiden’s men found her body, they cast it away, thinking her a
criminal. But we buried her here, in honour.” The old woman
straightened her shoulders. Her voice was proud.

“We care for Little Sparrow
carefully. She is the daughter to the wife of a samurai. That means
she is samurai. She is destined for better things than an Eta
village.”

Sura perked up her ears.

“You say Little Sparrow’s mother
was the wife of a samurai?

“Yes, priestess.
I buried the woman with my own hands. Her
obi belt was knotted as
a wedded woman. A wedded samurai.”

“And the lady’s name?”

Little Sparrow looked up at the
fox.

“Sparrow, Sura san. My mother’s name was
Sparrow.”

Sura stroked at her chin,
pondering the story. She sat back, frowning, folding her arms about
her spear.

“What was the curse you mother placed upon
the man that slew her?”

Little Sparrow was ashen.

“It was… That he should die by
the hand of one who knows true love.”

Sura nodded. She closed her eyes
and bowed her head in fierce concentration. Tonbo motioned the
others to give Sura her space. They all stood and moved away
beneath the trees.

Lord Tado and his people might
now be watching the roads and ford, so Tonbo kept the group in
cover. Grandma Pine and Little Sparrow looked questioningly over
towards Sura, but Tonbo motioned them to be at peace.

Sura finally drew in a deep
breath and emerged from her thoughts. She rose to her feet, and
walked over to her companions.

“Little Sparrow, my
friend. Do you have any keepsakes of your mother?”

The girl put a hand to her breast. “Only
the beads I wear. A rosary.”

Tonbo immediately turned. He looked at Sura
in alarm.

“No.”

“I am a reibai. I care for all
that is living – all that is dead. And I will have my answers.”
Sura bowed to Little Sparrow. “My friend – please would you do the
honour of showing me to the grave of your mother.”

The two Eta bowed. They beckoned
Sura onward down a path into the forest. As they walked, the fox
asked further gentle questions about Little Sparrow’s life. She
stopped at a well, filled a bucket with water, and continued to
follow the two Eta along the path.

Chiri hung back with Kuno and
Tonbo. She put a hand upon Tonbo’s arm.

“Tonbo san – what is Sura doing?”

“Being obstinate!” The man
surged forward after Sura, full of concern. “Come. If she needs our
help, she will need it swiftly.”

They hastened onwards, as
Grandma Pine and Little Sparrow led their visitors into the trees.
After a time, the path emerged out into a wide, quiet clearing
filled with wandering butterflies.

The Eta graveyard stood over at
the far side of the open field. Little Sparrow took the others past
the scattered cairns and grave posts, finally stopping beside a
post made from oiled red oak.

Several small offerings sat at
the base of the post: cooked millet, flowers, and Tonbo’s folded
origami sparrow. Little Sparrow ushered Sura quietly over to the
grave, and sank down to kneel nearby.

Tonbo turned, carefully scanning
the far tree line. His senses prickled, as though he were being
watched. The man walked a few paces towards the far tree line,
tetsubo in hand. He glowered at the distant underbrush. But nothing
moved – the butterflies drifted about quite undisturbed. He drew
slowly away, and returned to the graves.

Sura had taken her water bucket
and ladle, and began to ritually pour water over the grave post.
She walked about the grave post, pouring water to carefully
delineate a circle about herself, the grave and Little Sparrow.

Sura knelt down before the
grave, whipping her hakama out of the way with a firm crack of one
hand, and settled her short sword firmly in her belt. Taking one of
the empty offering cups, she cleaned it, then filled it with sakē
from her own flask. Placing the cup before the grave post, Sura
then drew forth six heavy tubular sticks of incense. A flame
appeared in Sura’s open palm, and she lit the incense sticks,
whipping her hand past them to extinguish the flames and leave them
at a smoulder. She placed the incense beside the grave post, then
moved elegantly back.

Sura made a long, slow bow
towards the grave. She drew erect, carefully controlled her
breathing, and held out one of her hands to Little Sparrow.

“Please do not be
afraid.” The fox kept her eyes upon the grave post. “My friend –
may I kindly borrow the rosary left to you by your
mother?”

The Eta girl bowed. She quietly
removed the necklace of beads, and placed them reverently into
Sura’s hands.

“Here, Sura
san.”

“I thank you, Little Sparrow san.”

Sura carefully placed the beads
before the grave.

The fox gracefully arose. She
unsheathed her spear and set herself in place, slowly drawing in a
breath. Sura walked about the grave post, tracing a circle just
above the ground. The path scribed by the spear shimmered with a
stark, ghostly light.

Sura enclosed herself and Little
Sparrow within the circle. The fox touched the grave post with her
spear. Grave post, beads and the magic circle instantly blazed with
light.

 


“I bow to the celestial
heavens. I command the guardians of the gate to turn aside! I beg
forgiveness for opening the way.”

 


Sura swirled, long spear
flashing, then swept Leaf Cutter’s orange blade straight down. A
rift was sliced into the fabric between worlds – a hole that gaped
through into the Realm of the Honoured Dead. A soft light drifted
from the rift, bringing with it the scent of flowers. The air
inside the circle slowly stirred. Sura set herself before the rift
and opened her arms. She called through the rift, shouting into the
other world.

 


“I call to Sparrow! Mother of
Little Sparrow!

 


Spirit of the honoured
realm.

Soul of our beloved dead.

This one calls you forth in
honour.

This one calls you to her
heart.

 


Cross the veil, behold your
loved ones.

Cross into the mortal
light.

Lady Sparrow, hear us
calling!

Come now into mortal
sight!”

 


A swirl of strange, ghostly
shapes appeared at the far side of the rift. Spirits crowded
curiously into the opening between the worlds. Sura held up a
painted paper fu, blocking the spirits from exiting. She
searched through the rift, then saw one spirit shining brighter
than the rest.

The spirit came swirling and
shimmering forth out of the rift, spreading out great coils of
brilliant light. Outside the circle, Grandmother Pine, Kuno and
Chiri all stared in wonder. Tonbo watched carefully, his armour
glinting in the spirit light.

Little Sparrow watched in awe as
the spirit hovered in the air. Sura set down her spear, then walked
forward to the spirit, opening her arms in welcome.

“Lady Sparrow…”

The drifting spirit suddenly
gathered itself and plunged straight into Sura. The fox jerked and
fell to the ground, arching and thrashing. The spirit flashed
glowing tendrils out to flood through Sura’s limbs.

“Sura!”

Chiri lunged forwards. Kuno
leapt to try and rescue the fox, but Tonbo held them back. He
pulled Chiri back from the shimmering wall of magic, and signalled
Little Sparrow to keep in her place.

“Don’t cross the circle!
You’ll open the barrier!”

Tonbo kept close to the magical
circle, horribly afraid for Sura. They all watched in shock as the
fox clawed wildly at the ground.

Sura felt the alien spirit
coursing through her. Memories from another life flashed past her
eyes. They came in a wild rush, burning as they seared through her
mind.

- She felt herself as a young
woman, meeting a starving, ailing ronin in the woods. She took the
young man under her arm, lifting him – helping him onwards, on
towards shelter.

- There was a wrench as time
flew past. She lay in bed in a humble hut, feeling battered –
exhausted – elated. The young ronin was there beside her, holding
her. Between them, they cradled their newborn baby boy…

- Time whipped past in a
sickening swoop. Horrible sadness and despair wrenched through her.
Suddenly it was night-time. The young ronin lay in Sura’s arms,
running with sweat – fading and dying from fever. Suddenly a tall
samurai bust in through the door – wet, travel stained and wild. He
looked at the young ronin, appalled by his state. The newcomer
raced over to hold the dying man’s hand. They spoke together, both
of them clearly friends. The dying ronin put Sura’s hand into the
other man’s grasp…

- They buried the young ronin
together. Sparrow – Sura – prayed at the young man’s grave.
Weeping, she held her three year old son as the tall, handsome
samurai bowed to his friend’s grave. He came and raised Sparrow to
her feet…

Time wrenched sickeningly past
once more. Sura was wearing fine robes and sitting in a comfortable
rustic house. There was calligraphy on the walls, and a suit of
armour stored upon a stand. The tall samurai entered – his face
warm and comforting. He sank down beside Sura, and caressed her
face. She kissed him – wonderfully in love…

- Sparrow was pregnant once
again. Her wonderful samurai was there beside her. Together, they
wrote their names upon a slip of paper – the names of Sparrow’s
child, and her child to be. They placed locks of their own hair
inside the strip of paper, and folded it tight. Sparrow’s husband
had a disassembled short sword on a table before them – a weapon
with a gorgeously watered blade. The folded paper was handed to an
artisan, who laid it against the wooden handle, then wrapped it
carefully with the belly skin of a stingray. The handle was taken
off to be wrapped with cord and then fitted onto the short sword,
to nestle against its fine new tsuba.

- Their sword! Their family
sword!

The spirit blazed bright. Sura
sat up and looked about herself in astonishment. She looked at
Little Sparrow, and her eyes filled with absolute love.

“Daughter!”

Little Sparrow looked up at Sura
in timid hope.

“Mother?”

Sura folded Little Sparrow in
her arms. They embraced, weeping. Sura finally pulled away and
caressed Little Sparrow’s face, looking at her in wonder.

“So beautiful. You grew up to be
so beautiful.” Sura suddenly seemed sad. “I waited by the gate, but
he never came. My Phoenix never came…”

She looked down at Little
Sparrow, caressing her tearful face. “I have watched over you,
daughter. But I never knew you were so beautiful…” She wiped away
Little Sparrow’s tears. “Do not cry, daughter. I loved – I loved
twice, and was loved in return. I bought you life, and so my own
was well spent.”

She frowned once again.

“My Yukio was there. But my
Phoenix was not. We waited for him, but he never came…”

Little Sparrow clung to Sura and
wept. Sura turned to Grandma Pine, who watched in amazement from
outside of the circle. The spirit shimmered within Sura, making her
voice echo as if heard from afar.

“Grandma Pine. I thank you. For
all your care, I thank you.”

Grandma Pine bowed, crying
loving tears.

“Sparrow san. We have
been honoured by your trust in us.”

“A true heart is a jewel indeed.”

Sura looked up as though hearing
a voice inside her. She wilted, and then nodded a reluctant
agreement. She spoke to something inside herself.

“Yes. I understand.”

She took Little Sparrow, and
held both of her hands.

“I cannot stay, my darling. My
host is strong, but she weakens.” The woman took on an expression
of proud, almost ferocious joy. “But now she knows. The
reibai knows.”

She looked into Little Sparrow’s
eyes.

“Be happy, my daughter. Be safe.
Live in joy.” Sura’s voice was proud. “Your father was a good man.
And remember – you are samurai. Samurai!”

Sura enfolded Little Sparrow in
an adoring kiss. She lingered for a moment – then suddenly she
released the girl

Sura arched backward in a great,
agonised spasm. The intruding spirit wrenched up and out of her,
hovering once again in mid-air. The spirit swirled its trailing
aura, and then plunged back through the rift into the Realm of
Honoured Dead. The rift slammed shut, vanishing in a sudden flash.
The enchanted circle blazed briefly and died.

Tonbo was instantly through the
circle. He swept Sura up into his arms and held her. Love and fear
blazed on his face. Sura hung, her eyes rolled up and limbs
twitching. Tonbo tried to make her focus on his face.

“Sura!” Her head lolled against
his chest. “Sura!” Tonbo summoned Chiri to his side. “Sakē,
quickly! And deer horn!”

Chiri came running. She flung
herself down beside Sura, pulling a small vial filled with deer
horn salts out of her belt pouch. Bifuuko and Daitanishi crowded
close beside Sura, fanning at her brows.

Tonbo forced sakē between Sura’s
lips and made her swallow. The fox coughed. Chiri held the vial of
deer horn salts beneath Sura’s nose. The stench jerked Sura awake.
The fox’s eyes were wide, and she stared about herself in
confusion. Tonbo made her look into his eyes.

“Who are you?” He shook her as
she tried to slip unconscious once again. “Stay awake! Who are
you?”

Sura was weak – terribly weak.
She now hung limp in Tonbo’s arms, shivering with shock.

“K-Kitsune…”

“Who am I?” Tonbo sternly turned her face
towards him. “Who am I?”

Sura blinked. Her attention
wandered. “I can’t…” The fox blinked, then looked about herself,
lost and in a panic. “Phoenix. Where is Phoenix?”

Tonbo determinedly made Sura
breathe the deer horn again. The stench made her retch. As she
jerked upwards, coughing, Tonbo looked into her eyes.

“Who are you?”

Sura’s voice was stronger.
“Kitsune Sura! I am Kitsune Sura.”

“Who am I?”

“T-Tonbo.” Sura blinked, dazed
and weak. “You’re my Tonbo.”

She looked up, seeing Tonbo
properly at last. She stared up at him, infinitely glad.

“Tonbo…”

Tonbo held her thankfully
against his armoured chest. Sura clung to him, weakly – utterly
exhausted and still trembling with shock.

“They wrote it down. His name!
In the handle of the sword.” Sura’s laugh had a faint note of
hysteria. “Samurai! The short sword guards the soul of a
samurai!”

Sura rolled her head, seeing
Grandma Pine, Chiri and Kuno. The fox was sick, weak and exhausted
– and she had triumphed.

“I saw her memories. I have his
name. I know why they died…” She turned weakly towards Little
Sparrow. “Sparrow was murdered by her firstborn son – your
half-brother. He framed and betrayed your father…”

Something suddenly hissed
through the air. Tonbo whipped his head about and bellowed a
warning. He shielded Sura with his own body.

“Down!”

Long arrows cracked into Tonbo’s
back armour, some sticking in the neck plates of his slung helmet,
and others penetrating an inch into his back plate. One arrow found
a gap and struck him behind the shoulder, piercing his dense mail
sleeve. The bloody point jutted far out through his front.
Sheltered beneath him, Sura screamed in horror.

“Tonbo!”

More arrows came rippling and
streaking through the sky…
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Chapter
5

 


 


Arrows sliced towards Little
Sparrow. Kuno whirled, his sword flicking from its scabbard. He cut
down two arrows in mid-flight and then stood his ground, sheltering
the girl. Bifuuko whipped up out of the grass and struck another
arrow aside – an arrow that had been aimed at Chiri. Daitanishi
shot up to hover above Chiri, poised in utter fury.

At the edge of the tree line
thirty yards away, a dozen armoured samurai surged out into the
light. The men were armed with bows. At their head were Lord and
Lady Tado, clad in matching orange and yellow armour. The Raiden
samurai all reached for arrows, loading their bows to fire
again.

Chiri rose, reaching out into
the air around her. Her robes swirled as a churning wind lifted up
about her hair.

 


“Little sisters of the air,
I call you in my time of need!”

- Sky dance!”

 


Air elementals erupted out of
the world all around Chiri, and flew dancing up into the air. They
whipped back and forth, making a blurring wall of movement between
Spirit Hunters and archers. Lord Tado waved his sword, yelling
furiously at his men.

“Fire! Keep
firing! Kill them!”

Kuno stood and drew out the golden billet of
Imperial authority. The metal staff glittered unmistakably in the
sun. He called sternly out towards the Raiden samurai.

“Raiden samurai! I am Imperial
deputy Asodo Kuno! I am investigating a crime. Any man who raises a
hand against us is in direct defiance of the Emperor!”

The Raiden samurai balked. Men
lowered their bows, shocked and confused. The senior man flung a
concerned look to Lord Tado.

“My lord – he has an Imperial
warrant!”

“Ignore it!”

The warrant was clearly visible – and Kuno’s
stern demeanor was one of absolute dignity and authority. Another
confused samurai turned to Lord Tado.

“My lord?”

Lady Tado surged forward,
screaming in fury at her men.

“Damn the Emperor! Kill them!
Kill them all!”

The Raiden samurai looked to one
another, unwilling to obey. Orders from Lord Raiden himself were to
keep the peace with Imperial officials. They wavered in confusion
and left their bows undrawn

Tonbo had collapsed, trapping
Sura beneath him. Sura – weak and scarcely able to move, held him
in her arms. She called to Lord Tado, and her voice carried
venomously clear over to the Raiden samurai.

“Shall I tell them, Lord Tado?
Would these men like to hear your secret? How many will follow you
then?”

Lady Tado held up one fist. She
halted the samurai archers in place, then waved her hand.

“Back! Retire one hundred yards!”

Raiden samurai looked to Lord
Tado for confirmation. The man glowered and waved the samurai
away.

“Do as her ladyship says!” The
man swirled his sword and smiled in cool anticipation. “We shall be
quite safe.”

The senior samurai signalled to
the others. The men watchfully moved off towards a far point of the
meadow. Lord and Lady Tado strode towards the Spirit Hunters, idly
swinging their immaculate swords.

Reeling with exhaustion, Sura
kept a hand tight upon Tonbo’s wound. She spat at Lord and Lady
Tado in contempt.

“You do not want them to
hear.”

“The secret shall be safe
soon enough, priest.” Lord Tado flicked a glance at Little Sparrow.
“It seems I left a loose end. It is an
error easily corrected.”

Sura looked up from Tonbo’s
body. Blood smothered and full of distaste, the fox tried to drag
herself erect. She glared at Lord Tado.

“You are the son of the banished ronin
Yoshitori Yukio, and the Eta woman Sparrow.” She lifted her head,
speaking to Kuno and Chiri. “Yukio was banished. An Eta girl took
pity on him in the wilderness and helped him to survive. They
married. Her name was Sparrow. She bore Yukio a son – this piece of
bat puke here.” The fox gestured at Lord Tado. “Yukio’s battle
comrade secured a pardon for Yukio. He searched for him – and found
him as he lay dying of a fever. He swore to care for Yukio’s
family, even though Yukio’s wife was a mere Eta. He took Sparrow
into his home, and he fostered Yukio’s son out into the home of a
great lord to be educated as a samurai.

“Yukio’s comrade fell in love with Sparrow.
She was the widow of a samurai – and so she was now samurai. They
married quietly, and she bore him a daughter – Little Sparrow. They
lived in a peaceful backwater far, far away from the world.” Sura’s
voice brimmed with bitterness. “But by then Sparrow’s son had
discovered the wealth of the Raiden court, a great lord’s daughter
– and ambition. And to his great dismay, he now discovered his
mother’s origins.

“Tado was tainted by Eta blood. It would
blight his ambitions. But his lover spoke to him and showed him a
way. A way that would hide the secret forever. And so Tado went to
his lord. He lied! He said that his father’s old comrade had taken
a new bride – a known and branded criminal! And when your mother
tried to plead her case and prove she was unmarked, you intercepted
her on the road and slew her! You left her with the brand of a
criminal. The lord was outraged, and immediately ordered the
woman’s husband to commit seppuku.”

The fox glared at Lord Tado in savage
contempt.

“You lied! And then you murdered your own
mother.”

The young lord had come closer. He stood now
and gave a great, searing laugh of derision.

“A great eagle does not spring from the nest
of a carrion bird.” The man slashed out his hand. “She should have
fled! Fled with him back into the cesspits she sprang from!”

Kuno and Chiri stood before Lord and Lady
Tado, blocking their path towards the others. Kuno coldly looked
Lord Tado in the face and pointed to the man’s wife.

“So you made a new nest. This woman had you
adopted into another family once you eliminated your own.”

“He was a fool.” Lord Tado spat the words in
hate. “He slept with an Eta! He defiled our family! He risked
everything for love!” The man slashed at the grass with his sword.
“He should not have died! It was I who sent the wooden sword! It
was an invitation to run – but the fool was too proud! Who would
have thought the man could kill himself with nothing but a wooden
sword?”

“Enough.”

Lady Tado circled, trying to trap Kuno
between herself and her husband. Chiri drew out her two gleaming,
hooked natagama and blocked the woman’s path.

Armoured in leather and steel, tall and
lithe, Lady Tado examined the rat in disdain.

“Brush cutters against a trained samurai? And
a mere deputy against the great Lord Tado?” The woman sneered as
she drew her helmet on over her long, streaming hair. “We shall
kill you both, then make certain of this meddling reibai.”

Lord Tado held out his exquisite sword. He
faced Kuno and admired the light glittering upon his own blade.

“Magnificent, isn’t it? A Yusashi original –
like its partner.” He turned the sword, and light flashed along the
perfectly honed steel. “A shame to blemish such a blade with the
blood of fools…”

Lord Tado whipped forward in a lightning-fast
attack. Kuno streaked his sword out of its sheath, glissing the
strike aside then whipping his own blade down. Lord Tado somehow
caught Kuno’s sword and met the attack. The two swords rang as both
swordsmen struck and countered. The big blades whipped through the
air with enough power to cleave clean through flesh and steel.

Lady Tado circled Chiri, her sword changing
guard position as she tried to take the measure of the calm white
rat. Suddenly she whipped her sword up and down, flinging herself
forwards to try and slice Chiri clean in two. The rat flashed
sideways, weapons blurring. The natagama whirled – one catching
Lady Tado’s blade, and the other hooking over, slicing at her
forearm. Lady Tado wildly spun into the strike, just managing to
avoid the vicious forward hook of Chiri’s blade. The rat was
already stepping in, a natagama gaffing towards Lady Tado’s face.
The woman sped backwards, fending off the rat as Chiri came at her
again and again. Sparks flashed as sword and natagama crashed
together. Lady Tado tried to cut over into Chiri’s head, her sword
moving with stunning force. Chiri caught the weapon with both
natagama, sinking down beneath the force of the blow. She tried to
wrench the sword clean out of Lady Tado’s hand, but the woman
kicked at her, staggering Chiri back. Lady Tado leapt forward, but
Daitanishi whirred past Chiri’s shoulder and crashed into Lady
Tado’s helmet, making her curse and fumble.

The Raiden samurai in the distance crowded
forward, held back by orders but driven to intervene. But the lead
samurai held his comrades back, watching the combat with intense
interest.

Kuno and Chiri fought their opponents to a
standstill. Sura tried to drag herself out from beneath Tonbo’s
massive, iron-clad weight. She glanced over to the tree line
nearby, where a dark mist had suddenly appeared.

The mist surged and ebbed – becoming more and
more solid. It now moved the leaves and branches as it flowed
forwards, cracking and shattering the underbrush.

Lady Tado struck again and again at Chiri.
The rat spun aside, her hooked blades ripping at her opponent,
stabbing through armour and springing blood. Lady Tado staggered
back in panic. She saw the black mist flowing towards her, snapping
and crackling with dark bolts of energy. The woman panted in panic,
snatched a short dagger from her belt and hurtled it at the rat. It
flashed overhead as Chiri dropped and dove away.

The rat was out of Lady Tado’s path at last.
Lady Tado turned on Sura in triumph, ready to kill her where she
lay. She lunged forward, and then staggered as a hot flash of pain
tore through her thigh.

Little Sparrow had struck at her with Sura’s
spear. The orange blade had sliced clean into Lady Tado’s thigh
guards. The woman snarled and struck out at the spear, knocking it
out of Little Sparrow’s hands. She whirled, blade raised, ready to
slice clean down into Kitsune Sura.

“Die!”

Sura flashed – changing into fox form. In one
brilliant flicker she was free from beneath Tonbo. An instant
later, she was in her half form, naked, her kodachi whipping up out
of its scabbard. Sura rammed it up beneath the skirts of Lady
Tado’s armor and deep into her belly, shoving the blade upwards
with all her might. Lady Tado goggled, frozen – gagging. Sura
surged upwards, snarling as she ripped the bloody weapon free and
rammed it up beneath the other woman’s chin.

Lady Tado fell.

Lord Tado and Kuno crashed blade to blade.
Lord Tado raged forward, striking against Kuno, full of hate. Kuno
held his ground, immaculate and calm. He shifted his weight and
grip by a tiny whisker, and his sword slithered around and almost
sliced off Lord Tado’s wrist. The slice became a lunge, piecing an
inch into Lord Tado’s shoulder. The man fought free, staggering
backwards, panting hard.

“You have some small measure of skill,
deputy. I commend you.”

The man swirled his weapon, confident in its
magnificent edge and balance. Kuno ignored the weapon, interested
only in the man.

“You rely too heavily upon the quality of
your blade, my lord. Mere objects can never match a pure
heart.”

Tado lashed forward, his kiai shout
thundering. Kuno raised his sword, intercepted the cut and guided
it down, turning his weapon to swirl around Lord Tado’s blade. Lord
Tado made an immense cut for Kuno’s waist: Kuno whipped his stance
backwards, checking the attack and rolling his sword over. He slid
forward, the curved blade slicing into the inside of Lord Tado’s
wrist, gushing blood onto the man’s sleeve. Lord Tado staggered
backwards, now holding his sword in his left hand.

Suddenly the air became as chill as ice. The
black mist roiled forwards, searing and crackling with power. It
whipped towards Lord Tado – rising up as if to strike. Lord Tado
stared at it in horror, all life draining from his face. He
staggered backwards, dropping his sword. The mist reached forward,
ice-cold and terrifying. Lord Tado dropped nervelessly to his
knees, staring at the mist in abject terror. He croaked out to
Kuno, trying to crowd away from the terrible cloud.

“I shall confess it!” The mist came closer.
Lord Tado shrank away in terror. His voice carried over to the
Raiden samurai nearby. “Spare my life – I shall confess, and I
shall retire! I will shave my head and pray for their souls!”

Kuno glowered down at the man, then stepped
back and sheathed his sword.

“So be it.”

Kuno turned towards Tonbo. Lord Tado
instantly attacked. He leapt upward, trying to draw his short sword
and slice into Kuno. But a wisp of darkness clung to the blade. It
cleared only an inch from its sheath and stuck fast. Kuno whirled,
his sword already clear from its sheath. He sliced the man’s head
off with a single blurring stroke.

The headless body staggered, then crashed
into the grass.

Kuno looked down at the corpse in cold
dismissal, and sheathed his sword.

“The short sword guards the heart of the
samurai.”

Sura had fought her way into a robe. She
worked with Chiri, heaving Tonbo’s armour aside and tending to his
wounds. One arrow pierced clean through his shoulder was
dangerously close to his heart, and two more had penetrated an inch
into his back. Chiri staunched the wound as Sura lifted Tonbo’s
face. The man blinked, dazed with shock. Sura wiped a cloth across
his face.

“It’s alright. We can deal with it. It’s just
a pin prick or two. Chiri can summon some water elementals.” She
lovingly caressed his cheek, cradling Tonbo’s head in her lap.

“You idiot.”

The Raiden samurai marched slowly forwards.
They approached the Spirit Hunters, casting cold eyes at the bodies
of Lord and Lady Tado. The senior samurai faced Kuno, and gave a
stiff, formal bow.

“Deputy. Your investigations are at a
close?”

“We believe so, samurai.” Kuno bowed in
return. “In the Emperor’s name, we thank you.”

“In the Emperor’s name.”

The Raiden samurai bowed together. Sura
looked up to find that the dark mist had drawn back away beneath
the forest eaves.
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Days later, the gongs of the Buddhist temple
boomed out once again. Raiden samurai had gathered – this time in
dignified, orderly ranks. They knelt in the cleared courtyard of
‘Honor’s Sacrifice’ – hundreds of them, armoured and with their
weapons at their side.

Other samurai were ranked beside them: men
beneath the gleaming banner of the Imperial house. The Imperial
samurai knelt before a raised dais of tatami mats, sitting in stern
dignity.

Bells rang and prayers droned. Robed Buddhist
priests and monks marched in procession before the ranks of
samurai. They halted at the dais and slowly bowed to the grim
dignitaries who sat beneath the imperial mon.

Imperial Magistrate Masura sat upon a stool
covered with a tiger skin, holding an iron war fan in his hand.
Beside him were his senior deputy Hijiya Hoichi, his senior
commanders, and two observers from the Imperial court. Lady Usagi
was seated at Magistrate Masura’s right hand. She was in her
half-animal form, with her long rabbit ears standing tall. Her
human husband Benten was beside her, with a dozen Usagi samurai.
Generals from three other clans sat stiffly, sweltering in their
armour in the summer heat.

Magistrate Masura acknowledged the bow from
the abbot and his priests. The monks filed into their place at the
wings.

Kitsune Sura walked along the path towards
the dais. She wore her tall cap of office, and the magnificent
robes of a full priestess of the Kitsune clan. She carried a short
sword in her hands – a sword with a tsuba depicting a phoenix, a
sparrow and their offspring all intertwined.

Little Sparrow walked stiffly behind Kitsune
Sura – dressed in robes befitting the samurai class. Kuno and Chiri
were beside her. Tsunetomo Tonbo followed behind – armoured and
carrying his massive tetsubo. His left arm still remained in a
cotton sling, but he otherwise looked hale and hearty.

Sura came before the dais and bowed to
Magistrate Masura. The man bowed gravely back. Little Sparrow made
her own nervous bow, with Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo standing calm and
dignified beside her.

Kitsune Sura knelt down to sit before the
dais. She made a space beside her, sitting Little Sparrow at her
side. Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo sat themselves nearby, kneeling in calm
silence beneath the Imperial banners.

Imperial Magistrate Masura rose from his
seat. He stood before the assembly, pointing his fan towards the
ranks of samurai.

“It is a glorious thing to right a wrong!
Justice is the one gift that man can give the gods – and to the
dead.”

The magistrate pointed to the nearby statue
of the dead samurai.

“This shrine was raised in falsity. The man
this shrine dishonoured stood by his battle comrade. He upheld his
oath to care for his comrade’s family, no matter what the cost. His
comrade’s own son falsely betrayed him. For the sake of high
position, the son treacherously slew his own mother, laid false
evidence, and brought about the death of this honourable man. In
honour, this samurai committed seppuku, loyal to his oath to obey
his lord, obeying even an unjust command.”

The magistrate drew forth a letter sealed
with the sigil of the Office of the Samurai. A letter signed by the
Emperor himself. He displayed the seal, and the assembled audience
all bowed.

“In the name of the Emperor – We rescind all
slurs against this man’s name. We rededicate this shrine to the
memory of a loyal samurai. We now lay his soul to rest!”

The magistrate bowed to Sura. The fox turned,
and deftly disassembled the short sword that lay on a cloth before
her. She slid away the sword’s grip, then released the tightly
wound silken binding. Finally she exposed the stingray skin
underneath.

Beneath, there lay a folded piece of paper.
Sura carefully spread the paper apart. Inside was a lock of
Sparrow’s hair. Words had been written upon the paper in a smooth,
graceful hand.

Sura read the words aloud.

 


“We pledge our love before the
gods.

The Sparrow shall forever soar beside her
beloved Phoenix.

May this bless and keep you, my
beloved Toji Ittei.”

 


A dark, formless mist suddenly arose from the
nearby forest. Samurai turned to stare at it in alarm and
consternation. The mist flowed over the shrine fence and hovered
near the bronze statue, roiling and pulsing with power.

Samurai stared at the mist in fear. But Sura
arose and took her spear in hand. She allowed Chiri to gracefully
draw the sheath from her spear blade. Sura walked forward and bowed
towards the cloud in profound respect.

 


“Toji Ittei!

We honour you as a just and noble
samurai.

We honour you as a true comrade, and a loyal
retainer.

We ask your forgiveness for our past
wrongs.

We pray for you. We honour your name.”

 


The fox spirit drew in a breath,
concentrating her energy – her face focused and immensely strong.
Suddenly she leveled her spear and swept the blade through the air,
drawing the symbol for the Tao in glowing strokes that floated in
midair.

 


“Toji Ittei.

Honoured dead, come now forward

Cross into the golden land.

Come now to arms that wait in welcome.

Your love forever more shall stand.”

 


With a final slash, Sura sliced a rift clean
through the barrier between the worlds. She cut a gateway into the
Realm of the Honoured Dead. The samurai and officials all stared in
absolute shock and amazement as soft blue light drifted through
from the other realm. Small flower petals wafted in the breeze.

The formless cloud changed shape. It
coalesced slowly into the image of a man. The darkness shimmered,
taking on movement and life. It changed into a shape of pure,
bright, restful light.

The spirit of Toji Ittei had shape at last.
It floated in the air, alive and beautiful, shining its golden
light upon the faces of the awe-struck samurai.

Two shapes came from the gate – the spirit of
the woman Sparrow, and of her first husband Yukio.

The spirit of Toji Ittei went to them in
gladness. He paused before Sura, his tendrils of light surrounding
her. The fox wept in joy.

Little Sparrow came to stand beside Sura.
Toji Ittei’s spirit caressed her, wiping aside her tears.

The three spirits joined each other side by
side. They turned to face the assembly. The samurai and priests,
monks and lords all bowed, while petals from the Realm of Honoured
Dead drifted all about them in a gentle breeze.

The three spirits drifted back through the
gateway. Sura made a sign, and swept the butt of her spear across
the rift. The gateway closed, and unearthly light vanished with a
flash.

Raiden samurai eventually arose. They walked
up to the dented bronze statue and bowed, then left paper prayers
and offerings at the statue’s feet. One man came towards Kitsune
Sura and the Spirit Hunters. He bowed solemnly to the fox.

It was the leader of Lord and Lady Tado’s
band of archers. The man maintained a bow of profound apology.

“Reibai. We thank you for pointing out our
error.”

The fox bowed in return.

“I thank you for being men of honour. You
bring great lustre to the samurai ideal.”

The man bowed again and left. Other samurai
came to pay their respects, while more and more men came to lay
prayers before the statue.

The ceremonies were at an end. Lord Masura
had retired, heading to consult further with the abbot of the
temple. Sura, Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno walked along through the temple
grounds in company with Little Sparrow.

Lady Usagi and her husband Benten found them
underneath a stand of trees. They met as old, beloved friends. They
all walked together up towards the road, and gazed off towards the
sparkling river.

Lady Usagi turned to look gently at Little
Sparrow.

“Little Sparrow san. You are the offspring of
samurai. You have reclaimed the honourable family name of Toji. We
know something of your troubles and your feelings.” The beautiful
rabbit smiled.

“We have consulted with the new overlord of
this fief. If you are willing, the Usagi fief will receive you as a
samurai in rank, and will take you into our service.”

Little Sparrow bowed – utterly awed.

“My lady. I accept with gratitude.”

“We have heard of your talent in caring for
children. Such gentle skills deserve our respect. We grant you a
fief of thirty koku.”

Lady Usagi settled her sword through her
belt. She wore full armour as befitted the leader of a warrior
clan.

“In the lands of Fox and Rabbit, we have no
‘untouchables’. No honest work is dishonoured. We would be pleased
if your Eta companions were installed honourably as residents
within your fief. Let them be Eta no more.”

Little Sparrow looked worshipfully at Lady
Usagi.

“Are you certain, my lady? Can a lowly past
be left behind to make such a future?”

The rabbit looked briefly at the Spirit
Hunters, and gave a secret smile.

“Yes, Toji san. There have been
precedents…”

The various lords and ladies were all
expected at the main temple, where the abbot would receive new,
firm instructions from Magistrate Masura. As the others stood and
spoke with visitors, Sura sidled off to a building nearby. The
abbot had set out a great many bottles of plum wine and sakē for a
private feast that night. Sura took swift possession of four
bottles of wine, wrapping them up in a cloth printed with the lotus
sutra. She hastened back in time to join her friends as they walked
with Little Sparrow back towards the Eta village.

They returned back over the ford to their
little campsite, where Grandma Pine awaited them. Sura changed out
of her formal costume, folding everything away inside a lacquered
leather folder and slipping it all into her backpack. She had
visited the Eta butchers, and had availed herself of a variety of
salted dried meats. Most of all, she was pleased to find that a
weird concoction she had left over their morning campfire had now
cooled enough to strain into an empty canteen. Dressed in her
comfortable robes, her little breastplate and her old straw hat,
Sura shrugged on her backpack, tucked her spear beneath her arm,
and heaved a happy sigh.

They were ready to depart at last. Kuno
turned to Little Sparrow, carefully handing the woman her father’s
sword.

“Toji san, we are glad to have helped you in
our small way. May you be blessed with the courage of your mother,
and the loyalty of your father.”

Little Sparrow bowed to Kuno. She hugged
Chiri and Sura. Finally, she faced Tonbo, bowing – her eyes upon
his sling.

“Tonbo san. I do not have any sufficient way
to express my gratitude.” The girl reached into her sleeve. “But I
have made this. Perhaps it will show you a small measure of my
love, and my respect for you all.”

The girl passed over a small, beautiful
inro – a lacquered wooden container designed to hang from a
traveler’s belt. It had been beautifully painted, showing a phoenix
flying joyously with a sparrow. Little Sparrow placed the container
gratefully into Tonbo’s hands.

The Spirit Hunters bowed to Little Sparrow
and Grandma Pine. Shouldering their packs, the adventurers moved to
the quiet woodland road, and walked off into the shade.

 


 


The road wound up above the river lands.
Trees shaded the road, and the soft dust was pleasant underfoot.
Cicadas burred and sang sleepily high up in the trees, filling the
world with wonderful symphonies of sound. The Spirit Hunters walked
onwards through the peace, all through a warm and sleepy
afternoon.

Chiri and Kuno were in the lead, with
Daitanishi and Bifuuko drifting along happily beside them. Some way
behind, Sura and Tonbo were lagging in the road. Sura had poured
out a cup of medicine, and was urging Tonbo over into the shade to
sit and drink. Tonbo - a reluctant patient – was waving the cup
away. He wanted to walk on.

“I’m alright! Put it away – I hate that
stuff!”

Sura hastened after him with the brimming
cup. “It’s an old fox remedy!”

Tonbo caught a whiff of the weird scent
rising from the cup, and made a face of disgust. “What’s it made
from?”

Sura sniffed at the cup and frowned.

“Um – old foxes?”

Chiri and Kuno left them wrangling. Kuno
halted beneath a great, wide tree. He drew in a deep breath,
listening joyously to the cicadas.

“Chiri san – I shall confess to a sense of
satisfaction.”

The rat gave her gentle smile. “We have done
well. I am pleased for Little Sparrow and her friends.”

The group walked on. Sura still chased after
Tonbo, urging him to let her readjust his sling. The big man was
determined to be stoic. Walking side by side with Kuno, Chiri
looked back towards her friends.

“Kuno san – should we let them fight so?”

“Chiri san – I believe they would not have it
any other way…”

 



Sixth
Encounter:

Friendship’s
Sword
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Chapter
1

The Taisho River clove its way along a
magnificent steep sided valley. The course of the river wound back
and forth – sometimes with a rocky island sitting prettily
mid-stream. Here and there, great rocky bluffs looked out over the
view. There was a slight haze in the air below, but the upper skies
were clear. A glorious summer breeze came rippling through the
grass.

Kitsune Sura came hiking up the road onto a
great, high, rocky crest. She laboured excitedly up to the highest
point above the river then stood in triumph. She pushed back her
straw hat and delighted in the feel of the wind in her hair,
looking down to the river far below. She marveled at the little
boats drifting on the current – at the sight of small figures
threading along a path beside the far river bank. Sura leaned upon
her spear and simply delighted in the world.

Nezumi Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno made their way
up the road behind her. They joined Sura at her vantage point and
all stood joyously beside her, gazing off at the river haze far
below. The long, wavering river glittered like a sword.

The
countryside seemed utterly peaceful. Looking onward upstream, the
travelers saw a large town nestled on the riverbanks. A substantial
island two hundred yards offshore was home to a picturesque old
shrine – a place with tori gates, docks, residences and
peaceful gardens. A pair of white herons circled high up in the
sky, wings twinkling brightly in the morning light.

The four Spirit Hunters sat to rest. Chiri’s
elementals crept out to enjoy the view across the gorge. The group
basked in the breeze and the strange, echoing sound of the distant
river. They seemed to be alone in a bubble high above the
world.

Sura passed cold persimmon tea over to her
friends. Kuno drank, passed the flask to Tonbo, then drew in a
grateful breath of air.

“Beautiful. Most
beautiful.”

Sura pointed down to the
beautiful island.

“So this is all Ishigi
territory! All the river on both sides – the main castle is up over
there somewhere.” She waved vaguely off away from the river, then
looked happily down at the marvellous island. “That’s the Sword
Temple. Oldest human architecture in the Sacred Isles!” The fox was
gloriously happy. “What a view!”

Chiri relaxed back against a
rock with Daitanishi and Bifuuko sunning themselves upon her knees.
The rat spirit smiled as she felt the breeze stirring through her
hair.

“This is a beautiful vantage
point. Shall we rest here a while and make some tea?

Sura peered eagerly down towards
the town. The streets were filling up with people for the
festival

“No no no, we should move on. I want to
reach the town by lunchtime.”

“Why by then, Sura san?”

Sura clapped
her hands together and gave a beatific sigh. “Because
tonight is the ‘Night of the Dead’. Souls cross over to visit the
living: spirits walk and the dead roam free!” The fox gave a wave
of her tail. “You’ll be surprised how popular exorcists are as
dinner guests!”

Tonbo leaned upon his tetsubo.
He flicked a knowing glance towards Sura.

“Ha. Do not be fooled,
Chiri san. She just wants to see the lanterns. The town and temple
here do a magnificent festival.”

Sura gave a sniff and placed one
hand against her heart.

“I happen to like the lantern
ceremony. I have a poetic soul.”

Kuno immediately turned. He drew
forth several neatly folded pages from his belt pouch.

“Ah – excellent! Then
perhaps you might like to hear the ode I have written for the
occasion.”

Sura tried walking hastily onwards, but Kuno
was locked firmly at her side. He declaimed his poetry in a voice
filled with grandeur.

 


“The barrier is a
mirror.

The gulf is dark and deep.

To cross the bridge is
fleeting, but the return is steep.

Oh mighty gulf – oh chasm
dark.

Dark, dark – deep deep
deep…

Deep dark deep. Deep deep
dark.

Dark dark dark deep deep…”

 


Kuno began flipping through the
rest of his notes, smoothing the pages flat. “I have another seven
on the subject, if you will perhaps indulge me…”

Somehow keeping a straight face, Sura
leaned over to Chiri and whispered in her ear.

“Chiri – please distract him
before I’m forced to kill myself!”

The rat flitted over to Kuno’s
side. Falling in with him, she coughed to shyly attract his
attention.

“Kuno san, please forgive me –
but a question has been turning over in my mind.” Chiri frowned
slightly as she walked: her question was quite serious.

“I have seen samurai lend each
other their books, their armour – spears and bows. A samurai will
lend his friend his own horse cheerfully, or give him his own last
mouthful of food. Yet I have never seen a samurai loan a friend his
sword.”

Kuno nodded, concentrating upon
the question.

“If a man’s life or
honour were at stake, then a sword would be lent. Provided no
dishonour would come upon the blade.”

“A sword is inanimate,
Kuno san. How may it have honour or dishonour?”

The group made their way down a
steepening road. They passed a trio of woodcutters, two men and a
young woman - all laden down with racks of fresh-cut kindling. Kuno
nodded a bow in reply to the woodcutters, and spoke on, answering
Chiri.

“The sword is the soul of
the samurai, Chiri san.”

The rat
nodded in thought. “Ah. So preserving the sword ensures a
samurai’s honour?”

Sura chimed in merrily from
behind. She looked fondly at Kuno.

“The samurai get it the wrong way around.
The object reflects the soul, not the soul the object.”

Kuno turned about, arching one
brow.

“I wonder how it is that the
entire samurai class holds one belief, and yet Sura san holds
another – and knows it to be correct?”

“My evidence is objective! Like any good
investigator, I work with what I see.” Sura gave an elegant wave
towards Kuno as she walked along beside him. “Kuno will fight
defensively with his sword against men he has no reason to kill.
Most samurai would be scornful. They see no reason to restrain
themselves once swords are drawn. Kuno, however, believes in reason
and compassion. His soul is seen through his swordsmanship.”

The fox made a little bow to
Kuno.

“The sword itself? Inanimate and
meaningless. The sword animated by the soul has meaning.”

They walked onwards down the
steep hill. Chiri pondered the information, then cast a thoughtful
glance back towards Tonbo.

“Tonbo san prefers his tetsubo to a sword.
I wonder if that, too, is a reflection?”

Tonbo merely shrugged and gave a
grunt. Sura glanced happily back towards him.

“Ah! Tonbo lives by another old
rule, Chiri san. And no less meaningful.”

“What rule is that, Sura san?”

Sura leaned over to murmur into
Chiri’s ear.

“That sometimes, size does
matter…”

The rat blushed pink, and Sura
swatted at her – Chiri was an easy mark. The group laughed and
continued happily onward down the road – towards the flatter lands
beside the sparkling river.

Behind them, the woodcutters
watched the Spirit Hunters walk on. Their cold eyes glittered with
calculation.

The two male woodcutters halted
as if to confer. But the female wood cutter pulled down her straw
hat and shouldered her load. She walked doggedly on towards the
town. Her two male companions immediately followed after her.

The sun shone, the river
glittered – and white birds circled off above the distant island
shrine.

 


 


The town was prosperous and well
built, with flowers growing in little boxes and gardens all up and
down the streets. Long strings of coloured lanterns had been strung
across the lanes. The locals had set out small tables beside their
doors, ready to be filled with offerings to the departed, once
night-time came. Children ran through the streets carrying long
sticks tipped with streamers, and the streets were thronged with
visitors. There were fluff-tailed Tanuki spirits selling bright
clothing, combs and necklaces made from river pearls. Colourful
nomadic river folk had arrived, bringing with them goods and wares
from far away. The Ishigi clan mon decorated the banners
that flew over the town, and Ishigi samurai walked the streets,
chatting and enjoying the festival.

Kitsune Sura had decked herself
out in her tall formal hat and priestly robes. She had transformed
herself into her half-and-half form, half fox and half human,
letting her tail shimmer and her red fur gleam. It was her usual
look whenever she planned to attract attention. It utterly
delighted the children, who followed about her in swarms, asking
great torrents of questions. The Spirit Hunters plunged into the
town streets, where street performers played and food stalls spread
delicious scents into the morning air. Tonbo hastened after Sura,
making her put her sheath back atop her spear before she cut
strings of lanterns down.

A man with a trained monkey was
loudly reciting great classical stories. The monkey was dressed in
robes, hat and carried a little sword. It bustled about, acting out
parts of the stories, and crowds of townsfolk, travellers and
children watched and laughed.

The monkey was playing out the
tale of the first emperor. The human performer struck at a block of
wood with a fan to emphasise this lines as he declaimed grandly out
across the crowds.

 


“Down then fell the demon!
The Lord of all the Oni! Ruler of the realm of hell, general of its
armies!

All the sorcery of hell
defeated, beaten by the magic sword! Slain there by the hero who
gave his life to strike the blow!

His brother rode down the demon
hordes – their strength had utterly been broken. The Oni flew back
into hell, fearing now the strength of mortals.

The mighty general chased the
monsters from the mortal realm. The evil gate was finally closed,
locking the Oni inside hell! Forever more the gate is sealed! Never
to be opened from within!

And across the Sacred Isles,
all creatures knew now that they were brothers! All petty kings had
fallen. Thus peace came to the lands, and all the myriad creatures
were united.

General of the many realms,
creator of the great alliance! Defeater of the Oni! Came he to the
ashes that marked the body of the demon. The sword he wrapped in
robes of silk. He wrapped it in his brother’s banner.

And so he arose as Emperor,
first founder of the mighty dynasty!”

 


The man clapped his hands
together as the monkey took a bow.

 


“The bell rings! The bell
rings! Let all who hear remember heroes! The blossoms have fallen,
and yet the trees grow strong!”

 


The man bowed low, finishing his
performance. Beside him, the monkey scuttled about with a little
basket, bowing as it accepted gifts of coins.

“Thank you! Thank you one and
all! Please favour us with your generosity!”

It had all been wonderfully well
done. The audience gave the performers small coins, and both man
and monkey replied with bows. Sura gave the man two copper coins,
and handed him cool fruit purchased from a nearby stall.

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” The fox
was alive with delight. “You two are great! This is an amazing
act!”

“Thank you, Kitsune san! Thank
you!” The performer bowed, sweating. He served his monkey fruit and
water before he drank. “You are here for the festival? You are a
guest of the shrine, perhaps?”

“No no – just a wandering
exorcist!” The fox had to shout to make certain she was heard. She
bowed once again to the performers. “You guys have a good time!
Don’t eat all that fruit at once!”

People’s heads turned at the
mention of the word ‘exorcist’. More and more people turned
to stare at the fox. They saw the fu papers thrust through
her belt and her spear streaming with written prayers. A young page
from the Ishigi clan took one look at Sura, seized hold of his
sweets purchased from a nearby vendor, and raced off into the
streets as swiftly as his feet could fly.

People gathered about in great
excitement. Sura stood about and chatted with a strolling samisen
player, then made her colourful way off across the main town
square. Her fox face, spear and great tall hat made her visible
clean through the churning crowds.

A booth by the river road was
selling fried fresh garfish. Sura enthusiastically bought fish for
herself and her friends, and stood under a shady tree to enjoy her
snack. Suddenly some men came threading towards her through the
crowds, calling out to Sura as if she were a long lost friend.

A thin, slightly oily man
hastened past the astonished Kuno. He tried to take Sura by the
arm.

“Reibai! Honoured reibai! Do you perhaps
need a place to stay for the night?”

A second man – one eyed, unshaven and dressed
in magnificent silk robes, came pushing hastily forward.

“Fool! A reibai needs protection! My own
house is the perfect place to rest the night in peace.” The
one-eyed man gestured towards a tavern. “Come! We shall discuss
this over a banquet!”

The first man waved the other to an
indignant halt. “Pah! All your visitors end up resting in peace.
That’s why you need a reibai!”

The two men began arguing. A
third man – slim and dressed in plain robes, came up and bowed to
Sura. He gestured over towards what was clearly the local gambling
den and brothel. The upper floor balcony was well stocked with
cheerful, waving prostitutes.

“Reibai! Please do me the honour of gracing
my spacious home! We are set up to offer you true hospitality. The
finest wines – food and delicacies! Song, dance – games of
chance…!”

Kuno looked the man over, and
then flicked a disapproving glance towards the brothel.

“A gambling establishment.” The
samurai sniffed. “Ah. And you fear that one or two ex-customers
might come visiting in the night?”

The gambler placed a hand
against his own heart in protest. “Samurai san, I am shocked! I run
a reputable house!” He saw that Sura was about to walk on to
another booth. “Priestess! Wait, wait! Did I mention the cakes? And
I have a beautiful silk robe that I am sure would fit you! You can
have it with my compliments…!” The man scuttled forward in panic,
waving at the brothel. “I can pay you in trade!”

Sura eyed the happy, waving
ladies of the night in bemusement.

“Trade?”

“Not trade! Back rubs! We do
back rubs! I’ll even walk on you myself!” The gambler suddenly fell
prostrate in the dirt, ashen with terror and despair. “Please,
Reibai! Don’t leave me to the ghosts!”

Sura gave a sigh. She spread out
a work space beside a shady tree, and brought forth her ink bowl,
brushes and strips of yellow paper.

“Oh alright alright!” She called
out to the crowd. “For those that need them – here! Wards and
guards. I’ll paint them for you.” Sura began mixing her ink, and
eyed the one-eyed man as she worked. “For you, I’ll paint one extra
large. But you go talk to a monk about how to live a better life,
or a ghost will have you on tofu for breakfast!”

The one eyed man flung himself
down into an abject, frightened bow.

“I will!”

Sura mixed ink, then with a
sudden flick of her hand set the entire ink bowl on fire. She
covered it with a mirror, spun it about its axis in mid-air, and
poured forth the ink onto a little ink stone. Crowds of worried
townsfolk pushed in about her as she worked, clamouring for wards
and guards. Sura dealt with them all in turn, missing no one. Some
paid her with sakē bottles, some with sweets or silver coins. Sura
took it all in and was highly entertained. For the next twenty
minutes, she was wonderfully busy.

Kuno watched the townsfolk and
shook his head. He nodded to Chiri and Tonbo.

“Look at them! It seems a
guilty conscience is a burden far heavier than stone.”

Tonbo looked over at the fox and
narrowed his eyes.

“Thinking of being stoned – let us remove
those sakē bottles before the honoured priestess decides to have a
party.”

Chiri gave a bow.

“Yes. It really does no
justice to her complexion.”

The rush of customers had subsided. Tonbo
pushed through the crowds, opening up his backpack to gather Sura’s
loot. As he backed away to make space for his bag, his armoured
backside bumped into a woman who had been bending over inspecting
baskets spread out beside a trading stall. The poor young woman
went flying. Mortified, Tonbo hastened forward to help his victim
to her feet. He dusted her off, bowing profusely in apology. He was
deeply embarrassed to discover that he had toppled a priestess.

“Forgive me, priestess. I am
clumsy.”

The young priestess looked up at
Tonbo. She was slender, with fine round features and the most
astonishingly beautiful eyes. She stared at Tonbo, then
blushed.

“Oh! Why – it is entirely my
fault.” She was extremely touched by his concern. “Please samurai,
I am sure…”

Sura’s rush of customers had
thinned. She looked about, caught sight of the young priestess and
absolutely howled with glee. The fox leapt to her feet, throwing
her arms wide.

“Reiju!”

Sura pounced upon the other
priestess, holding her in a grip of steel and dancing around and
around with her in joy. The fox was absolutely beside herself with
delight.

“Reiju! Reiju Reiju Reiju!” Sura
turned to point the girl out to her friends. “Guys! This is
Reiju!”

Very happy to see Sura and only
lightly crushed, priestess Reiju managed to croak out a welcome.
She was half buried within Sura’s rather impressive breasts.

“Honoured samurai. And…
shugenja? I am so pleased to meet you.” Reiju pulled back and held
Sura lovingly by the hands. “Gentle colleague! How wonderful to see
you again.”

Sura was utterly ecstatic. She
gathered all her friends together underneath her wings.

“Reiju, this is Tonbo, Kuno and
Chiri. The Spirit Hunters! Guys – this is Reiju! She came to study
demons at Fox Mountain temple.” The fox saw only blank faces from
the other Spirit Hunters. “Reiju? I’ve talked about her about a
thousand times! You know – Reiju? The one who helped me steal those
bean cakes from the Grand Abbot? Used to go skinny dipping with me
in the castle moat?”

Chiri hesitantly gave a nod.
“Reiju?”

“That’s her!” The fox hugged
Reiju’s hand against her heart. “See – they know all about you.”
Sura looked about herself and saw her pile of loot – sakē bottles,
wine, and barley liquor. She was instantly alive with inspiration.
“Oh! Drinks! We have drinks! You have to tell me what you’re up to
now!”

There were still at least a
dozen customers wretchedly clamouring for attention. Sura dashed
off to handle their needs, handing out fu papers to one and
all. Kuno, Tonbo and Chiri all turned patiently to Reiji, bowed to
her, and performed a more formal, patient, quiet introduction.

Tonbo bowed.

“Priestess. We are honoured to meet you.”
The huge samurai kept his tetsubo tucked neatly underneath his arm.
“I am Tsunetomo Tonbo. This is Asodo Kuno, an Imperial Deputy. And
here is Nezumi Chiri, shugenja.”

The quiet young priestess bowed
in return.

“I am Kiohara Reiju,
priestess of the first rank. I am deeply honoured to meet the
Spirit Hunters. The fame of your deeds has preceded you. I trust
you are all well?”

“We are well.” Tonbo rumbled, nodding,
looking over towards Sura. “And Sura is just Sura.”

Reiju watched Sura, and smiled at her with
love.

“Sura is irrepressible.”

Kuno could only give a sigh.

“Yes – but we live in hope…”

With the last customers served,
Sura collected her loot and packed it into her backpack – all save
one large bottle of wine, which she carried on a cord over her
back. She came hastening back to the others looking tousled and
wonderfully happy. She stroked Reiju’s face as if unable to believe
that she was truly there.

“Reiju. I’m so damned glad to
see you.” She looked about herself for a decent tavern. “Come on.
Let’s sit down, take our sandals off and eat!”

They turned to move off, when
suddenly they heard the clash and clatter of men moving hastily in
armour.

Four Ishigi samurai in full
armour came running into the market place, led by an excitable
young page. The page pointed out the Spirit Hunters, and the
samurai immediately beamed. They hastened happily over to the
Spirit Hunters as they stood with Reiju, and bowed to them in
greeting.

“Honoured Spirit Hunters! Lord Ishigi’s
compliments. He asks if you would honour his house by accepting our
hospitality. The great lord would be pleased to have you in his
attendance at the festival.”

Kuno gave a wonderfully formal bow in
return.

“Lord Ishigi is most generous to remember
us. We accept his invitation with humble gratitude.”

“Excellent – we shall inform his lordship at
once.” The senior samurai bowed again. “Priestess Reiju! We hope
that you have time to enjoy the afternoon with us before the
ceremony?”

“I do indeed. It is most gracious of Lord
Ishigi to invite me.”

Sura turned to look at Reiju in
amazement.

“You’re part of the
ceremony?”

Priestess Reiju blushed and
bowed in acknowledgement.

“I am the sword-priestess at the
island temple, Sura san. I am to light the first lamp tonight.”

They turned to accompany the
Ishigi samurai. As Reiju put her weight upon her left ankle, the
girl winced and staggered, falling against Sura. The fox seized the
girl and kept her on her feet.

“Are you alright? Did he
hurt you with that fall?”

Reiju blushed bright.

“It is only my ankle. I shall be
alright.”

Sura glowered at Tonbo, and
thrust Reiju into his arms.

“You broke it – you carry it!”
The fox seized Tonbo’s tetsubo, backpack and helmet – passing most
of the gear to Kuno. “Come on!”

Tonbo bowed to Reiju, feeling
sadly mortified. He turned and hoisted her effortlessly up onto his
armoured back. They were both flushed pink with embarrassment. Sura
made certain all was well. She patted Reiju happily on the
backside.

“You’re in good hands. Tonbo is
the best!”

The little page grandly led the
way. Kuno, Sura and Chiri followed after the Ishigi samurai, with
Tonbo and Reiju following along in their midst. Daitanishi whirred
doggedly along beside Reiju, looking her over with a considering
eye.

They walked up along the
riverbanks towards Lord Ishigi’s town house. Tonbo cleared his
throat, and tried to look back at Reiju.

“Are you comfortable, Reiju san?”

“Yes, Tonbo san.” Reiju’s voice
was soft and shy. “Thank you.”

“Chiri will be able to heal you once we
find a quiet place.”

The others had drawn slightly
ahead. Tonbo hoisted the girl higher up onto his back and hurried
after them – up, up the side of a great green hill and on into Lord
Ishigi’s gardens.
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Chapter
2

The local Ishigi mansion had
tasteful gardens, excellent décor and a perfect view across the
river towards the island shrine. The screens had been opened to
catch the river breeze, and the main hall decorated with flowers.
Lanterns hung in the eaves, ready for the evening festival. Out in
the gardens, several archers were practicing their art, while
little boats trailed slowly up close to the shore.

The hall was filled with
laughter and high spirits. The Spirit Hunters and priestess Reiju
had been regaled with an excellent lunch, fine sakē and fine wine.
In return, Sura regaled the Ishigi samurai with stories of her
colourful teenage years at Fox Mountain.

A dozen samurai shared the
feast, hoisting sakē cups. Laughing maids travelled back and forth,
bringing yet more noodles to Tonbo, fried pheasant and pork for
Sura, and drinks for one and all. Sura was at her very best, eating
and drinking as she talked, surrounded by listeners and revelling
in her tales. She was always willing to appear perfectly ridiculous
in her own stories – part of the elemental charm of a true fox.
Sura leaned forward, waving a pheasant leg about, one hand on the
senior Ishigi samurai’s arm. Her fangs flashed in her long muzzle
as she laughed.

“Alright, alright! So the magic
instructor, she never wore underwear! She said it ruined the
lines of her kimono.” Sura mimicked the voice of a sultry
middle aged matron, expressively wriggling her own hips. “Oh – and
she was always in her human aspect! She said fur made her
look too fat! Awful woman! So anyway, one night we were put on
punishment for swiping some crayfish from the kitchens…”

Reiju was blushing again, with
one hand to her blazing cheek. “Um – you were on punishment,
Sura san!”

“Well Reiju helped me do the chores! So I
put up a sign closing down the wooden floored main hall, saying
we’d found termites. Then we polished the black marble floor in the
main shrine until it shone like a mirror!” Sura leaned eagerly
forward. “So next day, this instructress comes to give this great
speech to all these young priests and samurai. Fifty students, a
dozen apprentices from the human fiefs – the son of the wolf clan
ambassador… And so they kneel, they bow – and what do they see a
perfect reflection of? This instructress’ gleaming, bare…

“… Bare intentions.” Reiju bowed
and laughed. “Sura – it was your masterpiece.”

The Ishigi samurai and their
guests all laughed. The fox acknowledged their acclaim by seizing
the last dumpling from the lunch platters and snapping it down.

The doors to the hall slid open.
Two pages came in, kneeling in attendance, and then Lord Ishigi
himself entered the room.

The lord was in fine spirits. He
was a warm, roguish man with a ferocious moustache and a
calculating eye. The man swept into the room attended by a
secretary, two armoured bodyguards and a pair of cheerful maids.
The Spirit Hunters, samurai and guests all bowed. Lord Ishigi
opened up his arms in delight, sweeping forward to greet Sura and
her friends.

“Spirit Hunters! Kitsune Sura – Asodo Kuno.
Tsunetomo Tonbo and my dear Nezumi Chiri. It is a pleasure to have
you cross my path again.”

Kuno gave a formal bow, moving
with crisp, martial elegance.

“My lord – you honour us too deeply.”

“I hear of your adventures from
time to time. Wonderful! Most edifying.” Lord Ishigi wryly eyed the
empty plates surrounding Kitsune Sura. “And life on the road can
apparently be harsh.”

The lord sat himself down upon a
raised layer of tatami mats. The concubines sat silkily down and
served Lord Ishigi an excellent sakē. He raised his cup.

“This is an old, old clan – kin
to the emperors. Once, we were the greatest in the land. Now we
have but a shadow of former glory. But a love of the mysterious and
a respect for the unknown will always be with us.” Lord Ishigi made
sure that everyone’s cups were filled.

“To surprises! May they be
lively, and dealt with happily!”

The assembled guests drank. Sura
immediately poured drinks for those around her, and bowed over her
cup to her host.

“Ten thousand years to Lord Ishigi!” The
fox’s sly green eyes glittered. “May his opponents be dastardly and
clever – but never quite clever enough.”

Lord Ishigi laughed heartily. He raised
his cup and looked eye-to-eye with Sura. They drank to one another,
and then bowed.

The other guests were soon all called
away to their other duties. Lord Ishigi came down from his little
dais and settled himself at ease upon the balcony, where the river
breeze blew softly and the view looked out along the great, silver
snaking ribbon of the river. He invited Kuno and Chiri to sit
beside him, and he chatted with them both in delight. Daitanishi
came to sit beside the man and look him cautiously up and down.
Lord Ishigi pointed out some of the river sites, telling stories
from centuries long past. He asked Chiri some insightful question
about elementals and the shugenja’s art, leaning in to listen with
great attention.

Sura sat herself by the balcony railings
with Reiju, taking possession of a pot of cold fruit tea. They
watched Lord Ishigi listening in fascination to Kuno’s account of a
ghost, and smiled.

Reiju was quietly amazed.

“Our temple is the greatest in Lord
Ishigi’s fief, but until today, I had only seen him from a
distance. He is a nice man. How generous of him to invite you
here!”

Sura lounged back, her long tail
swishing thoughtfully behind her.

“He is a sly one, our Lord
Ishigi. Not quite all smiles.”

The fox stroked at her whiskers,
seeing that Reiju was confused.

“Ishigi Sama had as much craving
to have an exorcist beneath his roof tonight as those shady
villagers. He merely made his invitation more… carefully.” Sura
rolled her sly gaze across Lord Ishigi. “He is a rogue – and at
times he has been a very bad boy.”

Sura excused herself for a
moment. She arose and crossed over to Lord Ishigi. The fox greeted
his lordship, with her long, elegant tail shimmering beautifully
behind her as she bowed.

“My lord? If you will
pardon this humble reibai’s interference, perhaps I might tour your
town house to assist your preparations for the night of the
dead?”

Lord Ishigi looked utterly
delighted by the suggestion, as if the thought had never occurred
to him.

“Oh! That is most generous, Kitsune Sura.
But surely there is no need to trouble yourself.”

“No no no no! I will feel better for knowing
that all is well.” The fox gave a bow. “It is the least I can do
for so generous a host.”

“Well then, certainly, reibai! If you
absolutely insist.”

They understood each other perfectly. Sura
arose and found a friendly Ishigi samurai, asking him if he could
show her to the household eaves, gates, doors and altars. Sura
found herself assisted by an entire detail of men eager to carry
her papers, inks, spear and seals. Lord Ishigi rubbed his hands
together in satisfaction.

A young page flitted in from the house, knelt
and bowed to Lord Ishigi, then whispered quietly in his master’s
ear. The lord nodded thoughtfully, and arose to take his leave.

“Business! The fief is old, and a shadow of
its former glory – but it is a demanding mistress.” Lord Ishigi put
out his hand, and a page handed him his sword. “Please all of you –
enjoy the pleasures of the house! I shall hope to see you again at
the festival.”

Kuno, Tonbo, Chiri and Reiju all gave a
respectful bow. Lord Ishigi strode off, hastening away to his
affairs. His few moments of peace were over.

Left alone upon the balcony, the remaining
group set aside their teacups. It was an exceptionally beautiful
old garden, and the air beyond the walls was still echoing with the
sound of markets in the town.

Chiri put out
her hand. Bifuuko clambered down from her hair, and the rat spirit
gently groomed and stroked the little creature. She peered out into
the gardens, where she could see Sura carefully placing
fu papers
beside the gates. The rat spirit caressed her elemental, and looked
off towards the town.

“Do you think we shall have many problems
with ghosts tonight, Reiju san? Are disturbances common?”

“Frights happen – most certainly. Though who
knows whether these are actual apparitions or merely pangs of
conscience?” Reiju watched Sura at work. The fox was moving
carefully along the entire property boundary, waving a fan to blow
incense onto the palisades. “However – we are clearly in good
hands.”

“Oh – the very best.” Chiri nodded. “The very
best.”

 


 


As sunset came, the tall, steep walls of the
river gorge turned smoky blue with shadows. The river gleamed,
wavering off into the distance, shimmering with the red light of
the sinking sun.

Reiju sat upon the mansion’s balcony, busily
at work. She had constructed a large and beautifully folded paper
boat – complete with banners, masts and sails. Her fine, quiet face
was alive with concentration as she carefully folded little paper
figures to serve as its crew. She had fashioned a rat, and a fox,
as well as a little samurai. She reached out for more paper and
carefully stroked it smooth, working with calm, unconscious
grace.

Tonbo came softly out onto the balcony,
carrying a handful of stiff, coloured papers. He came and delivered
them quietly to Reiju, then sank down beside her, looking at her
work in glad fascination. He bobbed down to look along the smooth
lines of the boat.

“Reiju san – this is beautiful.”

The priestess looked up and gave a quiet
smile.

“This is the boat I shall
release onto the waters tonight. It carries the best wishes of
myself and my friends to guide the little spirits back to their
home.” She arrayed her origami fox, rat and samurai beside the
boat. “They shall have the best of guides. I have added a Nezumi
and a Kitsune – and Kuno san. I am now working upon a samurai of
great stature.” The girl frowned at the half folded piece of paper
in front of her. “It is hard to get the scowl…”

Tonbo smiled. Reiju seemed to
radiate a delightful sense of gentleness. Tonbo sat down beside
her. He motioned towards the pile of papers and gave a little
bow.

“With your permission?”

“Oh!” The priestess
placed the papers in easy reach of Tonbo’s hands. “You are an
origamika, Tonbo san?”

“A little. When things move
me.”

They sat together in quiet
harmony, both carefully folding paper. Tonbo moved with his
customary delicacy, deftly flipping and turning his paper, working
at a precise little model. Folding happily away beside him, Reiju
watched Tonbo from the corner of her eye. She blushed shyly as he
caught her glancing in his direction.

Reiju tilted her head and looked
thoughtfully at her companion.

“We have met before, Tonbo
san.”

“We have met before.” Tonbo’s
voice was filled with fondness. “You were stealing chestnuts from
the trees at Kitsune castle, and I caught you as you fell.”

Reiju was quite astonished: the memory came
flooding back, strong and clear.

“I never thanked you! I was so
scared, I ran like a hare!” Reiju gave a bow filled with love.
“This hare thanks you, Tonbo san.”

“You are more than
welcome.” Tonbo smiled. “They were extremely good
chestnuts.”

Reiju completed her paper model. It was a
samurai – larger than the rest – with a long thorny club. She held
it up, quite pleased with it, turning the figure this way and that
in the light of sunset.

“Here. A fearless heart to guide
the boat upon its way.”

Tonbo placed his own creation on
the boat: an origami saint clearly modelled upon Reiju.

“And here. A kind soul to
tend the lantern in the dark.”

He settled the two figures side
by side. Reiju pulled back her hair, looked at the figures upon her
ship, and smiled.

Kitsune Sura had laboured
through the afternoon, painting spell papers and fumigating the
Ishigi mansion. She had finished in time to rest before the evening
festival. The fox came walking up from the gardens with a basket
containing cold tea, sliced fruit and a handful of rice cakes. Sura
mounted the steps from the garden, and came up into the shadows of
the balcony.

She saw Tonbo and Reiju sitting
together, shyly talking and reminiscing. The fox faltered, then
drew back into the shadows.

They were utterly in a world of
their own, quietly enjoying one another.

Sura’s face slowly fell.
Deflated and feeling a little hollow, she withdrew quietly
away.

 


 


As the last purple streaks of
sunlight faded from the sky, the townsfolk lit the lanterns outside
their homes. Little tables had been set up outside of every home.
They were laden with small offerings – rice, sakē, written prayers
and little paper figures. Families – all dressed in their sober
best – prayed solemnly at the altars. They then flowed down the
streets towards the river, carrying beautiful paper lanterns to
light their way.

In one of the little market
squares, Sura spoke quietly to bereaved families, telling them of
the Realm of Honoured Dead. She prayed and then reverently took up
her spear, sweeping it almost gently across empty air to make a
slight window into the other realm. The strange light from the
Realm of the Honoured Dead spilled out into the street, and the
gathered families stared at it in wonder. When the window closed a
minute later, the grieving all seemed to have found a measure of
real peace.

The peaceful river glimmered
beneath a marvellous blaze of stars. Lanterns lit the shores of the
great temple island – from the crags of its rocky peak, and from
its temple walls. Little boats drifted on the water, shining with
light. A thousand lanterns dotted the shores as the people came
down to the cool, dark riverbanks.

Dressed in layered robes of gauze and wearing
a golden formal cap, Reiju led a procession of priests and shrine
maidens forward to the river. Bells rang, and the maidens danced
gracefully at the river’s edge holding boughs of evergreen.

Finally Reiju came forward as the great bell
of the island temple rang. She formally tied back her sleeves and
waded into the river. Lanterns were lit aboard her great paper
boat, and she released it quietly out into the stream.

All along the river, hundreds of townsfolk,
samurai and peasants released their own paper boats – each one
carrying a lantern. Countless beautiful little lights began
drifting off, off into the darkness. The water shone golden with
reflected light, shimmering and glittering. The river became a
moving ribbon of stars.

Reiju came dripping from the river, handing
her outer layers of gauze to her attendants, and putting on new
white outer robes. Tonbo came to stand with her on the shore, and
they watched the lights flowing slowly off along the river – on
into the gorge between high cliffs and deep, dark woods. They spoke
quietly together – the whole town was hushed, watching the lights
upon the water.

Sura watched Tonbo and Reiju from afar,
feeling a sick little pull of loss. She turned away and walked off
along the shore, finally finding a place to sit and watch the
lanterns on the stream.

Daitanishi came floating along
in mid-air – apparently unimpressed by the lanterns. He hovered for
a moment, and then disappeared. He returned long minutes later,
bringing Chiri walking quietly in his wake.

Chiri sat down beside Sura –
sensing that something was wrong, but unable to define it. She sat
in embarrassment for a moment, feeling the silence stretch.
Daitanishi nudged at her, so the beautiful white rat spirit softly
cleared her throat.

“The boats are beautiful.” The
rat bit her lip.

“Is everything alright, friend
Sura?”

The fox simply felt sad.

“I feel… I feel adrift.”

Chiri put an arm about Sura, and
nestled with her in silence. The two friends sat together, looking
out over the great, dark river. The lantern lights drifted slowly
away, and then finally the lights were gone.
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Chapter
3

Morning had come bright and
clear to the river valley. Ducks and water fowl clattered their
wings as they meandered up and down the little creeks, while out in
the great, broad river, the first fishing boats rowed their way
laboriously upstream. The temple island stirred with life, with red
tori gates and banners gleaming in the summer sun.

Kitsune Sura lay out on the
balcony of the Ishigi mansion. She still wore her clothing from the
night before. She was in her human form: her long hair trailed down
across the floorboards beside her. An untouched tray of breakfast
sat at her side. Sura slumped on her belly, utterly forlorn,
feeding little fragments of rice cake to a trail of ants.

An Ishigi samurai came running
grimly through the garden, heading straight towards the guest
rooms. He was one of the men from yesterday’s lunch party – now
direly agitated. Sura lifted up her head, instantly alert. She rose
up, spear in hand, and waved.

“Samurai san! Over here.”

The samurai caught sight of Sura
and changed direction, running straight up onto the balcony and
dropping down to kneel. The man kept his eyes respectfully
downcast.

“Priestess! I am Arima
Nobofusa.” The man briskly bowed. “There has been a death in the
town. Evil spirits have struck! The lord requests that you assist
in investigating the matter.”

Sura gave a sharp, efficient
bow.

“At once, Arima
san.”

Sura ran to the guest room door and knocked
on it with her spear. She flung open the screen to reveal her own
bed- still unslept in – and Chiri, who was sitting up and rubbing
at her eyes. Her two little elementals were sleeping peacefully
beside her pillow. The fox whipped away the little scarf that
Daitanishi and Bifuuko had been using as a sheet and then hurtled
open the screen to the room shared by Kuno and Tonbo.

“Oi! Wake up! Quickly.” The fox
seized hold of her armoured breastplate and slung it on over her
chest.

“We’re on.”

 


 


The edges of town held many
quiet little streets, all well shaded by wide old trees. Arima
Nobofusa led Chiri, Kuno, Tonbo and Sura up along a dusty lane,
where tall fences were home to vines and fragrant morning glory
flowers. He led them past the quiet local street life – a lazy cat,
two yawning porters, and a trio of passing woodcutters. They passed
by a stable and came to a sturdy, well-built house.

Two armoured retainers armed
with staves stood guard at the gate. The men bowed to the Spirit
Hunters, then turned to summon another man from the household
gardens.

An older samurai came forward to
greet the new arrivals. He wore sober robes and carried a very
workmanlike sword. The man seemed somewhat pale – grave yet
agitated. He met the Spirit Hunters in relief, and bowed.

“I am Amamiya Tamon, the town
law officer.” The man motioned towards his two nervous guards.
“These men are my assistants.”

Kuno bowed.

“It is a great pleasure to meet
you, colleague.” The town was clearly an integral part of the
Ishigi domain: Amamiya Tamon wore the Ishigi mon upon his
clothes. “We are honoured to join you.”

“Thank you. Thank you.” The
local lawman was looking quite pale. He bobbed another bow to Sura.
He formally invited the Spirit Hunters into the house. “Please – I
would deeply value your opinion of this case.” The man ushered Sura
forwards. “This way, priestess. This way.”

They passed through the gate and
into a well-kept courtyard. There was a wide, empty space, with no
sign of real life – no flowers, no plants nor even tools leaning
against the walls. The house sat surrounded by emptiness on every
side – a small house – grey and silent.

Sura shivered, feeling a strange
chill as she looked about the garden. Chiri turned and quietly
searched – one hand spread as she sensed the mood of the local
elementals. She felt out into the little spirits of the place, and
then looked back at Sura, feeling strangely subdued.

“This is a lonely place.”

“Empty...” Sura could feel no
warmth – so sense of easy comfort. “It feels… empty.”

The lawman Amamiya hesitated at
the house door.

“We are uncertain what to do.
This area is outside of my realm of experience.”

Kuno nodded to the man. He
looked calm and confident.

“We are humbly pleased to offer
whatever small help to you we can.”

Sura carefully inspected the
entrance to the house. There were two ofuda papers on the
door posts – similar to the fu papers Sura had been
providing to the townsfolk. They were clearly Shinto work – mostly
likely from the island temple. But the papers had been torn – the
lower sections were entirely gone. Sura knelt, minutely inspecting
the woodwork about the papers, never wavering her eyes form her
work.

“A quiet house, Amamiya san. Did the victim
live here alone?”

The samurai nodded. He watched the fox, not
quite understanding what she was achieving. “Yes, priestess. He had
a single housekeeper to cook and care for him. She found him in the
morning.”

Sura thoughtfully examined the offering table
set just outside the door. The rice had turned jet black, and the
sakē was the colour of blood.

“Amamiya
san, please tell me about the victim.”

The samurai gathered his
thoughts. He chose his words carefully before he finally spoke.

“Yes…” The man gave a sigh. “The dead
samurai is Fukose Genjo, an Ishigi retainer. He lived here alone.
He was sixty-one, but still engaged in active duty. He was attached
to my own office. In a way, he was my superior.”

Kuno looked at the man in
puzzled interest.

“In a way?”

Law officer Amamiya nodded.

“Yes, Kuno san.” Amamiya looked
sadly at the torn ofuda papers by the door. “Few men had more
reason to fear the dead. Fukose Genjo was the fief’s
executioner…”

Chiri stared at the place with
renewed pity and horror. Tonbo and Kuno looked about the compound
with fresh eyes, seeing now that the place had been cleared to
allow a view across the flat, open yard in all directions.

Kuno nodded.

“So the spirits of his victims may have
troubled him. Yes.”

Sura knelt back at the offering
table. She found one small grain of cooked white rice fallen on the
path a few handbreadths away.

“These wards were not ripped up by spirits.
This was done by living hands...”

“Hmmm.” Tonbo bobbed down and
looked at the offerings. “The sakē?”

“Blood. And the rice is burned…”
Sura stroked at her chin, \ then turned towards the house. “Officer
Amamiya – may we please see the corpse?

“Yes, priestess. This
way.” Amamiya motioned to the porch. “We have left the house
undisturbed. The housekeeper is in the kitchens with one of my
men.”

With a heart full of pity for
the dead man, Officer Amamiya led the way up onto the porch. The
officer was deeply troubled.

“I am told that in the lands of
the fox, there are no executioners.”

Sura nodded.

“No – no. Decidedly not in
character.”

“Perhaps you are wise.” Amamiya
gave a troubled nod. “You must understand – Genjo san was not a
headsman. Genjo san was given this duty despite his protests almost
thirty years ago. He organised imprisonment and executions, and
oversaw the execution of criminals. He served with great diligence
and loyalty, but he found the duty hard.” The law officer shook his
head. “He had no real friends – no contacts. That is the burden he
took on with the office.”

The law officer stepped quietly
into a room. He bowed, ushering the Spirit Hunters through the
door.

The sleeping-room was clean and
sparse.

The body sat crammed back into a
corner of the room. He was an older man in his sixties, with huge
side whiskers, still wearing his daytime clothes. The dead man had
a look of absolute, abject terror frozen onto his face.

The sight was utterly
horrifying.

The dead man’s bed was still
neatly made and unslept-in. A candle had burned completely down.
The man had apparently been drinking tea just before he died: the
cup lay spilled and fallen, and the pot lay on its side.

Chiri spoke softly to Daitanishi
and Bifuuko. The elementals softly rose and began inspecting the
ceiling and upper walls, while Chiri made a careful tour of the
windows and floor. Tonbo moved out through a side door to search
the rest of the house.

Sura took in the room – looking
at the closed screens and the neat chests for clothing and armour.
A double sword rack beside the bed held a short sword, but no long
sword. The fox moved forward and knelt beside the body. She looked
the dead man over in minute detail, touching nothing.

The fox circled the man. She
kept her eyes upon the corpse.

“The maid heard
nothing?”

Officer Amamiya kept well away
from the body.

“No, honoured priestess. I believe she was
praying in the kitchen, and was too afraid of ghosts to come out
into the house last night.”

“Yes.”

Sura composed herself beside the dead man.
She swept back her full sleeves, closed her eyes, and drew in a
long, slow, calming breath. Finally she clapped her hands together
twice, and bowed. She prayed firmly for the spirit of the
victim.

 


“One world, one life, one
Tao.

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.”

 


She bowed a final time to the
corpse. Sura sat back and looked to Kuno. He bowed, and came
forward to assist.

Working together, Kuno and Sura
cautiously carried the corpse back from the wall. They carefully
examined it, searching for any sign of wounds. The body was as
stiff as a wooden board.

Sura pulled up the dead man’s
sleeves and examined his hands and forearms. Kuno sat back and
scowled.

“No wounds. No signs of
blows. When would you say this man died?”

The fox continued her
exploration.

“The entire body is stiff. On a
warm night… Eight hours? Ten?” She checked the dead man’s backside
and thighs. “His upper body is pale. The blood has pooled below. He
either died in this position, or was placed in it immediately after
death…”

Officer Amamiya stiffened,
immediately alert.

“You believe this might have
been a mortal murderer?”

“I dismiss no possibilities.
Justice is a gift we can give the dead. And gifts must be given
with care…”

Sura sat and thoughtfully
considered the dead man’s expression.

“His facial muscles are
tight. Strangely tight. The face expression shows terror. But that
would have to mean a damned swift death. A heart attack takes
time...”

Amamiya scowled. “But if a ghost came and
took his soul…?”

“Yes…”

Tonbo and Chiri had finished
their search. They knelt beside Sura and Kuno, with Daitanishi and
Bifuuko whirring in to land on Chiri’s shoulders. Tonbo bowed to
his friends.

“Sura san – I see no tracks in the garden.
The doors and windows were locked from the inside. The ward seals
are all torn.”

Chiri bowed in her turn. “Bifuuko and
Daitanishi cannot feel any evil presences in the house or
garden.”

Sura shimmered, and shifted into
her half-and-half form, her head changing into fox shape, and her
body growing a lustrous pelt of fur. She lifted her long, sensitive
muzzle and searched the air.

“I can feel no inkling of
lurking spirits.”

Kuno turned and looked at the
dead man’s sword rack. He stroked slowly at his moustache.

“His long-sword has gone.
Amamiya san – have your men found a sword?”

“No, Kuno san.
Nowhere.”

Kuno pointed to the sword rack.

“This rack would be beside the
man’s bed as he slept. He was no fool – see? His swords were there
for instant access. He knew he had enemies!” Kuno scowled at the
remaining weapon. “Here is the short sword. But where is his
katana?”

Tonbo nodded.

“A ghost does not steal swords.”

Sura arose, nodding, deep in thought. Kuno
turned and bowed to Officer Amamiya.

“I am sorry we cannot offer any immediate solution,
Amamiya san. But we shall begin a full investigation. I shall
question the housekeeper, if I may, and the neighbors.”

“Yes, Kuno san. You shall have our full cooperation.”
Amamiya turned respectfully to Sura. “Priestess. Have you any more
need of the body? I must arrange a funeral.”

“No, Amamiya san. Please
– let all that is decent be done.” Sura looked about the sad,
sparse room. “Are there any relatives to pray for him?”

“No,
priestess.”

“Then I shall pray for
him myself.”

Officer Amamiya gave a deep,
respectful bow.

“Thank you, priestess. I shall
summon the undertakers at once and make funeral arrangements. We
can hopefully do our duty by Genjo san this afternoon.”

Sura straightened out her long
tail. She composed herself to pray beside the corpse and attend the
dead man. Officer Amamiya withdrew to summon the undertakers.

Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno quietly
left Sura to her devotions and moved back out to the porch. They
kept their voices low as they conferred together in the shade.

Tonbo jerked his head towards
the kitchens.

“The housekeeper claims she saw nothing. I
will go and ask in the neighborhood.”

Kuno nodded, and looked back towards the
central town.

“I will check records and see if
any of the dead man’s old victims escaped, or if any have relatives
that might have wanted revenge.” The handsome samurai scowled. “He
died without a mark on him. Was it a ghost? If so – then the
attacker is far beyond our reach.”

“Sura will know what to do.”
Tonbo raised his head, pleased by a sudden thought. “Priestess
Reiju might be a good source of local information. I can go and
speak with her.”

Chiri blushed. She came forward,
clearing her throat.

“Tonbo san – perhaps I should
go! I can… I mean, I am not much use in talking to people on the
streets.” She moved swiftly towards the gate, gathering her
elementals. “And please ensure that Sura san is safe during her
devotions.”

Tonbo gave a nod.

“Of course.”

Kuno sighed, hoping some sort of
clue might soon appear. He was not overwhelmed with certainty.

“Well – let us start our
business. But I think the villain in this case is already dead and
buried.”

 


 


All through a long and tedious
day, Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri made their inquiries. Kuno took careful
notes, working with great patience and writing down details for
later reference. Chiri and Tonbo worked with less paperwork but
greater speed. But there were no sudden leads – no tales of dark,
lurking strangers. No one had been seen to threaten Fukose Genjo
during the weeks before his death. No threatening mail had been
delivered…

The undertakers arrived and
quietly took Fukose san’s body off towards a Buddhist shrine just
downstream of the main town. Sura signed papers for the registry of
the fief, bowed to a shrine attendant, and accompanied the cart
back to the shrine.

The gravediggers were a
potential source of gossip about ghosts, spirits, hauntings and
lurking curses. As the afternoon drew on, Sura spoke first to the
gravediggers themselves, and then to a colloquy of their elders.
The group had a number of colourful, blood curdling tales – they
were excellent storytellers after Sura’s own heart. But nothing
stood out as an immediate threat to life and limb, and none of it
would have passed a close scrutiny by a professional exorcist. Even
so, Sura was content to listen, to share out some of her bounty of
sakē, and judge the mood of the town.

 


 


In the afternoon, the Spirit
Hunters gathered at the Buddhist shrine. A quiet funeral had been
arranged – in the high summer, swift burial was far more important
that waiting for auspicious days of the calendar. The deceased had
been a man without family. There had been no elaborate invitations
to make or ceremonies to arrange. The Ishigi household and local
clans all sent the proper delegations to attend.

The Buddhist funeral – much to
Sura’s annoyance – included a ceremony that initiated the deceased
as a lay monk. Monks were apparently holier than mere lay folk, and
were thus more likely to be reborn as something more likely to
reach enlightenment. Fukose Genjo had been dressed in monk’s robes
with his head shaved. He had been placed seated in meditation
position inside a sturdy, barrel-shaped coffin made of oak. The
undertakers solemnly carried the coffin slung on a pole between
them, bearing the body on a ritual circuit of the graveyard. A
chanting monk walked at the head of the little procession, and
another came behind. The mourners followed quietly in their path.
Finally they came to rest beside an open grave. A monk in elaborate
formal robes opened up a gorgeously illustrated scroll. He read a
Buddhist sermon in a loud, grating voice. Finally he signed to the
undertakers, and the coffin was lowered into the grave, and the
hole filled with soil. The funeral was finally over.

Reiju and Sura, as befitted
their priestly ranks, were at the fore of the ceremony. They spoke
with the monks and the head of the Ishigi delegation, walking
towards the main shrine where they would offer final prayers. The
other mourners walked up to the grave to bow and give private
prayers of their own.

Kuno took the opportunity to
examine the other mourners. Officer Amamiya had attended, as well
as his senior clerk. There were some Ishigi samurai, and three men
from local Ishigi vassal families. The only anomaly was a
straight-backed, handsome old woman dressed in samurai robes. She
was the only other woman present – and of an age to match that to
the dead man. She stayed beside the grave, praying quietly and
lovingly for a long time.

Withdrawing back from the grave,
Kuno bent his head to quietly confer with Chiri and Tonbo. He kept
a quiet eye upon the other mourners.

“I have examined Fukose Genjo’s
list of cases. The problem with having an executioner as a victim
is that the list of potential killers is infinite.” Kuno gave a
frown. “The bandit Toshiba was executed three months ago. His
brother, another bandit, has sworn revenge. Genjo san also oversaw
the execution of two members of the Shakken secret society. Then
there was an evil shugenja, Kano, who was executed five years ago,
but whose body disappeared...”

Chiri sighed, utterly
downcast.

“It sickens me that anyone could
kill another in such a way.”

Kuno nodded. He answered Chiri sadly and
gently.

“The executioner did not ask for this duty.
It was his role to do as his lord commanded.” The man straightened
his shoulders.

“Tonbo san – do we have any
unseen visitors?”

Bifuuko and Daitanishi were
carefully hidden amongst the graves, keeping a sharp watch for
spies. Tonbo cast a swift glance about the graveyard, but all
seemed to be well.

“No. No one’s here but the
Ishigi, and the lady over there.” Tonbo watched the old woman
carefully. Her face was lined with grief. Of all the mourners here,
she was the only one who was honestly filled with sorrow. “She knew
him. She knew him well.”

“Yes…” Kuno considered the old
samurai woman, who had followed after Sura and Reiju, walking
towards the shrine. Kuno settled his swords in his belt and gave a
nod.

“Come. Let us speak with
her.”

Chiri softly placed a hand upon
Kuno, holding him back. She bowed to the two samurai with
gentleness and grace.

“Kuno san, please permit me to
open the way gently. I shall go and prepare a meeting. I believe
this might best be handled with a sympathetic heart.”

Chiri bowed to her two friends,
then followed off after the old samurai woman. Kuno was left
standing with Tonbo out in the graveyard. He felt rather
confused.

“I can be gentle!” Kuno was
quite put out. “I am the very soul of sympathy!”

He looked to Tonbo, but the big
man merely shrugged.

The afternoon was hot, and the
monks had headed off on their affairs. Kuno and Tonbo made their
way back towards the temple courtyard, where at least a drink and a
seat in the shade might be found. Behind them, Daitanishi and
Bifuuko carefully withdrew back through the cover of the graveyard
grass, whirring off to seek out Chiri and diligently watch her
back.

 


 


Late afternoon sun sent golden
shafts slanting through the trees. The gardens of the Buddhist
temple looked out towards the river, where the island of the Shinto
shrine was gleaming in the haze. Little boats drifted here and
there: a large barge moved downstream propelled by figures standing
and toiling at the oars. In the blossom trees, tiny birds leapt and
chased the evening hatch of flies.

The Buddhist temple boasted a
shady little hermitage out in the gardens. Here, Chiri had set out
a delicate, comforting little tableaux. A charcoal brazier glowed
cheerfully away, and a tea kettle bubbled merrily above the coals.
Tatami mats had been laid out – fresh flowers were in a delicate
vase borrowed from the monks. Sura had organised a tray of
delicacies and cakes – quite possibly stolen from the abbot’s own
kitchen. The breeze was soothing – the light upon the waters
peaceful. Chiri quietly made tea, moving with a perfect, measured
grace.

The old samurai woman who had
attended the funeral sat just opposite Chiri. She carried a heavy
burden of grief, and bore it with great fortitude. As the guest of
honour, she was served little delicacies, and then finally poured a
cup of tea.

Chiri’s movements were exquisite
to behold. Her long white hair flowed down about her, gleaming and
pure. She radiated a sense of peace and smiling serenity.

It had been a trying day. The
older woman looked at her in gratitude.

“Thank you Nezumi san. Thank
you.” The woman was well spoken. She had an educated voice, but her
hands showed that she was no stranger to work. “I have never seen
tea served with such simplicity and elegance.”

“I thank you, Tanaka san. It is
a skill leaned long ago.” Chiri poured out cups of tea for her
other guests: Sura, Tonbo and Kuno sat nearby, enjoying the quiet.
“My mother was a great fancier of tea, Tanaka san. In the southern
lake towns, it has become almost a ritual.”

The old woman sipped at her tea.
She closed her eyes and sighed in gratitude, savouring the taste
and scent of the leaves.

“Exquisite, Chiri san. You have
helped to bring one ray of peace into a most painful day.”

Chiri bowed. She had picked her
setting with skill and artistry. The river snaked away into the
distance like a wavering silver ribbon. The old woman gazed off
along the river gorge, with its tall cliffs, its hill slopes and
its quiet trees. The water glittered, perfectly still and yet
endlessly in motion.

“The river is beautiful. They
did so love their river…” The old woman inclined her head as she
was poured more tea. “My husband died just a year ago today. Now
with Genjo san gone, I am alone. My daughter has asked me to come
and live with her and her husband in the town of Harima. Perhaps I
shall agree…”

Chiri spoke gently – moved by
the old woman’s sadness.

“Excuse me, honoured
grandmother, but were you close to Genjo san?”

“Oh yes, my dear. He was
my husband’s one true friend for twenty years. They were as close
as brothers, in their strange, silent way.”

Chiri looked at her – puzzled. The old
woman nodded to her softly.

“My husband was mute, my child. He could not speak.
But he was a dear, dear man. He died too young. Too young. Sixty
years old, but he was still as hale and strong as a man of thirty.
It still seems like a terrible dream. It seems as if I shall return
home to find him there in the workshop waiting for me…”

The woman gazed off towards the
river.

“My husband and Genjo san were
fishing companions. They fished together every day their duties
allowed, rain, hail or sun. They simply enjoyed each other’s
company. They knew this river up and down – not that that meant
they ever came back with a catch.” Tanaka san seemed sad. “I
believe Genjo san needed the sense of peace – and my husband had
one true companion who wanted nothing from him but pure
friendship.”

Chiri listened in deep, quiet
interest.

“Forgive my curiosity,
Tanaka san – but how did they meet?”

The old woman looked fondly at
Chiri.

“You have never heard of my husband, I see.” The
woman glanced over and saw that Kuno had begun to realise. “My
husband was Tanaka Jemmu, the greatest sword smith of the age. He
mastered the five styles of blade forging and the eight styles of
tempering before he was twenty years of age. The Crow spirits
themselves taught him how to blend metals into perfect harmony. One
day, he hoped even to master the final lesson – the ability to
fashion demon-slaying steel. A strange dream told him that it was
time…”

The old woman quietly swirled her tea.

“Yes – he was much sought after.
My Jemmu would spend more than a year upon a sword - sometimes
meditating for months before he began a blade. Mighty warlords
would become most importunate in clamouring for his work. But to
Jemmu chan, swords were spiritual. They were an art form that
allowed him to blend the best of heaven and of earth. Not toys made
just so that samurai could spill more blood.”

The Spirit Hunters all listened quietly.
The old woman nodded softy as she told her tale.

“The samurai lords often insist that new swords are
tested upon the bodies of executed criminals. An unsightly job, but
one that Jemmu always oversaw. One day, Jemmu had made a blade he
considered to be his masterpiece – the ‘Blue Serpent’. But the
criminal to be executed had swallowed a great diamond! When the
sword was tested, the blade was chipped and marred. When the lord
who had demanded the blade witnessed this, he berated Jemmu,
calling him a cripple. Genjo san answered for him, saying that it
was a poor soul who could not look past a surface flaw and find the
soul within. From that day forth, my husband and Genjo san were
friends. The ‘Blue Serpent’ sword remained here with Genjo san as a
keepsake of their first encounter.”

Chiri leaned quietly
forward.

“Honoured grandmother –
how did your husband die?”

“With no mark upon him, Chiri
san.” The horror of Tanaka san’s husband was still upon her. “He
lay dead in his workshop on the eve of the festival of the dead,
one year ago. His face was frozen in an expression of absolute
terror. All the finished swords in the workshop and the house were
gone.”

Sura came forwards with a new
tray of refreshments. She had been listening intently to the old
woman’s story.

“Did your husband ever master his final
lesson, honoured grandmother?”

Tanaka san gave a frown.

“Perhaps he did, priestess. But
he told me that he had undergone an insight. He believed it was not
yet time for the world to have such a sword at hand.”

The sun was setting: soon it
would be dark. The old woman set aside her cup and bowed to Chiri.
Tanaka san rose to her feet, leaning upon Sura’s proffered arm. She
set her robes straight.

“I must make my way home, Spirit
Hunters. I hope I have helped you. It is good to know that Genjo
san and my husband still have such friends.” She turned towards the
shrine. “One of the young Ishigi retainers will escort me home.
Lord Ishigi has been most kind to me.”

Chiri gave a deep, respectful
bow.

“Honoured grandmother, we thank you for
your attention at so difficult a time. Please know that we shall
strive to bring justice to Genjo san – and to his most treasured
friend.”

The Spirit Hunters all bowed to the old
woman. She bowed again, then moved off towards the temple. A young
Ishigi samurai came forth, bowed to her, and accompanied her off
and away towards the town.

Left in the little pavilion, the four Spirit
Hunters sat and looked off towards the river. Tonbo nodded slowly,
scratching at the stubble on his chin.

“Swords. This is about
swords.”

Kuno quite definitely
agreed.

“First the sword maker, and then
his friend. Were the murderers looking for something – perhaps the
sword given to Genjo san?”

Sura’s tail swished. Her
suspicions ran far deeper.

“Perhaps. It is a theory at
least.”

Sunset was beginning. The light
streaming down the river took on a tinge of orange-gold. Kuno
turned and gazed back towards the graveyard, deep in thought,
watching the lengthening shadows of the graves.

Genjo’s death had moved him. The
man had been a quiet soul, a fisherman, a devoted friend. After a
long while of silent thought, Kuno spoke.

“I feel a great sympathy for
this man, Fukose Genjo. He performed an unpleasant duty to the best
of his ability. He was loyal, even though his duty closed him off
from friends, and placed his life in constant danger of revenge.”
Kuno gripped his sword. “Fukose Genjo deserves my strongest
efforts.”

Kitsune Sura bowed to Kuno in
respect.

“It shall be
done.”

The group all stood, gathering
weapons and equipment. Sura peeled her way out of her formal robes,
folding them away. She slipped her short little leather breastplate
back on, and picked up her beloved spear.

She frowned, considering new
ideas.

“So!”

“So.” Tonbo thought carefully,
then gestured towards the town. “We must return to the start of the
trail. Let us re-examine Genjo san’s house in far more detail.”

It was a sensible thought. The
team headed off towards the temple gate. Sura flitted briefly back,
gathered up the last of the remaining delicacies, and then followed
the others off into the streets.
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Chapter
4

Fukose Genjo’s house lay still
and dark in the gloom after sunset. The Spirit Hunters lit hand
lanterns, and then struck a light to the household lamps. They
moved quietly and carefully into the house, staying together and
minutely examining every tiny handbreadth of furniture, ceiling,
walls and floors. This time, they pulled up the tatami mats to
examine underneath. Daitanishi trundled along the exposed
floorboards peering minutely down into the cracks, while Bifuuko
searched along the upper walls. It was all done with utmost
attention to detail. They started at the porch, and moved carefully
through into the main living room, working together with infinite
care.

The little grey housekeeper came
into the room, looking about at all the disarray. The poor woman
was horribly careworn and anxious, burdened down with grief. She
stood wringing her hands until she could catch Kuno’s eye, then
bowed.

“Samurai san – please forgive me. A message
has arrived. The sword polisher has finished his task for Genjo
san, and wishes to be paid.” The woman was quite in despair. “The
household has so many bills, and there is no money in the house!
Since there is no next of kin, what must I do?”

Kuno was immediately interested.

“Wait – sword polisher? Genjo san had given
a sword to the polisher?”

“Yes, samurai san! His
best sword has to be very carefully handled. Genjo san had only his
second best blade with him here in this room.”

Kuno nodded. He placed a comforting hand upon
the woman’s shoulder.

“Lord Ishigi’s household will
take care of the bills. Please bring them to us, and we shall
arrange it. We shall also make sure that your own needs are seen
to.” His voice radiated competent calm. “We shall deal with the
sword polisher ourselves. Where may he be found?”

The housekeeper seemed relieved.
A great burden had been lifted from her soul.

“In Bridge Street, samurai, beside the gate
with three lamps.” The woman bowed, then bowed again. “Thank you!
Thank you, samurai. Thank you all.”

The housekeeper departed. Sura
moved forward, spear in hand, suddenly alive with delight. Her tail
flashed as it swirled behind her.

“They have the wrong sword!” The fox waved
a hand towards the sword rack. “If someone came here to steal the
‘Silver Serpent’ blade, then they must have the wrong sword!”

Kuno nodded, utterly
satisfied.

“The sword polisher will have it
still!”

Daitanishi had never ceased his
glowering search along the cracks between the floorboards. He
suddenly spied something of interest. The scowling little rock
circled the find, inspecting it this way and that, then cast a
meaningful glance towards Chiri. The rat came immediately over to
the elemental’s side, kneeling down to join him. She took a fine
knife out of a case attached to her natagama sheath, and carefully
levered a tiny sliver of gleaming metal up and out from between the
boards.

“Friends! Look here!”

The rat spirit laid the find out
carefully upon her palm.

It was a small steel needle –
viciously sharp – with a minuscule tuft of fluff fixed to its tail.
The tip was slightly discoloured. Chiri sniffed carefully at the
dart, creasing her fine brows into a frown.

“A blow dart. There is dried blood on the
tip.” She narrowed her eyes. “The executioner was killed with a
poisoned dart. That would explain his facial expression. It might
be a poison that contorts the muscles…”

Kuno stroked slowly at his
moustache.

“Who would use such a weapon?”

Sura suddenly slammed her spear upwards,
driving the vicious tip right up into the ceiling boards. She
shoved and twisted the blade, giving a feral snarl as she jabbed
upwards with the blade.

Nothing happened. No blood came cascading
down. Tonbo, Chiri, Kuno and the elementals all stared in Sura,
looking quite mystified. Sura gave a shrug, and withdrew the blade
from the ceiling.

“I thought I heard something. Eh
- maybe it was a cat.”

The others nodded and turned
away. Suddenly Sura lunged upwards with her spear again, plunging
the blade up into the ceiling mere inches from her previous spot.
Kuno dodged aside, scowling and affronted at the damage to the
ceiling.

“Must you?”

The fox shoved the spear in
deeper, twisted it about, then pulled the weapon free. She
grumbled, flicking out her tail.

“Yeah, you say that now. But
wait until we get a nice fresh cat on the table…”

Sura withdrew her spear and
inspected the blade. It was utterly unblemished. Tonbo eyed the
fox, and looked pointedly at the sheath for her spear blade that
hung carelessly at her belt – Sura was forever neglecting to cap
the weapon when in crowded public places. But both Chiri and Sura
were carefully watching the ceiling – their tails moving warily
from side to side.

Sura moved back towards the
door.

“Welp! Nothing here! We’ll go to the sword
polisher first thing in the morning and see what we find.”

Chiri kept her gaze upon the boards
overhead.

“I agree, Sura san. At
least we have a lead to follow in the morning.”

Kuno and Tonbo moved towards the door. Sura
and Chiri followed with the elementals hovering closely beside
them. Chiri’s hand moved, fingers entwining – shaping the first
portions of a spell.

The team exited out into the
yard, moving to the gate that led out into the street. More and
more air elementals silently materialised in the darkness, moving
into protective positions at the Spirit Hunters flanks. As Tonbo
fiddled with the gate’s bar, Sura leaned in to whisper into Kuno
and Tonbo’s ears.

“Head to the Ishigi mansion,
then out the back stable and get to the sword polisher’s –
quick.”

Kuno flicked his gaze toward the house
behind them. “What? Why?”

“We’re being followed.”

Sura was already out through the
gate. She flicked a glance along the dark night-time road, and then
moved forward with Tonbo moving behind her. As Kuno and Chiri
followed, the little swarm of air elementals crept subtly through
the shadows beside them, flitting silently through the gutters and
eaves.

As the team turned a corner into
a long, shadowed lane, they saw a woodcutter’s cart sagging in the
middle of the road. One wheel had come loose, and bundles of
kindling had spilled into the dust. Six woodcutters were busily at
work trying to retrieve their wares. The group looked about and
nodded a hasty bow towards the Spirit Hunters, and then went
straight back to work.

Sura led the way past the cart.
She passed by the woodcutters, then suddenly whipped down her spear
and lunged forward, driving her blade clean through a woodcutter’s
chest.

The other woodcutters were
already flashing weapons out from hiding – short swords, sickles
and short spears hidden in the wagon. Kuno drew his sword in a
blinding blur of steel, slicing up through one man and down through
another. Tonbo slammed his tetsubo down on the up-thrust end of the
cart, catapulting the other end upwards, slamming one woodcutter
aside and scattering weapons on the ground.

Blow-darts hissed down from the
rooftops above, streaking in towards the Spirit Hunters. But the
swarm of air elementals shot up from beneath the eaves, smacking
darts aside and sending wild eddies of air whipping past the
rooves. Two black-clad assassins on one rooftop staggered, pierced
by their own comrades’ darts.

Chiri set the air elementals
dancing above her friends in a whirring shield.

 


“Wind dance!”

 


Four archers were atop another
roof. They opened fire, but the arrows whirled uselessly off into
the wild breeze. A taut, feminine figure entirely clothed in black
rose up behind the archers, drew a short, thick sword and signalled
to the others. All five leapt from the rooftops, dive-rolling to
the ground and coming up with weapons drawn.

They charged at the Spirit
Hunters, clashing blade-to-blade with Kuno, Tonbo and Sura. The fox
drove straight towards the female assassin, her long spear
thrumming through the air as she sliced at the woman’s head.

Tonbo swept a huge blow at one
of the attacking archers. The assassin dodged, then dodged again,
timber splintering as Tonbo smashed his tetsubo into the cart. The
huge samurai made a terrifying overhead swing straight at the man.
The assassin rushed inwards to try and close the range with his
sword, only to take the butt of Tonbo’s iron staff clean in the
face. The assassin staggered back, and an instant later took the
full force of a massive downward blow from the tetsubo. Another
assassin nearby flung a pair of throwing knives at Tonbo. He turned
to take the attacks on his heavy shoulder armour. One knife
ricocheted away, while the other stuck uselessly in the plates.
Tonbo crashed his massive weapon into the man and sent him hurtling
shattered back against a wooden wall.

Kuno fought against a man who
used a weighted chain linked to a kama sickle. The chain
whirled in a circle, keeping Kuno back at bay as the savage fight
churned all around him. Suddenly the assassin whipped the chain
forward, and Kuno spun aside, the weight blurring past his face. He
tried to cut the man, but the assassin managed to twist back at the
last possible instant, hacking at Kuno’s arms. Kuno caught the blow
on his sword, flashing the parry forward into a chillingly
efficient lunge. His enemy moved with astounding speed, dodging
aside and whipping out the chain to try and crack against Kuno’s
shin. The samurai leapt high, the chain hissing just beneath his
sandals. Kuno landed in a crash of armour, hurtling himself
forwards with a cut that should have sliced his man in two.

The assassin dodged back once
again. He struck out with the chain, this time entangling Kuno’s
sword. But Kuno was already leaping in, right hand flashing his own
short sword from its sheath. He cut into his enemy’s forearms and
then ran him through. He flung the chain free from his sword an
instant before another assassin attacked. Kuno met the man’s
downward sword blow, glissing it aside and cutting the man’s arm
clean off. He cut down through the man’s head an instant later,
then whirled about to look for other foes. He saw Chiri fighting
with twin natagama against a man armed with two kama linked
by chains.

Chiri’s opponent was skilled and
lightning fast, but the rat was canny. The assassin came at her,
but the twin natagama flashed and spun around in a circle, tearing
one kama right out of the other man’s hand. She gaffed a natagama
at the man’s face, driving him back, hacking the remaining kama
from the man’s grip. The assassin leapt backwards, careening off
the fallen cart. He seized a short spear from the cart, and raged
forward into the attack.

The assassin jabbed, driving
Chiri back. But as Chiri’s enemy launched forward trying to cut her
down, Daitanishi flew in from one side and cracked into the man’s
skull. Chiri cut down with a natagama, shearing the head clean off
the spear. The assassin dove backwards, making a spectacular roll
across the ground.

He came up to a crouch, flinging
a pointed spike at Chiri’s face. The rat twisted aside, the spike
flashing past her cheek. She hurtled one of her natagama in return.
The heavy weapon spun and flashed, the hooked blade chunking deep
into the man’s chest. He fell crashing to the ground, and the rat
raced forward, tugging free the bloody blade. Her long white hair
flashed and pink eyes glared as she hunted for enemies.

Tonbo had caught an assassin’s
sword lunge, smashing the man to the ground. Kuno cut through
another man. Chiri saw Sura fighting a female assassin, her spear
fencing with malignant speed.

Sura ran a woodcutter through,
then found herself face to face with a lithe female assassin
dressed in black. The assassin had two short swords and a tight
mesh of black mail stitched into her clothing. She came at Sura and
balked as the gleaming spear flashed onto target. The woman tried
to take the measure of the fox – and then suddenly Sura was raging
forward into the attack.

The blades clashed and rang,
flitting swiftly back and forth. The female assassin desperately
tried to flick the spear aside and closed in for the kill, but the
spear point came back again and again, slithering past her guard
and narrowly avoiding skewering her arm, her cheek, her throat. The
assassin dove back and away from a sudden vicious lunge, coming up
with a throwing spike held in one hand. But the fox had already
thrown one of her own. The assassin ducked madly aside, the fox’s
spike narrowly missing her throat. The assassin made a wild throw,
then tried to attack with her twin swords, but the fox’s spear
stabbed low and then suddenly cut upwards. The assassin somehow
managed to fling herself back, and the orange spear blade flicked
up, slicing the chainmail at her crotch and belly as if it were
paper.

The assassin retreated,
astonished at the sudden feel of air against her bare skin.

She threw an eggshell stuffed
with pepper at the fox. Sura swirled, spinning aside, her long
spear cutting and driving the assassin back. The fox came out of
her whirl with a pepper egg of her own in hand, flinging it
straight at the assassin’s face. The assassin jerked her head
aside. The egg caught her in the temple, bursting, scattering its
pepper behind her. Some of the cloud caught in the assassin’s right
eye, almost blinding her with tears.

Sura lunged at the other woman’s
nearest sword, catching it between her blade and crossblade and
twisting her spear, almost screwing the sword clean out of the
assassin’s hand. The female assassin tried hacking at her fingers,
but the cross-bladed spear flickered back, clashing against her
sword and then plunging straight towards her heart. Chainmail
ripped: the spear spun in a whirling cut, and the tip ripped across
the assassin’s face. It tore away the woman’s face mask, slicing a
cut down her cheek.

The female assassin’s face was
thin and serious – a spatter of freckles had been strewn across her
cheeks. The woman flicked a glance and saw that her ambush had been
utterly destroyed. The men on the rooftops were being battered by
air elementals, and the last few men on the ground were fleeing
back. Chiri was racing to Sura’s aid.

The assassin stepped back and
crashed a smoke bomb onto the ground at her feet.

“That’s long enough!
Go!”

More smoke bombs burst. The
assassins fled into the alleyways. Kuno raced forward, but Chiri
suddenly flung out a hand to hold the man in place. A scatter of
vicious little caltrops bounced and clattered in the dark behind
the fleeing assassins.

“Tsuibushi! Poison!”

The little weapons had been blackened
with soot, making them almost vanish in the shadows. Kuno halted at
the edge of the nearest land, gripping his sword tightly in
frustration.

The assassins had vanished. Chiri wiped
her face, looking back at the bodies scattered bloodily in the
street.

The fox whipped her spear about in a
circle, flicking the blade clean. She crossed over to one of the
dead assassins and rolled the body over. Tonbo knelt beside her,
keeping a close eye upon the rooftops. He pulled the throwing knife
out of his armour and let it fall.

“Who were
they?”

Sura grimly examined the dead assassin at her
feet. Bifuuko whirred over and took on a soft white glow, casting
light over the corpse.

Sura’s education was a deep and
wondrous thing. The fox turned over the dead
man’s belt, and finally found a small red wave stitched onto the
inside of the cloth.

“Akai Nami:
‘Crimson Wave’ Ninja.”

There were secret societies hidden here and
there across the realm. Some were merely criminals, but an elite
few specialized in espionage. The Akai Nami were the oldest and
most professional – founded long ago by an exiled imperial prince.
Sura shot to her feet and grabbed Tonbo’s shoulder.

“Crap, they were trying to delay
us!” The fox took off down a back street, well away from the
caltrops. “Quickly – to the sword polisher!”

A slew of air elementals sped
along the surface of the street ahead, sweeping away the caltrops
to clear the path. The Spirit Hunters ran down the alleyways,
leaping over an ox that lay sleeping in the street. But suddenly
the skyline up ahead glowed red, and gongs rang out to alert the
town to fire.

The Spirit Hunters came running
to a hillside road, where a bridge crossed over a little stream. A
house was on fire, with great seething flames writhing in the sky.
Townsfolk were running to fight the flames and wet down the nearest
houses. A samurai wearing a helmet draped with wet sacking led the
firefighters, sending men with buckets racing to the nearby stream.
Smoke billowed – men shouted. The entire scene was absolute
chaos.

A team of coughing townsmen were
dragging a dead man out of the flames. The corpse was scorched –
but clearly could not have died in the fire. Full of anger, Sura
raced over to the dead man and knelt beside him. The corpse’s face
was set in a horrifying expression of abject terror – eyes wide and
teeth bared.

Sura searched swiftly. She found
a poisoned blowgun dart caught in the man’s back.

“Damn!” Sura held up the
man’s hands: his palms were darkened by oil and grit. “It’s the
sword polisher.”

Kuno stared in anger at the
blazing house.

“They must have heard us talking
in the house, and sent another team ahead!” The man banged one fist
against his thigh. “They have the sword!”

The firefighters were battling
to keep the blaze from spreading. Chiri walked quietly over to the
side of the stream. She bowed her head, entwined both hands and
closed her eyes. Suddenly water elementals rose up out of the
stream – small glittering creatures shaped like floating serpents
of water. The creatures curled and danced about Chiri, lifting her
long white hair and sparkling with light. They caressed against
her, listening as she communed her needs.

The water elementals began to
circle around and around above the stream – faster and faster and
faster. They lifted upwards, and a heavy column of water arose with
them. The elementals coaxed the current up into a thick stream high
in the air. Water began to gush down upon the fire, making embers
hiss. The firefighters stared in amazement, and then rushed in
under the stream to pull burning wreckage aside with their hooks
and rakes. Kuno dove in amongst them, doused with water from above
as he plunged into the workshop beside the house and began hunting
through the ruins.

More townsfolk arrived, all
carrying buckets, rakes and dripping mops. Reiju came racing up
amongst them, leading several priests from the island shrine. She
saw the Spirit Hunters, and hastened swiftly to their side.

“Tonbo san! Sura!”

The slender priestess looked in
amazement at the water elementals dousing the flames. Steam
billowed out of the blazing house, hissing as the flames died out.
Smoke clung close to the ground, making men cough and choke. Reiju
and the Spirit Hunters moved upwind. The priestess suddenly saw a
rent in Tonbo’s sleeve armour and blood upon his arm.

“Tonbo san! You are hurt!”

The big man had scarcely noticed
the wound. He glanced at it and shrugged, dismissing it
entirely.

“Hmph. Just a sword cut.”

“It must be cleaned!”

Full of concern, Reiju led Tonbo aside to sit
him down beside the stream. Kuno and Chiri were helping fight the
fire. Sura was left standing alone and abandoned. She waved her
hands towards Reiju, fuming with hurt.

“Hey! I just fought a bunch of
ninjas too!” She called out over the chaos of the fire. “Big ones!
With sharp teeth and everything…!”

Soot-stained and with his eyes
streaming, Kuno came back from the ruined workshop. He coughed, and
Sura ran forward to hand the man her canteen. The man drank, wiping
soot from his face. Soot and water had drenched him from head to
toe. Kuno drank again, and gratefully handed back the flask.

“There are no swords in the
wreckage. The ninja worked fast!” Kuno noticed Sura’s irritated
glances towards the stream. “Sura san, what’s wrong?”

The fox whirled and snapped back
in annoyance. “Nothing’s wrong!”

A fox was always just. She
caught herself, and turned away, ashamed. “I’m sorry, Kuno
san.”

“We are at a stand.” Kuno put a
reassuring hand upon Sura’s arm. “Come. Let’s go home.”

Chiri trudged over from the
stream, drained and tired – still blood-stained and shocked from
the battle on the streets. Daitanishi and Bifuuko clung close
beside her, nuzzling her gently. Sura took a last look over the
ruins, but could see nothing that she could do. Tonbo’s arm had
been bandaged, and the fires were out. She heaved a sigh, and
turned her face towards the Ishigi mansion.

With Reiju walking beside them,
the team headed grimly back towards the mansion. Behind them,
threads of smoke drifted off above the body of the murdered
man.

 


 


A glum group sat to eat
breakfast on the townhouse balcony next morning. Sura sat with her
chin on a railing, looking out over the town, scowling as she raked
her mind for ideas. Chiri, Reiju, Tonbo and Kuno all shared out
tea, rice porridge and eggs. They ate thoughtfully, turning the
case over in their minds. All were deeply troubled.

No one had struck upon any
ideas. Reiju set aside her bowl and looked over toward her friend
the fox.

“Sura san – is it truly such a
dead end?”

Kitsune Sura flicked a glance at
Reiju, wondering if she should resent her. But Reiju was looking at
her with untainted friendship and deep concern. The fox threw the
mood away and sat herself up, spreading out her long
copper-coloured hair.

“I have no idea what to do. The
sword polisher was our best hope.”

Sura was depressed: she could
simply see no way forward. Reiju served her with fried eggs and hot
cakes to cheer her.

She was proud of Sura – and it
truly showed.

“Cheer up – back straight! You
are Sura the fox! You will think of something soon.” She set Sura’s
favourite ice cold rice milk at her side. “Who stole the matron’s
underwear and flew it from the castle flagstaff? Who put porridge
into the grand abbot’s hat before the festival of fools?”

Reiju leaned forward. Her voice
became quiet and wise as she reminded Sura of things she already
knew well.

“Remember – a boulder may halt a
charging horse, but water flows around. Flow around the obstacle.
Approach from another side.”

Sura sighed and nodded. She gave
her friend a quiet, loving bow.

“You were always there when I
needed a calm voice, Reiju san. Thank you for pointing out my
error.”

The fox sat up, drank – ate a
few swift mouthfuls of breakfast, and then began to scowl off into
the distance, working at new ideas. She drank her rice milk –
paused… and then suddenly twitched the white tip of her tail.

“Right… So we need a new angle…” Sura
stroked at her chin. “We must presume that there is a sword
involved… The ‘Blue Serpent’, perhaps?”

Tonbo nodded: he was halfway
through a third bowl of rice. “Conspicuous by its absence.”

Chiri furrowed her brow. She
poured tea quietly for one and all.

“Our task is essentially
the same. We must find the ‘Blue Serpent’ sword. We must find who
has the sword, and try to recover it.”

Tonbo gave a shrug.

“So who has the sword?”

The rat gave a frown.

“Forgive me, Tonbo san –
but I believe the Akai Nami ninja are the likely
candidates.”

“Then it is beyond our
reach.”

Kitsune Sura waved the whole thought
irritably away. She held out her cup for more tea. “No! They must
be taking it somewhere. There might be a way….”

The fox suddenly sat forward.
She had a plan.

“Alright – here. There must be
another local sword maker. Anyone investigating the area sword-wise
has probably made some inquiries there. So visit him, and ask him
if he’s seen any suspicious characters. I can describe that ninja
girl I saw… If they’ve been around for a while, then they must have
a base of operation, a favourite inn! We can start tracking these
ninja down!”

Chiri raised one brow.

“Do ninja drink at taverns?”

“Well everyone has to be somewhere! We can run the
little bastards to ground!” Sura seized the last fried egg and
waved it wantonly about in the air. “This is a great plan! A
terrific plan! Trust me – I’m a fox!”

Kuno folded his arms, seeing several gaping faults in
Sura’s scheme.

“If we are being watched
by ninja, then we will have trouble approaching the sword maker. We
would put the lives of many innocent people in danger.”

Reiju bowed to the others.

“Please excuse me – but I
believe I may help. I am not myself under suspicion. I could
perform this task for you, while some of you go elsewhere as a
diversion.”

Tonbo immediately started. He emphatically
shook his head.

“It is too dangerous for
you!”

“I can carry Chiri san and Sura in a
shopping basket in their animal forms. That would give me more than
sufficient allies.” The slender priestess blushed, bowing once
again. “Please do not misunderstand me – the idea frightens me. I
have never been the adventurer that Sura is. But if I can help you,
then I shall.”

Kuno nodded, approving the
woman’s courage and determination. He bowed to her in respect.

“Excellent, Reiju san! It is a good
plan.”

Tonbo growled, deeply unhappy
with the whole idea.

“Reiju san will need more protection than a
white rat and a little fox.”

Sura was already scoffing the
last of her breakfast and setting aside her spear. She glared at
Tonbo in annoyance.

“We’ll be enough. Reiju and I
have done this sort of thing before.”

One of the household’s maids
hunted out a large basket and lined it with a cotton towel. Kuno
carefully inserted Sura’s kodachi, ‘Brush-tail,’ into the
basket. He followed the short sword with Sura’s full canteen.

Before the maid’s astonished
eyes, Sura and Chiri both turned into their animal forms. They
glided up out of their clothing, shook themselves, and then slipped
beneath the basket lid. Sura’s bright fluffy tail draped down
outside the basket. Chiri’s little white rat face peeked out, saw
the tail, and then she reeled it in out of sight.

Bifuuko and Daitanishi popped
into the basket beside Chiri, wriggling about and trying to make
themselves comfortable. A few moments later, Chiri’s delicate snout
appeared once more. The rat spoke most politely to the maid.

“May I have a rice-ball
please?”

The maid passed over a small
straw container that held two rice balls that had been dusted with
spice, seeds and seaweed. The little rat gave a bow of thanks, and
the snacks swiftly disappeared into the basket.

Reiju hefted the basket; it was
heavy, but not too dire. She set it on her arm, and arose, ordering
her robes.

Kuno made quiet enquiries
amongst some of the senior Ishigi samurai. It seemed that there
were other sword polishers – the best of them were over near the
town’s main market.

Reiju received her directions.
Kuno and the troubled Tonbo walked her through the house towards
the gate. Tonbo was scowling in concern.

“Please be careful, Reiju san. Try not to
look worried – but keep your eyes open! And if there is any
trouble, drop everything and run!”

From down inside the basket,
Sura gave a snort.

“She’ll be careful. Now shut
up!”

Reiju bowed to Kuno and Tonbo.
She left them hiding out of sight of the front gate, and walked off
into the street, trying to be as fearless as a Spirit Hunter.
Keeping back and unseen, Kuno watched the woman with great
satisfaction.

“We are not beaten yet.” Kuno
nodded briskly to Tonbo. “A most excellent woman, that Reiju! I can
see why Sura is so fond of her!”

Happily oblivious to Tonbo’s
concerns, Kuno settled his weapons in his sash. He decided to lead
Tonbo on a walk far from the markets, thus drawing the attention of
any lurking spies.

He had a sudden sense that they
were moving forward on the case. The day was young, and Sura had
come up with a plan.

She was – after all – a fox!
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Chapter
5

Morning sunshine streamed down
onto the river gorge, lighting the water with a brilliant silver
sheen. The town streets bustled with people – many discussing the
terrible fire of the night before. But the daily business of life
went on. Shops were open, and street stalls laid out their wares.
Farmers from the surrounding fields set out their vegetables, eggs,
beans and bales of grain for sale.

Wandering traders and
entertainers were still working busily all through the streets. The
storyteller and his monkey were setting up for business by the
market square, already drawing a fascinated crowd. Head down and
trying to look as innocent as possible, Reiju carried her basket
past the storyteller and his audience, and out into the middle of
the square.

Priests from the island
sword-shrine were a common sight in the town. Passing townsfolk
bowed to Reiju in respect as they passed. She nodded strained
little bows in return, trying not to seem as if she sought for
assassins in every shadow.

Reiju squeaked as something
suddenly tugged at her from inside the basket. Sura’s black paw
yanked at Reiju’s clothing, steering her towards a booth that was
selling crispy roasted pork belly all topped with crackling. The
vendor – a Tanuki raccoon-dog spirit with a great fluffy
tail – cheerfully chopped up squares of tender pork, the crackling
making a glorious crunch beneath the cleaver. The meat was piled
onto broad leaves and wrapped deftly into a package. Reiju paid the
man and slipped the food inside the basket. There was an immediate
ruffle as both rat and fox began to eagerly dig into the pork.

Reiju tried to walk serenely
onward through the market. But the sound of crackling being munched
within the basket made her swerve to avoid passers-by. The
priestess bobbed a nervous bow here and there, and tried to give
pedestrians a wide berth. Finally Reiju hastened over to the shadow
of a tree. She set the basket down and pretended to tie her sandal,
whispering urgently to her friends.

“You must be more quiet! Someone
will hear!”

“Oh – no one’s going to hear us
over that storyteller! You worry too much!” Sura’s black nose
appeared from beneath the cover cloth. “We’re fine…!”

“Trust you – you’re a fox. Yes…”
Reiju irritably tugged the cover tightly in place over the basket.
“Now shush! This is the market street. There are hilt makers and
sword polishers just over the bridge.”

The fox spoke with her mouth
full.

“Good! Look busy! Go buy some
stuff.”

It was indeed a fine idea. A
vegetable vendor sat nearby, surrounded by piles of yard-long,
magnificent white radishes. Reiju purchased several and laid them
firmly atop her basket, planking Sura and Chiri over with a solid
layer of vegetables.

She was just setting out towards
the bridge, when a small grey figure came shuffling awkwardly
towards her. The little figure bobbed in a bow, looking to Reiju in
relief.

It was Fukose Genjo’s
housekeeper. The little woman carried a long slender bundle wrapped
with printed cloth. She came before Reiju and bowed once again.

“Honoured priestess Reiju – good
morning.”

“Good morning, Onna san.”

The housekeeper seemed quite exhausted –
and her day had only just begun. She looked anxiously up at the
priestess.

“Please excuse me for disturbing you, but
last night the Spirit Hunters told me to take Genjo san’s bills to
them. They neglected to tell me where I might meet them. Do you
happen to know where they are staying?”

“Yes, Onna san.” Reiju
turned to point her way back along the streets. “They are at Lord
Ishigi’s river house – the one with the balcony.”

The housekeeper sighed.

“Ah so.”

The old woman was tired. She
hitched up her bundle, clearly finding it all just too awkward to
bear. She gave an agitated sigh.

“I do hope the Imperial Deputy
is at hand today. I have Genjo san’s sword, and it is such a
burden. I don’t think it is wise for me to keep it lying about the
house!”

The basket jerked. Sura’s fox
face suddenly emerged up from beneath the radishes.

“What! A sword?” Sura’s
appearance had left the housekeeper quite bewildered. “Oi! In here!
In the basket! What sword?”

The housekeeper blinked. She
tried to treat this as an everyday occurrence, as though talking
animals in baskets were just part of a humdrum day. She bustled up
and peeled back the cloth that covered her bundle, revealing a
beautifully decorated sword.

“It is poor
Genjo san’s sword, Kitsune san! The sword
polisher’s messenger brought it last night, along with his
bill.”

Sura absolutely goggled.

“It was with you all the time?”

“Of course, Kitsune san!” The
housekeeper seemed utterly surprised. “Why? Do you wish to see
it?”

Sura went into frantic overdrive
inside the basket, waving at the housekeeper.

“We’ll look after it. Quick!
Wrap it up! Hide it in with the radishes! Hurry!”

Sura dove back down into cover.
The housekeeper and Reiju knelt and wrapped the sword, planting it
atop the basket and hiding it amongst the long white radishes. The
housekeeper caught a glimpse of Chiri’s little face and whiskers,
and went stiff with alarm. She leaned over and whispered into
Reiju’s ear.

“Reiju san – I believe there is
a rat inside your shopping basket.”

Reiju whispered back.

“Yes, Onna san. Thank you. They
were on special today…”

Reiju arose, tucking the basket
beneath one arm. From inside the basket, Sura managed to run her
paws over the sword’s sheath. She patted at the weapon in
absolutely gloating satisfaction.

“Honoured housekeeper, I love
you and I want to have your babies!”

Reiju bowed to the now
thoroughly confused housekeeper, backing off towards the
street.

“The kitsune means to say that
she thanks you, Onna san. We shall take the sword to the proper
authorities.”

Reiju turned and hastened off
down the street. She leaned her head to whisper towards the
basket.

“Are you sure this is the
sword?”

Chiri’s little pink snout peeked
through a gap in the radishes.

“It is likely, Reiju san. Please
attract no undue attention.”

A considerable crowd had
gathered about the ode reciter and his costumed monkey. Having
finished their performance, both man and monkey were collecting
coins from the crowd. Reiju threaded past the snarl in traffic,
moving aside to let an official on a horse ride by. She turned, and
a lady from the edge of the crowd caught her eye.

The lady approached, and gave a
gracious bow. She was an elegant, lithe woman dressed in the robes
of a high ranking samurai’s wife. She wore formal face makeup, and
was attended by a Buddhist monk and a porter.

The lady spoke in a
well-educated voice – soft and slightly husky. She moved with an
elegant calm.

“Honoured priestess. Please forgive this
unseemly approach – but I was wondering if you were the priestess
Reiju who is attached to the island shrine?”

This was clearly a person of
great quality and presence. Reiju responded with a graceful
bow.

“Yes, my lady. I am
she.”

“Excellent!” The lady
seemed greatly relieved. “We have heard
that your shrine guards the famous ‘Sword of Blood’ – the sword
that slew the evil Demon Oni King, and that many other swords are
therefore placed in your care.”

“Quite true. We are called the ‘sword
shrine’. It is my onerous duty to attend the infamous blood
sword.”

Reiju and the samurai lady spoke back and
forth. But inside the cramped and crowded basket, Sura and Chiri
struggled to find a spy hole. They finally found a gap in the
weave, and caught sight of the elegant lady. Sura instantly
recognized her as the ninja woman from the night before. Makeup had
been cleverly used to cover the cut upon her face. Chiri gasped,
and looked at the lady, her monk and her porter. All were notably
trim and taut.

“Ninja!”

Reiju strolled along next to the
supposed samurai lady, always glad to be in polite company. The
ninja woman fanned herself, inclining her head as she made her
introductions.

“I am Shuno Akiko, a
young widow. My maiden name was Fukose Akiko. The executioner
Fukose Genjo was my father.” The woman gave a sigh full of sadness.
“We were greatly estranged after my marriage, and the wound never
healed, even when my husband died. Word of my father’s death
reached me too late to attend his funeral. I have come to pay my
respects – and also to take charge of my father’s debts, affairs
and effects and do all that is right and proper by him.” The woman
managed to seem horribly pierced by regret. “I have not even the
smallest keepsake of him.”

Reiju was immediately filled
with sympathy.

“How may I help you, Shuno
san?”

“My father had a sword that was important
to him.” The elegant lady waved her fan. “Oh – it was only an old
blade, chipped and scuffed – but it reminded me very much of his
soul. I wondered – since the sword is not at the magistrate’s
office – whether it was brought to your temple for
safekeeping?”

Sura had wormed one paw out
between the radishes and was tugging at Reiju’s robes, trying to
warn her. Finally she poked her friend in the backside with one
claw. Reiju felt it at last – and suddenly realised that she was in
trouble. She looked at the monk and porter – both grim and watchful
men. Reiju paled, and tried to move her basket further away from
view.

“A sword…? Scuffed, you say…?”
Reiju had many wonderful qualities: being a subtle liar was not one
of them. “No, I don’t believe so. But I would have to check. I can
ask my colleagues, and give you a proper answer tomorrow…?”

The monk had moved behind Reiju.
He suddenly saw the wrapped sword hidden beneath the great long
radishes.

“My lady!”

The samurai lady bent silkily
down, sly and cat-like, inspecting Reiju’s basket.

“What is that you have there,
Reiju san?”

The priestess blanched, trying
to back away. “Nothing! A walking stick I have been carving for a
friend…!”

The samurai woman whipped out a
hand and seized the sword. Chiri instantly lunged and sank her
chisel teeth deep into the woman’s hand, biting right through to
the bone. Sura burst up out of the basket, fangs flashing.
Snarling, she clamped onto the woman’s rear. The ninja woman
screamed – the basket fell clashing and clanging, spilling weapons
to the ground. The two animals fell free, and Sura spat a scrap of
bloody silk out of her jaws.

“Boring conversation anyway!”
The fox yelled back to Reiju. “Run! Go!”

Chiri and Sura flashed and
changed into their half-animal forms, standing naked in the road
before the astonished ninja. Reiju seized the sword, hiding it
beneath her robes, and hesitated in indecision. Sura drew her
kodachi, while Bifuuko and Daitanishi rose up to hover at her
side.

“Reiju! Go!”

Sura seized a market table laden
with pots and pans, and hurtled it over to block the ninjas’ path.
Naked and lithe, the fox hurtled a wok straight at the female
ninja, knocking the woman’s wig askew. Sura threw a savage barrage
of skillets, pots, pans and cauldrons, driving the ninja back and
buying time for Chiri to flick her gaze about the street.

White, slim and naked, the rat
looked wildly about. She sensed something above her, and looked to
see nearby rooves clad in heavy baked clay tiles. The rat spirit
threw open her arms, brought power seething up from her core, and
set the air about her churning with a spell.

 


“Earth that has been baked
in fire!

Tiles that hand of man has made!

Stir yourselves into the
air,

Come now flying to my aid!”

 


The tiles trembled, shifting and
creaking. Climbing up into view came two strange, clicking little
earth elementals – beings shaped like baked red clay. They peered
down at Chiri, blinking in confusion. Just below them, the ninja
woman had thrown off her clumsy wig and dragged a pair of swords
out of her robes. The clay elementals clattered back and forth.
Chiri reached down into the ground with her power, lifting upwards
and shaking with the strain.

 


“In the name of friendships
old,

Spirits, spirits, heed to
me!

We beg you come into the
fray.

Your friends are here in
desperate need!”

 


Two more little elementals
appeared. The creatures ran to positions along the roof ridge, and
all set up a strange little swirl of power. The entire sheet of
tiles beneath them heaved, lifted, and suddenly came cascading
downwards, right atop the three ninja.

The tiles thundered downwards
like a waterfall, crashing and shattering, breaking into shards.
The ninja were almost buried, blinded by dust and flying fragments.
Sura seized hold of a long radish and wrapped it in a cloth from
the fallen market table. She waved the bundle in the air, shouting
at the ninja woman. Makeup askew and clothes in ruins, the ninja
saw the bundle – saw Sura, and then shouted to her men as Chiri and
Sura took off into an alleyway at a run.

The ninja fought free of the
storm of tiles. Coughing, staggering and bleeding, they blundered
into the alleyway, drew weapons, and raced in pursuit of the two
animal spirits.

Sura and Chiri fled naked down
the alleyway and through the market with Daitanishi and Bifuuko
swerving and racing at their sides. They leapt over astonished old
women who sat with vegetables set out on mats. Sura skipped aside
past two old men who sat playing an intricate game of Go, looking
to make certain that the ninja were coming: she wanted to buy Reiju
time to make her escape. The old men never once looked up.

Sura saw the enraged ninja burst
out into the street. She took off with Chiri, still carrying her
wrapped radish. The ninja came in hot pursuit, putting on an
astonishing burst of speed.

The two animal spirits fled
wildly off down the main river road. Tails flying and bare
backsides flashing, they raced past carpenters and workmen
repairing boats, leaping over lumber and stacks of boards. They ran
past a long line of small school children who were all being
instructed on the verities by an elderly sage. The children and
sage all bowed to one another, and the animal spirits sped down
along the row almost unnoticed.

Two porters carrying lumber saw
the naked women racing past. Both men turned in astonishment. The
pursuing ninja ducked in panic, almost knocked flat by the wooden
boards as they swung about. One man careened into a porter and
fell, spilling a pair of throwing spikes out of his sleeves.

Hefty jugs of fish oil had been
unloaded outside a merchant’s house. Chiri sprang effortlessly over
the stack of jars. Sura followed, but pulled at the jars behind her
as she passed, crashing one to the ground. As the ninjas came
racing up behind them, the ninja woman leapt over the jars. She hit
the spilled oil on the other side and fell backwards into the
entire pile of jars. Reeking fish oil drenched her. The other ninja
had to plunge through a house to try and outflank the spill,
bursting back out into the street and hunting wildly for their
vanished prey.

Sura and Chiri had disappeared
from sight. The reeking, oil-smothered female ninja clambered to
her feet. She ran forwards, yelling to her men. All three ninja ran
to the end of the street, but could see no signs of the animal
spirits out on the road.

There were alleys, houses and
yards. The ninja plunged into the narrow lanes, leaping up to peer
over fences and into the back of houses. The reeking, dripping
female ninja stank horribly of fish. Housecats began to emerge out
of hiding, peering at her in interest. The ninja woman tried
unsuccessfully to shoo the creatures away.

The three ninja met at a join
between three alleyways. There were two full rain barrels beside
them, an overturned barrel, puddles and dozens of back fences. The
ninja looked at the rain barrels, but there were no tell-tale
snorkels jutting up out of the water.

There were no tracks in the
dust, nor any sign of the prey on the far side of any fences. The
animal spirits had been far too swift – far too agile and too
cunning to be caught. The town was in uproar, and Ishigi samurai
and law enforcement would be out on the streets in force. There was
no choice now except retreat. The ninja woman cursed aloud, chased
away the nearest cats, then signalled to her men. The ninja ran
rapidly off and away from the town, racing for the safety of the
forest.

Daitanishi peered out from under
some fallen leaves, made certain that the ninja were gone, then
knocked upon the two rain barrels.

Chiri and Sura emerged
cautiously from the water. Bifuuko and a fellow air elemental had
been sitting over each woman’s face, generating air. The visiting
air elemental shook water from its wings and vanished, and Sura
waved the creature goodbye. Dripping wet, Sura craned out of her
sloshing rain barrel and saw that the coast was finally clear.

Daitanishi landed on her head
and preened himself. The fox glared up at the rock, gave a deep
sigh, then addressed herself to the problem of getting home.

 


 


Ishigi retainers and samurai
stood guard at the gateway to Lord Ishigi’s town house. The men
stiffened and moved forward to stare as two figures emerged out
onto the main road. More and more warriors came running from the
gate to stand in the street and gape.

Kitsune Sura and Nezumi Chiri
came walking down the road. Dripping wet, naked and bedraggled,
each held a rain barrel about their torso. Sura marched with a
lofty dignity. Chiri was utterly mortified, staring straight ahead
as she walked. The rat was gripped with the hiccups.

The Ishigi retainers began to
laugh. Sura grandly lifted her snout, making a great show of
ignoring them. Samurai called for their comrades, and the entire
Ishigi bodyguard contingent raced to the mansion’s gates to welcome
the soggy animal spirits back home.

One samurai gave an elaborate
bow of greeting as Sura passed. The fox gave the man a withering
glance.

“A man of noble spirit
would shut up right about now.”

They stomped on through the gates and into
the gardens. Sura hitched up her rain barrel, glowering at smirking
maids and retainers. She walked along side by side with Chiri,
heading doggedly off towards the baths.

“I still can’t believe we bit a
ninja!”

“Yes.” Chiri was not proud of the
memory. “It tasted strangely like chicken…”

 


 


Dressed, roughly dried and finally back
in human form, Chiri and Sura sat with the others upon the
mansion’s porch. Reiju remained flushed from her adventure, and
still possessively held the recovered sword. Kuno and Tonbo – armed
and calm – ensured that everything around them was secure. Tonbo
served tea to Reiju, Sura and Chiri, being solicitous in his own
strange gruff way.

Sura drank with gratitude. Still damp
and ruffled, she had a faint scent of wet dog. Chiri was combing
out her own long wet, white hair, while Bifuuko fussed about
whirring her wings and putting everything in order. Daitanishi sat
in an empty teacup, dozing in a beam of morning sun. The rock
seemed intent on catching up with his sleep.

Kuno held out his hands to Reiju, who
almost gratefully released her grip upon the covered sword. Kuno
carefully unwrapped the weapon, and looked at it in wondering
respect.

It was a foot soldier’s weapon – broader
in the blade than a horseman’s tachi, and not as dramatically
curved. The sheath was covered in a stippled green lacquer. The
hilt was of browned iron, carved and pierced to depict a fish
swimming past a spray of river reeds.

Kuno held out the sword and bared a few
inches of the gleaming blade. The steel was exquisitely watered.
Almost blue in colour – it was marvellous to behold. The samurai
slowly unsheathed the entire weapon and held it carefully up into
the light.

“The Blue Serpent…”

The blade was a marvellous thing to hold
– almost alive in Kuno’s hand. Its balance was perfect.

The Blue Serpent was made of a watered
steel that almost seemed to flow. The temper line at the edge of
the blade was complex and wavering – meandering like an effortless
dream. There was a partial second groove carved into the blade –
just enough to shift the balance minutely forward. Kuno was deeply,
profoundly impressed. He looked at the sword with absolute respect
and wonder.

“A masterpiece indeed. I have
never seen metal like it.”

There was indeed a tiny mark in
the blade at the cutting edge near the point – a scratch that ran
almost up into the temper line. There was also a small dot on the
temper line far down near the hilt. Kuno minutely inspected every
inch of the blade on either side. He then handed it to Tonbo.

“Exquisite. I have never felt a
sword as finely balanced!” Kuno absolutely marvelled. “This was a
princely gift to give to a friend.”

Tonbo looked the weapon over,
admiring its artistry. It was far too light to impress him as a
weapon, but the blade itself was a thing of beauty. He laid it out
on a cloth before the others, where it glittered subtly in the
light.

Chiri leaned forward to look
anxiously at the sword blade. The rat spirit was quite
mystified.

“It is beautiful, I am sure. But why have
so many men been killed for it?”

Sura seized the wooden sheath. She inspected
it inside, checking the fittings – rapping upon it carefully. She
eyed the lacquer at different angles in different light, slyly
thrashing her tail.

“Hmmm,
here’s nothing hidden anywhere. No notes, no
compartments….” Sura leaned forward, popped the bamboo retaining
pin out of the hilt and slipped the handle from the blade. She
looked inside the grip, and then managed to untie the silken handle
wrappings. But after unravelling the entire length of cord, she had
found no secret messages, no cryptic markings, no marks scratched
into the underside of the ray-skin handle wrap. The fox sat in the
middle of the mess and propped her chin onto her hand.

“No – nothing…”

Kuno took charge of the debris field and
began patiently reassembling the sword’s grip. Sura looked at the
fittings, the sheath and then the magnificent blade, and gave a
scowl.

“How much would a sword
like that be worth?”

Kuno skillfully wrapped silk cords about
the wooden handle.

“A great deal. Many
thousands of koku. But surely no more than
any other sword made by the same artist?” Kuno picked up the
weapon’s tsuba and gazed at it, frowning. “So why hunt this specific sword?
What are they after?”

A small piece of paper had been
folded up inside the bundle. Chiri opened the note and spread it
out upon the flood boards.

“This is written from the
sword polisher to Fukose Genjo.” The rat read the note out to her
friends.

 


“Honoured patron. As per your usual wishes, I
have not touched the slight scar on the blade. I humbly thank you
for your custom...”

 


Kuno felt even more puzzled than
before. He held the sword in hand and gazed at it, feeling utterly
at a loss.

 


 


He was still lost and frustrated
many hours later. At sunset, Kuno stood in the high point of the
mansion’s gardens, looking off along the river gorge. The river
stretched off into the distance before him – a great wavering,
shimmering band of light. The island temple sat mid-stream, quiet
and serene.

The sword lay upon its cloth
before him, catching the light of the setting sun. Kuno had spent
an afternoon in contemplation of the blade. He had read through
what little correspondence Fukose Genjo had left behind – but
nowhere were there any enquiries about the sword. Sura had
questioned local samurai – but none had been aware of the
blade.

And so the sword lay in the
light of the setting sun, refusing to yield its secrets.

Frustrated, Kuno took up the
weapon and sheathed it. He removed his own sword from his belt, and
carefully threaded the “Blue Serpent” into place. Kuno knelt
quietly, centred his mind, and gently rested his hands upon his
thighs.

He drew the sword in one
magnificent, glittering streak out if its scabbard. He cut swiftly
and precisely to his front, ‘cutting the grass’ to slice for an
imaginary enemy’s ankles. He cut twice more – the blade hissing
through the air – marvellously precise. He sank down into guard
position, shielded himself – rose and made a final cut,
concentrating on nothing but the precise, perfect movement of the
sword.

He spun the sword about its
axis, struck it behind the guard with his right fist, and then
reversed and sheathed it in a motion so practiced and elegant that
it took no thought. The blade slid home into its sheath –
thoughtfully, carefully. Kuno placed his hands back into resting
position, and slowly released his breath.

Reiju had quietly arrived, and
had been watching Kuno from afar. She came forward, bringing a
little food and tea with her upon a tray. Kuno had not eaten lunch,
and had been deeply sunk into his meditations all afternoon. Reiju
knelt down beside him, bowed, then sat back to gaze thoughtfully
upon the sword.

“The Blue Serpent sword….” Reiju set a
little platter of food beside Kuno. “Have you had any ideas yet,
Kuno san?”

“No, priestess. My mind is inadequate to
the task.”

Drawing the sword again, Kuno laid it quietly
out beside them. Kuno ate with Reiju, enjoying the woman’s company.
They watched the sunset as it lit the crest of the temple isle.

Kuno turned to frown at the sword once
more.

“I ask myself – what are the
desirable qualities a sword might have? Why might men covet them?
This sword is flexible – it struck a diamond full force and did not
break, so it is strong. It is a perfect weapon - this gives it
monetary value…” The samurai sat back and gave a sigh. “Is all of
this death and deceit simply for a common theft?”

Kuno stood. He picked up the
sword. He held it erect, looking at the gleaming patterns on the
blade.

“It was significant as the
symbol of the bond between two friends. That was the one great
worth of this weapon. It was friendship’s sword.”

Reiju watched Kuno quietly. She
spoke to him – calm and gently helpful.

“Explain the sword to me, Kuno san. Clear
your mind. Explain the sword to me as you would to a novice.”

The samurai nodded. He looked
thoughtfully at the sword, turning it so that Reiju could see the
blade.

“This is a masterwork sword. The iron of
the blade may even be meteoric in origin. There will be an iron
core – and an outer skin and edge of steel. All the metals will
have been carefully alloyed, hammered and folded, over and over,
making the metal into a sandwich of thousands of thin layers. This
gives the sword its strength. The use of different metals gives the
sword its flexibility.

“The edge is almost as hard as a
diamond. To temper such a weapon, the smith coats the blade in
clay, scraping it off along the edge. When quenching the weapon,
the clay insulates the blade so that the edge cools first, then the
metal under thin clay, then finally the metal under the thickest
clay. The edge becomes hard – the back is flexible.” Facing the
river with the sunset at his back, Kuno held the sword carefully in
both hands. He looked along the wavering temper line of the blade.
“See – this is what gives the edge this wavering pattern. It is the
hamon. The temper line…”

Suddenly Kuno saw the secret of
the sword.

He stared at the sword, and at
the gleaming river. The man seized hold of the sword’s scabbard and
sheathed the weapon, running excitedly into the house. He instantly
returned, bowed to Reiju, then took her by the hand.

“Come come come come come.”

Sura was in the kitchens,
hungrily watching the cooks as they roasted pheasant, woodcocks and
a great smoking haunch of venison. She was just about to mooch a
pheasant leg when Kuno raced in, seized her by the sash and
propelled her swiftly out of the room. He reappeared an instant
later, arranged for dinner to be brought onto the porch, and sped
off again upon his work.

Kuno gathered his friends out on
the balcony with dinner off to one side, and even a flask of plum
wine for Sura. He laid the Blue Serpent sword out before the eyes
of Tonbo, Reiju, Chiri, Sura and the two elementals, and then
triumphantly unrolled a fine painted map of the river borrowed from
the mansion hall.

“It is a map. The Blue Serpent
sword is a map.”

The sword was placed beneath the
painted map of the river. The ripples and twists of the
hamon exactly mirrored those of the river itself. The dot
above the hamon line matched the position of the island temple.

Kuno waved a hand out over the
map.

“They were fishermen. The sword
maker knew this river intimately. And he made this sword as a map.
See here – the island temple…” Kuno then pointed out the scratch
near the tip of the blade. “And here. Here is the purpose of
the map.”

Chiri blinked.

“But the sword was nicked before Genjo san
and the sword maker were really friends.”

“Yes. But
that nick has been very carefully preserved ever since their
meeting. It is the only thing added to the blade since its
creation.” Kuno stroked at his moustache. “I believe that
something has been hidden here, where the blade edge is notched.
Something that the Ninjas’ masters want very, very much.”

Sura was quite overjoyed. She
rubbed her hands together, her green eyes alive with delight.

“A treasure map! Cool! Let’s go
look!”

Reiju looked from the sword to
the map and back again, carefully matching the curves and wavers of
the temper line with the changes in the river.

“This is an un-navigable part of the river.
There are a great many rapids, and the river gorge becomes
deep.”

Chiri stroked Daitanishi as she
contemplated the map.

“The ninja will surely be watching this
house. Should we perhaps summon all of the Ishigi samurai and go in
force?”

Tonbo looked quietly left and right, then
leaned in close to the others. He kept his voice low.

“No. We cannot be certain that Lord Ishigi is
not somehow involved in the plot.” The big man casually kept an eye
out for eavesdroppers. “The sword maker and Genjo both kept this a
secret even from their lord…”

Sura was already looking over the map and
confidently hatching schemes.

“Ha! I can get us out!
We’ll get carried out in sakē barrels! Or in disguise! Or maybe
inside disguised
sakē barrels…!” The fox suddenly struck upon a
joyous idea. “Or in coffins! We stage our own
suicides….”

The fox was in a happy little
world of her own. Chiri leaned in to quietly speak into Reiju’s
ear.

“Has Sura san changed much since you were
in school together, Reiju san?”

“No.” Reiju gave a faint
little shrug. “Though she does seem a little calmer and more
controlled…”

Sura had a sudden wonderful
thought. She stood bolt upright.

“…I know! We dress up inside
this enormous Chinese carnival dragon…!”

Ignoring the fox for the moment,
Kuno quietly conferred with Tonbo. They examined the map side by
side.

“Tonbo san, you are our trail expert. Have
you any ideas?”

The big samurai nodded.

“Wait until dark. Then swim down
the garden stream and exit at the river. Take a path through the
forest upstream.”

Kuno looked over at Sura, who
was pantomiming her dragon costume idea for the benefit of Reiju
and the elementals.

“Will you tell her, or shall I?”

Tonbo watched Sura happily
pouring wine for her friends, and gave a sigh.

“I’ll do it after dinner. Food
will lessen the blow.”
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Chapter
6

A cold, shallow stream ran
through the Ishigi mansion’s garden, splashing over rocks and down
past a stand of camellia trees. It flowed out of the walls through
an iron-barred grate, off and away into the river.

At night-time, the trees formed
a deep, dark wall of shadows. Sura, Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno slipped
silently through the darkness, finally hiding deep amongst the
trees. Reiju and two priests from her shrine came quietly behind
them.

Kuno and Tonbo had stripped down
to loincloths. They carried their weapons and armour, all wrapped
in oilskins inside wooden tubs. Tonbo kept his massive tetsubo
firmly in hand. The two men slipped into the water, lying down in
the icy stream. Reiju and her priests quietly passed the two men
their equipment, looking warily about at the shadows.

Chiri and Sura came last,
scanning the area to make certain all was well. The two little
elementals slid silently through the nearby shrubbery, keeping a
sharp eye out for ninja spies.

The night was still and silent.
Standing in the pitch dark at the edge of the stream, Sura handed
Reiju’s companions her long spear and short sword, whispering into
their ears.

“Hold these!”

Sura changed into her half
animal form, slipped out of her breastplate and clothes, and handed
them to the priests to be bundled up and stored. She added a
fistful of throwing spikes and a pair of pepper-eggs to the bundle
of weapons. The priest seemed taken aback, and Sura gave the man an
innocent shrug.

“It’s a fox thing!”

She slid down to kneel in the
cold, shallow water, wincing as the current reached her nethers.
Chiri’s clothing and weapons were added to the tub – and then
suddenly Chiri scampered up and over Sura in rat form. The little
white rat settled happily atop the warm clothing in the tub,
peering about herself and twiddling her whiskers.

Sura looked at the rat,
unamused.

“Comfy?”

“Oh yes – yes thank you!”

“Hmmmm…”

Sura took her spear in one hand,
and the tub in the other. Lying down in the cold water, she half
crawled and half swam downstream. The two elementals led the way,
scouting carefully ahead. Tonbo silently opened up the iron grate,
and the four Spirit Hunters slipped through the water and into the
darkness.

Sura gave a low grumble in the
gloom.

“I’m telling you – the Chugōku
dragon idea was a winner….”

She sighed, and slithered
uncomfortably on through the stream.

The rocky little waterway wound
between steep banks, splashing down towards the river just upstream
of the town. The team had to painfully negotiate slippery rocks,
wrestling long weapons and awkward tubs of armour down towards the
river banks.

Dripping wet and cold, Sura,
Tonbo and Kuno took cover in reeds beside the river, watching to
make certain no one had followed. But the shadows were still – the
town seemed absolutely peaceful. Daitanishi and Bifuuko slipped
away to search quietly through reeds and weeds, but there were no
ninja anywhere to be found.

Chiri rode in comfort in Sura’s
wooden tub, snacking upon a roasted chestnut. She looked up
inquiringly as Sura – bedraggled and cold – hoisted her tub up into
a small boat that had been lying hidden in the weeds. Sura, Kuno
and Tonbo slipped aboard. Tonbo stood and worked the single heavy
oar, propelling the little boat upstream and away from the town,
slowly leaving the great, dark shape of the sword temple island far
behind. The two elementals swept past, one scouting ahead and the
other searching the banks – but all seemed safe. The world was fast
asleep.

The scratch on the sword did not
quite reach the hamon. Given the orientation of the map, the prize
had to be upstream and on the far side of the river. Tonbo took the
boat away from town and up into the darkness, finally crossing over
to the far bank. The group all splashed and waded ashore in the
cover of a stand of rocks, dragging the boat up into cover and
hiding it well.

Chiri nosed about while her
clothing was unrolled. She slithered into her attire and changed
back into human form. The rat dusted off her clothing, settled her
natagamas in her belt, and set Bifuuko in place upon her hair –
then looked about to see the others – dripping wet and muddy – all
looking at her as they towelled their ice cold flesh.

Chiri cleared her throat and
indicated that she would scout ahead. The rat flitted off to keep
guard while Sura, Tonbo and Kuno fought their damp way back into
their clothing. Sura helped Tonbo settle his armour – the man wore
far, far more protection that Kuno, and all of it was solid iron.
She slapped him on one heavy shoulder plate, then handed the man
his studded iron tetsubo. They looked about themselves, decided
that all was well, and moved on.

The terrain had grown steep and
treacherous: the river banks became high cliffs as the gorge
narrowed. The four Spirit Hunters laboured their way up through
rocks and great, gnarled pine trees, finally finding a narrow path.
They followed the trail upstream to the top of the nearest cliffs,
pausing to look around at the great wide world.

Halted on a high promontory
above the river, the Spirit Hunters looked upstream to where the
cliffs and meanders could be faintly seen in the starlight. Kuno
drew the Blue Serpent sword from his back and the group gathered to
look over the hamon pattern and match it to the twists and coves.
They were perhaps a tenth of the way into their journey: there were
long hours of walking ahead.

Tonbo took the lead, with
Daitanishi flitting along to help scout the way. The Spirit Hunters
moved off along the path, threading back behind the trees, walking
silently onwards. The path emerged out onto promontories and
clifftops, then wended down into little coves where streams
splashed down into the river. The four friends walked onward
through the dark hours past midnight, moving swiftly – taking
careful note of their course. Bit by bit they advanced along the
route marked on the map. Each waver of the river was faithfully
reproduced by the magnificent sword.

The horizon finally glowed a
soft dark grey. The first shadows appeared as the clouds were lit
with beige and gold. The river sparkled, and the whole magnificent
landscape emerged from darkness and slowly took on its true
form.

The river gorge had become wild
and magnificent. High cliffs were upon either side, with occasional
small beaches formed by wrack and fallen boulders far below. There
were rapids here and there down on the river – foaming white and
spectacular to behold. Little waterfalls spilled down from the
clifftops, glittering like silver in the morning sun. The air sang
fresh and sharp along the gorge, bringing the scent of pine resin,
river mist and grass. Sura breathed the perfume of the wind,
marvelling at the river far below.

Kuno brought out the Blue
Serpent sword once more. He held the blade carefully, looking from
the rough edges of the gorge to the crisp hamon. He flicked his
glance from waterfalls to sword and back again, nodding
carefully.

“The waterfall just ahead – that would seem
to be the place marked upon the sword.” He carefully sheathed the
sword once more. “Hmmm. But should we go to the top of the falls,
or the bottom?”

Chiri drank from her canteen as delicately
as she could. She politely passed the drink forward to Kuno. “Let
us go to the top, Kuno san. We can then find our way down as we
search. It would be easier than climbing up.”

It was an excellent thought.
Sura, Kuno and Tonbo nodded. They all took a last look along the
river, then turned to search the path behind for danger. But they
seemed to be suspended in a great, bright world all of their own –
alone amongst the pines.

They picked their way forward
over rocks and great slanting stones. A wide stream flowed down
from the nearby mountains, finally crossing the rocks in a great
broad, sheet of water. The waterfall fell as a wide, smooth,
powerful silver curtain. It plunged down, down, down – finally
crashing into the river two hundred feet below, sending a great
haze of mist drifting high into the air.

The gorge had narrowed at the
foot of the falls, forcing the river between tightening banks. The
waters flowed deep and fast, glowing a spectacular deep, dark
green.

The Spirit Hunters came to the
upper edge of the waterfall. Somewhat dismayed by the drop, Chiri
carefully edged to the brink. Lying upon her belly, she peered
cautiously over towards the river far below.

Sura joined her. They lay side
by side, gazing down along the smooth, powerful sheet of falling
water.

The fox searched carefully.
There was a possible path down to a point fifty or sixty feet
below. Sura shifted position carefully, and then touched Chiri’s
arm. She pointed to a little ledge half covered up by ferns.

The ledge seemed to work its way back behind
the waterfall itself. And there, hidden in amongst the ferns, there
was a pile of little stones: a cairn shaped very vaguely like a
man. Sura leaned out as far as she dared, her tail flicking
thoughtfully behind her.

“Hermit’s cave! That looks a
good spot.”

Chiri looked at the steep,
treacherous climb that led down to the ledge. She cleared her
throat.

“I – aaah - I believe I shall
stay on watch.”

“Good. Tonbo – stay with
her.” The difficult climb was no place for heavy armour and a
tetsubo. “Kuno – with me.”

Sura put her spear aside,
tossing her leather breastplate and her upper robe beside it. Kuno
unfastened his armour and left it beside Sura’s spear. He took the
Blue Serpent sword and placed it carefully into Chiri’s hands.

“Please take care of this for me, Chiri
san.”

Sura was already making her way
carefully down over the slope. She slithered on her bottom over a
rock, and cautiously felt her way down into a narrow crevice. The
fox reached up to help Kuno find his way, then moved onwards down
the crack, carefully bracing herself against the stones.

The air danced and sizzled with
flecks of water, thrumming to the all-encompassing rhythm of the
waterfall. Sura made her way down to the narrow ledge and made
space for Kuno to join her. Together they ducked and made their way
forward through the mist – on behind the great flat silver curtain
of water gushing from above.

Lush green ferns grew from
little gaps between the rocks. Sura pushed forward, and found the
path growing wider and wider. It opened out into a great
wide-mouthed cave, echoing to the endless, flowing water.

The little cairn had been set
just over the threshold, as if marking the limits of the cave. A
rough-carved stone head had been set atop the pile. Green moss had
colonised the rock, making a bright green wig atop the scowling
stone.

Sura ducked into the cave. Light
rippled on the walls, washing back and forth over a huge image of a
reclining Buddha that had been cut into the back wall.

Sura tipped the Buddha a casual
salute as she passed. Kuno scowled at her, then bowed to the image
with proper respect.

They searched the cave together.
There were a few rocks set about the place here and there, and
signs that a few offerings had once been set before the Buddha
image. But Sura’s eyes rested with interest upon the stone cairn.
She bobbed down to inspect the rock pile, then waved for Kuno to
come and join her.

“Here. Help me shift it.”

They pushed the entire cairn
slowly and carefully aside from its original position. The flooring
beneath seemed to be smooth, unbroken stone. But Sura crouched down
and ran her hands over the rock, looking carefully along the
surface. She hammered at the rock with the hilt of her kodachi,
keeping her ear pressed against the stone.

The fox took one of her throwing
spikes, and began probing at the dirt. She soon discovered that the
cairn had sat atop a single broad, flat stone that had been set
into hard-packed soil. Sura dug busily and uncovered the edges of
the stone.

They levered the rock up, and
peered down at the surface beneath.

A long, slender pot of
black-glazed earthenware had been buried beneath the stone. Sura
managed to awkwardly wriggle the jar until it loosened, then Kuno
helped her slowly lift it from its hiding place and up into the
light.

The lid of the jar was sealed
with melted pine resin. Sura frowned, found a rock, and then struck
carefully down to shattered the top of the jar.

Inside was a long, slender
package wrapped in oilskin. Kuno reverently removed the package. He
untied the cords that held the oilskin shut. Beneath the outer
layer was a magnificent brocade robe. It had been wrapped around a
sheathed sword.

Kuno began to draw the sword.
Sura stiffened. She leaned forward with a look of absolute wonder
in her eyes.

“It’s alive! There is a kami… A
kami in the steel…”

The samurai slowly drew the
sword out of its scabbard. The exquisite blade seemed to shimmer
with a weird, unearthly force. As Kuno lifted the weapon, a wind
seemed to stir inside the cave. The air snapped and crackled with
power.

Utterly awed, Sura held her open
palms above the blade. She felt into the weapon, feeling it
coursing and pulsing, feeling the power forged into the countless
folds of steel.

“The Demon Slayer sword!” Sura
stared at the weapon in blank amazement. “An Oni’s bane. He managed
it! No one has been able to make one in a thousand years!”

Kuno suddenly turned. Tonbo’s
shout came faintly through the sound of the waterfall.

“Sura! Kuno!
Company!”

Sura shoved her short sword into
her sash and immediately raced from the cave. Kuno stayed back,
swiftly laying out the sword wrappings. Sura clambered up into the
cleft that led to the top of the waterfall. She looked back to see
Kuno reappear just below her. He settled his sword in his belt,
then slung the brocade-covered sword bundle over his back.

Sura and Kuno climbed up the
rocky cleft, heaving themselves up and away from the cave of the
reclining Buddha. They slithered up over the edge of the rocks,
keeping carefully hidden amongst the boulders.

Chiri and Tonbo lay flat behind
a rise of rock with the Blue Serpent sword between them and the
cliff face at their backs. Sura crawled swiftly up behind them and
gratefully took charge of her spear. Kuno slid into place beside
her, keeping himself well down in cover.

“Where?”

Tonbo motioned subtly with his
chin, pointing at the trees nearby.

“In the tree line, hidden
in the shadows. Ninja.”

Chiri rolled, keeping carefully
flat behind the rocks. Bifuuko nodded to her, and the rat turned to
her friends.

“There are also some hidden on the forest
path. They hope to ambush us when we leave.”

Sura was pulling on her breastplate. She
tied the lacings tight, looking up and over the rocks towards the
forest. “Yep. I’ll fix that.”

The fox hauled herself to her
feet. She stood with her spear planted beside her, looking wild,
carefree and full of contempt. She called raucously off towards the
trees.

“Oi, scar face! You over there!
Do you think you’re being clever?”

The female ninja resentfully
emerged from weeds a few dozen yards away, decidedly annoyed at
being discovered. She dusted at her clothing – all earthy tones of
grey and brown, and pulled away the cloth mask that screened her
face. She looked at Sura in absolute dislike.

“Priestess – your group is better than
we thought.” The woman gestured with her sword. “Give us the Demon
Slayer sword, and your lives will be spared!”

Sura crowed in triumph,
brandishing her spear.

“I have whipped your arse,
kicked your arse, and even bitten your arse... What makes
you think that this time I won’t stick this where the sun don’t
shine and make my day complete?”

The ninja woman whistled. Eight
ninja dressed in garments of dull brown and grey materialised from
amongst the trees behind her. Yet more men appeared on the mountain
path, and at the far flank. There were almost twenty ninja gathered
at the gorge cliffs. The ninja woman stood with the wind pulling at
the trees behind her. Her eyes were dark and cold.

“This time, there will be no
mistakes.”

Chiri and Tonbo arose, weapons
at the ready. They stood with Sura, protecting her. Before them,
the ninja stirred, shifting forward, eager to attack.

Kuno climbed up atop the rocks
at the cliff’s edge. He drew the Blue Serpent sword and threw the
sheath aside.

Kuno’s stern voice echoed out
over the ridge.

“This is the sword ‘Blue
Serpent’. It was forged by a master, and given in friendship. That
friendship left the Demon Slayer sword as its
monument.”

Kuno looked coldly at the ninja warriors.

“I will not allow you to
disgrace that friendship by laying your hands upon the Demon
Slayer.”

The ninja woman waved to her
men.

“We are the Akai-Nami ninja! We warn fools
only once.”

The ninja raged forward into the
attack.

The stream protected the Spirit
Hunter’s right flank, and the sheer cliffs were at their back.
Tonbo, Kuno and Sura rose and moved onto the open rocks. They moved
slowly and calculatingly forward, then all three suddenly streaked
forward and slammed into the ninja an instant before their enemies
attacked.

Sura spun her spear around in a
great sweeping, glittering arc. Her target dodged the downwards
cut, but was caught by a lightning–swift upswing. Sura blocked a
strike from a man that tried to leap past the fallen body. She
caught the man’s wrist in the crossblades of her spear, slicing it
before running him through the throat. The fox threw a pepper-egg
into the faces of the next charge, sending a man staggering back,
blinded and coughing. Tonbo atomised the man with one horrific blow
as Sura charged away to ram her spear into the next wave of
assassins.

She hooked the ankle out from
behind one man and ran him through as he fell, then rammed the butt
of her spear into the stomach of another that tried to leap in and
cut her down. The fox sliced down through the recoiling ninja with
her spear, then lunged past him, flashing the weapon forward its
entire astonishing length to run through the man beyond. Ninja who
had been trying to surround Kuno sped away to try and flank the
fox. Sura flung a throwing spike and struck one man in the eye. She
held six attackers at bay in a great fan to her front, sweeping
vicious, powerful cuts with her spear.

Tonbo seized hold of a boulder
and hurtled it down at the knot of men that had been driving Sura
back. One man fell, while another was caught clean in the chest and
smashed off the edge of the cliff. Sura made a lunge past the leg
of the third man, hooked his ankle with the sharp side-blades of
her spear and stabbed him as he fell.

Kuno and Tonbo fought side by
side. Tonbo strode forwards, suddenly moving with astonishing speed
to crash the long tetsubo into his targets. The ninja were all
unarmoured, and armed with short swords, kama and chains. They
dared not close with Tonbo, but still the man drove them back and
trapped them against the rocks, smashing men down. He exposed his
back as he clubbed men down, whipping about with his tetsubo to
shatter those who saw the false opening and tried to attack.

Kuno fought with the Blue
Serpent sword in hand, the waterfall crashing and shining at his
back. He moved amongst the grandeur, his armour gleaming – his long
sword glittering like ice.

The first ninja attacked. Kuno
flashed aside and took the man’s head off almost without thought.
He let the next attack come in, then the next and the next. He
killed each man with a single perfect blow.

Ninja leapt to the nearby rocks
and hurtled knives and throwing spikes, but Bifuuko set up a swirl
of air that sent the weapons tumbling uselessly in flight. Kuno saw
his enemies balk. He suddenly launched forward to cut down the
nearest man and slice another almost in two. Men with chains and
kama tried to entangle him; he seized one man’s chain and tugged
him in, running the man through. His long sword lifted another
chain as it hissed towards his jaw, whipping the attack up and
away. He cut down his attacker with a lightning flash of his
sword.

A ninja wielding a short spear
with a treble weighted chain attached at the butt whipped the
vicious weights down to try and smash Kuno to the ground. Kuno
parried, but the chains whipped around and around the Blue Serpent
sword, wrenching it out of his hands. The samurai leapt in towards
his opponent, running the man through with his short sword. But
ninja swarmed forward, and Kuno had to leave the Blue Serpent where
it lay.

Daitanishi sped past Kuno and
slammed into a ninja archer that had mounted a high rock. The ninja
fell, slipping and sliding on the rocks, then tumbled screaming
over the edge of a precipice. Still armed with his short sword,
Kuno pulled back towards the cliff.

With the three armoured Spirit
Hunters entangled in the desperate fight, advancing forward into a
storm of enemies, the ninja leader lifted one hand and signalled. A
second wave of assassins – a dozen men – all sped forward to cross
the stream to surround the Spirit Hunters and slaughter them from
behind. They plunged into the broad stream, wading through the
current across the slippery rocks. Suddenly Chiri rose up from the
rocks on the far shore.

 


“Little sisters of the
stream!

Ladies dancing all unseen!

Children of the dragon
lord!

Rise up now and be my
sword!”

 


Water elementals burst into life
all through the stream. Like vicious dragon eels, the creatures
whipped about the legs of the ninja in mid-stream, wrenching them
down into the water. Caught by the current on the slippery rocks,
ninja were swept screaming out over the falls. Only three managed
to escape the current, fleeing back and away from the snatching,
snapping elementals.

Driving forward at the sharp
brink of the cliff, Sura found herself locked blade to blade with
the female ninja leader once more. The ninja woman managed to evade
a sudden death at the end of Sura’s spear. She tried to close, but
the spear was swift and deadly. The ninja parried again and again,
narrowly avoiding the fox’s viciously clever hooks and twists as
Sura tried to disarm her or take her hands clean off at the wrist.
The ninja ducked a narrow flash of the spear past her face, stung
into fury as she heard the fox laugh. The ninja woman dropped one
of her swords and managed to seize hold of Sura’s spear. With her
other hand, she lunged inwards, yelling in triumph as she drove her
blade home right towards Sura’s belly.

Sura vanished – changing to fox
form and leaving her empty clothes and breastplate to fall to the
ground. The fox ran dashing along the spear haft, up and over the
ninja and down her back. She locked her fangs in the woman’s
backside – choosing a different cheek to the last time. An instant
later, Sura flashed back into half-animal form. She spun on the
ground, kicking the ninja’s legs out from beneath her. The woman
spilled to the slippery ground, dropping spear and sword. She fell
tumbling and sliding on the rocks, scrabbled madly for a handhold –
missed – and plunged over the cliff.

The ninja woman crashed onto
rocks near the cave ledge two dozen yards below. She frenziedly
caught a handhold, narrowly avoiding dropping hundreds of feet
further to her doom.

Hurt and stunned, the woman blew
upon a whistle and bellowed upwards to her Ninja.

“Reinforcements! Bring them
all!”

One of her ninja heard her cry.
The man sped back to the woods, where another ninja drew forth a
heavy conch-shell trumpet. He blew a great raucous, awful note, the
sound echoing through the forest.

More ninja had been stationed on
other forest paths. They came at a run, gathering at the forest
edge, ready to attack.

Chiri’s magic had been all but
expended by summoning the water elementals. Kuno was armed only
with his short sword, with the Demon Slayer blade slung at his
back. Sura put her robes about herself, standing beside Tonbo,
eyeing the swarms of ninja gathering to charge them in one massive
rush.

Kuno suddenly strode to the edge
of the cliff. He pulled the brocade bundle from his back and tore
away the wrappings, revealing the sheathed sword within. He held
the sword aloft and shouted.

“Ninja! A sword is a thing of
life and honour! I shall never allow the Demon Slayer to be
dishonoured by your evil hands!” Kuno turned towards the river
gorge and cocked back his arm. “A gift to the River Dragon! With
compliments of Fukose Genjo!”

The samurai hurtled the wondrous
sword far, far out into empty space. The blade whirled, glittering
in the air high above the gorge – then plunged down towards the
deep, swift waters far below. The ninja leader, clambering slowly
back up the cliff, watched aghast and helpless as the sword sailed
down, down, down and finally struck the water, vanishing in the
deeps.

Two ninja slid down the side of
the cliffs to aid their leader. Appalled, one man could only stare
down at the river.

“He threw
it!”

The second man shook his head in
disbelief. “It was only the map sword.”

“No – the map sword is
there, on the ground!”

“Then it was his own
blade!”

The ninja leader sagged. She looked sourly at
the great, rushing river far below.

“Fool! The sword is the spirit
of the samurai! No samurai would hurl away his own sword!”

The first ninja looked at the
deep green waters.

“Can we dive for it?”

“The current is fast. The water
deep.” The ninja leader stared bitterly down at the current. “The
river dragon has taken a princely gift.”

The three ninja made their way
diagonally up and along the rocks, climbing up and out onto the top
of the cliff. The leader surveyed the four Spirit Hunters. The two
elementals hovered beside them, promising yet more deadly magic to
face an incoming assault. The leader raised a hand and closed it
into a fist. The ninja at the forest edge all pulled back into the
shadows.

The woman glared at the Spirit
Hunters.

“A ninja fights only to purpose.
We will not waste ninja lives in destroying you now.” She turned
and walked away into the forest. “Farewell, Spirit Hunters.”

The ninja ran upstream and
vanished, leaving the four companions alone on the rocky cliff top,
surrounded by the dead. Kuno turned to face the river. He bowed his
head, stoic but deeply saddened. Chiri quietly came to be with him,
gazing up at him with infinite kindness and understanding.

“You did right, Kuno san.
There was no way to save the sword.”

Sura stared unhappily at the river. Her tail
dragged.

“The master made and hid the
Demon Slayer sword for a reason. He knew it would be needed.”

The fox sighed – feeling
horribly defeated.

“We have failed.”

Kuno looked at the waters and
gave a sigh.

“No, Sura san. You are right.
The Demon Slayer sword was for a higher purpose. It is our duty to
see that it reaches the right hands.”

Kuno drew out the sword that
still remained sheathed on his belt. The blade shimmered and
shone.

It was the Demon Slayer.

Sura and Chiri stared at the
sword. Tonbo moved forward. He rested a hand upon Kuno’s shoulder
in sympathy and respect, knowing what he had done.

The big warrior saw Sura and
Chiri’s confusion. Tonbo turned to them and quietly explained.

“Kuno san threw his own sword
into the river. He swapped swords in the cave.”

Kuno stoically sheathed the
Demon Slayer. His voice was sad.

“Sacrifice is not dishonourable.
Duty comes before the self.”

Tonbo moved off into the rocks
and retrieved the Blue Serpent sword. The big man spun the weapon
skilfully in his hands, then proffered it formally to Kuno.

“Here is its replacement:
Friendship’s Sword. Made by a master – to be used by one who knows
the value of a friend.”

Kuno took the sword into his
hands. He bowed profoundly to Tonbo, deeply moved.

“I will use it in honour – for
my friends.”

He slid the sword through his
belt, breathing upon the menuki pin and then neatly looping
and draping the sheath cords into place.

Sura took reverent possession of
the Demon Slayer sword. She cradled it carefully in her arms.

“We will send the Demon Slayer
to Imperial Magistrate Masura.” The fox took up her spear. “He will
know when it is time for the sword to come forth.”

They turned to leave. Tonbo led
the way back towards the forest path, moving with his silent,
powerful gait. Sura and Chiri came behind him, the two elementals
floating along just above.

Kuno lingered at the cliff edge
for a moment. He bowed solemnly to the waterfall cave then walked
off after his friends. He joined them amongst the tall, whispering
pines, and together they made the long, quiet walk back down
towards their boat far, far downstream.

 


 


On the following day, the Spirit
Hunters were making ready to depart the beautiful river town. Sura
had spent the evening making great inroads into Lord Ishigi’s
pantry. She was now settling her travelling gear into place,
chatting with Ishigi samurai as she stuffed her pack full of
thieved delicacies. Rumours of battles against massed evil ninja
had raced about the town. Sura waved it all away with false
modesty, but still managed to accept drinks from anybody who would
hand her one.

It was time to go. The four
friends finally walked down to the river docks, revelling in the
cool river wind. Riverboats were unpacking goods, sending bales to
the local market. Out in the river a few hundred yards away, the
huge island temple glimmered in the sun. Its tori gates, walls,
rooves and banners all shone with warm morning light.

Reiju and the local lawman,
Amamiya, were awaiting them beside the river. Amamiya moved forward
and bowed to the Spirit Hunters in deep gratitude, his face full of
relief.

“Spirit Hunters, we thank you for your
efforts. We are indebted to you for your service.”

Reiju innocently cleared her
throat, looking up into the sky.

“Amamiya san asked what gift
might be most appropriate in thanks.” The priestess gave a little
bow. “I offered my advice.”

Amamiya turned to one of his men. The
retainer carried forth a beautiful porcelain jug, signed and
sealed. Amamiya gave another bow.

“Plum wine – the finest in the
empire.”

Sura was delighted! She made to
take charge of the bottle, but Tonbo intercepted it. He put it into
his own pack beside more prosaic gifts given to them by Lord Ishigi
– food, clothing and a full purse of travel money.

The Spirit Hunters bowed to
Amamiya and Reiju. Amamiya walked on a little way with Kuno, Chiri
and Tonbo, discussing the best route on into other lands. Reiju
remained at the river banks with Sura, walking quietly at her
side.

The beautiful priestess was deep
in thought. She glanced hesitantly at Sura, sensing that all was
not well between them. Finally, she stopped and turned to look out
across the river.

“It has been a gift from heaven to have you
with me again, Sura san. You are a ray of sun to me.”

Reiju’s confusion broke into her
voice.

“I am your friend. I – I trust there is
nothing wrong between us?”

Sura looked to Reiju. The fox
turned, and lovingly stroked Reiju’s face. She straightened, and
seemed to leave a burden far behind.

“I am your true friend. Nothing
is wrong between us.” Sura gave a rueful smile. “I have been
adrift. Perhaps I am finding my way.”

The two women embraced, holding
one another tightly. When they finally separated, Reiju gripped
Sura by the hand.

“Go with the gods, Spirit Hunter.”

“Go in love, Sword Priestess.”

Sura walked forward to join the
other Spirit Hunters. She topped beside Tonbo, keeping her eyes
upon the road ahead.

“Tonbo san – Chiri, Kuno and I
must just arrange for our package to be sent. I regret that we must
leave you for a few minutes.”

Sura nodded a small bow. She
walked off with the others towards the river boats, where a
discrete man would accept delivery of the Demon Slayer sword –
cleverly hidden inside a consignment of other blades destined for
Magistrate Masura.

Tonbo was left alone with Reiju.
They stood together on the riverbanks, quite at a loss for words.
Both blushed, then walked a little way to stand beneath a tree that
shimmered with glorious golden flowers.

After a while, Reiju quietly
spoke.

“It has been wonderful to meet you, Tonbo
san. I have enjoyed your company.”

“I have enjoyed meeting
you, Reiju san. Very much.”

Blushing, Reiju reached up to pluck a single
flower from the tree. She placed it into Tonbo’s hand, and covered
it with her own.

“It is said that if two people
cast a flower together into the river, and the flower floats
face-up, then they are fated to meet again.”

They threw the blossom together,
letting it sail out into the river breeze. The flower landed
face-up in the water, shining bright. Slowly, gracefully, the
flower floated off downstream.

Reiju closed her eyes.

“Goodbye, Tonbo san.”

“Goodbye Reiju
san.”

Tonbo drew forth a little
origami caricature of himself. He gently placed the figure into
Reiju’s hands.

“I leave this with you.” The samurai gave a
warm, quiet bow. “I believe the scowl is just as you would want it
to be.”

Down at the river docks, the
delivery had been arranged. Sura took up her backpack and spear,
settling a straw travel hat upon her head. Kuno took one last
satisfied look at the island and town, then turned to face the road
that led up and away from the river, up into the distant mountains.
He drew the Blue Serpent – ‘Friendship’s Sword’ – part way out of
its sheath, looking at the magnificent blade in astonished
satisfaction. He then settled the weapon back into its scabbard,
drew a deep breath, and began the march up and away to new
horizons.

Behind him, Chiri linked arm in
arm with Sura. The rat was well aware of Sura’s troubled heart. She
looked back to see Tonbo taking his leave of Reiju, and squeezed
gently at Sura’s arm.

“You seem… better, Sura san.”

The fox gave a wan little
sigh.

“Friendship is a blending of
many things – like the folded metal in a sword. It must be strong.
It must be flexible.” She gratefully held Chiri’s hand.

“A pure blade cannot break.”

Tonbo caught up with them,
smiling as he joined them side by side. They walked together,
chatting happily in the sunshine. All four friends walked on and
up; up out of the river gorge, on into a world of sun, tall grass,
and drifting dandelion down.


 


 


Seventh
Encounter:

The Forest of
Lies

 


 


 


[image: tmp_3c70ce369d214ee3c6249051a75f8d32_OztO37_html_m6df093c1.jpg]



 


 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_3c70ce369d214ee3c6249051a75f8d32_OztO37_html_4cb53682.png]


 


 


 



Chapter
1

A deserted road led through
abandoned fields and on into a dark, still forest. The sky hung
dark with clouds. The scent of lightning was sharp and metallic in
the air, and distant thunder grumbled.

Sano Moko rode in full armour
down the road, her horse’s hooves thudding hard into the dust.
Distant lightning rippled light across her armour. She leaned
forward, riding swiftly, a long naginata locked tight beneath her
arm. The samurai woman raced to beat the oncoming storm, hoping for
some sign of a village at the forest’s edge.

She came closer to the forest.
Tall trees were stark, black shadows against the clouds. A distant
lightning flash lit up the forest eaves, and showed a single figure
on the road ahead.

A man was struggling towards the
trees, dragging a heavy cart behind him. The cart was massively
over-laden with heavy wooden barrels, a blazing torch affixed to
the frame.

The man struggled and slipped in
the dust of the road. Somehow he shifted the massive load, trying
to move it step by step towards the forest. He babbled to himself,
sweating and shaking his head. Oil sloshed out of the cart behind
him, spilling from buckets hanging here and there all along the
sides.

Sano Moko slewed her galloping
horse to a halt beside the cart. The man was staring at the forest
with glazed eyes, running with sweat. He was dressed in rags – his
back hunched and belly swollen. Clearly the man was mad. Moko
backed her horse, keeping pace with the man, sternly calling down
to him through the rising wind.

“Hey, you there! Don’t keep a naked flame
near all that oil!”

The babbling man ignored her. He
had eyes only for the trees – only for the darkness. He lunged
forward, desperately trying to drag the cart onwards down the
road.

“Burn! It has to burn!” The man
drove forward, lost in a universe of pain and madness. “All will be
cleansed. Clean! It must be clean!”

A lightning flash clearly showed
the man’s face – horribly lumpen and disfigured. Sano Moko recoiled
in shock. She caught herself – steeled herself – then tried to turn
her horse to block the man’s way.

“Hey! You there! Don’t you know
to bow when you meet a samurai?”

The man looked up at Moko. He
was battling obscene pain, sweating and shaking.

Suddenly something seemed to
move underneath the swollen skin of his belly. He fixed horrified
eyes upon Sano Moko’s face, seeming to see her at last.

“No no. No
time. No time!” The man went back to hauling desperately at
his cart. “It all has to burn. Has to burn before the new
moon!”

His face seemed to swell and
writhe. Sano Moko’s horse tried to shy. She stared at the man as he
doubled over in pain.

“What’s wrong with you? Are you
ill?”

Lightning flashed. The scent of
distant rain came on the air. The babbling man looked up in fright,
suddenly seeing the jet-black clouds.

“It has to be before the
storm. If it’s wet, it won’t burn!” He started frenziedly hauling
at the cart. “It all has to burn!”

“What has to burn? You
there! Look at me! What has to burn?”

The man wept in frenzy as he tried to drag
the cart a few more paces towards the trees.

“The forest. All of it! All of
them! Before it’s too…”

The man suddenly staggered,
clutching at his stomach in agony. An instant later, he had
snatched a hold of Moko’s arm in a grip of iron. He stared into her
astonished eyes.

“Samurai! Burn it! Burn
it!”

His mouth opened wider and wider
in one long, choked scream, as spiders suddenly erupted from his
throat.

The man’s stomach burst open
like a rotten fruit. Hundreds of pale spiders came swarming up out
of his flesh, fountaining out of his open, screaming mouth. Sano
Moko’s horse reared in terror as spiders clawed their way up over
its hide, sinking fangs into its flesh. The beast fell, and Sano
Moko leapt from the saddle, crashing down into a combat roll then
coming back up onto her feet.

Her horse was thrashing wildly,
foaming and dying – poisoned by the swarm that closed in over its
head. Spiders spread behind and to each side in a chittering,
ravening blanket of death. Sano Moko looked frantically about
herself. Lightning flashed – and she suddenly saw her chance.

The samurai woman leapt wildly
over a swarm of spiders. She landed heavily in the road, smashing
at spiders that had somehow reached her armour. She fell as she
frantically beat at herself, crushing spiders on her arms, legs and
chest. Moko saw the horde closing in about her. She scrabbled to
her feet, seizing her naginata from where it lay in the dusty
road.

The cart was nearby, its huge
oil barrels gleaming and dripping. Moko sped towards it with
spiders surging ravenously towards her. She reached the cart,
slamming hard against it. Moko hurtled an oil bucket at the
inrushing swarm to her left, but the spiders simply drove forward
through the oil, eyes glittering in the torchlight as they ran
hissing and chittering towards her.

Moko moved with frenzied speed.
She rammed her heavy naginata blade deep into a barrel, twisting
hard to open a great splintered hole. Oil pulsed out, splashing
over the wood and down into the road. Moving with frantic speed,
Moko sliced through the ropes binding other barrels in place. They
tipped and fell. She stove in the top of one barrel, freeing a
great gush of oil. The barrels rolled off amongst and behind the
spiders, spreading oil all across the road.

Sano Moko seized hold of the
flaming torch, and hurtled it out towards the rolling barrels.

Fire rippled out along the
surface of the oil. The road was engulfed with flames, spiders
shrivelling and dying in their hundreds. Moko shielded her face
from the heat, fighting her way back away from the cart and out
into the open fields. She coughed, half blinded by the smoke.
Behind her, the carpet of spiders withered, burned and died.

Her horse was dead – her food,
water and equipment had all burned in the flames. But Sano Moko
still had her deadly naginata, and a samurai’s heart. The woman
looked from the blazing bodies of the spiders and the dead man in
the road towards the dark, forbidding forest.

A final spider crawled towards
her. Sano Moko stamped on it, grinding down with her bearskin
riding boot.

She lowered her naginata into
guard, and moved grimly into the forest.

Lightning flashed. The road
burned – and a samurai marched onward in the hunt.

 


 


A rainstorm was coming. The
clouds had grown lower and lower, shutting out the sunset. Distant
lightning flashed across the sky, lighting the great black mass of
a forest half a ri further down the road.

Bifuuko and Daitanishi sheltered
inside Chiri’s robes, hiding from the gusting wind. She had wrapped
herself in a straw raincoat, with straw splash guards wrapped about
her shins. Kuno and Sura were right behind her, dealing with a
broken chin strap on Kuno’s straw rain hat. They were trying to
hurry – knowing that a road clearly had to be heading somewhere.
The first big, fat raindrops had just begun to fall, spattering a
sharp scent of wet dust into the air.

Tonbo had walked onwards down
the road. He had pulled up his heavy iron helmet as protection from
wind and rain, and had a straw cape draped over his armour. Far
behind him, Sura pulled a straw raincoat about herself, and yelled
forward to be heard above the wind.

“Hey Tonbo! Where’s this village?”

“Close.” The big man
pointed his tetsubo to an old wooden bridge that arched over a
choppy river just ahead. “You build a bridge because you need
one.”

A cold wind came from the
looming mountains. Sura tugged her rustling raincoat tighter about
herself and grumbled.

“Unless you built one and then
died of cold.”

Suddenly it began to pour in
earnest. Rain sluiced down from above, hammering into the road,
striking hard enough to fill the air with a choking haze. Sura
hunched, protecting her eyes. The noise of the rain was utterly
deafening.

“Oh crap!” Sura managed to reach
Kuno, and hustle him onwards. She had to yell to be heard above the
storm. “Can’t you walk any faster? We’re going to be drowned!”

Kuno distained all mere
histrionics about the weather. He walked along with calm dignity,
attempting to ignore the rain.

“A samurai cares nothing
for comfort. A samurai pretends to have eaten a great repast even
when he is starving.”

“OK. So samurai have serious problems with
reality control!” Sura ducked, tilting her hat to protect herself
against the deluge. “How does that help me get out of the
rain?”

Chiri held her own rain hat on
with one hand. She called cheerfully out towards Kuno.

“This is serious. You know how
Sura san’s fur reeks when it is wet.”

The fox shot a hurt look over at
Chiri.

“Hey!”

Lightning sheeted overhead. For
one stark second, they saw a village across the far side of the
bridge. An instant later, an immense crash of thunder shook the
air.

The village had been visible for
only an instant. But it was a ruin, with shattered rooves and
burned out houses. There was nothing left but a few charred
timbers. Kuno, Chiri and Sura stared at the far riverbank,
appalled.

Behind the clouds, the sun had
almost set. The rain was settling into a cold, hard deluge. Tonbo
walked on, squinting as he tried to see the far side of the river.
But distant lightning flashes showed nothing but jet black woods,
and the waters racing underneath the bridge.

Tonbo halted at the foot of the
bridge and stood with his back to the rain, trying to shield his
face. Sura and the others were nothing but vague shapes a dozen
paces away. Tonbo wiped his face, then hesitated. He turned once
again to scowl off towards the forest.

The trees were black and somehow
sinister. Light from distant lightning flashes somehow seemed to
linger, outlining weird, lurking shapes deep in the forest. Tonbo
stiffened, sensing something cold slowly pricking at his senses. He
slowly lowered his tetsubo into guard.

The big man turned slowly,
trying to make his vision pierce through the gloom. He walked
forward, footsteps echoing upon the old bridge.

Rain drummed hard against the
wood.

There was a shape upon the
bridge, at the centre. Tonbo came closer, and saw a woman standing
with her back to him, utterly drenched through with the rain.

The bottom half of her robes
were hidden by a haze of raindrops and mist. Tonbo could hear the
woman weeping – a terrible sound of loss and helpless grief. She
held something against her heart, cradling it – trying to somehow
shelter her burden from the rain.

Tonbo frowned.

“Young woman – why are you crying?”

The young woman wept, bowed down
with exhaustion and despair. She staggered, turning – her face
hidden by the dripping hood of her robes.

“I can’t carry it! I just can’t
carry it!” The woman shook with effort, cradling a swaddled bundle
in her arms. She wept with great, broken sobs. “I haven’t the
strength…”

Tonbo kindly moved to put
himself between the woman and the sweeping rain.

“Hmph. Don’t cry. Here – get out
of the wind.”

The young woman turned. In her
arms she carried a great black stone the size of a human head.
Shaking from the superhuman effort of carrying the stone, she wept
as she desperately tried to keep her grip.

“I… I can’t hold it!” The stone
began to slip. The woman made a sick noise of panic. “Please – I
can’t hold it!”

“Here – let me take
it.”

The young woman buckled. Tonbo
seized her and set aside his tetsubo.

He reached out to take the
stone. The woman’s hands – hidden beneath her robes – clamped onto
his armoured wrist with a grip of iron. Her voice shook with
intensity – wild with pain.

“Swear to me! Swear you won’t
fail me! On your honour – swear!”

“I swear!” Tonbo was quite
confused. He was shocked by the woman’s pain. “I will do it. I
swear.”

Tonbo took hold of the rock. He
was astonished at the weight: it was incredibly heavy, as if made
from solid iron. The weeping woman sobbed in sick hope as she saw
him manage to keep hold of the stone.

“You swore! Samurai – you
swore!”

The young woman’s lower robes
were drenched in blood. It poured out to flood over the dripping
bridge. Tonbo saw the blood in shock. He looked up at the weeping
woman before him.

She clasped together a pair of
skeletal hands in prayer.

“Hold it samurai! Please carry
it for me!” The woman screamed out her plea. “Please!”

The rock suddenly turned red
hot. Tonbo snarled as it burned him clean through his armoured
sleeves. His grip slipped – and suddenly Sura’s shout came from
just behind.

“Don’t drop it!”

Sura, Chiri and Kuno had raced
onto the bridge. Seeing the weeping woman in her bloody robes, Kuno
whipped a hand down to his sword. Sura held the man back,
sheltering Kuno and Chiri behind her.

“Don’t move! Nobody move!”

Now aware of the newcomers, the
weeping woman raised her head. Her face could partly be seen as the
hood plastered wet against her. The flesh was almost gone – mere
fragments of skin and rotten muscle clinging to a skull. Blood
flowed steadily from the hem of her robes. She floated just above
the surface of the bridge, robes hanging empty where her feet and
lower legs should have been.

The floating, bleeding woman
wept, pleading, wringing her hands.

“He swore! He swore he would
hold it!”

Sura moved carefully closer. She
held a hand out towards Tonbo, who was arching in pain, trying to
keep hold of the red hot stone.

“Keep holding it! No matter what
happens – hold it or she’ll try to take your soul!”

The rock suddenly became
freezing cold, crackling as the rain caked ice across its surface.
Frost spread across Tonbo’s arms and chest. The rock weighed more
and more – impossibly heavy – impossible to hold. The huge samurai
gave a roar, getting himself braced under it, somehow managing to
support the weight. Huge muscles bulged as he fought to keep the
rock in his grasp. The big man shook his head, trying to ignore the
ice-cold pain searing through his arms.

Ice crackled and spread across
Tonbo’s armour. Rain froze to frost upon his face. The weeping
ghost hovered closer, watching in pathetic hope, desperate for
Tonbo to succeed.

The rock grew heavier. The
bridge’s wooden boards creaked and groaned beneath Tonbo’s feet. He
hissed, grip slipping. He bowed down, then ferociously tried to
fight back, muscles shuddering as he heaved the frozen rock higher
up into his arms. But he was weakening. Huge arms began to shake
with the impossible effort of bearing up the stone.

Sura flung herself down seated
on the bridge, rain crashing down upon her. She clapped her hands
together, intertwining fingers as she concentrated fiercely on
empty air. She seemed to ram her consciousness against a barrier,
slamming her way through. The fox held her hands with index fingers
pointed. Her body suddenly flashed with a bright blue haze of
power.

 


“My heart sends its strength
to thine.

Soul to body, mind to mind…

 


My heart sends its strength to
thine.

Soul to body, mind to
mind…!”

 


Tonbo fought back up higher onto
his feet, suddenly feeling a new inrush of strength. Sura chanted,
forcing more of herself into Tonbo as the stone increased in
weight. The big man stayed in the battle, arms shaking, somehow
keeping a hold of the stone.

Blood fountained up out of the
rock, bubbling and splashing – pouring hot and foul, almost choking
Tonbo as it surged up into his face. The man held on.

Sura kept up her spell, the
chant repeating and repeating. She swayed – her voice hoarse. She
was visibly weakening.

The stone made one last effort,
almost doubling its weight. The bridge boards almost snapped. But
Tonbo roared in savage triumph, holding up the stone – managing to
stand straight.

The blood ceased. Suddenly the
stone weighed almost nothing. It was warm – neither hot nor
freezing. Tonbo panted, shaking his head – dazed.

The weeping woman clasped her
hands in grateful joy. She looked into Tonbo’s face. Suddenly the
rotting skull clothed itself in flesh, becoming the image of a
slender young woman with long hair streaked with strands of brown
and gold. She looked at Tonbo in peace and gratitude.

“Thank you, samurai. Thank
you.”

Sura shut off her spell. She
tried to stand, but slipped in the rain. Kuno and Chiri raced to
help her, but Sura waved them away. She used her spear to haul
herself onto her feet. The fox lurched forward to stand beside
Tonbo.

“Honoured mother, we swear to
see your burden is cared for with love.”

Sura spun her spear, and sent it
flashing through the air. The ideogram for the Tao shimmered
brilliantly in mid-air. Almost unconscious on her feet, the fox
gathered her power, and suddenly slashed through the symbol,
slicing a gateway through into another realm.

 


“Spirit of the gentle dead!

Go now to your proper home.

Enter restful paradise

And from this world be
gone!”

 


The rift glowed with soft blue
light. The ghost woman drifted over to Tonbo. She hovered over the
black stone, caressing it with loving hands. The spirit bent to
softly kiss the stone, resting her loving face against it, wetting
it with tears.

She bowed to Tonbo, then to
Sura. The ghost woman backed slowly into the realm of the Honoured
Dead. Finally she vanished, leaving the rift glowing blue and
peaceful in the empty air.

Sura swept the butt of her spear
down over the slice into the other realm, sealing it shut. She
stared – making certain the rift was closed – then collapsed. Kuno
caught her, and she jerked in his grasp, shuddering as she went
into a fit. Kuno held her tight against his heart, trying to
shelter her from the rain, holding her until the fit could
pass.

Tonbo slammed down to his knees,
utterly exhausted, his mind completely dazed. He still cradled the
black stone. Chiri ran to him, putting an arm about him to keep him
on balance. Suddenly something moved and squirmed against Tonbo’s
armoured breast. Chiri looked down, and her jaw sagged open in
shock.

The black stone had gone. In its
place was a baby wrapped in a ragged blanket. Tonbo looked down at
it, utterly bewildered. The child weakly moved its little arms.

Sura lifted her head, looking
haggard, hollow eyed and exhausted. She gathered her ebbing
strength and called hoarsely out through the rain.

“An
Ubume – a weeping
ghost. This is the baby she died trying to bear.” The fox could
hardly hold up her head. She nodded her chin to Tonbo.

“C-Congratulations to the new father…”

Sura fell unconscious. Rain poured down,
the baby now soaking wet. Holding the fox in his arms, Kuno looked
over to Chiri in alarm.

“We have to get them into
shelter!”

The baby was stirring weakly.
Chiri looked across the bridge and saw the ruined village half
drowned in the storm. She pulled at Tonbo, managing to bring the
big man back to his feet. She threw her own raincoat about his
breast to shelter the baby.

“This way! Come on!”

Kuno picked up Sura in his arms,
holding her like a limp rag doll. Chiri fetched Sura’s spear –
Tonbo held the baby in the crook one arm, seizing his tetsubo with
the other hand.

Together, the team lurched
onward through the rain. They plunged into the ruins, while
overhead, lightning seared through a wild, dark sky.
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Chapter
2

As lightning flashed, Kuno
carried Sura on into the ruined village. Rain poured down, making
streams and runnels all through the overgrown streets. Walls had
collapsed, rooves were burned away long ago. The whole place was
nothing but a wilderness of charred roof beams and blackened
wood.

Chiri tried to help shelter the
baby. Suddenly she spotted an intact looking room amongst the
wreckage. She called out to Kuno through the storm. He nodded, then
carried Sura forward, kicking beams out of his way.

A single house had survived
partly intact. The roof had a hole burned through, but the walls
were still largely in place. Kuno burst through into the pitch
black space within. Water poured through the broken ceiling, but
there was at least some shelter from the storm.

Chiri led Tonbo in beneath
shelter. Bifuuko struggled out of Chiri’s robes, shook herself
partly dry, and laboured soggily up into the air. The little
elemental gave off a faint glow, bringing light into the ruined
house. Kuno nodded to the elemental in gratitude.

“Thank you, Bifuuko san!”

Water cascading in through the
ceiling made a stream that ran off under one wall, but the rear
half of the house seemed dry. Kuno carried Sura to the rear of the
house, feeling her stirring weakly in his arms. She tried to lift
her head. Finding a clear patch of floor, Kuno laid her down,
roughly wiping dry her face.

Chiri threw off her raincoat,
backpack and hat. She took the baby carefully from Tonbo as the
exhausted man removed his helmet and thatched coat. He let his
backpack fall, and sank to the ground, utterly numbed.

Kuno was already opening
backpacks. He shook out blankets and bedding, and found a towel
Sura had apparently swiped from Lord Ishigi’s mansion. He gave it
to Chiri so that she could dry the baby, then he lay Sura down.

Kuno managed to strip Sura of
her wet, dripping clothes. He tucked blankets over her, and slung
her clothes over a beam to drip sullenly onto the floor.

There was a crash as Tonbo
hauled off his breastplate and tassets, dragging them over against
a wall. The lacings were swollen with water. He stripped off
armoured thigh guards, shin guards, throat collar, under-arm guards
and finally his thick mail sleeves. He heaved a sigh, and then as
an afterthought pulled out a small knife that had been sheathed at
his back.

Daitanishi had shaken himself
dry. The floating rock found an old hearth, still littered with dry
wood. Chiri found some tinder in her own tinderbox and set it down
amongst the wood. Daitanishi banged against some old ironwork,
making sparks. Bifuuko gently fanned the glowing tinder until it
finally burst into flames. Their little fire begun, the two
elementals drifted about looking for more wood to feed the
flames.

Chiri passed Tonbo the baby, then began
stripping off her own wet robes. She hung her clothing carefully up
to dry. Tonbo sat looking down at the tiny creature in his hands.
He blinked, still too stunned to completely understand.

Kuno sat beside him, hauling off his own
armour. He felt utterly lost and dazed.

“A baby!” He looked at it in blank
amazement. “What are we going to do?”

Chiri sat beside them. She had brought a
soft robe and blanket, and carefully helped Tonbo warmly wrap the
baby. The little creature was already calm. It looked up at them
with a blank, wondering stare, then screwed up its eyes and tried
to nestle back to sleep.

Chiri gently smoothed the baby’s
hair.

“It is very beautiful.”

Kuno nodded, clearly feeling
relieved.

“Well – at least we have you here.”

The rat spirit regarded at Kuno in
puzzlement. He nodded, developing his thought.

“I mean – at least you can feed the
child.”

Chiri raised one brow, and looked at
Kuno through a considering eye.

“Kuno san – do you have any
sisters?”

The handsome samurai blinked in
surprise.

“No, Chiri san. Why?”

“It would make explanations easier.”
Chiri blushed, just ever so slightly. “Kuno san, I regret that I am
not – ah – equipped to feed this child.”

Tonbo scowled. He held the baby in his
arms, already feeling proprietal and protective.

“We need to find a wet nurse for the
child.” He proudly settled the baby in the crook of his arm. “A
little boy needs his food!”

Kuno leaned forward in interest.

“It is a boy, then?”

All three friends leaned in over the
baby, frowning. Finally Chiri leaned back, scratching at her
chin.

“Surely it is too pretty to be a
boy?”

Tonbo coughed. “We are investigators. We
should investigate.”

Kuno was quite shocked.

“We can’t look! It would be an
impropriety.”

The baby stirred and suddenly began to
wiggle about. Tonbo held the child out at arm’s length, frowning as
he inspected it.

“Why is it moving about?”

Chiri peered more closely. “Perhaps it
is uncomfortable?”

Kuno squatted down and opened up the
child’s blankets. The baby had a ragged fold of cloth about its
loins. Kuno made a wise face and nodded, suddenly understanding
what had happened.

“Aaaah! It appears to have a badly
adjusted nether garment.” The samurai pulled back his sleeves. “I
believe I shall tie it in the Hokkaido ‘full moon’ knot.”

Kuno reached out to take the ends of the
cloth and make a complicated adjustment. The baby’s cloth fell off.
The tiny creature immediately peed – straight into Kuno’s face.

The man gave a stoic sigh, and looked up
at the others.

“Tonbo san – congratulations upon your
new son.”

Clearly some sort of lower garment was
necessary. The three friends laid the baby down on a blanket and
gathered about, putting their minds to the problem.

A towel was clearly too small for the
task. Kuno pondered, then produced the cotton cover that usually
wrapped his blanket.

The quilt cover was clearly too large.
Finally they compromised by using an old under-robe. Chiri folded
the robe over into an approximate square, and the results seemed
fairly satisfactory.

They settled the baby’s bottom onto the
cloth. Kuno immediately took charge of folding the cloth about the
baby, but the other two both tried to intervene. Chiri tried to
wave the man away.

“Here! You make a triangle!”

Kuno would hear none of it. “A triangle
is bad luck – the good fortune runs out of the lower point. Surely
a half circle…?”

“How are we to make half a circle? The
cloth is square?”

“No matter, no matter! We shall modify
the initial fold…”

Tonbo gave a growl. “You’re going to
wake him!”

“No no – we are almost finished!” Chiri
used the sleeves of the old robe to hold the garment shut. She
proudly sat back to survey their combined handiwork.

“There!”

The entire result looked like a cross
between a collapsed tent and a nest full of mad snakes. Daitanishi
and Bifuuko peered at it, looking rather dubious. But Tonbo, Kuno
and Chiri were proud of their work.

The baby was sleepy. They carried the
little creature carefully over to where Sura lay flat on her back,
fast asleep. They gently tucked the baby into bed beside her,
watched for a moment to make sure all was well, then tiptoed
carefully away.

The rainstorm had settled in for the
duration of the night. Clothes and armour were hung to dry as best
they could. Tonbo was installed with some of Sura’s plum wine in
hand, while Kuno and Chiri lit their lamps, stoked the fire, then
gathered water from the gushing roof. A pot was placed over the
flames to boil soup, and another set to cook rice. Chiri warmed
sakē, and it was very gratefully received.

They drank together while feeling the
walls of the ruined house tremble with the wind and gusting rain.
But there was a good fire, and the back of the house was dry. There
was something oddly wonderful about all sheltering together from
the storm.

The soup was prepared – hot and thick
with noodles. The three friends sat companionably together, eating
and listening to the storm, as rainwater gushed through the broken
roof to make a little pool that ebbed off and away through broken
timbers.

Chiri served out the rice, topping it
with her own mix of spice, seeds and bonito flakes. She kept a
great deal aside – both for Sura in case she awoke, and also to
make rice balls to eat on the following day.

She looked across to check upon the
baby. The little creature was sleeping quite peacefully, rugged-up
and warm.

“He seems quiet enough. Perhaps the
magic of his birth stops him from hungering?” The rat gave a
troubled sigh. “Still – we must find a village quickly.”

Kuno gestured out towards the ruins.

“What happened to the village out there?
War?”

Tonbo shrugged. He shook his head as he
set aside his empty bowl.

“There have been no armies marching. The
empire is at peace.”

“Hmmm…” Kuno looked towards the broken
door. “Bandits?”

Kuno rose to look out through a break in
the outer wall. He could see nothing of note: the streets were
dark, and the rain poured steadily down. There were no weird lights
in the night – and decidedly no more ghosts. He watched for a
while, then quietly returned.

Tonbo had nodded off to sleep whilst
sitting up. Kuno looked at his comrade in respect, then brought
forth a blanket and wrapped him against the cold.

Chiri had already set out some tasks for
herself for the night: she kept a journal of the group’s
adventures, and had set out her brush, ink and a tight little box
of paper. She met Kuno’s eye and nodded towards the street.

“I will keep the first watch, Kuno
san.”

Kuno bowed to her in acknowledgement. He
settled himself nearby, spreading out his bed and making certain
his swords were beside him. He sat up one last time to ensure that
the baby was well. Everything seemed perfectly in order.

Nestling down, Kuno patted at the hilt
of his longsword before drifting off to sleep listening to the
sound of rain, feeling the storm winds thrumming hard against the
walls.

 


 


Morning came slowly to the shabby hut,
bright white light stealing in through the broken roof. Rainwater
puddles in the middle of the floor gleamed and twinkled merrily in
the sun.

Kuno sat on guard, half dozing as the
campfire warmed water for their morning tea. Chiri lay curled up at
his side in animal form, sleeping peacefully in a nest of blankets.
She had a sweet little snore, rolling onto her back and quivering
her whiskers as she dozed. Tonbo slept at the far side of the fire
– his tetsubo always firmly in the crook of his arm. The storm had
gone, and the whole world seemed at peace.

Sura lay on her back in bed, mouth open
and snoring softly, looking decidedly rumpled. She wore an old,
patched under-robe which was well and truly open. Tired but totally
happy, she breathed in the scent of wet earth and old wood. She
nuzzled into her blankets, thoroughly enjoying the warmth, and gave
a mighty yawn.

The baby lay up against her breasts,
snuggling in for warmth. The little creature nuzzled blindly at
her, and suddenly managed to latch onto a nipple.

Sura’s eyes shot wide open.

The fox screamed, scrabbling frantically
to sit up in shock. The baby lay in bed, wailing and crying. Tonbo,
Kuno and Chiri all awoke and glared in accusation at Sura, crying
out in annoyance. Kuno made a noise of absolute frustration.

“Sura!”

Sura held the baby out at arm’s length
as if it had the plague. Every hair on her head stood out stiff
with aversion.

“What the hell is this? Who put this in
my bed?”

Chiri had turned into her human form,
tugging on her outer robes. She took possession of the baby, trying
to calm him down.

“Give me that!”

Sura frantically ran her hands over her
front, her neck and sides. “Gods – it touched me! Did I get a rash?
Did it pee on me? Ewww!”

Sura suddenly realised that there was
breeze against her chest. She looked at the others in
suspicion.

“Who opened my robes?”

Chiri jounced the baby, and shot a lofty
look at Sura.

“It was done only in the best interests
of the child. The baby needed pillows.”

Kuno gave a snort.

“Small and thorny though the pillows
might be…”

Sura drew in a breath to protest,
glaring at Kuno – her chest out and willing to fight. Instead she
irritably tugged her clothing closed.

The baby was howling and crying – a
terrible thing to have to hear first thing in the morning. Sura got
up and climbed into her clothes – annoyed to find her pants still
damp from the night before. She had to yell to be heard above the
baby’s cries.

“We’re still stuck with that thing? Why
didn’t you give it to someone in the village?”

Tonbo gave a scowl.

“The village has gone.”

“Well how do we shut that thing up?”

Chiri glowered at Sura. “We feed
it!”

No one else was moving. The fox gave an
irritable sigh. She slung on her breastplate and grabbed her
spear.

“Fine! I’ll go get us a rabbit or
something, and we’ll make the kid breakfast.”

Chiri looked to Tonbo, sucking on a
tooth.

“No sisters?”

The big man glanced at the fox and shook
his head. “No sisters.”

It was imperative that the baby be fed. The
group collected their gear – damp as it was – and made ready for
the road. Sura gulped down tea and a rice ball, half deafened by
the crying baby. She stomped her way outside to check the lie of
the land, looking up and down the village streets.

It had been a prosperous village in its day –
well built houses and a great many barns, racks and looms. All had
been well and truly destroyed. Roof beams jutted from burned,
ruined houses. Rainwater pooled in the streets amongst the
wreckage. There was no wildlife – no wild dogs or stray chickens,
nor skeletons lying in the ashes. Sura clambered onto a mound of
fallen wreckage and looked for signs of life, but there was nothing
beyond a few sodden, half-drowned weeds.

The others emerged from the ruined hut, Chiri
walking beside Tonbo and carrying the baby. They stood looking up
at the sky. Thankfully the clouds had gone, and it had become a
cool and sunny day.

The road seemed to lead on towards the
forest. The Spirit Hunters hiked up their gear, stoically ignored
their damp, chafing clothing, and headed onward through the ruined
village.

They picked their way past a wrecked cart and
out onto the main road. The baby had ceased its crying, soothed by
Chiri as she gently jogged him up and down. Daitanishi sat upon
Chiri’s shoulder, watching the baby in something between
fascination and disapproval. The rock kept himself well out of the
baby’s reach.

As Sura came close, the baby suddenly turned
his face and reached a tiny hand out towards her, lighting up with
a smile. Chiri was most put out.

“Hmph. He wants you, Sura
san.”

Sura recoiled out of reach of
the baby’s wet little hand.

“Gah! Keep that oozing ball of drool away from me!”

From up at the lead of the
march, Kuno looked back at Sura.

“I thought maternal
instincts were… instinctual?”

The fox made a face.

“Bleaugh!
The only way I want to bring up a child is if
it’s cooked and seasoned first!”

Much to Sura’s annoyance, the
baby began to cry again. The fox stomped on ahead, trying to ignore
the noise.

“Damnit!” Sura saw the ruins of
a substantial village inn – now just a pile of burnt old beams and
walls. “What the hell happened here? I thought this was supposed to
be some sort of silk-weavers’ village?”

“Not any longer.” Tonbo looked out across
the blackened ruins. He gave a scowl. “There is grass growing in
the ruins. This happened at least a year ago.”

The baby had gone into a fit of
crying, wailing in absolute dismay. It went on and on, until
finally Sura gave a curse. Shoving her spear into Kuno’s hands she
marched over to take the baby in her arms.

The infant was instantly quiet,
despite Sura holding it as if it were covered in goo, looking
extremely unhappy with the way her day was unfolding. She managed
to wrap the baby in its blanket and hitch it up into her arms.

“If this thing pukes on me, I’m
going to tie you bastards up and have you waddled to death by
ducks!’ She winced away as the baby gripped at her face. “Ewww –
its hands are wet! Oh gods…!”

Chiri gave a sniff.

“The baby is a
he – not
an it.”

Tonbo shook his head and ignored
the squabbles. He plodded onwards down the road, leading the way
out of the deserted village and on towards the forest.

They walked up and over a little
rise. The village vanished from view behind great, tall stands of
weeds.

An orchard of mulberry trees
still grew in huge profusion upon the surrounding hills. But the
road dipped down past fallow rice paddies thick with rainwater and
mats of algae. It wound past deserted mulberry groves, then headed
off through old fields towards the great, dark forest just
beyond.

Tonbo led the way. Sura tromped
doggedly behind, carrying the baby, while Kuno and Chiri
entertained the child with flowers and smiles. Chiri skipped gaily
along, utterly delighting the baby as she brought him bright
colours to enjoy. The rat joyously booped the baby on the nose with
a flower, leaning in to make happy little noises as she walked.

“Goochie coo! Gichie gichie
coo!”

Sura could only shake her
head.

“If you people could only hear
yourselves…”

Seething quietly in disgust, the
fox stomped her way onwards.

They walked perhaps a full
ri past the old abandoned paddy fields. There were
grasslands to either side now, and the forest loomed huge and dark
only a hundred yards beyond. The road plunged clean through the
eaves and on into the gloom.

Just short of the forest, a
group of huge white oxen contentedly munched on the grass, within a
field fenced off with wooden rails. Sura saw the animals, and
instantly brightened with joy.

“Cows! Cows make milk!”

Kuno rolled his eyes. “Those are
oxen.”

Sura was already heading over to the fence.
“Well, can we milk oxen?”

Kuno leaned quietly over to
Chiri and murmured in her ear.

“To my shame, there is a part of
me that wants to tell her to walk over there and try…”

There were two men in the field
tending to the oxen. Both were neatly dressed in black, and each
had white streaks in the middle of their hair. They brightened the
instant they saw visitors approaching, bowing and waving. They came
striding over to greet Sura and her companions at the fence. The
taller of the men gave another merry bow.

“Noble samurai! Noble travellers! You must
have suffered from the storm!”

The man’s companion seemed quite
distressed. “You are wet and disheveled! Ai – we feel such
shame.”

Kuno gave the men a polite,
sincere bow.

“Greetings. We are
wondering where a village or a town might be found.”

The two black-clad men looked at
one another, then turned happily back to the Spirit Hunters.

“Samurai, our village has relocated into
the forest. We have a fine inn – fine food. We shall certainly make
you welcome.”

Sura felt a great surge of
relief.

“Hey, are there any wet nurses or gullible childless
couples?”

The second man shrugged, as if all things
were possible. “Noble visitors, the new moon is due to arrive in
only two days. It has always been our tradition to celebrate the
moon festival with feasting, and with a tasting of the finest
wines. But with the burning of our village, we had feared that we
would have no guests to share our festival.”

The first man looked grave.

“Tradition demands that we share our bounty
with others, lest bad luck fall upon the village!”

“Indeed.” The other man looked earnestly at
the Spirit Hunters. “We humbly ask you to be the guests of our
community. Free wine, free food, and good rest. You bring us
luck!”

Both men bowed together.

“Please accept!”

The baby suddenly remembered
that it was hungry. It began crying once again, the noise rising
and rising until it was deafening Sura’s ear. She turned to her
friends and pointed to the baby, demanding that they recognise the
problem.

Chiri winced, distressed by the
baby’s discomfort. She looked anxiously over to Kuno.

“The baby must be fed.”

Kuno and Tonbo turned and looked
at the dark path that led into the forest. Tonbo gave a scowl.

“Down here?”

The taller of the black-clad villagers
bowed and pointed to the path. “Yes, samurai! We now live in the
warm, calm shelter of the forest – our whole village! It is only a
little way.”

The Spirit Hunters bowed and moved on. The
road clearly had no other paths or turns: it led straight into the
forest. The two villagers waved after them, full of good cheer.

“Thank you, travelers! Thank you!”

The locals seemed… odd. But clearly friendly. With
the baby wailing, Sura could hardly think. She gave up and headed
off along the road, hoping that rich retired old couples with
wall-to-wall wet nurses were just around the corner.

They penetrated the forest, the
road deep with fallen leaves wet and squelching underfoot. Tree
branches spread out above the road, creating a great, dark tunnel.
Their trunks stood like pillars to either side, gleaming with
cobwebs. They were still damp and dripping from the long night’s
storm.

Sura had to stop and hand her spear to Kuno. She
fished a spare robe from her pack, and tied it into a sling that
hung across her front. She put the baby in the sling, saving her
aching arms. Taking her spear back in hand, she led the way
forward, down through rain puddles and on into the woods.

The baby briefly paused in its crying and looked up
at her. He reached up towards her, and Sura gave a scowl.

“Don’t touch my tits!” The fox
gave an impatient grumble. “Those are for recreational purposes
only.”

Large spider webs hung between
the tree trunks beside the road, glittering faintly in the gloom.
There seemed to be more and more of them, stretched between the
branches above. Here and there, huge fat spiders quietly spun new
webs, working in silence overhead.

Chiri moved off the road and
inspected a large green spider with white legs and golden stripes.
She was quite taken by the creature’s beauty.

“An orb weaver. Very beautiful – but why
are there so many spiders here?”

Kuno nodded wisely, looking up
at a tall tree.

“A spider in the house is
lucky.”

“Forgive me, Kuno san, but there must be a
considerable insect population to support so many spiders.” Chiri
looked up, seeing webs in their dozens, far off in the gloom.
“Perhaps this village will be an uncomfortable place to stay.”

Tonbo called from further down
the road.

“Come and see this!”

Kuno and Chiri hastened off
after the others. Tonbo stood on a rise thirty paces down the road,
staring at something in the nearby underbrush. Sura trudged up
beside him, then immediately recoiled.

A large spider web stretched
between the bushes. A skeletal bird dangled in the web. Clutching
to the corpse and feeding upon it was a spider almost the size of
Sura’s hand. Sura backed three steps away, hair standing on end,
absolutely beside herself with revulsion.

“I hate spiders! Oh ick! Gods –
you can see its eyes!” Sura’s skin crawled. She tried frantically
to tug Tonbo back and away from the web. “Get away from there! It
might jump!”

Tonbo shot a glance at Sura and
raised one brow in comment – but drew away from the web.

The spider was horrible, with a
rough grey, flinty outer surface, and wicked black eyes. Sura towed
Tonbo off and along the road, keeping an eye out in case the spider
decided to follow them.

The fox shivered. “Spiders and
babies… I think I’m going to be sick.”

Tonbo frowned as he brushed
cobwebs out of Sura’s way.

“Shush! You’ll wake the baby.”

They moved onwards, walking down into a long,
shallow dell. Rain water had collected in the hollow, creating a
long, oily pool filled with decomposing leaves.

The four friends skirted the mud as best they
could, then made their way past a tree that had fallen in the
storm.

For almost
half a ri, the road wound onwards into the gloom. The undergrowth
became thick, web-covered and tangled. The trees closed in –
darker, and covered with mold. Bifuuko remained in Chiri’s hair,
while Daitanishi clung close against her shoulder. The forest
seemed silent, except for the drip of water and the slow creaking
of the trees.

Webs now covered every bush, every branch and
every tree – everything but the path itself. Sura flinched
nervously every time she saw a spider. She kept looking back along
the path, making certain they were not being followed. She kept her
spear unsheathed and nervously flicked her head about, watching
every shadow.

A twig dropped from a tree,
falling to bounce in one of the spider webs. Sura whirled about,
spear at the ready and baby bound tight against her chest.

“What was that!”

“A twig falling.” Kuno waved a
hand. “It is a forest.”

“Are you sure?” The fox looked
aloft, making sure no spiders were overhead. “Was it a spider?”

“No, Sura san. It was not a
spider.”

There was another noise from the
bushes up ahead – just the sound of an animal moving. Sura
instantly levelled her spear.

“I heard that! Something moved!
Did you hear it?”

Kuno gave a patient sigh.

“Animals live in forests, Sura san.”

“Maybe it was spiders! Giant
spiders!” Sura was sweating. She also looked just a tad deranged.
“There could be whole packs of them!”

Kuno felt tired.

“There are no giant spiders,
Sura san.”

“There might be!” Sura
looked about herself, moving down the road a few steps with spear
at the ready. “Great big things with hair all over their legs! Big
as puppies! Big as wolves!”

Kuno rolled his eyes and looked
over to Tonbo.

“Are we there yet?”

Sura forged ahead of the others,
trying to set a faster pace. She was greatly hampered by the baby,
and cursed loudly to let all and sundry know. She swept her spear
to try and clear the cobwebs that now had begun to hang above the
road.

A tree had fallen across the
road, taking branches, cobwebs and bushes along with it and
completely blocking the way ahead. Sura made her way around it,
slicing at webs, heading towards the great tangled ball of tree
roots. The cobwebs were becoming too thick for comfort.

“Come on! Let’s get out of all
these damned webs!”

Two paths led about the tree –
one smaller and one wider. Sura picked the wider path, disgustedly
sweeping away yet more cobwebs. Kuno struggled up out of the mud
behind her, shaking off his sandals.

“Stay close.” Kuno winced as
Sura slung a mass of leaves and old spider webs back towards him.
“Sura! We do not even know if that is the right path!”

“Sure it is! It’s wider!”

“Are you certain?”

Sura turned back towards them.
“Trust me! I’m a fox!”

Chiri and Kuno had reached the path. The
both stopped, staring wide-eyed past Sura’s back. The fox froze,
feeling decidedly unhappy.

“Oh… I’m really not going to
like this….”

Sura turned. On the path in
front of her was a spider the size of a wolf. Its crusty grey skin
was like rough-cut rock, with white markings upon its back shaped
like a skull.

The monstrous creature gaped its
long fangs, front legs rearing. It leapt straight for Sura’s face.
She dodged aside, spear slicing, ripping a wound through the
monster’s splintering hide. The spider whirled and flung itself at
her once more, hissing and screeching. Sura lunged forward, her
full weight behind her spear. She rammed the blade home right
between the spider’s central eyes. The creature screamed, thrashing
its legs and still trying to rage forward and bite the fox even as
it died.

Shocked and revolted, Sura
twisted her spear and tore it out of the dead monster’s head. She
looked at the others, still feeling blank with fright.

“Why do I have to be right
every single time?”

The fox suddenly saw movement
back along the road behind the others. More and more giant spiders
were coming out onto the road and lumbering forwards. Others crept
towards them through the gloom. Her tail sagged.

“Mother pus bucket…” Sura turned
and sped wailing down the path.

“Run!”

Chiri, Kuno and Tonbo took one
look at the onrushing horde of spiders and fled. They pelted down
the path behind Sura, leaping puddles, ducking branches and tearing
cobwebs from their eyes.

Grey spiders as big as human heads leapt
from the trees. Kuno cut one down in mid-flight, and then another.
Tonbo caught one in the air with his tetsubo and slung it against a
tree. He stepped on another as he ran, smashing it horribly
underfoot. But more and more were coming from behind, hissing and
screeching in bloodlust. Chiri kept her head down and ran for her
life, trying to summon up magic as she fled.

 


“Spirits of the woodland
trees!

Gentle friends who dance with me!

Your playmate now has dire need!

Rise up! Come and succour me!”

 


Slivers split off from the trees –
little ragged, deadly squirrel shapes made from bark and wood. The
wood elementals tried to move, but the webs in the trees seemed to
somehow sap them of power. They struggled, then faded back into the
trees and disappeared. Chiri stared in dismay, then ducked as
another spider leapt down from above.

Tonbo atomised the creature in mid-air.
But the giants were coming – and gaining fast. The Spirit Hunters
ran, ever more frantic as they leapt fallen logs and crashed down
into mud. Daitanishi sped forward to fly at Sura’s shoulder, trying
to help her punch a hole along the road.

A giant spider broke through into the
road ahead. Sura speared the thing, ripping the enchanted blade
upward. The spider’s hide cracked and splintered like glass. The
creature fell, legs curling, and the Spirit Hunters raced past with
hundreds of enemies only a few paces behind.

There was a clearing ahead: the way
seemed brighter. Sura clasped the baby against her chest and looked
back.

“Come on!”

The open ground would have better
footing. Sura led the way, leaping debris and mud. A dense curtain
of webs blocked the way, some with silk strands as thick as sandal
cords. Sura made a powerful swing of her spear, the blade of ‘Leaf
Cutter’ almost bounced off the heavy strands, but she slashed
through the barrier, shielded the baby and blundered through great
sheets of cobwebs. She stumbled, blinded as she ran out into bright
light and solid ground.

She fell skidding to her knees at
someone’s feet: there were two sandals, and feet in socks patterned
with printed arrows.

Sura blinked. From up above her, she
heard a voice rich with amusement.

“Kitsune Sura – this carries proper
deference too far...”

Sura made sure the baby was intact, then
blinked in the light as she looked up at the figure that stood over
her. She recognised the woman in blank surprise.

“Sano Moko?”

The fox climbed awkwardly to her feet,
sheltering the baby. Sano Moko stood in an ordinary village street,
holding a cup of sakē in her hand.

The female samurai idly raised her cup
in salute.

“Welcome, Sura san. Welcome to Spider
Village.”
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Chapter
3

Chiri, Kuno and Tonbo all burst out of
the cobwebs and into the bright light. They stared in amazement at
the peaceful scene beyond.

A neat, orderly village filled an open
glade in the forest. There were several stark, clean houses nearby,
with yet more set out along the streets. Villagers moved back and
forth on their affairs. There were a number of tall, handsome men
and women all dressed in black – all with white streaks in their
hair. But sitting and working here and there about the village were
also a great many peasants – most dressed in worn and shabby
clothes. They dug ditches and raked the streets clean – women moved
listlessly about carrying water or firewood. The peasants seemed
despondent, while the black-dressed villagers seemed full of energy
and discipline.

Behind the Spirit Hunters, hordes of
huge grey giant spiders came to a halt just within the forest.
There were huge wolf-sized spiders, and others the size of human
heads. Some were fist sized, and still pale, as if recently
hatched. There were hundreds of them. The creatures all stopped
short of the village boundary and hissed, glowering into the world
beyond. Slowly, reluctantly, they drew back into the dark. Their
countless black eyes glittered in the gloom.

Tonbo thoughtfully inspected the
spiders. He saw them wince as sunlight sparked from his lacquered
armour.

“They fear the light.”

Sano Moko looked at the spiders in
revulsion.

“Yes. That is why they are confined to
the forest. Disgusting creatures.”

There were other people out here in the
road. An old merchant with a long white beard sat playing a game of
go with a travel-stained monk. A pair of travelling peddlers
lounged on a porch nearby, drinking sakē and gossiping idly back
and forth. Sano Moko indicated the other travellers and made a
little bow.

“Spirit Hunters – welcome to our
prison.”

Kuno kept a careful watch upon the
shadows where the giant spiders lurked. It seemed clear that they
would come no further. The samurai spun his sword about its axis,
thumped it behind the guard with his closed fist, then reversed the
weapon and sheathed it. He turned to Sano Moko, and gave a formal
bow.

“Sano Moko san. It is good to see you
once again.”

The female samurai bowed in return.

“Asodo Kuno, I am pleased to have your
company.” She bowed to Chiri and Tonbo in their turn. “Nezumi
Chiri. Tsunetomo Tonbo san. Good morning.”

Sura hefted the baby into a better
position. It seemed to have actually enjoyed the excitement. Sano
Moko cleared her throat, inspected the baby from a distance, then
gave a disapproving shake of her head.

“Kitsune Sura! I knew your failings
would lead you into iniquity, but I was not aware that single
motherhood would occur quite so soon.”

Sura glared at the woman in dislike.

“It’s Tonbo’s!”

“I thought the man had better
taste.”

Sura fixed Sano Moko with a dire,
impatient eye.

“No – the baby is entirely Tonbo’s. He
got it from a ghost!”

Sano Moko seemed infinitely relieved.
She put a hand against her armoured breast.

“Ah. No one has seen fit to take
advantage of your charms. The world is still sane after all.”

Sura gave the woman an elaborately
formal bow.

“Sano Moko, I can only try to follow
your example. Your reputation as a passion-killer has empire-wide
renown.”

The loud, public exchange over, both
women turned and looked back towards the village. Sura conferred
with Sano Moko is a near silent murmur.

“Trouble?”

Sano Moko nodded subtly. Both she and
Sura separated, understanding each other perfectly. Sura hiked up
the baby and looked out over the village, taking in the view with a
considering eye.

An active woman in black formal robes
and wearing a tall eboshi cap came striding along the street
towards them. Black clad villagers motioned to the other peasants,
who moved swiftly out of the woman’s way. Those who had been gazing
at the newcomers were all briskly ordered back to their work. Kuno
kept his eyes fixed upon the approaching official. He spoke quietly
to Sano Moko beside him.

“Sano san. What is happening here?”

Moko nodded softly. “It would be polite
to leave explanations to the village priestess. This is her area of
enthusiasm.”

The woman in the tall cap arrived,
accompanied by two burly guards in plain, almost monastic black
armour. All three had a streak of white running through their hair.
The priestess bowed to the new arrivals, full of welcome and
joy.

“Honoured guests! I am Toriē Shiku. We
welcome you to Spider Village!” The woman bowed. She motioned
casually towards the forest. “Our apologies for the attentions of
the local wildlife. We were not aware that guests would come so
late!”

Kuno returned the priestess’ bow, acting
with immaculate courtesy.

“Priestess. I am Asodo Kuno. This is
Tsunetomo Tonbo, Kitsune Sura and Nezumi Chiri. We are…”

Sura stepped forward, smooth and full of
smiles.

“We are travellers caught on the road.”
Sura looked about, and managed to catch Kuno’s eye. “Toriē san –
your villagers invited us here. They almost led us right into a
spiders’ dinner table.”

Priestess Toriē seemed most
distraught.

“A thousand apologies, honoured guest.
Our guests for the ceremony usually arrive a week before the great
day! We should have posted men to guide you past the spiders.” The
woman bowed in deep apology. “Please forgive our stupidity.”

The woman’s guards were tall men with
long, plain naginatas. They stood impassively behind the priestess,
seeming merely part of the village backdrop. Sura gave them a
momentary glance, then turned to look thoughtfully back towards the
forest.

A few of the giant spiders could be seen
in the shadows – sitting and watching the village through cold
black eyes. Sura scratched thoughtfully at her ear.

“I have never seen spiders like this.”
The fox sniffed. There was definitely a weird, acidic tingle on the
air. “They have a scent of sorcery about them.”

Priestess Toriē waved a hand, utterly
dismissing the idea.

“No no no! Quite natural, I assure you.
This has long been their home. But they are entirely seasonal. They
die off just a few days from now. This is why we celebrate!” The
priestess indicated the village houses, where several peasant women
were doggedly working at looms. “The spiders die with the new moon,
and we can then collect their web silk. Weaving silk is the basis
of our economy. So you see, we can hardly resent the spiders.”

Tonbo leaned thoughtfully upon his
tetsubo.

“There was a burned village outside of
the forest.”

“Yes. A great misfortune.” The village
priestess shook her head. “Bandits came and stole the villager’s
stored harvest. They are our fellow weavers, and so we have brought
them to live with us. There is plenty of room, and no bandits ever
visit the forest for fear of the spiders. They do not know that the
spiders die off – and why should we correct their
misapprehension?”

The woman gave an easy smile. She
motioned for everyone to come with her into the village. She led
the way past the first houses, on towards a large shed that
sheltered dozens and dozens of mighty wooden casks.

“The spiders are at their most restless,
so for now it is impossible for you to depart. But in only two
days, it will be the moon ceremony! After that, the spiders will be
gone. We know it must be an inconvenience to you, travellers, but
be of good cheer! Our traditions mean that you will have our best
food, wine and comforts until it is safe for you to go. And the
brandy casks are being readied for the great celebration
night!”

Sura turned and stared at the barrels in
absolute enthrallment. Her tail stood out on end.

“Brandy?”

“Do you know of it? It is a concentrated
wine! Intensely alcoholic. So much so that it even burns!”

The fox turned towards the barrels in
rapture.

“Oooh! Concentrated…!”

Tonbo turned to send a stern glance to
Sura.

“No.”

The big samurai looked to the village
priestess and gave a nod.

“Priestess, we have found an orphaned
child. I am honour bound to care for him. I must find a wet
nurse.”

Priestess Toriē folded her fingers
together in thought.

“Yes… Ah, I know just the girl. She lost
her own child, but will still have milk. I shall send her to you at
once.” The woman swept out one hand and indicated a broad
beautifully constructed building across the street. “Please follow
my men to the inn. We shall see you safely installed, and give you
a feast by way of apology for the spiders.” She bowed pleasantly
once again. “Our regrets for your fright and inconvenience – but
please understand that we are so glad to have you.” She looked to
Tonbo and Kuno in great satisfaction. “Particularly such skilled
and talented samurai…”

The priestess departed, moving off
towards the far end of the village. Her guards bowed politely to
the Spirit Hunters, then led the way onwards towards the inn.

Sura was decidedly no fool. She looked
about the village thoughtfully. Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo all turned to
survey the streets and houses all around.

The poorer villagers in their drab
clothing were all looking studiously in other directions. They
worked – some weaving, some preparing dyes, others sweeping, or
plodding off to till the fields. Sura made one small wave of a
finger, indicating to her friends that this was not the place to
talk.

Daitanishi peered out from inside
Chiri’s robes. He was positively gripped with fear. Chiri stroked
him, trying to sooth the little creature. He ducked into hiding as
the two guards turned around and beckoned the visitors to
follow.

Sano Moko nodded subtly to Sura.
Apparently they were safe enough for now. Outwardly relaxed, the
Spirit Hunters followed the guards up to the village inn, keeping a
quiet eye upon everything around them.

 


 


The village inn was a great,
wide sumptuous building with a number of comfortable sleeping
rooms. Colourful silk hangings brightened the walls, and vases held
sprigs of forest flowers.

A midday feast had been served
to the village guests. The four Spirit Hunters were joined by six
other travellers. Sura saw the monk and the old man who had been
playing go, as well as the two scruffy peddlers. They were
joined by a merchant with a broad and jolly belly, and a long and
skinny female samisen player, who clung upon the merchant’s
arm.

The food was served by drably
dressed peasant girls. A great many merry guards and forest folk,
all dressed in black, lounged about and enjoyed the feast. Sakē and
plum wine flowed into cups at every hand. The quiet maids brought
in food fit to tempt a fox spirit’s palate: chicken and duck, roast
boar and venison, fish and pheasant. Kuno confined himself to fish,
rice and vegetables, while Chiri ate sparingly. For her part, Sura
waited until she saw the guards eat from a plate, then joined in
and enthusiastically helped herself. She served her friends with
her own hands, and carefully checked every drop of drink. Cheerful
and talkative, she made certain that her friends drank only from
cups that had been intended for the guards.

Tonbo cradled the baby in the
crook of his arm. He had shed his armour at last, eating one handed
and keeping the baby warm. The little creature was asleep again –
though wriggling and uncomfortable. Somehow it slept on, despite
the noise.

Sura saw guards eating from a
plate of crispy duck. She managed to abscond with the plate, and
with yet more noodles for Tonbo. She settled herself back down and
served out noodles to one and all.

Daitanishi peeked briefly out
from Chiri’s robes. He swiftly hid away again. Sura watched the
creature thoughtfully as she ate, then irritably motioned to the
baby with her chopsticks.

“So it’s finally asleep again.”

Chiri seemed positively proud. “Tonbo
san has a natural gift for fatherhood.”

“Ick.” Sura planted crispy duck atop her
noodles, and added a drizzle of sauce. “Well good luck with
that.”

Kuno ate with calm, perfect manners. But
his careful eye took in every detail of the room. He made certain
that his sword was close at hand, and that he could see out into
the street.

Chiri quietly stroked Daitanishi beneath
her robes. The elemental was in a high state of agitation. The rat
spirit leaned in to offer Kuno some tea, and murmured softly into
his ear.

“Kuno san – have you seen any danger?
Daitanishi chan is quite beside himself!”

Kuno kept a straight face, betraying
nothing as he quietly held up his cup.

“I am not happy with our situation.”

Sura was messily eating a pheasant’s
wing.

“Well the food’s good. They weren’t
lying about that!” Sura called out to one of the listless maids.
“Hey you! Can I get more pot stickers? These things are great!”

The maid bowed and immediately backed
away towards the kitchen. As she did so, she bumped into one of the
black guards, almost making the man spill his drink.

The guard rounded on the maid. She
dropped to her knees in fright, bowing. All of the maids froze,
quite clearly terrified.

The guard confronting the maid saw
Sura’s eye upon him. He bowed in careful apology to the maid. The
maid bowed again and again, retreating back out to the kitchens and
vanishing from sight.

The guard found himself a bottle and
more food. He sat himself down with his comrades, and they began
drinking freely. Another maid brought the men a crowded tray of
sakē bottles and then moved swiftly away.

A young peasant woman came quietly into
the inn. She wore a plain brown robe, and had her long hair neatly
bound back by three twists of dyed silk. The woman had a sweetly
beautiful face, though she was sadly drawn and ashen. She came
timidly into the common room, eyes darting. Head down, she came
over to the Spirit Hunters and knelt on the floor, placing her
forehead to the tatami mats.

She voice was hoarse and quiet.

“Honoured travellers – I am Shinohata
Kimiko. I have been sent to you to fulfil your needs as a wet
nurse.”

Tonbo nodded. He drew in a great, deep
breath of relief.

“Shinohata san. It is good to meet you.”
The samurai carefully turned the baby, so that the young woman
could see its face. “I have acquired this orphaned boy. We have
sworn to his mother’s spirit that we shall see he is cared for in
love and honour. He has not been fed for a great deal of time.”

Tonbo gave a sincere, respectful
bow.

“Shinohata san - please would you
consent to feeding him?”

The young woman stared at the baby. She
froze, almost bursting into tears. Finally the woman swallowed. She
woodenly reached out for the child.

“Yes. I…” The young woman blinked. “Yes,
samurai. I will feed the child.”

Tonbo carefully transferred the sleeping
baby over into her hands. He quietly stroked the baby’s little
face.

“He is a very good boy, Kimiko san.”

“I shall take him outside and feed him,
samurai. He – he will be well.”

The baby stirred. Kimiko arose
carefully, gazing at the baby’s face. She smoothed his hair, and
quietly carried the baby off and away towards the inn’s broad
porch.

The woman’s face was wooden. Sura
watched Kimiko go, and quietly stroked her chin.

“She seems upset.”

Chiri watched Kimiko carefully carrying
off the baby, and felt a surge of pity.

“She is young, and has milk. Perhaps her
own child died, Sura san. Our baby might be bringing Kimiko san
painful memories.”

“Yeah…” Sura carefully moved, keeping
Kimiko in view as the woman moved out onto the porch. “Well I want
to keep her in sight. I don’t want anyone messing with our
baby.”

The other Spirit Hunters all looked at
Sura in interest. She wrinkled her nose and pretended to be
unconcerned.

“I didn’t say I liked the little squab!”
The fox grumbled, folding up her arms. “But it’s ours, and I don’t
want anyone messing up our stuff!”

The others were still watching her. Sura
hunkered down and ate, blushing and fluffing out her tail.

“Hmmph. Well – I’m just saying…”

Sano Moko entered the inn – still
armoured, and still carrying her naginata. The woman came stalking
through the room and sat herself down beside the Spirit Hunters,
setting her heavy weapons aside. Kuno passed dishes of food quietly
towards her, nodding to her in welcome.

Kuno conferred with her quietly, keeping
a careful eye upon the room.

“Sano san. Have you been here long?”

Moko supped at soup, her gaze searching
quietly across the room. “I arrived yesterday evening.”

“Did you come here for the festival,
Sano san?”

Sano Moko made certain that she could
not be overheard.

“I came here on a mission. I must warn
you – all is not right here.”

Sura kept her eyes on the guards. She
nodded, smiling as if enjoying the scene, but spoke quietly to Sano
Moko.

“The black clad villagers. The other
ones fear them.”

“That is not all.”

Sano Moko drank, waiting for several
black-clad folk to pass by. Once they were gone, she served herself
a bowl of noodles and duck. She kept her eyes on the crowd and
quietly continued her tale.

“Yesterday evening, while trying to
escape the storm, I found a man intent upon burning this forest
down. He was in great pain. Right before my eyes, he burst open.
Hundreds of huge baby spiders had been living inside him, and they
all burst free!”

Sura suddenly looked quite ill. She
shivered, her whole skin crawling.

“Oh – I am just so happy…”

Sano Moko nodded.

“I entered the forest to investigate,
but the giant spiders attacked. The creatures chased me here.”

Sura looked at the woman, ears flat in
annoyance.

“Let me get this straight. A man wants
to burn this forest. He explodes into a pile of spiders right in
front of you… And you decide to go investigate the dark,
spooky forest all by yourself?” The fox rubbed at her eyes. “Please
tell me you passed a message on telling someone else about the
spider-explosion thing?” She saw Sano Moko looking a tad
embarrassed. “No? Oh brother…”

Moko looked defensive.

“A true samurai is capable of handling
any situation.”

“And a true loon never knows when to ask
for help!”

Kuno drew in a thoughtful breath. He
looked left and right, taking in the black-clad guards and
villagers.

He quietly sipped his tea.

“Something may be hidden here. Are these
people serving the spiders?”

Sura nodded in agreement. The fox
enthusiastically rubbed her hands together.

“Yes! The black clad guys control the
spiders and use them as an army!”

Kuno looked at the fox. “They send the
spiders out…”

“Yes!”

“Capture people…”

Sura nodded eagerly, following the
reasoning. “Right!’

Kuno nodded. “And then brutally force
their victims into a five star restaurant and feed them.”

Sura wilted, biting at her lip.

“Ah… Alright! So not every hypothesis is
perfect at first pass!”

All theories came to a screeching halt.
Sura sat, puzzling ideas over in her mind. She almost decided to
speak – but her other new hypothesis crashed unborn. She poured
herself a tea, scowled and gave a great, frustrated sigh.

Kimiko had vanished out of view along
the porch. Tonbo arose, reaching for the tetsubo that never, ever
moved from his side. He settled his sword, keeping his eyes upon
the road outside.

“I shall just go check on the baby. I
want to make certain all is well.”

Sura looked up at the man. He seemed
almost naked standing in just his hakama and robes.

“No armour?”

Tonbo thought for a moment. He handed
Sura his weapons – heavy sword, long kodachi dagger and the
tetsubo, which almost staggered Sura into the ground. He slipped on
his breastplate with its attendant shoulder guards and tassets
clattering into place. He tied the side of the armour shut with
practiced speed.

Sura indicated the pile of ironmongery
still sitting folded behind him.

“No sleeves? Thigh guards? Helmet?”

“I am going to see the baby. Such things
might be excessive.” The huge man took hold of his long spiked iron
staff.

“I will be back.”

The big man stalked out of the
room. Chiri gave a frown and leaned over to whisper into Sura’s
ear.

“Should one of us go with
him?”

“Nah… Looks pretty safe for now.
Let’s let him go. I have an eye on the streets.” The fox gave a
sigh. “He needs to work through this whole baby thing.”

 


 


Tonbo moved outside onto the
inn’s broad porch. The sounds of loud merriment from the black-clad
guards was the only real sound upon the air. On the streets, there
were only more of the tall, black clad villagers in view – most of
them idle, or simply strolling along. Tonbo spared them a brief
glance, then looked along the porch.

The entire place was newly
built: the beams smelled pleasantly of fresh-sawn wood. In one
direction, yet more black-armoured guards were sitting and eating:
in the other, there were a few sprigs of potted flowers.

The young woman sat amongst the
flowers, quietly feeding the baby. She gazed down at the infant’s
face, gently caressing his fine hair. Tonbo watched her, greatly
soothed by the woman’s tenderness.

He approached and sat down,
armour clanking. The woman realised his presence, and gave a sudden
guilty jump of fright. She sheltered the baby in her arms.

Tonbo gently set his tetsubo
aside.

“I did not mean to startle you.”

The woman swallowed. She nodded to
Tonbo, slowly recovering.

“Forgive me, samurai. I was far
away.”

Tonbo nodded then sat quietly beside
her, looking out across the street. A little tree grew nearby – a
plum with gorgeous leaves of purple-brown. It glimmered softly in
the afternoon sun – a thing of quiet, hidden beauty. Tonbo watched
the tree, leaning back against the inn’s new wooden wall.

He spoke to the woman as she gently fed
the baby.

“You have a surname. Surely you are from
a samurai family?”

“In a sense, samurai. I am a humble
weaver by birth.” Kimiko bowed her head. “My father was once head
man of our village. Not this village, but the village outside of
the forest.”

“Ah. The people in black are the owners
of this village.”

“Yes, samurai san. The rest of us are…
grateful guests.”

Tonbo turned. He thoughtfully regarded
Kimiko, measuring her straight shoulders and sad, bright eyes.

“You may call me Tonbo.” He nodded
quietly. “When did your father die, Kimiko san?”

“Oh, many years ago, samu… Tonbo san. We
were lost without him. But a handsome young ronin had come to stay
with us, and the villagers asked him to become head man after my
father died. He served us well.”

“The ronin died?”

“He… he disappeared. Almost one year
ago, Tonbo san.” Kimiko’s face drained of its colour.

“He was my husband.”

Kimiko hung her head, staring at the
ground.

“I bore his child, but my spirit was too
weak to sustain her. Our daughter sickened and died…” Kimiko’s
voice was drained of all life.

“It has been only a week now. I cannot
bear it!”

Kimiko wept deep, hopeless tears. Tonbo
hesitated, frowning: weeping women were slightly outside of his
normal skill set. He cleared his throat, then reached out to
awkwardly pat the woman on the back.

Kimiko bowed over the baby and wept.

Two of the black-armoured guards walked
down the village street. They cast a sharp glance at Kimiko. The
woman blanched and struggled to her feet, wiping roughly at her
tears.

“Tonbo san, I have other duties to
attend to. With your permission, I will lay your child down to
sleep. I shall take him to my own hut – the one over there. I shall
work there beside him.”

Tonbo gave a quiet, heart-felt bow.

“My thanks to you, Kimiko san. My
condolences upon your tragic double loss.”

The baby slept peacefully in her arms,
well fed at last. Kimiko quickly dried her face upon her sleeves,
then gave Tonbo a bow. She hastened off towards a small, brand new
building set beside a young cherry tree.

Tonbo thoughtfully watched her go. He
stood at the edge of the porch and quietly surveyed the street.

The two guards were already walking
onward. Over at the huts, some of the downtrodden peasant women
were setting up a loom, patiently looping threads to form the warp.
Tonbo could see no imminent danger – nothing seemed out of place.
The samurai watched the street for a long, quiet moment, then made
his way back inside the inn.
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Chapter
4

Tonbo and Kuno were in their
armour, walking slowly about the edge of the village clearing. They
walked with the village fields at their back, carefully examining
the great, dark wall of trees.

Giant spiders lurked in the
forest; huge things with splayed legs and crusted, dull grey
armoured hides. The skull-shaped markings on their backs glimmered
in the gloom. The creatures made a horrible sharp, clacking
sound as they moved.

There were hundreds of them. The
creatures were down in the undergrowth, staring hungrily at the
village – flexing aggressively as Kuno and Tonbo passed. Others
were high up in the trees – some in the branches, and others
clinging inside monstrous great webs. The spiders watched
everything in evil silence, radiating a sense of utter hate.

Tonbo watched a group of spiders that
were keeping pace. The creatures moved with sinister power. They
seemed even larger than the ones that they had fought early that
same morning. Tonbo looked at the creatures and gave a thoughtful
scowl.

“If the sunlight holds them back, what
happens at night?”

Kuno tapped fingers against the hilt of
his sword.

“Perhaps the beasts sleep at night?”

“Why would a beast that hates daylight
sleep through the night?”

There were a few sites that marked
bonfires along the edge of the clearing: scorched ashes and old
coals, with plenty of firewood piled nearby. But the light would
never reach from one bonfire to the next – unless the creatures
were unusually terrified of fire? Tonbo looked back along the edge
of the forest, and shook his head.

Kuno turned to look back along the edge
of the huge clearing.

“It might be a magical barrier. Look –
the ring of webs is a perfect circle.”

The clearing’s edge was indeed a smooth,
perfect curve. Tonbo turned and scanned the nearby fields, and
nodded in agreement.

The village was intermingled with trees
and rambling pleasant huts. There were a few fields of buckwheat
and vegetables – all poor soil, and often cluttered with tree
stumps and boulders. Paths here and there wended to the clearing’s
edge, only to be blocked by spider webs.

The two samurai walked towards the end
of one of the village streets. They squinted and looked back in
towards the village, then walked back through a stony field.

A path between the peasant huts led
towards a patch of open ground at the very centre of the village.
It was an enclosed shrine, with a high palisade entirely circling
an impressive wooden building. The torii gate had been made from
huge black wooden beams.

Black-armoured guards with naginatas
stood guard at the heavy gate. There were no peasants in view. But
as the fat merchant and his samisen girl came strolling close to
the gates, the two guards stirred. They motioned the visitors to
keep back from the shrine, politely directing them off towards the
inn once more.

Kuno folded his arms and gazed at the
shine’s gate. Tonbo sank down, scowling, and jerked his chin
towards the nearby forest.

“The village shrine is the centre of the
circle.”

Kuno nodded.

“Yes. There is magic at work here.”

Magic was far more the province of Chiri
and Sura. Tonbo arose again, and joined Kuno in looking
thoughtfully at the shrine.

Three of the black clad folk walked
past, clandestinely eying Tonbo and Kuno. Tonbo waited until they
had passed, then jerked his head.

“Come. We should finish checking the
clearing for weaknesses.”

Kuno nodded. Reluctantly, he withdrew
and followed his friend back off towards the edge of the clearing.
Peasants avoided them, moving away and off into the fields as the
two samurai approached.

There was still a considerable length of
the perimeter to examine. The two men set about their
self-appointed task, keeping a sharp eye upon the waiting
spiders.

Behind them, three of the black clad
villagers walked through another field. The three men kept a quiet
eye upon them, watching every move the samurai made.

Kuno and Tonbo walked on.

 


 


For her part, Sura was decidedly a fox
upon the hunt. Something odd was going on. Giant spiders, ghosts,
frightened peasants and well-stocked restaurants… It all added up
to a puzzle, and the fox was the one creature clever enough to
unravel it! So Sura ambled off along the village road, tail curling
artfully behind her. She kept her spear over her shoulder, her eyes
peeled, and a decided spring in her step.

Some of the forest folk were always in
view – clearly keeping the fox under observation. Sura positively
revelled in it.

She took her time, idling along the
street and poking her nose about the place here and there. She
checked the lumber that made up the nearest houses – all brand
spanking new. Sura peered into the village well, and walked
carefully about the entire inn. The kitchens were all staffed with
peasants who worked with no energy or interest. They were all under
the casually watchful eye of a tall woman dressed in black.

The huge shed filled with brandy barrels
drew Sura’s attention next. She wandered over to the shed and
looked up at the big stack of barrels, sniffing at the lingering
scent of fruit and alcohol.

The pile seemed to be eight barrels wide
by two deep – and three entire barrels high. Sura sauntered about
the pile to reach the rear of the shed, then picked a random set of
casks. She rapped upon the barrel ends, and found them all to be
full. The fox walked back out to the open side of the shed, and
rapped upon a final barrel. She leaned upon her spear and
considered the gigantic store of brandy, scratching slowly at her
ear.

That was one hell of a lot of bandy.
Priestess Toriē Shiku was apparently expecting one hell of a
party.

The fox shook her head.

A soft, regular sound came to Sura’s ear
– quiet, yet almost mechanical. The fox tilted her head, questing…
She moved forward, heading past peasant huts and quietly back
towards the inn.

One of the peasant houses had its wooden
screen doors wide open. Sura crept innocently forward, or at least
as innocently as a woman armed with a spear could reasonably hope.
She peeked into the house with her tail curling softly out behind
her, peering into the delightfully neat space within.

She gazed into a room with a few woven
mats upon the floor. A bed was set neatly in one corner, and a
little hearth stood in the middle of the floor. A teapot sat beside
the fire and a few old, dented utensils were stacked off to one
side.

The woman Kimiko was on the porch at the
far side of the hut, sitting by the open screens and working
quietly at a loom. Sura tiptoed softly into the house. She saw that
the baby was lying safely asleep in its bed.

The fox edged over to check upon the
baby. The little creature had thrashed in its sleep, and the
blanket was all rumpled. Sura laid down her spear and knelt to
smooth the blankets back in place, ensuring all was well.

The baby was smiling softly in his
sleep. Sura smiled in return. She reached out and gently smoothed
the infant’s hair, smiling wider as she felt his tiny, perfect
little ears.

There was a presence behind her. Sura
gave a great, guilty jump. Chiri stood in the doorway. The fox
hastily brushed off her hands.

“I wasn’t touching it! I was just
looking for my damned blanket!”

Chiri looked warmly at Sura.

“It is alright, friend Sura. Your secret
is safe with me.”

Chiri was still quietly stroking
Daitanishi, trying to keep him calm. The little earth elemental was
definitely keeping out of sight. Bifuuko clung in her accustomed
place in Chiri’s hair, forever keeping an eye open for danger.

The rat spirit walked quietly into the
room and knelt beside the baby. She combed back her own long hair,
and caressed his face.

“You do not like babies, Sura san. “

“I like them fine!” Sura tugged her
breastplate straight. “Just not… not when they’re drooling on
me.”

Chiri glanced subtly behind her,
checking that they were currently unobserved. But there were no
forest folk nearby, and Kimiko seemed absorbed in her weaving. She
conferred quietly with Sura.

“There are seven guests other than
ourselves. All were met upon the nearby roads by black-clad
villagers and invited here for a feast.”

Sura sat and folded up her arms.

“They’re up to something. You should see
their brandy stash! It’s big enough to drown a dragon!”

Chiri peered inside her robes at
Daitanishi, feeling truly puzzled.

“Daitanishi is truly frightened. And I
cannot use earth magic. Something has chased the earth elementals
all away.”

“Can he tell you what’s wrong?”

Chiri cast a patient glance at the
fox.

“He is a rock, Sura san. He doesn’t talk
much.”

Sura bit her lip.

“Oh.”

Kimiko came into the hut, carrying a
newly woven bolt of brilliant white silk. She faltered as she saw
her visitors sitting beside the baby. Sura and Chiri rose and
bowed, and Chiri made immediate apologies.

“Forgive us, Kimiko san. We felt a
desire to sneak a glance at the baby as he sleeps.”

Sura pointed hurriedly at Chiri.

“She wanted to! I just came along. It
was on my way!”

Kimiko put the silk upon a shelf,
stiffly trying not to look at the baby or at her visitors. The long
golden streaks in her hair glittered in the light.

“You are most welcome, honoured
travellers.” She turned away in shame. “After all, the child is
yours.”

Chiri looked at Kimiko in concern. Her
voice was filled with gentleness.

“Please excuse us, Kimiko san, but Tonbo
informed us of your recent tragedy.” The rat spirit moved closer to
Kimiko. “Please – is there anything we can do to help you?”

Kimiko moved away. She was stiffly
fighting back tears. The woman refused to look at her two
guests.

“I am sorry, Chiri san. I am a samurai’s
wife. I should be brave!”

Sura felt for the woman. Her pain was
terrible.

“We have imposed upon you at a terrible
time, Kimiko san.”

“No no! The baby is good for me. You
have all been very kind.”

Head bowed and face hidden, Kimiko
turned towards the porch. Her voice was filled with shame.

“Please – we must not wake the baby. Let
us move outside.”

The three woman tiptoed out of
doors.

The porch opened out onto a little yard
shared by half a dozen huts. A group of peasant women all worked
beneath the shade of a thatched shed roof. They were working at
looms and creating beautiful silks, moving with a grace that spoke
of long, skilled practice.

Two armoured guards were at the edge of
the yard. They kept a quiet eye upon Chiri and Sura. The fox and
rat pretended to pay them no attention. Sura immediately stepped
from the porch to look more closely at a nearby loom. She was
deeply impressed – the silk had a glittering wave pattern somehow
made by varying the twist upon the threads themselves. Sura’s eyes
were wide.

“Kimiko san! This is extremely
beautiful.”

“Thank you, Sura san.” There was a
glimmer of true pride in Kimiko’s sorrowful voice. “We are artists,
not mere labourers.”

Sura made a great show of examining the
silk. But from the corner of her eye, she saw yet another guard.
The men were clearly here to permanently watch the silk
workers.

“Yes, so I see…”

Chiri walked beside Kimiko, peering
quietly at the silks upon the looms.

“Kimiko san – the baby does not yet have
a name. We have spoken amongst ourselves, and we wonder if you
might have any suggestions of your own?”

Kimiko shrank slightly away.

“Me! No. No - I have nothing to
suggest.”

She turned, making certain that the
sleeping baby was still just in sight. She looked longingly at the
little child.

“He is very beautiful.”

Sura leaned thoughtfully upon her spear.
“What would you call him, Kimiko san?”

“I – I do not know.”

“What was your late father’s name?”

The young village woman hung her head.
She answered only in a hollow whisper.

“Saburo.”

Sura nodded. “With your permission,
perhaps we might call him Saburo.”

Kimiko turned herself away.

“I… If you wish, Sura san. I am unworthy
of such a compliment.”

Kimiko suddenly turned and ran. She fled
off between the huts, deeply upset, looking as if she might be ill.
Sura let her go, watching thoughtfully, then scanned the other
weavers from the corner of one eye.

The peasant women were all stiff faced –
with fear, or with shame? They never once looked directly at Sura
and Chiri, but glanced at them with occasional horrified flicks of
their eyes. The guards all quietly watched Sura and Chiri from
afar, keeping them under constant observation.

No one else was talking. Chiri and Sura
departed the area quietly – making one last check upon the baby.
Feeling many eyes upon them, they walked quietly off together back
towards the inn.

At the rim of the village, giant spiders
gathered, watching silently from the dark…

 


 


In the evening, a dozen bonfires ringed
the village clearing, tended idly by black-clad guards. Peasants
laboured to drag in more firewood, working in miserable silence.
The flames glowed a sullen orange, lighting the trunks of the
nearest trees. Back in the shadows, spider eyes glittered with a
sinister, intelligent light.

The village inn was the centre of yet
another gorgeous feast. Lanterns had been hung in the courtyard,
their light shimmering from a koi pond set beneath a great, broad
cherry tree. Tatami mats had been set out for the diners, and four
peasant women were playing instruments. Delicious scents from the
kitchens made for a perfect setting for a feast.

Priestess Toriē swept grandly into the
courtyard with several of the other travellers in her wake. She saw
the Spirit Hunters and Sano Moko entering from the other doors, and
greeted everyone with an effervescent bow.

“Did you see, dear guests? The spiders
fear flame. They are so easily countered, once their habits are
known. We have lived safely amongst them for generations!” She
waved a hand, dismissing the monsters entirely. “But now, we have a
feast! What is the point of having bounteous food and drink if it
is never shared with friends?”

One of the brandy casks was manhandled
into the courtyard by peasants, urged onwards by laughing guards.
The priestess clapped her hands together in joy.

“Normally we save the brandy for the
great festival night. But never before have we had such skilled,
distinguished samurai as guests! Hospitality demands that we accord
you a taste! This is our very finest. Please, there is no need to
hold back. Your enjoyment is our good luck!”

She waved her guests onwards to the
feast. The travellers moved eagerly to their places, where they sat
amongst black-clad men and women who were all holding out cups and
calling for drink.

There were guards in the shadows, all
discretely keeping the Spirit Hunters and Sano Moko under
observation. Sura pretended to see none of them. Instead, she
seized Tonbo by the arm and chivvied him eagerly over to the tatami
mats. Peasant women were already hastening into the courtyard
bearing dinner trays for the guests – an initial course of soup and
artfully arranged slivers of sauced crayfish, fish and water
vegetables. The brandy cask was broached at last, and the powerful
scent of strong drink flooded the yard. A dipper was used to fill
large flasks rushed to the village’s guests.

Sura reached out to take possession of a
flask brought to her by a smiling guard. She smelled the heady
aroma of plum and alcohol. The drink was powerful enough to water
her eyes.

“Brandy!” The fox joyously poured
herself a cup. The liquor was dark and gloriously golden.
“Wow!”

Kuno watched with suspicion as a smiling
black-clad woman poured him a brimming drink. He leaned over to
murmur into Sura’s ear.

“Be careful. Their liquor is
potent!”

“Never fear! I have a cast iron
stomach!”

“Too bad your head is made of
glass.”

Sura puffed out her chest. She poured a
cup for Chiri.

“Chiri will match me cup for cup! Won’t
you, Chiri?”

The rat spirit looked unhappily at her
cup. She sniffed at it, pink eyes full of uncertainty.

“I – Sura, I do not drink!”

“Don’t insult our hosts! You heard them.
Our enjoyment is their good luck!” She drank. “Kampai!”

The brandy was like being punched in the
head by a plum-flavoured battering ram. Sura shook her head and
made a sound of delight – more than just a little hoarse. Her
cheeks immediately flushed pink.

She motioned the others to drink up –
urging Sano Moko to heft her cup. The others sipped – showing
expressions varying between surprise and alarm at the sheer potency
of the drink. Sura chivvied them onwards, making certain everybody
drained their cups. Chiri went into a coughing fit that almost cost
her both lungs.

Sura waved to a passing maid and seized
hold of a whole new flask of brandy. She laughed to the others,
making them all crowd their cups in towards her.

The fox furtively put her thumb into the
neck of the flask as a plug. She pretended to pour herself a drink,
then threw back the empty cup with a great show of delight. Kuno
immediately saw her plan, and thrust forward his own cup. Sura
poured for all her friends, then poured another cup for herself and
raised it to the priestess in salute.

“Kampai!”

She accidentally spilled brandy into a
lamp. The brandy flared instantly, bursting into flame. A peasant
maid came running, beating out the fires while Toriē backed hastily
away.

The other guests were drinking and
laughing. More food came sizzling and hissing straight from the
kitchens – woodcock and pheasant, dumplings and hare. As all
attention surged towards the food, Sura slipped the brandy flask
behind her backside, covering it with her tail. She emptied the
flask out between the gaps in the floorboards, while hoisting an
empty cup and drinking happily. She waved for the hare and
woodcock, avidly helping herself. The brandy flask was found to be
empty, and Sura waved happily for more.

The feast continued with more and more
food, and the brandy barrel serving enough liquor to float the
village. Black-clad men and women came to join in, while the
peasants kept well out of sight. The guests drank and ate, with the
fat merchant and the two porters performing great prodigies. Sura
was forever raising her cup and serving her friends. She ended up
dancing in the middle of the courtyard wearing an empty bowl atop
her head. Drunk and full of approval, Kuno applauded her efforts,
toasting her enthusiastically time and time again.

Finally the party began to slow. The old
merchant and the samisen player snored fast asleep on the floor,
while the peasant musicians were beginning to tire. Sura had gone
far, far beyond the point of dancing. She sat beside the brandy
barrel, cup raised high, and sang raucously out across the
pond.

 


“Oh the unicorn, it had a horn that
reared so nice and high!

He snuffled at my windowsill and asked
me if I’d ride.

I asked him all about his gait, and he
answered me with pride.

It’s a little to the front and back,
and a little side-to-side…!”

 


She worked her chops, and saw that Chiri
was definitely flagging, trying to drink one last cup. Sura made
her way over to Sano Moko, who was sitting and trying to be stern,
but blinking as she strained to focus her eyes upon her cup.

Sura sat down heavily beside her, almost
losing her balance. She looked warmly at Sano Moko and nudged her
on the shoulder.

“You know what, cod lips? Seeing you
there with the firelight bringin’ a blood red gleam to your eyes...
You are not entirely repulsive.”

“Uh.” Moko nodded her head, as if having
trouble concentrating. She nodded again.

“And you know… I don’t think you should…
should give up looking for a boyfriend! S-somewhere in the world
there’s a man who just has no sense of smell! Won’t be able to
smell you at all!” Moko waved her hand. “He’s out there! You just
have to find him.”

Right!” Sura put an arm about Moko’s
shoulders. “We have a quest!”

“Yes”

“And we should go!”

“Yes!”

“OK” Sura struggled to her feet. “But we
need to do it soon, ‘cos I think I might throw up.”

“Huh…” Sano Moko rose with her, and held
onto a pillar for support. “You want to do it now?”

“Might go to sleep for a bit first.”

The village priestess had been lounging
in luxury at the far end of the courtyard. She saw Sura and Sano
Moko rise, and made an eloquent gesture with her hand.

“Honoured guests, there is no need for
you to sleep at a mere inn! Our other guests are spending the night
as guests in our most luxurious homes.”

Sura waved a weary hand.

“No no. This inn has been good to me!
There’s nothing like a really nice country inn.” The fox linked
arms with Moko, and waved blearily to the priestess. “Good
night.”

Sura and Moko made their way towards the
sleeping rooms. Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri saw that they were going, and
decided to join them. Kuno bowed very carefully to the village
priestess and the black-clad guards. Moving with elaborate caution,
he made his way off to bed.

Guards helped steer the guests into
their bedroom. Sura flopped back onto her futon still fully
dressed, still singing her unicorn song. Chiri managed to remove
her outer robe, and slunk beneath the covers, looking very very
tired and dizzy.

Peasant maids came nervously into the
room to help the visitors remove robes and fold clothing. The maids
set the room to rights, moving stiffly, then hastened away as
swiftly as they could.

A guard walked off to report quietly to
Priestess Toriē. The woman nodded. She checked for herself that the
Spirit Hunters and Sano Moko were all asleep, then quietly
withdrew. The door slid shut, and the room was still and
silent.

They lay quietly for an hour, stirring
very softly from time to time. The only noise was a soft mumble
from Sura, as she murmured a few words about unicorns. Outside the
inn, all sounds of the feast had ceased. The building emptied as
the villagers left on other business.

Eventually, there was a soft ripple of
magic beneath Chiri’s quilt. Turning into rat form, she slipped
softly out of her bed – a bed still lumpen with quilts sculpted to
look like a sleeping body, with robes wadded up to look like a
sleeper’s head.

The little white rat slipped softly
through the shadows. Whiskers twiddling, she made her way over to
the wall. She peeked through a crack in the door into the corridor
beyond, carefully curling her tail.

A guard stood out in the corridor. The
man turned and walked slowly down the hall, heading to the door of
the sleeping room.

Chiri kept herself flattened against the
inside of the door, which had been left open by the merest sliver.
The guard came to the door and scanned the darkened room carefully,
looking at the sleepers one by one. When he saw nothing to interest
him, the man drew back and walked off into a far part of the
inn.

Sura transformed into fox form, sliding
out of bed to join Chiri. Sura packed her own empty bed over her
backpack and spare clothes, taking great pride in the work. She
then padded softly over to Chiri and peeked out into the
corridor.

Chiri whispered softly back towards the
three humans.

“There is one guard. Please all stay
still.”

Sura moved quietly back to the centre of
the room.

“Moko – Tonbo. How many villagers are
there?”

Sano Moko rolled in bed, and whispered
softly in the dark.

“There are thirty black clad villagers.
Sixty of the others.”

“Right; stay here. Keep your weapons
close.” Sura very quietly nosed open the door into the corridor.
“We will be back soon.”

Sura slipped out, Chiri close behind.
Bifuuko started to follow, then stopped and dove back inside
Chiri’s bed. There was a buzz and whirr of wings before Bifuuko
appeared again, pushing at the reluctant Daitanishi with her nose.
The rock floated up into the air, looked about in fright, then
followed after Bifuuko as the air elemental slipped out into the
halls.

Sura nosed the door shut once more,
careful to leave a tiny crack for the guard to use as a spy hole.
Daitanishi clung close against Chiri, looking fearfully about. Sura
heaved a sigh and buffed the little floating rock with her
tail.

“Daitanishi, what the hell is wrong with
you?” The fox gave the elemental a final polish, then padded off
down the corridor. “Suck it up, damn it! We’re Spirit Hunters!”

 


 


With Bifuuko and Daitanishi floating
stealthily behind them, Sura and Chiri slunk carefully through the
inn. There were still guards – one walking the corridors and
another on station where he could see the village street. But the
kitchens were closed, and all the other villagers and forest folk
had gone. There were no other guests – apparently all had elected
to stay in luxury with the wealthy villagers.

Sura padded out into the shadows of the
courtyard. She sniffed the breeze – once again almost sneezing at
the strange acrid stink upon the air. Nothing moved – there was no
sign of any other guards. She slipped down from the porch and
served as a ladder to help Chiri make her way down to the ground.
With Bifuuko and Daitanishi beside them, the two animal spirits
moved stealthily off into the dark.

The little group carefully crossed a
village street, then threaded between the long grass that grew
between some peasant huts. They moved away from the huts and off
towards the edge of the village clearing, taking exquisite care not
to be seen.

They gathered in the cover of patch of
weeds out in the fields, peering carefully at the forest a dozen
yards beyond. Fox, rat and elementals all nestled down and
thoughtfully observed the spiders that lurked just beyond the
clearing.

The bonfires were dying out. Now that
the visitors were sleeping, no one had bothered to stoke the fires.
The ruddy light ebbed and flickered. The eyes of hundreds of giant
spiders glittered in the forest like dark, inimical stars, and the
skull markings on their backs glimmered.

Chiri and Sura nosed through the weeds.
Sura gave a shiver, fluffing out her fur.

“Spiders. Ugh! Gods – I just can’t
handle spiders!” The fox moved to look along the curving edge of
the clearing. “Well, they don’t seem to be trying to leave the
forest…”

Chiri’s distance vision when in rat form
was never the best. She squinted, peering at the distant, scuttling
shapes.

“They do seem to be very wary of the
bonfires… But surely they could just go around?”

The fox nodded in thought, and backed
carefully away.

“Right. Let’s go check out that
shrine.”

The animal spirits quietly withdrew into
the fields, and threaded off through the weeds.

Slinking carefully, they moved off into
the shadow of the peasant huts, halting to check for the slightest
hint of sound.

They had to make a dash along a length
of open street. Chiri swung up onto Sura’s back, and the fox
slithered forwards through tangled grass. The fox checked carefully
for signs of enemies, before trotting swiftly along the road,
slipping quickly into cover beside a heap of firewood.

The shrine stood two dozen paces away
across open ground. A few black-clad forest folk were entering
through the big black gate. Two armed guards stood at the entrance,
their naginatas glittering in the starlight.

From inside the main shrine building
came a strange, deep murmur of sound.

The fox sniffed. The weird, acrid scent
that hovered in the village seemed thicker. It sparked and tingled
with a definite stench of magic.

The last few forest folk passed through
the gates. The guards stood a few paces from the gate itself,
looking off down the village road. Still with Chiri on her back and
Bifuuko and Daitanishi at her side, Sura slipped from shadow to
shadow, finally creeping up against the shrine’s outer
palisade.

The wall was made of wooden beams
affixed to pilings driven into the ground. But the wall had not
been sunk below ground level: there were gaps here and there
between the lowest beam and undulations in the soil. Sura nosed
about and finally found a suitable space. Chiri crept down from her
back and scuttled silently under the wall.

The rat poked her head back out a second
later and waved a little pink paw. The way was clear. The fox
flattened herself onto her belly and wriggled under the wall beam.
Thrusting with her back legs she finally managed to push herself
through.

Daitanishi and Bifuuko followed an
instant later, briefly shaking themselves free of dirt and dew. All
four creatures crept along the join of the wall to hide behind a
clump of grass.

The shrine was a great, solid building
of black beams with a tall roof clad in rough wooden shingles.
There were perhaps twenty paces of space between the circular
curtain wall and the building. This space was empty: no guards or
forest folk were in view. Chiri, Sura and the elementals flitted
across to the building and nosed against the wall.

A muffled gong sounded from somewhere
deep within. There was a deep murmur of voices. Sura sat back and
looked at the walls, and gave a little huffed-out breath in
thought.

There was a gap under the building’s
eaves. Sura found a place well out of sight of the gate and settled
herself on guard. Bifuuko and Daitanishi floated slowly upwards
beside Chiri as the little white rat scaled the rugged wall beams,
mounting silently beneath the overhanging roof.

Daitanishi kept hidden, peeking just
over the edge of the beam. He nestled next to Chiri as the rat
poked her nose and whiskers out into the gloom.

She gazed down into a space lit
blood-red by a ring of turgid lamps.

At the back of the great, black building
hung a huge silken sheet. It had been painted with a crude
representation of one of the grey spiders from the forest. The
image was bracketed by the symbols for the element of earth – and
the symbol for death.

An altar held a huge rough stone image
of one of the spiders. All of the armoured guards and black-clad
forest villagers were present. They knelt and bowed towards the
hideous statue.

The priestess was at the fore – looking
sleek, scheming and triumphant. She bowed towards the statue with
lust shining in her eyes.

Something moved upon the ceiling.
Daitanishi pushed Chiri deeper into cover, hiding her white
fur.

One of the giant spiders was on the
ceiling nearby. Its skull-shaped marking glimmered horribly in the
dark. Chiri froze. Daitanishi moved carefully with her, helping her
withdraw hair-by-hair back out and over the edge of the eaves. The
spider turned at the last minute, suspicious – eyes sparking red.
But Chiri and the elementals had pulled back out of view. The
spider flexed its jaws, paused for a long moment, then moved on, up
into the centre of the hall.

Chiri slid down the outer shrine wall.
Bifuuko gripper her hide, and the rat dropped the last half of the
distance, slowed by the air elemental’s whirring wings. Kitsune
Sura was up and alert, watching for danger as the rat dropped into
the shadows beside her. The fox kept her eyes on the job.

“What’s in there? Anything good?”

Chiri grabbed Sura’s fur and began
tugging her frantically towards the palisade.

“We have to get back to the others!”

Sura covered her companions as they sped
back to the palisade. They burrowed back out under the wall, then
stole off into the silent village streets.

 


 


Inside the sleeping room at the inn, all
was still and quiet. The three samurai lay in their beds,
pretending to be asleep – each listening to every nocturnal creak
the wooden building made. The guard had peered into the room once
more, then wandered away. Time wore slowly, and every shadow seemed
to seethe with menace.

Somewhere in the halls, a floorboard
softly creaked…

Slowly, stealthily, the outer door slid
open by a crack. A glittering black eye peered through the open
sliver. It watched the room for a long, silent moment. Finally the
shape withdrew – feet clicking softly on the wooden boards.

A huge green spider with a body the size
of a human being was out upon the porch. It tiptoed on long, fine
legs, backing slowly away from the inn, stealthily keeping to the
shadows.

The spider held a small burden in its
front two legs. The baby had been wrapped in a blanket. It stirred,
feeling the cold night air, making a little noise. The spider
paused and crouched, rapidly spinning more web and wrapping the
baby around and around with gleaming white strands of silk.

Sura and Chiri crept around the corner
of a hut, both still in animal form – each looking carefully behind
them towards the village shrine. They turned and saw the spider
crouched with their baby in its claws, wrapping the little creature
as a midnight snack. Sura felt an instant shock of fear.

“The baby!”

Sura flashed into half-human form.
Naked, furry and full of fright, she seized a broom that leaned
against a nearby wall and swatted at the spider, sending it
tumbling aside. The baby dropped on the porch boards, safe but
shocked. Sura whacked the spider right between the eyes, frantic to
protect the infant’s life.

Chiri raced up beside her – also in
half-human form and now armed with a wooden rake. Sura was utterly
beside herself.

“Get it! Kill it! Kill it! Kill
it!”

The spider cringed against the wall,
waving its long legs and wailing in fright.

“No! Please! It’s me, Kimiko!”

Chiri paused with rake held high. She
goggled at the spider in amazement.

“Kimiko san?”

The front doors of the inn flew open as
a guard raced out into the road. Seeing Chiri, Sura and the green
spider , he suddenly burst out of his clothes and armour, changing
form into a giant grey spider.

Far heavier that the spiders in the
forest, its body thickly crusted with rock, the former guard made
the earth shudder as it charged towards them. Sura leapt one way
and Chiri the other, both striking at the spider with all the force
they could muster. Chiri’s rake shattered and Sura’s broomstick
bounced uselessly off armour of solid stone.

The spider’s legs bashed Sura off her
feet. The monster whirled and sprayed spider web at her from its
abdomen. Sura rolled wildly aside as the sticky web spattered
against the wall behind her.

The spider turned and fired again. This
time the web splattered Sura’s chest and pinned her to a wall. The
fox struggled, trying to tear away the web. Beside her, the green
spider lunged in and snatched the baby, backing wildly to
safety.

The stone spider whirled. It closed in
on Sura, but Chiri flung herself into the monster’s way. She tried
to stab the creature in a joint between two legs, but her broken
rake rebounded away

Daitanishi sped out of nowhere and
struck one of the spider’s eyes, ricocheting from the monster’s
armour. The spider shook its head, poison fangs clashing, then
surged forward, backing Chiri against a wooden wall.

Tonbo crashed clean through the sleeping
room’s screen doors. His tetsubo smashed down, rebounding wildly
away from the spider’s tough stone hide. But the huge man struck
again and again, hammering with shocking power. The creature’s
armour chipped – weak spots at the eyes shattered, and on the
fourth blow, the tetsubo blasted down into the monster’s brains.
The spider finally died.

The second guard threw open one of the
inn’s screen doors. He was about to raise the alarm when steel
flashed behind him. The man fell, cut down by Kuno’s sword.

Kuno and Sano Moko emerged from the inn.
Kuno raced forward and cut away the silk webs that pinned Sura to
the wall. Sano Moko came carrying a robe each for Sura and for
Chiri. The two animal spirits hastily threw the robes about
themselves, flashing glances back along the road. It stood empty.
No forest people had heard the fight.

The group gathered about the beautiful
giant green spider that now sat miserably nearby, cradling the
baby. The spider looked up at them all – shimmered – and
transformed into a naked young woman.

Kimiko.

She hunched, weeping, holding the baby
against her heart. Tonbo gently covered her with a robe. Kneeling
beside her, he rested a gentle hand upon her shoulders.

Kimiko could only hang her head in
shame.

“Forgive me. I was too cowardly to help
you…”
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Chapter
5

The Spirit Hunters and Sano Moko swiftly
recovered their equipment from the inn. Hastily pulling on armour,
the samurai tied their tassets to stop them from rattling. Carrying
their weapons and backpacks, they ran over to Sura via the shadows
that fell across the village street. The fox kept them all in
cover, well out of sight of the forest eaves. She ushered everyone
back inside Kimiko’s hut, checked that the streets remained still,
then quietly closed the door.

The fox pulled on her clothing and
breastplate, gratefully taking her spear from Tonbo’s hand.

Chiri sat with Kimiko. Together they
carefully slit open the protective silk wrapped about the baby. It
had hardened to a warm, waterproof sheet – perfect for sheltering
the infant from the cold. The two elementals checked the baby, but
all seemed well. Even Daitanishi seemed to approve.

Kimiko bowed ashamedly to her
visitors.

“Please try to forgive me – but we have
lived in fear for so long.” Kimiko put a hand against her heart.
“As you can see, the people of my village are Kumo.”

Sano Moko pushed back her helmet and
gave a frown.

“Kumo”?

Chiri turned politely to Moko.

“Spider folk. One of the sacred animal
clans, like the rats, crows and foxes.” The rat bowed to Kimiko in
apology. “Forgive us for not recognising your people immediately,
Kimiko san.”

Sano Moko looked dubiously down at
Kimiko.

“So you are spiders – like those outside
the village?”

Kimiko was immediately and forcefully
adamant.

“No, samurai san. We are Kumo –
we belong in this kind green world. We are as much a part of it as
humanity.” The spider spirit spoke with sad, clear pride. “We are
artists. Weavers and embroiderers. Our silks are the most beautiful
in the land. The emperor himself sent my husband a sword to thank
him for our efforts.” Kimiko looked bitterly off towards the
village shrine. “The others – they are Dokufu. Stone
spiders. They have invaded and enslaved us.”

The woman sat with her head hanging,
resting one hand quietly upon the baby. Sura moved to sit beside
her, looking thoughtfully back towards the shrine.

“Stone spiders. Twisted earth spirits
from the Realm of Slaughter.” The fox nudged at Daitanishi. “No
wonder Chiri’s earth elemental is terrified. These things are a
rock spirit’s nightmare.”

Kimiko gave a sigh. She quietly flexed
her hands.

“The Dokufu arrived amongst us three
years ago. They were subtle at first. They claimed to be Kumo from
a far island, driven here when their homes were destroyed by storm.
They settled in the forest, and seemed to thrive.”

Kimiko’s eyes were haunted.

“For us, it was as though some strange
curse had come over us. The fields seemed drained of life. The very
young and the very old all seemed to wither away…” The spider
spirit ran one fine, pale hand across her eyes. Her voice filled
with sadness. “My… my eldest sister died in childbirth two years
ago. Since then, no baby born to us has survived. It is the curse
of the dark ones. They seek to replace all of our kind with their
own.”

Kimiko sat very still.

“My father died. Priestess Toriē tried
to take over as our leader, but my husband had far greater support.
He became our headman, and grew suspicious of this village in the
woods. There was something happening here – some great, vast labour
he could not discover. Finally, he went into the forest to hunt for
Priestess Toriē’s secret – and never returned.” Her voice was quiet
and hollow. “They killed him.”

The spider spirit looked down at her
hands.

“When we uncovered their true identity,
we tried to fight. But they were too strong. Our weapons skipped
from their hides like willow wands. The Dokufu burned our village
and dragged us here, where we serve them as slaves.”

Kuno knelt down beside her.

“What is this festival, Kimiko san? What
are these beings hoping to achieve?”

The spider spirit stared at the
floor.

“Now they covet our own world. How they
came here, we do not know – but they plan to colonise the mortal
realm.” Kimiko looked up to Kuno and Sura. “Last year, we saw the
reason for their labours. The Dokufu have made a gateway to their
home realm. A gate that can only open in the first new moon after
harvest. Behind the gate is their queen.”

Kimiko swallowed. But her shoulders had
become straight. She no longer stared at the ground.

“They plan to seize travellers such as
yourselves, and sacrifice them to their queen. The queen will fill
the victims with hundreds of eggs, and release the victims back
into this world. The young gestate inside the victims, then burst
forth. In this way, they plan to spread their evil kind all through
the realm!” Kimiko looked sickened. “They have made tests upon two
victims. One man escaped – but the other incubated their young. The
spiders you see in the forest are the result of just that one host!
This year, they intend to infect all of you! The Dokufu will be
born in their thousands.”

Kuno flicked a glance to Sura, then
turned back to Kimiko.

“Is the queen the only one capable of
laying eggs?”

“They have only one, Kuno san. Maturing
to a queen takes hundreds of years.” Kimiko leaned earnestly
forward. “The giant spiders in the forest are immature. In a year,
they will grow their stony skins and the ability to change shape –
and they will have skills and memories drained from their hosts!
The Dokufu will be able to infiltrate the empire and destroy it.
Other living beings will become nothing but hosts, bred like cattle
to serve as incubators for their queen!”

Kitsune Sura rolled back her
sleeves.

“OK – the Dokufu just topped my list!”
The fox looked to Kimiko in puzzlement. “But why were you trying to
steal away our baby?”

Kimiko looked away.

“I am no longer brave, Sura san. The
bravest of us died and were sucked dry by the Dokufu.” She kept a
protective hand over the baby. “The priestess will use little
Saburo as a sacrifice to open the gate. Forgive me. I could see no
way to save you. Had I warned you, the Dokufu would have slain us
all! But I thought – that perhaps I might be able to take little
Saburo and somehow take him past the demon spiders to safety.”

Tonbo bowed solemnly to Kimiko.

“We are grateful for your efforts on
Saburo’s behalf.”

Chiri nodded. The gentle rat placed one
pale pink hand upon Kimiko’s own.

“I think you are very brave, Kimiko
san.”

The rat looked up to her friends,
whiskers shimmering in the gloom. Her pink eyes were filled with
concern.

“What are we to do?”

The others scowled. Suddenly Sano Moko
banged the butt of her naginata against the floor. She faced the
others with a stiff, military bow.

“We must destroy the Dokufu and their
gate, even at the cost of our own lives. It is our duty to the
empire!”

Sura lounged back against the wall. She
was twiddling her toes in thought.

“Easier said than done…”

The fox was already scheming. It was
always an interesting process to watch. Sano Moko would have
spoken, but Tonbo signalled her to silence. Sura looked off to the
distance, making some sort of calculations. She stroked at her
snout for a moment, then cocked an eye at Kimiko.

“Kimiko san. Where is this gate of
theirs?”

“In the deep forest, Sura san, at the
bottom of a dry gorge. They have carved great wooden posts and
painted them with blood.”

Sura scratched at her furry snout. “Is
it far?’

“Perhaps a thousand paces beyond the
clearing, Sura san. But the Dokufu’s young would slaughter us
all.”

Tonbo nodded thoughtfully, cradling his
tetsubo.

“With the Kumo’s help, we can fight the
ones here in the village.”

Kimiko gave an apologetic bow.

“We Kumo have no weapons, Tonbo san –
and our fangs are too weak to penetrate the hides of the Dokufu.
The spiders in the forest would attack and overwhelm us.”

Sura gave a great, expressive twirl of
her tail.

“Fire…” The fox sucked thoughtfully upon
a fang. “Kimiko san, do the Dokufu truly fear fire?”

“Yes, Sura san. They will not even cook
for themselves or light a lamp.”

Sura looked meaningfully over to Tonbo,
who rose and left the hut without a word. He returned some minutes
later with a leg from the dead stone spider.

Sura had kindled a fire in the hearth,
leaning over and eagerly fanning the flames. She reached out for
the spider leg, and Tonbo set the hideous thing in her hands. Sura
rapped upon the leg – it was damned heavy, the armour seeming as
solid as quartz.

The fox propped the leg over the flames.
She stoked the fire and fanned enthusiastically at the coals.
Flames licked at the armour, while the fox lay flat to examine the
underside of the leg. She was utterly delighted when the armour
suddenly split with a loud, unholy crack.

“Ha!”

The armour shattered, crumbling from the
spider’s flesh. Kuno gave a nod of satisfaction.

“That is why they fear fire.”

Sano Moko looked at each of the Spirit
Hunters, then glared irritably at Sura.

“That is all very nice – but how do we
destroy thirty adult Dokufu, and hundreds of giant spiders? How do
we destroy the gate? And how do we cross a thousand paces of that
forest without being slain?”

Sura was thinking. He face was set and
grim.

“There are more ways than one to move
between locations, Sano san.” The fox set her shoulders. “I will
need to prepare, or the effort will kill me.”

Kitsune Sura looked to Kimiko.

“When will this festival occur?”

“Tomorrow morning – the instant the new
moon rises. The Dokufu plan to seize you and wrap you in cocoons
for transport to the gate.”

“Then you must ask your villagers to
help us.” Sura gave a formal bow. “We can save the world, but only
if the Kumo will help us, Kimiko san.”

The spider bowed proudly in return.

“It shall be done.”

Kimiko arose. She crossed quietly to a
neighbouring hut, where several of her fellow villagers lay asleep.
She began to awaken them quietly, whispering into their ears. Kuno
rose and watched her at her work, approving of the woman’s quiet
dedication.

Behind him, Tonbo turned to Sura. The
big samurai considered the fox thoughtfully.

“What do you mean to do, Sura san?”

Sura took firm hold of the haft of her
spear.

“I will open a gateway to another realm,
step through, cross a thousand paces and then open another gateway
out again. We transfer all of the brandy we can – all the oil –
everything! And we prepare a trap for the Dokufu at their gorge.
The Kumo will have to help.”

There was a long pause.

Chiri stared at Sura, absolutely
appalled.

“Sura san! We will be entering another
realm?”

Sano Moko felt quite lost. Kuno, Chiri
and Tonbo were clearly aghast at Sura’s plan. Moko turned from face
to face in confusion.

“The plan sounds excellent! We bypass
the forest spiders! What could go wrong?”

Kuno turned. He watched Kimiko quietly
assembling her fellow villagers.

“If the effort does not kill Sura, we
all still stand a chance of being trapped forever in another
realm.”

Sura quietly settled her sleeves and
smoothed back her fur.

“It can be done.”

She set herself into position to
meditate and clear her mind.

“Trust me. I’m a fox.”

There was no levity in her voice. Sura
closed her eyes and put her hands into her lap, forming a little
yin-yang symbol with her thumbs and fingers.

The others moved away, walking quietly
out into the weaving yard. They gathered beside the looms to
confer.

Tonbo looked thoughtfully at some of the
rakes and staves stored at the rear half of the shed.

“We have an hour.” He picked up a wooden
staff and tried it for heft.

“Find out what hunting weapons and tools
these people have, and arm them.”

Kuno and Moko bowed. They moved off to
talk to Kimiko and her villagers.

Left alone in the courtyard, Chiri
looked over to Sura, but could see no way to help. The rat gathered
her elementals up and walked over to the edge of the huts.

It was a still, silent night filled with
menace. Chiri settled down to keep a careful watch upon the streets
and shadows.

 


 


The first slight, grey hint of pre-dawn
light outlined the tips of the forest trees. In those around the
village perimeter, giant spiders stirred. It would be moonrise
soon. The spiders sensed it, searching restlessly up towards the
sky.

The Dokufu and their priestess were all
busy inside their temple, performing their long, intricate
devotions. Guards were posted at the shrine gate, but otherwise all
was still and quiet. No Dokufu ventured out into the village.
Bifuuko and Daitanishi kept careful watch over the shrine, hidden
above upon village rooves.

Sano Moko and Kuno stole out into the
open, keeping a careful watch for trouble. Kuno’s bared sword
shimmered with ghostly orange light, as did Moko’s naginata blade,
thanks to fire elementals Chiri had bound into the steel. The two
armoured samurai moved into a back street, made certain that the
coast was clear, then signalled to the others just behind them.

Massively armoured and with another fire
elemental rippling inside his iron staff, Tonbo strode out into the
street. He led a brave swarm of male Kumo villagers, all armed with
felling axes, home-made spears and long poles tipped with bundles
of oily rags. Tonbo led his men quietly off down the street, and
took them to the shed with its great pile of brandy barrels.

A Dokufu guard sat, dozing, supposedly
guarding the barrels. The man gave a start and half came to his
feet. Tonbo never broke stride, smashing the man down with one
titanic blow of his tetsubo. He shoved the body aside, clearing the
way for the barrels to be dragged out of the shed.

The Kumo manhandled the huge barrels out
of their pile, rolling them off towards the huts. Tonbo heaved
entire barrels down from the upper row single-handed, passing them
to the villagers who trundled them away.

Kuno crouched down behind the cover of a
wall, keeping guard. A young Kumo man was with him – a man armed
with a spear made from sharpened bamboo. Kuno leaned in to the man
to whisper in puzzlement.

“Kumo san! Why is there so much brandy?
The Dokufu could never drink this much in a thousand
incarnations!”

The young villager kept a nervous eye
upon the rooftops.

“It is not for them, samurai. It is a
sip of refreshment for their queen.”

Kuno looked at the vast barrels – there
were more than forty of them. He blinked as he realised the sheer
volume of brandy.

The Dokufu queen must be a monster
indeed…!

Inside her hut, Kimiko had placed the
baby in a sling about her chest. Three dozen female villagers had
assembled. Many carried rough-made hunting bows, while others bore
bundles of rag poles and bamboo spears. All kept an anxious watch
out through window shutters for the Dokufu. As the brandy barrels
began to arrive in the weaving yard, the women raced about to help
the men.

Sura made some last adjustments to her
attire. She had ritually washed her sandals from a dipper of water,
and now wore her suikan robe and tall, formal eboshi cap. A long
line of braided silk cord had been prepared, and lanterns each
fitted with three candles. A fire elemental danced and shimmered
within her spear. Still in her half-animal form, Sura strode slowly
down into the courtyard – a figure so regal and powerful that the
Kumo bowed to her in astonishment as she passed.

Chiri was tired. The effort of summoning
and binding elementals for her friends had worn her down. But the
rat brushed her fur and tied back her hair. Daitanishi and Bifuuko
flitted down to join her as she followed Sura out into the
yard.

Lanterns gleamed. Kitsune Sura stood surrounded by the Kumo villagers, with
Chiri, Tonbo, Kuno and Sano Moko all nearby. Four dozen massive
brandy barrels were ready to roll. The fox turned, spear blazing in
her hand, and faced her companions.

“I am opening a hole into the Realm of
Shadow.”

The fox met the startled eyes of the
Kumo with her own green gaze.

“The shadow world is a reflection of our
own. Creatures there will try and take shapes to deceive you. Keep
a hold of the guide line – run it through your belt. Stop your ears
with silk. Do not look at anything except the trail I mark with my
spear. There is nothing in there that does not want to suck out
your bone marrow for use as an aperitif.” The fox looked at the
villagers in calm confidence.

“Stay inside the wards, and you will be
safe.”

Sura turned. She swept her spear back,
and power began to seethe inside her.

 


“The pure of heart now
stands before you.

With pure intent we make our
stride.

Now we pass from places
mortal.

Realm of Shadows, open
wide!”

 


Sura sliced down with her spear.
With a wild flash, the gateway opened – a great slash cut into the
mortal realm. Beyond it lay a yawning gulf of thick, impenetrable
darkness.

Sura immediately stepped through
the gate. Her spear glimmered in the gloom beyond. Sano Moko
immediately stepped through behind her, covering the fox with her
naginata.

Kuno and Chiri came next, with
Chiri helpfully tying the silken guide line to her belt. Kimiko
waved her fellow villagers forward, taking up the line and pushing
through the rift and on into the dark.

The Kumo moved with
determination. Men rolled the heavy brandy barrels forward, while
women bore armloads of tools and weapons. They carried every pot of
lamp oil they could find.

Tonbo brought up the rear. He
kept watch until the very last villager had passed through, then
took up the end of the guide line. He looked about the village one
last time and stepped through into the dark, cold Realm of
Shadows.

The gate slammed shut behind
him, sealing the mortals away inside the dark.

 


 


The Realm of Shadow warped and
twisted at the senses. Inside the gateway, the blackness somehow
seemed to have depth and texture. Shapes loomed in the dark –
nightmarish reflections of the village houses. Twisted things of
bone and ash stood where trees and flowers grew in the world
outside.

The ground blurred, as though made of
mist, and the jet-black spaces nearby rippled and shifted with
slow, malicious movement.

Sura walked slowly forward through the
shadow realm, towards a vile, hideous forest. She concentrated,
holding aloft her spear and leaving a single narrow trail of light
behind her.

Where the light fell, there was briefly
a space of life and colour. Sura moved onward, robes drifting about
her. The fox’s long red hair with its brilliant white tips
glimmered in the gloom.

Sano Moko fearfully tried to protect
Sura from behind. The female samurai turned, trying to face down
every looming ripple – every quiver of motion in the dark. Weird
flickers of energy traced along the edges of her armour, snapping
and crackling, flickering at the edges of the eye.

Kuno and Chiri followed behind Moko,
carefully placing fu papers on either side of the trail.
Kimiko walked between them, keeping the baby sheltered against her
breast. Behind them, the long procession of Kumo villagers moved
slowly forward, rolling brandy barrels across the weird, velvety
footing. Lanterns spread only the tiniest shimmers of light.

The air carried weird, half remembered
scents – like things found in old forgotten rooms. The air seemed
sharp – not cold, but even so, it sizzled at the lungs. Chiri
wrinkled her nose, long whiskers quivering. The fur at the back of
her neck stood all on end.

Tonbo brought up the rear, impassive and
unmoved: a behemoth clad in lacquered iron. But at the front of the
march, Sura strode onward with face set and back straight, power
coursing out through her body and into her spear, making a path
through the darkness for those who came behind. She moved steadily,
passing by the twisted nightmares that were the shadows of forest
trees, threading a pathway beneath terrible shapes and looming,
clutching shadows.

 


“Tao forges through all boundaries.
Tao is sharper than a knife.

 


The path I make is through illusion.
The path I make cuts through the night…”

 


The fox repeated the prayer – quietly,
forcefully. She whispered it over and over, her concentration
utterly focussed upon making a path for her companions.

Something moved out in the darkness.

A long, flat shape slithered in the
mist. It had sucker feet, and a head like an insect with
dagger-toothed tiger jaws. The thing paused – raising a crest upon
its head. A palpable wave of icy cold stole out into the gloom.

The being shimmered, and somehow seemed
to fade.

There was another – purple-black, with
four huge eyes like jewels. Larger than the other, it rose from the
darkness like a warped, twisted nightmare. Beside it, a patch of
land flowed like shards of broken blades.

Something suddenly leapt forward from
the blackness near Sano Moko, snapping huge, frog-like jaws. The
creature circled, vanishing in the ground mist – somehow sinking
into the ground and circling to the far side of the path. Moko
tracked the creature with her naginata blade, sensing the monster
was about to charge.

“Sura san!”

Kuno lay a hand upon Sano Moko, quieting
her. He kept his eyes upon the path, his expression calm and
stern.

“Do not break her concentration, Sano
san.” The man turned back to see that the Kumo villagers were
looking about themselves with wide, frightened eyes.

“Keep your eyes on the path. Ignore the
shadows! They cannot harm you unless you pay them heed!”

Something the size of a bull suddenly
crashed against the faint barrier between the magical papers. A
shock of power drove the creature back, writhing and clawing at its
face. Chiri flinched, away, but kept laying down fu papers
one by one. She had only enough to place one paper every twenty
paces.

Other things – beetle-faced with long
slashing claws – flung themselves against the barrier. A violent
shock blasted into the creatures, hurtling them back. But the
monsters came back again and again. Each time they attacked, the
barrier of light faded a little. Sura drew a deep breath and forced
more power up and out of herself, slowly bringing light back into
the shields.

She walked onwards through a strange
field of jet-black and purple flowers…

At the rear of the column, more monsters
appeared, keeping pace with the villagers. Great, sinuous things –
some small, some huge – they lunged and snapped, suddenly charging
in towards the villagers.

One man staggered backwards in terror.
He turned and fled, trying to shove his way past the other Kumo,
fighting to race back towards the vanished gate. Tonbo caught the
man by his shoulder, holding him in place. He leaned in to growl
into the villager’s ear.

“Stay.” Tonbo patted the man’s back.
“Remember your bone marrow.”

The man stumbled back onto the proper
path. Tonbo walked with him, plodding onward, apparently
unconcerned by the monsters of the shadow realm.

The procession moved doggedly forward.
The Kumo marched, rolling barrels, trying to keep their eyes on the
path. Tonbo nodded, pleased with their determination.

Quite suddenly, the monsters were gone.
The darkness was oddly still – and horribly silent.

Something suddenly drifted beside Kimiko
at the head of the column. It was the woman from the bridge back in
the rainstorm. She reached imploringly towards Kimiko, her eyes
filled with tears.

“Sister! Sister – it is I! Sakura!” The
apparition looked at the baby in joy and awe. “Oh, let me hold it!
Let me touch my child!”

Kimiko stared at the image of her
sister, fascinated and horrified.

“Sakura chan?

“He’s alive! My baby is alive!” The
other woman’s voice broke with desperation. “Please – I have to
hold him! Please!”

Kimiko wavered. Chiri looked up at her.
Despite feeling terribly tired and drained, she laid a gentle hand
upon Kimiko’s arm.

“Kimiko san – no matter how it seems,
that is not your sister.”

Kimiko softly wept.

“I know, Chiri san.” She looked away
from the image of her sister.

“I am sorry…”

At the far end of the march, another
creature shimmered into being beside Tonbo. It was Reiju, the
priestess from the Sword Shrine. Tonbo simply flicked the creature
a dire, ill-humoured glare.

“Don’t even think about it.”

Reiju vanished. A serpent creature slunk
off into the darkness, sadly chastened.

Progress was slow, and Sura struggled.
Two hundred paces became five hundred, then six… They forged a path
through the shadow forest, moving onward through turgid
darkness.

At the front of the column, Sura
staggered. She visibly straightened herself, shaking with effort.
Sano Moko hastened to take hold of her. Sura pushed free with a
brief shake of her head. She kept on walking, never once ceasing
her chant to maintain the barrier.

Chiri turned to Kimiko.

“She is almost spent. Kimiko san – is it
much further to the gorge?”

“A hundred yards perhaps. It is so hard
to tell.”

Kuno nodded. He looked back along the
column and shouted back to Tonbo. His voice was muffled and almost
swallowed in the gloom.

“Tonbo – we have to break through!”

Tonbo lifted his tetsubo, letting the
fire elemental gleam. Chiri drew her natagama – both of which
shimmered with flame. Kuno moved up behind Sura, and spoke clearly
into her ear.

“Sura san! Make the gate!”

The fox nodded. She bowed her shoulders,
quite exhausted. She slowly stood straight, summoning strength.
Power surged and flickered, then flashed into brilliant life. The
fox slashed her spear through the air, making a Tao symbol shimmer
in the dark. An instant later, she slashed down with her blade.

 


“Tao force, Tao mind!

From darkness back to mortal home!

Let the portal shine!”

 


The portal flashed open, and the light
of dawn came streaming through into the Realm of Shadow. Sano Moko
and Kuno immediately leapt through the gateway. Chiri seized Sura
as the fox staggered. She propelled her friend through the gateway,
and yelled back to the villagers.

“Get through the gate!” She had to half
carry Sura over the threshold. “Run!”

The villagers drove forward and out into
the light – barrels, tools and all.
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Chapter
6

A deep gorge plunged downward through
the forest floor. Huge spider webs criss-crossed the open space,
glinting in the thin grey light of dawn. In the trees above, old
bird skeletons hung from clotted strands, beaks open in silent,
endless screams.

Three adult Dokufu spiders were at the
edge of gorge, watching out towards the far edge of the forest.
They clacked and clattered over the rocks, questing back and forth,
clearing a path that led down over the lip of the gorge.

A gash split open in the fabric of the
world behind them. Kuno and Sano Moko leapt through the gate,
weapons blazing with flame. The two armoured samurai lunged forward
to attack the spiders. Moko’s naginata blade speared clean into
one, the monster’s armour shattering beneath the flaming blade.
Kuno ran another spider through, twisting his sword and ripping it
free. As the third spider leapt across the corpses to attack him,
Kuno sliced down in a massive, perfect blow. Splitting its head, he
killed the creature with a single cut. The monster writhed, and
Kuno heaved against the huge weight of rock and flesh. He toppled
the body over, shoving it off and over the edge, crashing the
corpse down into the gorge.

Sano Moko ran one of the other spiders
through the head, killing it with brutal efficiency. She ran back
to look behind the gate, checking for more Dokufu.

Chiri and Sura stumbled through the
gate. Sura leaned on her spear, staggering. Chiri pulled her aside
as Kimiko and the Kumo villagers began pouring through the gate,
blinking in the light. Kuno ushered the villagers forward, clearing
the way for those who came stumbling behind.

Chiri led Sura over to a fallen log. The
fox collapsed, so shattered with fatigue she could hardly lift her
head. At the gate, the last dozen villagers came through – men
rolling heavy brandy barrels. Tonbo came through last of all. The
gateway shuddered and collapsed behind him, slamming closed with a
pulse that rippled through the air.

Tonbo pushed swiftly over to Sura’s
side, holding her up, full of concern. He unstoppered his canteen
and made her drink cold tea.

“Is she alright?”

Chiri wiped at her own face, feeling
tired. “It is exhaustion, Tonbo san. She needs sugar and
alcohol.”

“Mmmmph.” Tonbo nodded. He had seen Sura
badly drained before – but never to such an extent. He pressed rice
balls into Sura and Chiri’s hands, then leaned in to meet Sura’s
eye.

“Rest. Kuno and I know what to do.”

The new moon gleamed in the dawn sky.
Tonbo and Kuno walked forward to the edge of the gorge and looked
down into the gulf below.

Brush and straggling thorns jutted from
the sheer rock face of the gorge. At the bottom, a hundred paces
below, the ground had been flattened and cleared. Four huge
bloodstained posts were set into the ground, each marking a
cardinal point in an intricate pattern made from corpses, blood and
bones.

The pattern must have been twenty paces
across. Blackened blood glittered as the first light of dawn probed
down into the deeps.

Tonbo leaned upon his tetsubo and looked
back towards the spider village.

“They will be here soon.”

Kuno looked over the terrain. He soon
found what he was looking for. Partway around the gorge, a tall
outcrop of rock stood higher than the surrounding cliffs. The sides
were steep, bare rock, and the top seemed broad and fairly level.
The samurai clapped Tonbo on his armoured shoulder, and pointed to
the sheer pile of rocks.

“There.”

Sano Moko walked up to the two samurai.
She, too, had seen the rocky outcrop. Moko faced her companions and
gave a formal bow.

“My eyes are sharp. With your agreement,
I will keep watch.”

Kuno and Tonbo gave sharp bows of
acknowledgement. The two men turned, and both ran forward to the
villagers and set to work.

Axes and brush-cutters were shared out.
Long saplings were cut and trimmed to make a rollway up the side of
the stone outcrop. Several villagers turned into spider form and
swiftly spun a series of tough silk cables. Tonbo and a team of men
stood on the broad area atop the outcrop, hauling heavy brandy
barrels up from below. While the menfolk rolled barrels, women cut
masses of thorns and spiky underbrush, awkwardly dragging the
bushes to the top of the outcrop, ringing the place with a thorny
wall. Here and there, huge and beautiful green Kumo spiders bound
everything in place.

Kuno strode amongst the villagers and
spiders, helping to haul the heavy loads, chivvying and leading.
Kuno women dragged great armloads of firewood from the forest,
banking it beneath the thorns. The forest became a hive of
industry.

Sano Moko climbed into a tree that
looked down into the forest to the west, back towards the forest
village. She kept a stern, careful watch on the trees for the
slightest sign of movement, but the Dokufu had not yet appeared.
The evil spiders were still surrounding the village far back in the
woods.

One by one, the barrels were reaching
the top of the little rock fortress. Kuno stacked them amongst the
boulders where Sura and Chiri sat recovering their energy.

Sura had drunk cold tea and eaten a rice
ball, but she felt listless and horribly drained. The opening of
two gateways – forging the path through shadow – it had all left
her feeling as if she had run a hundred ri. The fox shook
her head, trying to clear her thoughts, but clarity was slow in
coming. She had a murderous craving for sweets: Sura could have
drunk a hive clean of honey and then spat out the bees.

A villager came past Sura, rolling an
ornate brandy cask painted with pink cherry flowers. Still trying
to shake her head clear of fatigue, Sura blinked and reached out to
stop the man, her ears pricking high.

“Wait! What’s that one?”

The villager – a bright young man
sweating profusely from his labours – bowed to the fox.

“Honoured priestess! It is sacred black
cherry brandy – from the shrine of the Beautiful Island Princess
Kami at Izu. It is two hundred years old. It is said to be as
delicate and graceful as the Kami’s dance.”

Full of curiosity, Sura took her bowl
out of her belt pouch, and drew out a stopper from the barrel. She
intercepted a jet of dark black-magenta liquid and filled the
bowl.

She sniffed – she drank – and her ears
pointed straight to heaven. The fox opened her eyes wide, fur
standing on end.

“Oh yah! She’s dancing!” Sura coughed,
her voice rasped with surprise. “I just wish she’d wiped her
feet…”

It was like being caught in an exploding
cherry orchard. The alcohol content was enough to set fur ablaze.
The villager tried to roll the barrel away, but Sura leapt up from
her seat.

“Wait wait wait!” Sura took charge of
the barrel, helping roll it off out of the way, then finally sat
atop it, patting it with affection.

“That’s our reserve. In case of
emergency.”

Chiri came over and wearily found a
place to sit near the barrel.

“Are you certain we need a reserve cask,
Sura san?”

“It’s sacred. Here!”

Sura grabbed her bowl again and popped
the bung from the barrel. She passed a brimming bowl to Chiri. The
rat sniffed in suspicion. Urged on by Sura, she swallowed. Her eyes
bugged almost clean out of her skull.

Chiri coughed, her eyes watering in
shock.

“I can see through time…!”

Sura took another swig for herself. She
winced, then banged a fist on the side of the barrel.

“Yeah, it has a little bit of kick to
it.”

Chiri blinked, seeing light flash before
her eyes.

“Grandmother? Is that you?”

A last few loads of thorn brush were
being dragged up onto the rocks, when suddenly Sano Moko’s voice
shouted out across the gorge.

“Comrades!”

Atop the rocky outcrop, Kuno and Tonbo
turned. Sano Moko pointed off towards the west – towards the
village.

“We have guests.”

The trees to the west filled with a
sound like dry, crackling branches.

The Dokufu were coming. In their
hundreds, the giant stone spiders came striding wickedly through
the underbrush, while smaller ones sprang from tree to tree. They
advanced in an angry wave, hissing and clattering as they came.

The Dokufu from the village marched in
fury along a forest path. Thirty in total, they were led by their
priestess. They carried the other guests from the village, all
wrapped in silk and utterly helpless. The entire mass of Dokufu
surged up to the edge of the gorge, then came to a sullen halt.

The tall rock outcrop had been turned
into a fortress – ringed with a dense belt of thorn bushes and
garrisoned by the Kumo villagers. The spider priestess stood at the
far edge of the gorge, her monsters and minions gathered in a mass
behind her. She planted herself at the edge of the precipice and
glared at the little fortress in hate. Behind her, giant spiders
gathered in their hundreds.

Kuno stood forth upon the top of the
rock fortress. His armour glittered with its lacing of green and
yellow, purple and lavender. He wore his helmet – agemaki
bows shining at the back of helmet and cuirass. The samurai placed
himself proudly before his foes. His voice carried clear and loud
across the gorge.

“I am Asodo Kuno, Imperial Deputy!
Son of Asodo Kiyosi, who held the bridge at Adagahara! Grandson of
Asodo Domei, who single handedly broke the enemy lines at
Hanajo!”

Sura – still resplendent in her armour,
formal cap and flowing robes, climbed up to Kuno’s side. She
carried a bowl of brandy, and was clearly merry with drink.

“I am Kitsune Sura – adopted! And
number one spider arse kicker of the Sacred Isles!”

Priestess Toriē glared. She rippled and
turned into her spider form.

She was revealed as a massive giant
spider – larger and sleeker than the others, with a body clad in
shimmering jet-black obsidian. Behind her, the other Dokufu guards
and villagers split their clothing, all turning into giant
stone-armoured spiders.

The spider priestess glared at the
interlopers on the far side of the gorge.

“We are the Dokufu! Dark nightmares of
the Realm of Slaughter! Your puny metal weapons are unable to
withstand us!” The priestess waved one long, glittering leg in
dismissal.

“Surrender now, and we shall be
merciful. We shall poison you into unconsciousness, so that you
will incubate the queen’s young in your sleep. Defy us, and we
shall keep you conscious through a year of torment, until the
sacred young burst out through your living flesh!”

By way of answer, Sura sent a great
mocking howl echoing across the gorge.

“Have you ever seen your own butt?
Any creature with an arse that big needs a good kicking!” The
fox leaned down to apologise to Kimiko beside her. “No
offense.”

“None taken.”

Sura called back out across the
gorge.

“Come on over! I want to kick that
flabby rump of yours up and down these hills like a soggy
football!”

Sura waved her brandy cup at the Dokufu,
raising her spear, hooting at them to climb the rocks and get her.
Tonbo climbed the rocks behind her, picked her up and carried her
down out of harm’s way. He pointedly confiscated her brandy
cup.

At the far side of the gorge, the Dokufu
gathered about their priestess. Long fangs gleaned. The huge, grey
armoured warriors clanked forward and bowed to their leader.

“Holiness – what are your orders?”

The priestess turned. The new moon
glittered above in the hated daytime light.

“The new moon has risen. We attack!” She
gestured to the rock outcrop with its pathetic band of defenders.
“One blood sacrifice will open the gate. Bring me the child! The
others – web and poison!”

The Dokufu all bobbed coldly downward in
bows of obedience.

“Ho!”

The huge stone spider warriors were
joined by the spider swarms from the forest. Some poured straight
down the cliffs, racing effortlessly down the vertical face into
the gorge. Others surged through the forest to left and right,
running to flank the rock fortress.

They came on in three dense, raging
mobs. High up atop the rocks, Sano Moko, Tonbo and Kuno arose. They
were armed with hunting bows. Beside them were a dozen villagers,
also with bows in hand. They lit fire arrows, took aim, and sent
missiles hissing out to smack into the giant spiders that came
racing out across the bottom of the gorge.

The arrows struck home – sometimes
ricocheting clear, but others made armour crack and caused spiders
to bellow in pain. The stinging attack drove the spiders into fury.
With deafening screams they hurtled themselves towards the cliffs,
scaling up the sheer wall of the gorge, fighting each other to be
first to claw their way up into the little fortress and bring
terror and death to the villagers.

At the flanks of the fortress, dense
piles of thorn and jagged brush had been piled at the base of the
rocks. It was no barrier to the stone spiders, whose skin was
immune to the vicious thorns. They flung themselves into the
barrier and thrashed their way forwards, wading clumsily through
the cracking, snapping brush. The first few giants had almost
struggled through – others were plunging deep into the brush while
hundreds of smaller spiders clambered in a killing frenzy over
their backs, when Chiri and Kimiko peered down at them from the
rocks above. Kimiko held a blazing torch in hand. She looked to
Chiri, who leaned out to gaze along the cracking, splintering wall
of thorns below.

“Now!”

Huge brandy barrels were heaved up and
over the rocks. Sent tumbling down the rock face, they moved faster
and faster, brandy whipping outwards from holes staved into the
immense barrels. Village men heaved, sending more barrels up and
away. They crashed into the rocks far below, splashing spiders,
rocks and thorns alike.

Kimiko hurtled her torch. Other
villagers followed with crocks of cooking oils and lamp oil. A
ripple of blue flames shot through the barrier. Oil jars smashed,
and the dry thorns went up in a sudden rush of fire.

The trapped Dokufu reared, screaming.
Armour shattered – legs split away. Villagers up above threw down
rocks and boulders to crash through the monster’s shells. All along
the rock face, spiders thrashed and screamed. Some blundered
blazing out into the forest. Small spiders shrivelled. Others still
tried to climb the rocks, only to be caught by rolling boulders and
thrown back into the flames.

At the cliff face overlooking the gorge,
spiders were scaling the sheer rock face. Sura oversaw a team of
village men and women who all tilted brandy barrels to pour liquid
gushing down the rock face. Torches were thrown: blue flames
whipped into life all along the cliff. Spiders reared and screamed,
falling back, plunging thirty yards to shatter against the rocks
below. Burning bushes filled the gorge with flames. Sura personally
hurtled a jar of oil far out onto the air, watching it arc and
plunge down to shatter amongst a group of spiders. The oil caught
fire, and the fox gave a mighty hoot of joy.

Some spiders had managed to escape the
flames by hiding beneath overhangs or scrabbling sideways away from
the streams of flammable liquid. More brandy barrels were brought
and heaved into place, gushing down all across the cliff. An ornate
barrel was heaved up beside Sura. The fox ceased hurtling chunks of
rocks down at the spiders, and raced over to the Kumo who were
tilting the barrel up and almost over the precipice.

“Wait! Wait!” It was a plum brandy –
apparently a hundred years old. Sura heard the Dokufu spiders
clawing up the cliff. She winced, waving the Kumo to proceed.
“Oooooh… Oh, alright! Do it!”

Brandy gushed down the cliff face,
igniting in sheets of wild blue flame. Sura made a heart-rending
noise. Tonbo patted Sura on the shoulder as she mournfully watched
the brandy burn.

“The essence of all heroic endeavour is
sacrifice.”

Sura watched as the empty barrel was
tumbled down the cliff to stoke the flames. She heaved a little
sigh.

“And it was imported…”

Down at the far bottom end of the gorge,
Priestess Toriē snarled in hate. The glittering black spider tore a
wound across herself with her own fangs. She opened her forelegs
wide and wove a web of magic with her own black blood.

 


“Evil spirits, come to me!

Bring the storm in train.

Gather now at my command!

Bring the ashen rain!”

 


Sinister black, jagged spirits spurted
upwards from the accursed earth at the bottom of the gorge. They
lunged upwards into the clouds low overhead. The sky immediately
grew dark. Thunder flashed as clouds turned black, and suddenly the
sky was filled with rain.

Grey, ash-darkened rain spattered down
onto the rocks, sheeting down with all the violence of a storm. The
brandy fires were washed away – blazing thorn bushes struggled to
survive. The spider priestess reared in triumph, her laugh braying
out through the storm.

“All sides at once! Attack!” The
priestess plunged forward to lead the charge. “Attack!”

 


 


A vile sludge of ash and rain gushed
down from above, drenching the rocks, forest and gulley far below.
Clouds roiled with evil spirits that chittered and flashed in the
dark. Brandy fires were sluiced away in the deluge, and the thorn
fires ebbed. With a great scream of blood lust, the Dokufu and
their young thundered towards the little fort, flinging themselves
at the rocks and plunging forward through the ash.

Hunching under the blast of rain, Chiri
fought her way to the highest rock on the outcrop. She lifted
Bifuuko up in her cupped hands and set her flying free. Chiri
entwined her fingers, then turned around and around summoning up
her power.

 


 


“Sky dancers, come to me!

Dancers, hear my cry.

Spread your wings out up above.

Shield us from the sky!”

 


Air elementals appeared in droves
overhead. The creatures each spread out a shield of light,
interlocking to shelter the hilltop from the rain. The black sludge
ran off the shield of elementals, flowing away from the fortress
and the cliff. But the damage had been done: the fires on the cliff
were all thoroughly washed away. Chiri sank to the ground as the
roof of air elementals shimmered overhead. The rat spirit was
utterly spent.

The lower thorn barrier had been all but
washed away, but the upper barrier was still in place. Villagers
raced to pour the last of the oil over the thorns while Kuno and
the samurai kept hurtling boulders into the mass of onrushing
spiders.

The rainstorm was horribly loud. Kuno
shouted to the archers as they prepared another volley.

“Keep shooting! Keep shooting!” He
pointed the men towards the spiders in the gorge. “Target the
smaller spiders. Leave the giants to us!”

The Dokufu came at the fortress in a
wild rush, smashing through the charred ruins of their first
charge. The thorn barrier at the top of the fortress was set
alight, but the Dokufu had changed their tactics. While rocks and
boulders crashed into their ranks, the huge spiders whipped out
long lines of silk, trying to drag the flaming bushes aside. Gaps
were being broken in the barrier, and smaller spiders lunged
through. Kumo villagers attacked with flaming poles and spears.
They battered the spiders down – but more and more of the thorn
barriers were being wrenched aside.

Kimiko had the baby hidden down in the
rocks beside Chiri, with Daitanishi there to guard him. The young
Kumo woman rose up and shouted to the village women just
nearby.

“Sisters! Weave with me!”

Kimiko and the village women all changed
into their giant spider forms. They began swiftly weaving webs
together, stretching them out between themselves in pairs.

A sudden rush of Dokufu flung themselves
at the ramparts, dodging aside as a flaming brandy barrel crashed
past. A gap had been torn in the thorns, and the giant stone
spiders blundered through, hurling themselves towards the villagers
beyond.

The female Kumo leapt forward,
stretching out their new webs between them. Pairs of females landed
either side of onrushing Dokufu, snaring the monsters inside sticky
strands of silk.

Sano Moko and the Spirit Hunters fought
a savage battle with the stone spiders that came crawling through
the thorns. The fire elementals inside their weapons bit and
shattered stone armour, blades plunging deep. Sura piked raging
spiders with her spear, slamming them back into the flames. Tonbo’s
tetsubo shattered spiders again and again, smashing the monsters to
the ground.

Sano Moko fought with her naginata
whirling in great streaking arcs, cleaving into Dokufu and shearing
through spider flesh. Kuno fought beside her, blade flashing. But a
wounded Dokufu turned and sprayed web towards him. Kuno tried to
dodge aside, but the web spattered against his leg, sending him
sprawling on the ground. A second web splashed across his right
arm, gluing it to the rock with a grip like iron.

A Dokufu spider leapt screaming through
the air and landed inches away from Kuno. The monster saw the
samurai pinned to the rock and reared, fangs gleaming. It plunged
downwards, but Kuno drew his short sword left handed, blocking the
blow. Lethal fangs skipped from his armoured forearm and ripped
through his cloth upper-sleeve. It missed his flesh – but then the
spider drove down again, trying to plunge its long vicious fangs
into Kuno’s shoulder. His short sword scraped uselessly against the
monster’s armoured hide.

Suddenly Sano Moko lunged in with her
naginata, running the spider through beneath its torso. She heaved
the creature upwards, keeping the clashing fangs clear of Kuno’s
neck. He found his sword and plunged it upwards, wrenching open a
mortal wound. The dying monster was hurtled aside, crashing down
the rock slope and slithering in its blood.

Sura found a flaming torch and tossed it
to Sano Moko. She burned the webs holding Kuno to the rock. The man
wrenched himself free, gave a swift nod of gratitude to Sano Moko,
then leapt forward, slamming his blade down between an onrushing
stone spider’s eyes.

The Dokufu priestess clawed her way up
and over the sheer cliff face. She plunged beneath the thorn
barricade, heaving it upwards and breaking a path through for the
monsters following behind. She leapt onto a Kumo spider, biting the
creature through. Other Dokufu behind her surged through the
breach. A flaming brandy barrel burst, crashing flames into the
middle of the Dokufu charge, but the leaders plunged on and up into
the fortress.

Chiri leapt down from a rock, flaming
natagama hacking down to chop into a stone spider’s head. Her
second weapon crashed down through the splintered armour as the
monster tried to shake free and bite her. It swept a stone-covered
leg at her with enough force to stave in her skull: the rat ducked
and went straight for the monster’s face.

Her third blow finished off her opponent
– but the Dokufu were creating havoc. Kumo grappled, trying to
bring the rampaging enemy down with nets and webs. But they were
being overrun by the stone spiders, who came at them with
incredible force, crashing the slimmer Kumo aside.

Tonbo charged, his tetsubo splintering
the legs of monsters, then sweeping back to pound down through
their heads. A Dokufu leapt onto his back. He staggered under the
massive weight, then hurtled himself backwards, landing full force
on the monster behind him. Stone armour cracked. Tonbo drew the
kodachi dagger from his belt and rammed the long blade back into
the cracked armour. He needed no fire elemental. The stiff blade
jammed into the monster’s flesh. Fangs tried to pierce the iron
skirts of his helmet. Tonbo stabbed with his long dagger yet again,
twisting the blade. The Dokufu underneath him shrieked and clawed
at him as it died.

Another stone spider leapt at Tonbo,
stabbing down. The huge samurai caught the monster’s fangs in his
bare hands and heaved back against the screeching Dokufu as it
tried to ram the lethal spikes home.

Wrenching the two fangs outwards he
slammed his armoured head into the creature’s eyes. He twisted,
pushing upward with all his might as his hands heaved apart. The
monster’s fangs were torn clean out of the creature’s head and
Tonbo slammed one home into its own skull. The stone spider fell
back, staggering. Tonbo rose from the tangled legs of his last
kill, tetsubo in hand, the weapon whirling. The injured spider was
slammed down into the ground, stone armour splintering and spraying
shards.

The melee swirled violently at the
clifftop. The black spider priestess rampaged through a mass of
Kumo, simply smashing the creatures from her path. Suddenly the
priestess saw the baby lying hidden in the rocks. The spider hissed
and lunged eagerly towards the child.

Kimiko saw the priestess racing towards
the baby. Daitanishi was there, flinging himself wildly at the
stone spider and bouncing uselessly off her armour. Kimiko raced
fowards, eight legs clawing at the rocks. The green spider saw Sura
fighting clear of the Dokufu charge, and screamed out to her in
panic.

Tiring, Sura whipped about and saw the
charging black spider. The fox leapt forward with a sudden frenzy
of strength. She slammed forward, spear lunging outward, the magic
blade smashing into the spider priestess. The fire elemental
flashed, and pieces of black obsidian smashed and shattered. Sura
held the monster pinned on her spear, jamming the weapon’s butt
against the stones – the crossblades slammed tight against the
spider’s chest. The spider priestess ravened at her, lashing out
and driving forwards, fangs clashing – venom sizzling as it
spattered to the rocks.

The wooden spear haft creaked, bowing as
the spider rammed itself further forwards. Sura managed to reach
into one sleeve, pulling out a pepper egg. She hurtled it at the
spider’s face, but the cloud of pepper had no effect.

She pulled her canteen from her belt.
Bifuuko sped past, seizing the canteen and pinning it against the
spider. Daitanishi whipped low across the rocks and crashed into
the canteen, shattering it and showering the spider’s carapace with
brandy.

The liquor caught afire as flames licked
out from the fire elemental in Sura’s spear. Blue flames flickered
over the spider. The monster jerked back in panic, pulling free
from the spear and beating frantically at her own head to kill the
flames.

Kimiko lashed out with a sticky web,
snared the Dokufu priestess and tugged with all her strength. The
black spider tripped and fell, legs thrashing. Sura lunged in with
her spear and shoved. The Dokufu priestess fell tumbling from the
cliff, screaming as she plunged down into the gorge below.

Kimiko raced to pick up the baby in her
forelegs and cradle him against her heart. Sura half collapsed on a
boulder beside her. Out in the rocks, the last of the Dokufu were
hurtled back from the cliff, with Kuno running a final monster
through and then whipping clean his blade.

 


 


Down in the gorge, within the evil
pattern of bones, the Dokufu priestess lay broken and dying. She
shifted, shimmering and changing into human form. Naked and broken,
the woman dragged herself to the centre of the pattern, croaking
out a dark, horrifying spell.

Strength was failing her. The priestess
groped and found a dagger made of yellowed bone.

 


“Hear me now! Feed from my hate! Let
lust for blood blast through the realms.

M-mother from the Realm of Slaughter.
We open now your lair!”

 


The Dokufu priestess rammed the dagger
into her own heart. All around her, the air suddenly turned jet
black. Power seethed and crackled as a great gate suddenly tore
open the ground.

Atop the rock outcrop, the last of the
Dokufu were cut down. The thorn barrier burned, consuming the last
of the smaller spiders. The Kumo looked about themselves in joyous
shock as the battle suddenly came to an end.

The terrible ashen rain had stopped.
Clouds began to fade, and daylight shone across the gorge. The Kumo
cheered – green spiders waved their long legs. Kimiko held the baby
and looked about herself in joy.

A blood red light suddenly blasted up
out of the gorge. The air shuddered to an ear-splitting roar.

The cliff face trembled. Rocks shook and
fell as something immense slowly crawled up into the world. Sura
ran to the edge of the cliff and leaned across over a boulder,
staring down into the gorge.

“Oh that’s not good…”

The spider queen had emerged out of a
gate from the Realm of Slaughter. The gate slammed shut, leaving
the immense monster standing in the gorge, shaking itself free from
the earth.

The spider queen was utterly immense –
larger than a house, plated over with huge slabs of blood-shot
crystal. The earth shook as the creature moved – rock shattered
underneath its claws.

A wave of pure evil radiated from the
queen – a sickening haze of hatred, blood-lust and loathing. The
titanic spider reared, rocks falling from its crystal-armoured
shell. It saw the mortals at the top of the little rock outcrop,
and roared.

The monster began to haul itself up the
rocks. The Kumo scattered, fleeing wildly. Sura raced in to stab
the spider’s immense foot with her spear as it whipped a first vast
limb up and over the edge of the precipice. But the armour was far
thicker than her spear blade. The spider ignored her and heaved
itself up, its head appearing over the edge of the cliff, fangs
reaching for its prey.

As the spider queen reared over the edge
of the rocks, Tonbo attacked with his tetsubo, roaring as he
slammed the iron staff against the titan’s foreleg. The weapon
barely chipped the rock. With one flick of her leg, the vast spider
hurtled Tonbo aside, sending him crashing and skidding through the
rocks. Chiri and Kuno were sent flying by another violent sweep of
the monster’s claws.

Chiri crashed hard into the ground, her
magical power exhausted. The rat ducked as the colossal spider
crashed yet more boulders towards them. A massive fountain of web
shot overhead, spreading out to trap half of the fleeing Kumo
spiders in a tangle of strands.

Daitanishi flew into Chiri’s hands. Sura
leapt across a rock and hunkered down to join them. They sheltered
together as a boulder shattered against the rocks nearby.

Chiri held her little earth elemental on
her palm.

“Please – Daitanishi san, I have no
energy to summon help. As you love me, please find your
friends!”

The little rock bowed to Chiri, scowled
at the ground, then plunged straight down into the solid rock,
vanishing from view.

The spider queen had mounted the top of
the rock outcrop. The titan loomed overhead, shoving enemies aside.
Still cradling the baby, Kimiko sheltered in the boulders beside
Tonbo, with Sura’s ornate barrel of ‘emergency reserve’ brandy
sitting beside them. They were right in the path of the oncoming
queen.

A swarm of little rock elementals
suddenly burst up out of the ground. All had determined, ferocious
expressions. With Daitanishi at their head, the diminutive
creatures pelted the spider queen, cracking and ricocheting from
her eyes. Daitanishi managed to chip the crystal armour. The
enraged queen reared backward, swiping her feet at the flying rocks
in rage. Behind massive fangs, her mouth opened in a deafening
roar.

Tonbo seized Sura’s emergency brandy
reserve and hurtled it at the monster’s head. The barrel lodged
between the giant’s fangs, sticking tight.

Sura fearlessly plunged forward. She
levelled her spear at the barrel, and shouted to the fire elemental
in the blade.

“Go!”

The fire elemental shot out of the
spear, crashing into the barrel. Brandy exploded all over the
spider queen’s head and eyes, wreathing her in flame.

Tonbo, Chiri and Kuno all levelled their
weapons at the queen. Fire elementals leapt out of their weapons,
slamming into the blazing spider. The crystal armour of the queen’s
head suddenly cracked, a split splintering clean between her
massive eyes.

Kimiko ran at the gigantic spider. She
leapt and caught hold of one of the monster’s legs, climbing up
onto her back. Sailing out a long heavy cord of silk, Kimiko flung
it at the boulders nearby.

Sano Moko raced forward. She caught the
line of silk and leapt. The rope swung her in an arc, crashing her
against the spider queen’s lower back.

Kimiko and Sano Moko clung on as the
queen lurched and shook herself, trying to beat out the brandy
flames. Moko fought her way onto the monster’s head. The samurai
stood astride the narrow crack in the behemoth's armour, reversed
her flaming naginata blade, and rammed it down with all the wild
strength at her command. Her kiai shout thundered from rocks
and boulders. Crystal armour cracked as the blade plunged down and
the naginata speared into the titanic spider’s brain.

The spider queen reeled, blundering
sidewards and spilling the last four brandy barrels down into the
gorge. Kimiko leapt clear, landing deftly on all eight legs and
running swiftly aside. Sano Moko fell, only to be caught in a web
held by two of the Kumo.

The queen stiffened. The legs on one
side of her body suddenly collapsed and the immense monster slid
sideways over the cliff, spilling downwards to crash to the bottom
of the gorge. Brandy barrels caught fire, and the vast, broken
creature burned as its flesh caught like kindling.

The gorge erupted with massive flames.
Tonbo at her side, Sura wearily limped to the edge of the cliff and
looked mournfully down at the vast, blazing corpse below.

“Sacred black cherry brandy. Two hundred
years old…”

Sura gave a sigh.

“I told you it was good stuff…”
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Chapter
7

A fine new day dawned in the spider
village, flooding the forest with light.

The horrific Dokufu shrine had been set
ablaze, and the wealth of plundered food shared out amongst the
Kumo villagers. Many were already at work planting flowering trees
and clearing all memory of the sinister Dokufu.

The village had been decked out with
silks and flowers. Small, everyday, resolutely normal spiders sat
in some of the bushes. A group of green, dainty female Kumo spiders
sat happily beneath a tree, chattering and weaving silks. In the
streets, Kumo villagers in human form had dressed themselves in
bright, beautiful clothing – robes stolen from them by the Dokufu
long before.

They were free. The Kumo were happy at
long last.

Kimiko was once again in her human
form. She cradled the baby in her arms, sitting with the Spirit
Hunters and Sano Moko on the porch of the inn. They relaxed,
drinking tea and looking out over the forest. With the terrible
Dokufu spiders gone, the forest was wholesome once more. There were
even birds landing in the trees.

The other travellers had all been
freed. Sitting in a state of bemusement, they accepted tea and rice
balls from passing villagers.

All of the rescued guests had been
gifted with silk. Spiders were weaving a fine new suikan for
Sura, replacing the robes ruined by the ashen rain back at the
gorge. Armour was being repaired with fine new silken cords. Even
Chiri was being gifted with splendid new clothes. Despite all she’d
done for them, the generosity of the Kumo still made Chiri
blush.

Breakfast was brought out from the inn:
wholesome fare, and plenty of it. Kumo villagers came to sit and
share the meal. All were now aware that Sura had something of a
helpless aversion to spiders, and so they kept to their humanoid
form.

The villagers and Kimiko all bowed to
Sano Moko and the Spirit Hunters. Kimiko then spoke, gratitude
shining from her heart.

“Honoured guests – how can we ever thank
you enough? We are free from slavery – we have our lives once
more.” The Kimiko and the villagers bowed again. “Always, you will
be honoured by the Kumo clans. May the great web bless you and keep
you safe.”

Sano Moko bowed formally in return.

“We are honoured to have been able to
help you, Kimiko san.”

The group sat drinking tea and enjoying
the morning light, while Kimiko lovingly nursed the baby. Gently
stroking his face, she looked down at him in peace.

“So little Saburo is my sister’s
child....” Kimiko kissed the baby’s fine, dark hair. “With your
permission, I shall adopt him in my husband’s name. Saburo shall be
raised by our people in love and honour.”

Tonbo nodded. He seemed at peace with
the decision.

“You will be a worthy mother to him,
Kimiko san. You faced your enemies with great courage.” The samurai
looked to the villagers nearby. “You will make an admirable head
woman to your people.”

Kimiko looked to Tonbo. Her voice filled
with sadness.

“I do not wish to steal him from you,
Tonbo san.”

“He is more yours than mine, Kimiko san.
He has an honourable samurai name of his own to uphold. He has a
loving home.” Tonbo gently bowed to her. “But with your permission,
we will visit you from time to time and help you to raise him. And
when he is of age, I will see that he is educated well.” The
samurai gazed upon the baby with great satisfaction.

“He will be a great credit to the
Kumo.”

Kimiko held the baby, utterly at
peace.

“Thank you, Tonbo san. Little Saburo
gives us all hope.”

Kitsune Sura had been sitting slightly
apart from the others, eating rolled omelette at a steady rate and
pretending to ignore the entire rigmarole about the baby. But now
she saw the child in Kimiko’s arms, and knew that soon they would
be moving on, leaving the baby behind. The fox grew misty eyed, and
turned away so that the others would not see. Finally she heaved a
helpless sigh, shoved her plate aside, excused herself, and walked
off into the village to try and shake the blues away.

At the porch outside of Kimiko’s hut,
Sura sat herself down. Newly dug fields were filled with happy
crows, who picked through the fresh-turned soil looking for tasty
bugs.

Sura sat for a while, trying to paint
new fu papers to replenish her supply. But she could not
concentrate, and the whole project seemed empty. The fox sighed
again and looked off towards the fields, nursing a horrible sense
of loss.

After a while, Kimiko quietly arrived
carrying the baby. She laid the sleeping child down in his bed,
then carried it over and placed it at Sura’s side. Kimiko bowed to
Sura and smiled, indicating that Sura could watch over the baby for
a while. Sura nodded agreement. Kimiko tiptoed softly aside.

Sura sat and made an effort to paint,
but her ears quirked as she heard the baby making soft little
noises in his sleep. The fox finally set her work aside and edged
over to peer down at the child.

The baby was awake. He saw Sura, and was
immediately all smiles. With a guilty look left and right to make
certain she was unobserved, Sura bent down and quietly scooped up
the baby. She held him in her arms, smiling at him, letting his
tiny hands grip her finger. The baby looked back at her in
delight.

Sura held him against her heart,
snuggling into him, and made a sad little sound.

Sura opened one eye as she felt a
presence and saw Chiri sitting quietly beside her, benevolently
watching. The fox blushed, then tried to bluff her way out.

“Well he’s ours! I don’t like
people running off with my stuff!” A tear ran down Sura’s face. She
quickly wiped it off, then turned her face away.

Chiri put a gentle arm about her
shoulders.

“We cannot take him with us, Sura
san.”

Sura mournfully hung her head. “I know
that. This is his real home. And they love him. And they need him.”
Chiri handed her a paper, and the fox blew her nose. “And I need a
kid like I need to be eaten by a giant spider queen!”

Chiri and Sura sat together on the
porch, looking out over the village of the spider folk. The Kumo
seemed at peace, and their beautiful weaving glittered in the sun.
The two friends watched them for a long while, Sura keeping the
baby in her arms. She saw two giant green spiders sitting under a
tree across the way, both producing silk. The fox felt herself
shudder.

“Spiders. Uck!”

Chiri gave a gentle smile.

“They are very beautiful. And they are
happy. And I believe they shall greatly enrich the world. I am glad
we could help them.”

Kuno came quietly strolling by. He saw
Sura with the baby and gave a gentle, knowing smile.

Sura loftily arched her brows.

“Yes?”

Kuno innocently waved a hand.

“It seems that you have finally came to
terms with babies, Sura san.”

The fox straightened her back, adopting
a lofty air.

“Well of course. Surely you realise that
I am a sage?” Sura gave a sniff. “A superior mind is not
driven by base prejudice. A superior mind is able to take
each thing in creation at its own value. A superior
mind…”

The baby shimmered, transforming into a
fat green baby-sized spider. He cuddled happily into Sura, gripping
her with all eight legs and clacking his little fangs. Sura froze –
eyes wide. Her fur rose on end.

The fox gave a great, helpless wail.

Villagers heard the racket and all
turned, wondering at the commotion.

 


Out in the fields, dozens of terrified
crows took flight. Wings beating fast, they all flew away,
vanishing off into the trees.

 


 


 



1 With a myriad of
regional terms for distances – often modified for tax purposes –
the ‘pace’ is a more useful general measurement. One pace is c. 90
centimetres. Two paces make 1 ‘ken’. C. 1800 ken = 1
ri.
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