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   “To face enemy arrows without fear. To be steadfast in service, and loyal unto death.
 
   -        That is the virtue of the warrior.
 
    
 
   To be first man into danger, and the last man to leave. To be fair in the division of spoils.
 
   -        That is the virtue of the Bandit.
 
    
 
   To live in benevolence and righteousness. To speak out against wrongs, even at the cost of ones own life.
 
   -        That is the virtue of the sage.
 
    
 
   To anticipate disaster, and to avert it with a jest. To draw the fangs from the wicked, and to show the world that wit will ever vanquish mere swords…
 
   -        That is the virtue of the Fox.”
 
    
 
   The monk Meishū: Admonishing the rebel lord Sanuki nō Tazadane before the latter’s attempt to annexe the lands of Kitsune Mountain. 
 
    
 
    Lord Sanuki’s castle and treasury both mysteriously burned to the ground two days later…
 
   



 
   



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  


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 up 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, 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.
 
   
 
  



First Encounter:

 
   Silent Death
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   Chapter 1
 
   On a quiet, abandoned country road in the far backwoods of Omi province, Asodo Kuno’s ordered life went suddenly and unexpectedly to pieces.
 
   It was the hour of the dragon, in the early morn. A quiet, empty old dirt lane wound off beneath the trees. Dew sparkled on deserted fields: the tramp of Kuno’s sandals rang loudly in the damp, still airs. High above, dew-speckled spiders webs glistened like tiny strings of jewels.
 
   With eyes on the road and back straight, Asodo Kuno pushed onwards without pausing to enjoy the scenery. The samurai spirit burned bright within Asodo Kuno’s soul: he had a plan, and he had ambitions. Filled with drive and purpose, Kuno marched on towards his chosen destiny with chin high and irreproachable dignity in his heart.
 
    
 
   In the great monogatari, the opening lines go thus:
 
    
 
   “The sound of the Gion Shôja bells echoes the impermanence of all things; the colour of the sâla flowers reveals the truth that the prosperous must decline. The proud do not endure, they are like a dream on a spring night; the mighty fall at last, they are as dust before the wind.”
 
    
 
   Kuno had been taught the first chapter of this epic when he was but twelve years old. It was definitely required reading. He had thus, in effect, been properly forewarned: the universe has a definite talent for muddling even the best of plans…
 
   Asodo Kuno was a young man in the peak of life – a samurai of stern and courtly bearing. His hair had been neatly shaved at the front, and was tied in a long and elegant queue behind. His robes were neat, and decorated with the imperial mon. His armour was a study in sheer taste and style: the close-laced plates had their silk lacings gradated horizontally in purple, in lavenders and yellows, simulating the blossoms of the iris flower. He carried his swords through his belt edge-uppermost: the sign of a man who fought only on foot. Although the hour was early, he had already marched many weary ri along the road. He intended to march many, many more.
 
   As Kuno moved down into a dell beside a quiet stream, he became aware of a great scatter of chicken bones strewn beside the road. Beside the trail a great, languid flash of orange fur glimmered in the dappled sun. A brush tail waved sinuously back and forth amongst the weeds.
 
   A fox woman lounged upon a fallen log like a reclining Buddha, eating a roasted chicken leg. Beside her, there were the embers of a camp fire and a pair of backpacks ready for travel. The fox woman had a long, clever pointed muzzle, and great, green eyes filled with humour. Her body was human in size and shape – excepting for its lush pelt of fur, her fox head with muzzle and long pointed ears, and her long, elegant red tail. She wore a priestess’ robes decorated with images of peaches – with each peach missing a single bite. The fox called out to Kuno in a loud and merry voice while she wriggled her black-furred toes. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Concerned with place and with ambition, we fear failure! 
 
   Concerned with dignity, we fear ridicule. 
 
   Measuring ourselves against the wealth of others, we convince ourselves that we are poor.
 
   So the Sage realises that self worth comes from within. By releasing anxieties, he embraces the freedom of the Tao.”
 
    
 
   She sat up with pointed ears pricked high. Her eyes were bright and brimmed with laughter.
 
   “Good morning, samurai! Good morning!”
 
   Kuno came reluctantly to a halt. There were many tales told of fox spirits – of their irreverence, their thievishness and endless schemes. But they had been companions to the first emperor, and slayers of demons. Kuno halted at the edge of the stream, and gave the fox woman a polite and measured bow.
 
   “Good morning, Kitsune san.”
 
   And with that, he would have been gone. The fox, however, sat up in great eagerness. She tossed aside her chicken bone with glee.
 
   “It is a good morning! Every moment is perfection. Every instant, an entire universe. Embracing the Tao, I shall be treasured and loved by all the myriad creatures! Abiding in a mustard seed, I shall gaze down upon the stars and mountains.” She took a sudden interest in Kuno’s clothing. “Oh hey, is that imperial mon on your sleeves there?”
 
   “Yes. Indeed it is.” 
 
   In recent decades, clans of samurai under the direct control of the emperor had been decreed – clans that oversaw the administration of Imperial law. They were driven by the Confucian principals of the court: a meritocracy, with positions open for men capable of passing tests and examinations. Kuno resigned himself to the need to speak. 
 
   “I am Asodo Kuno, junior deputy of the sixth rank. I am in service to the Imperial samurai, assigned beneath Magistrate Masura.” Kuno bowed again, making ready to cross the stream. “Good day.”
 
   “Aaaah! A deputy!” 
 
   The fox came forward – wonderfully full of life. On close inspection, she seemed to be dressed as a priestess or shrine maiden, although she was well armed: a short sword was tucked in the right side of her belt, and a long, sturdy spear leaned against a nearby tree. She certainly showed none of the demure qualities usual to a well-born woman. She stood beside Kuno and indicated the world around them both with a great sweep of her hand. 
 
   “A deputy? An actual deputy? Fantastic!” She directed his gaze off across the ford. “So what do you see?”
 
   The fox rippled, changing form. Her muzzle vanished, replaced by a far more human semblance: the face of a sly young woman much given to laughter.
 
   She was fair skinned, with a hint of fox-like colouration still upon her face. 
 
   She had green eyes, a pointed nose, and long hair of a startling fox-orange tipped with white, all tied back in a pony tail. Her ears were pointed, and her bottom retained its luxurious, expressive tail. No one would ever mistake her for anything but a fox. 
 
   Much to Kuno’s annoyance, he found that she was also taller than him by at least three hand spans. She had taken already Kuno conspiratorially under her arm. She showed him the road beyond the stream, bubbling with her own cleverness.
 
   “There! There! Aaaah? Aaah! Yes – yes, do you see it?”
 
   Kuno looked awkwardly about the deserted road. The shallow stream trickled through a muddy ford. Weeds grew through the dirt surface of the road. He gazed upon the desolate scene, and slowly drew his brows into a frown.
 
   “There are no footprints in the ford?”
 
   “None! Aha! No footprints!” The fox was delighted. She also smelled strongly of roasted meat and damp leaves. “No footprints in the ford. No footprints on the road – no wheel ruts, hoof marks. No one’s used this road for months. It’s all covered with weeds.”
 
   The fox woman seemed delighted – quite certain that she was making some great, astonishing point. Kuno could only look along the road and give a scowl.
 
   “This is definitely the way to Ayamejo – to Iris Castle. I was given clear and precise directions.”
 
   “Yes yes yes – I mean it’s a road. It has to go somewhere. Not a good road, I’ll give you that. But no one’s using it!” The fox pointed off into the fields. “No one harvested the winter crops out of that field. There’s leeks – and wild chickens.” 
 
   “Wild?” Kuno gave a frown. “How do you know that they are wild?”
 
   “Well they are by the time I’m finished with them.” The fox woman planted hands upon her hips and regarded the deserted road with an almost delighted air. “Oh this is promising. Very promising!”
 
   “Promising?”
 
   “Oh – something nasty is running around here someplace.” The fox said the words with relish. “Very nasty indeed…”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “Trust me – I’m a fox!” The woman led Kuno back to her campsite. “Right! Come on! You can come along with us.”
 
   Kuno felt the day rapidly slipping out of his control. “Come along with you?”
 
   “To investigate!”
 
    “Madam – who are you?”
 
   “Oh – we’re Spirit Hunters!” The fox handed Kuno her pack, and filled it rapidly with her few belongings. “This is your lucky day!”
 
   A vast, calm mountain of a man came walking back from filling drinking canteens upstream. A massive samurai, wearing an armour laced in forest greens and yellows. His helmet hung carelessly from its cords at his back, and his sword and dagger were plain, businesslike and heavy. 
 
   The man carried a tetsubo – a solid iron staff longer than he was tall. The business end was grimly studded with spikes. It was the weapon of a monster slayer – a thing designed to obliterate helmets, armour and anything organic that might get in its way. Kuno bowed. The man with the iron staff returned the bow formally.
 
   “Hmm. You have met Kitsune Sura.” The huge man bowed once more. “Tsunetomo Tonbo. Of the Tsunetomo of Kitsune Mountain.”
 
   “Asodo Kuno, in service to the Imperial Magistrate Masura.” Kuno spoke with great polish, his accents flawless. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning.” Tonbo passed a bamboo canteen to Sura. He looked towards the forest road. “Asodo san – you are travelling south?”
 
   “Yes.” Kuno looked along the forest road, trying to project an air of noble determination. “I am on my way to the sword tournament at Iris castle. Magistrate Masura is presiding over contests of swordsmanship.”
 
   The fox woman leaned on her spear. “Oh! So you’re helping with organisation?”
 
   Kuno tried to be patient. “No, Kitsune san. I am competing. I hope to win the tournament.”
 
   “Oh – winning! Yes – right… right. Absolutely!”
 
   Sura made an innocent face as she looked Kuno over. She made a great show of holding her tongue. Kuno gave the woman his darkest glower.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing!” Sura waved a hand. “Major tournament – I’m looking at a winner. Got it in one!”
 
   Kuno could only mutter.
 
   Putting her spear beneath her arm, Sura walked over to the ford and looked along the dark, dank shadows of the path ahead. She sniffed at the breeze, green eyes narrowed. Tonbo came to stand beside her. Together, they gazed thoughtfully at the leaves, the weeds and shadows.
 
   Tonbo leaned upon his heavy iron staff.
 
    “What do you think?”
 
   “Well… the road is probably watched…” Sura tapped a finger at her narrow chin. “Why don’t you two take the road, and I’ll see what I can see from cover?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Sura immediately busied herself kicking damp earth over the last of her camp fire. Tonbo joined Kuno on the road.
 
   Tsunetomo Tonbo’s voice was a deep, gruff bass filled with infinite competence. He nodded briefly to Asodo Kuno.
 
   “We should travel together, Asodo san. Kitsune Sura is concerned about the road ahead.”
 
   Kuno looked dubiously at the fox. “Are we to place much store in her intuitions?”
 
    “She is an exorcist priestess of Kitsune Mountain.”
 
   “Ah. Ah – indeed…” Kuno considered. “Yes – let us by all means travel this stretch of road together.”
 
   Sura came bustling past. She hung her canteen from Tonbo’s belt, stacked her backpack at his feet, then happily handed Kuno her spear.
 
   “Here – hold this!” The fox dusted off her hands. “Don’t mess with it! It’s sharp.”
 
   Kuno glowered. The woman was most decidedly annoying. “I know how to handle a spear, Kitsune san.”
 
   “No – it’s, like, really sharp!” Sura took a step back. “Right! And we’re off!”
 
   To Kuno’s utter astonishment, Sura’s clothing suddenly fell empty to the ground. A lump quested about inside her robes. Emerging out of the pile of clothing there came a svelte orange fox with bright green eyes. The animal shook itself, then looked up at Kuno.
 
   “Hey Kuno san! Is there plum wine at this tournament of yours?”
 
   The man could only stare down at the fox that now sat at his feet. 
 
   “Plum wine? 
 
    “It’s a castle! Castles should have plum wine!” The fox shivered her tail in anticipation. “Oooh – I love that stuff!”
 
   Kuno gathered up his dignity.
 
   “We are gathering to hone our skills, and to contest honourably beneath the watchful eye of the chief magistrate of the empire. We shall not be drinking.” Kuno scowled. “And why do you ask? Surely you will not be attending the tournament?”
 
   “Well maybe! It’s a great place to launch a business!”
 
   “What business?”
 
   “An earth-shattering, wild, amazing business!” The fox trot-trot-trotted merrily along. “With plum wine!”
 
   The fox began to cross the muddy ford, leaping between stepping stones on delicate black feet. She paused and suddenly looked back at Kuno.
 
   “Hey! This tournament of yours? Um – are you wearing that armour?”
 
   Kuno glowered. “What is wrong with my armour?”
 
   “Oh, it’s perfectly lovely! You know – I just wouldn’t want it to get all scuffed.” She slipped into the bushes beside the road and vanished. “Don’t step on my stuff!”
 
   Asodo Kuno still felt somewhat confused.
 
   “Why are we investigating an empty road?”
 
   Sura’s voice drifted merrily from the ferns ahead.
 
   “I investigate things to complete my knowledge! When my knowledge is complete, my heart shall be sincere. When I act with a sincere heart, my actions shall be pure, and I shall be loved by all the myriad things!”
 
   The ever patient Tonbo knelt down. He carefully rolled up Sura’s clothing – short sword, divided skirts, printed robes and all – and stuck them through the top of his pack. The big man effortlessly shouldered Sura’s backpack beside his own, then hefted his enormous club.
 
   “I can take the spear.” He reached for the weapon and shouldered it alongside his tetsubo. “Come, Kuno san. It is five ri to the main Ayamejo road.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The road became a narrow lane threading onward beneath dark, oppressive trees. Last year’s fallen leaves carpeted the road in mats of yellow-brown. Somewhere up ahead, birds croaked and insects droned: the scent of distant marshland began to sour the air. Tonbo and Kuno walked side by side in a world of shadows, their footfalls sounding soft and hushed upon the old, damp leaves.
 
   Somewhere in the woods beside them, the fox kept careful guard. Sura moved through the weeds in utter silence. Tonbo seemed aware of her location, never needing to glance. But Kuno flicked his eyes from side to side, trying to divine her presence. He thought her saw her only once – her tail tip flashing white: but it was nothing but a patch of onion weed waving in the breeze.
 
   Kuno and Tonbo walked in companionable silence. Tonbo’s presence was oddly calming: Kuno’s anxieties about promotion vanished. They padded onwards through the gloom, and felt the strange, still forest echoing all around them.
 
   The place felt… empty. Watchful. Old leaves blew through the underbrush, clattering as they flew. After a long hour of walking together, Kuno and Tonbo finally heard the first small sign of human life.
 
   A chant rosed and fell slowly in the gloom: a prayer chanted by a deep, growling voice. The rhythm of the words seemed to linger through the trees, drifting off along the abandoned road. 
 
    
 
   “Homage to Amida Buddha, 
 
   In sixteen trillion manifestations.
 
   Homage to the lord of the Pure Land.
 
   Homage to the way of the Lotus, 
 
   That breaks forth from the karmic wheel.
 
   Jizō, guardian of travellers, 
 
   Place this road beneath your gaze.
 
   Bodhisattva of mercy, 
 
   Take all those who tread this road into your heart.”
 
    
 
   Beside the road, there stood a silent village – a place half overgrown with weeds. A broad inn that had no customers: a sandal shop with empty shelves. 
 
   On the roadside just beyond the village, an ancient, bowed old woman knelt beside an aged monk. Both prayed before a rough-hewn statue of Jizō, the deity of travellers. The monk continued his deep, powerful dirge, running his rosary between his hands and frowning deeply into the statue’s face.
 
   The two samurai bowed to the villagers, then bowed most profoundly to the statue. They stood and waited until the monk had finished his litany. Kuno then respectfully bowed to the man once more.
 
   “Honoured monk. Honoured grandmother – please forgive us for disturbing you.” Kuno looked at the statue beside the road – it still had tool marks bright against the stone. “You are placing a Jizō, to protect travellers?”
 
   The monk nodded, his shaven head bowed. The man’s sturdy shoulders were hunched with grief and mourning.
 
   “Good day to you, honoured samurai.” The monk made certain that offerings of rice and flowers were properly in their place before the statue. “We have just placed this Jizō, to revere the eminent bodhisattva. We are in great need of his protection.
 
   “We place this statue here in memory of a dead girl. We hope that passers-by will offer a prayer and help her soul find peace.”
 
   Tonbo stirred. He looked carefully at the weed-strewn fields of the village. “She died here?” He grounded his immense tetsubo. “How?”
 
   The old woman did not look up. She kept her hands clasped to the Jizō statue. And her eyes fixed upon the ground.
 
   “Samurai – my grand daughter was murdered three days ago. Slain on the night of her betrothal!”
 
   Kuno straightened – quite chilled. He looked along the roadway – suddenly deeply alert. 
 
   Tonbo knelt down and drew out a sheet of coloured paper from his pack. He quietly folded it as he knelt beside the old woman. Kuno cleared his throat and quietly took the monk aside. He spoke with a polished, sympathetic discretion.
 
   “Bonze san – has this been the only murder?”
 
   “It is the only one that we know of, samurai. But the road – it is deserted! This was only ever a minor path, but still – there would be peddlers, couriers, even entertainers. And the outlying farms are deserted.”
 
   “And the bride?”
 
   “It was terrible, samurai san. On her betrothal day, she put on her best robes and stood by the road to watch for her groom’s arrival. But a sound was heard by the innkeeper. When he came running to the road, he found the poor girl’s body in the grass.”
 
   Kuno kept his voice low – speaking in absolute sympathy and discretion.
 
   “Please forgive me, bonze san. The body… How was it found?
 
   The monk hung his head, quite sickened.
 
   “It was horrible, Samurai. Horrible. It was as if some beast had half consumed her. There were no clothes, no skin. Merely raw red flesh.” The monk looked away. “She was so young…”
 
   Kuno considered.
 
   “Did the village men try to seek out the murderer?”
 
   “Yes, samurai. Five men in a group walked the length of the road, but they saw no sign. It is an utter mystery.”
 
   Tonbo had overheard. He rose up, shouldering his weapons.
 
   “We will search the road.”
 
   He placed an offering before the Jizō: a tiny, perfectly folded paper fox. Tonbo bowed towards the statue, then walked out onto the road. Kuno joined him. They stood for a moment, considering the woods, then walked slowly on towards the swamp. The monk and the old woman anxiously watched them go. The old woman placed a hand against her heart.
 
   Tonbo and Kuno continued down the road – down towards distant marshes, where birds croaked dully in the trees. Tonbo walked until he reached a tangle of fallen timber, then sat to re-tie his sandals. Kuno stood and regarded the road, one hand caressing the hilt of his sword.
 
    “Your intuitions were correct, Tonbo san. Something terrible lurks on the road.” Kuno creased his brows. “This is deeply disturbing. Why would bandits flay one of their victims?” Kuno looked back at the empty village. “That is an act of terror. Is someone trying to force these people away from their land?”
 
   A pointed fox nose emerged from the weeds at his side. Sura blinked her expressive green eyes.
 
   “Hey, maybe they were going to cook the victim? You take the skin off something before you cook it! Well – some people do. You probably do.”
 
   Kuno shot a glare of disdain down at the fox.
 
   “I hardly think so.”
 
   “Hey – just using logic! Unlike some.” The fox gave a sigh. “Poor people. But really – sixteen trillion manifestations? Where did they pull that figure from?”
 
   The samurai replied with a deep hauteur. “It is a measure of the Buddha within all men.” 
 
   “Sixteen trillion?” Sleek and droll, the fox walked around and around Kuno’s feet. “Buddhists! To place boundaries about the boundless: to try and place restrictions upon the immeasurable. These are not the actions of the sage.”
 
   Kuno was uncertain whether to be scathing, or scandalised. “Who are you to cast doubts upon the wisdom of the Buddha?”
 
   “Hey – I’m a Taoist! It’s my job.” The fox gave a swirl of her tail. “Numbers. You folk are hearing the maths and missing the point. I point my finger at the sky to show you the moon, and you all call out ‘finger’!”
 
   Tonbo rapped upon the log, trying to redirect her attention.
 
   “The road?”
 
   “Oooh yeah. The road!” Sura rummaged about in the grass behind her. “Well – no bandits. There was a hair ribbon just off the verge. Red – the kind of lucky colour you’d give a bride. No signs of blood or battle or anything.” She handed the ribbon to Tonbo, then hummed and hawed. “There’s nothing by the road. I’m not finding any solid clues.”
 
   “Perhaps you should range further.”
 
   The fox was well pleased. “Well – if you think you boys will be safe!”
 
   “We’ll manage.” Tonbo finished tying up his sandal. “Stay close – in ear shot at all times. Take no chances. Call out if you find anything.”
 
   “Pffft! We’re not married!” The fox trotted off into the grass. “Relax! I’m an exorcist. Torijutsu. I think I can take care of myself!” Sura’s voice faded off into the bushes. “Find clues! Information. A witness would be great. Or a real estate broker who can tell you why anyone would want the place…!” She disappeared. “Oooh look – wild mint! I love this stuff!”
 
   Tonbo could only shake his head. He arose, and led the way as he and Kuno trekked back out onto the road.
 
   Kuno glanced at the bushes, where thick mats of spider’s web now clung between the trees. The fox had utterly vanished once again.
 
   “Tonbo san. That woman is truly a priestess?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And a trained criminal investigator?”
 
   “In a sense.”
 
   “But not a Buddhist?”
 
   “Decidedly not.” Tonbo gave a dark, ironic laugh. “Decidedly not.”
 
   They walked onward – on towards the marshes that stretched out beside the road.
 
    
 
    
 
   For the first time in her life, Sura was doing exactly what she knew she had been born to do. She was on the case, wild and free – investigating mysteries, chasing monsters! Tail high, she trotted on all four dainty feet through the ragged underbrush. The air was filled with interesting scents – the universe was filled with sounds. She could feel the great Tao all around her – a living, breathing universe of infinite possibilities. Murders aside, it was an utterly perfect day.
 
   Tonbo and the newcomer were walking along the road, moving slowly and steadily. Sura took the opportunity to range off and away towards the marsh. Four-footed and fancy free, she threaded her way between weeds and grasses. Tangled bushes hid her from any possible lurking eye. She roamed back away from the road, and began poking her long muzzle here and there about the trees.
 
   Something was quite definitely wrong with the marsh and woods. The place had an air about it – a terrible, chill sense of disquiet. In her considered opinion – and if one were honest, Sura was always full of opinions – there was a ghost at large. Hopefully a great big fat one! It was quite likely to be luring people off the road here and there. It would hardly be a match for a highly trained and dedicated Spirit Hunter. And so Sura made her way down towards the marsh, moving perhaps a touch too far away from the road, and began to nose her way along the shallows. 
 
   Swamps were usually fascinating places – filled with water insects, with dragonflies, tadpoles and tortoises. This particular marsh, however, seemed to be quite stagnant: greasy with bubbles and old algae. There were few signs of life: not even the distant screeching of a bird. Swamp water ran between great ragged aisles of reeds, with stepping stones jutting here and there out of the muck. 
 
   The entire place was lifeless. There were no signs of blood, bandits or murder. No paths between the weeds. After a long hour of pottering about, she had very little to show for her efforts. 
 
   The fox sat down and pondered, musing on whether or not she should venture deeper into the swamp, or return back to the road. 
 
   Surely it was safe enough to leave the boys on their own? 
 
   Tonbo would be marching along the road, with the new guy – the one with the attitude – at his side. They should be able to look after themselves for a few minutes more. Paws twinkling, Sura trot-trot-trotted along the edges of the swamp. She finally spied a series of hummocks that lead off into soggy islands out amongst the reeds. Sura leapt over onto a little island of decaying weeds, and began to spy out a path deeper on into the marsh. 
 
   A fallen log made a clear bridge out into the swamp. Sura made her way across onto another isle. This one showed a great deal of black mud, churned up by what looked like footprints. Greatly pleased, she nosed her way forward, sniff-sniff-sniffing. A rank scent led off along the far edge of the island, stopping at the shore.
 
   A shallow stretch of water lay between Sura and the next island. There were bleached old sticks and branches lying just beneath the oily surface, glittering in the light. Fortunately a scatter of stepping stones led over to the isle. With delicate, mincing steps, Sura walked along the stones and out towards the little island. She came ashore dry, quite pleased at having avoided the mud. She quested up and over a mound of dirt, whiskers quivering, and made a discovery there amongst the reeds.
 
   A peddler’s pack frame lay on its side. The wood frame had been gashed and splintered clean in two. The broken wood was discoloured by dark old stains.
 
   There was some other wreckage just nearby: a helmet almost ripped to ribbons, and some mottled, mildewed priestly robes...
 
   Another set of rags had been caught by the wind and tangled in the brambles. It was a single garment – weird, stiff and pink, like old discoloured paper. Sura crept forward, sniffing, and nudged the weird thing with her nose.
 
   The rags flopped and shifted. A fold drooped free, hanging upside down. 
 
   It was the complete, empty skin of a woman’s face, with long trailing hair. The ‘rags’ were a discarded, rotting human skin.
 
   Sura recoiled, sneezing furiously at the stench of blood and decay. She looked suddenly back to the swamp behind her. Amongst the sticks lying there beneath the water, there were several gnawed and broken human bones.
 
   “Mother pus bucket…!”
 
   There was no need to panic! Everything was still OK. The boys were up there on the road, well away from the swamp. They were armed, they were armoured, they were together…
 
   … and the new guy had absolutely no nose for danger.
 
   Crap!
 
   Leaping from stone to stone, Sura sped wildly off towards the shore. She skidded in the grass, took her bearings, then shot off like a streak of orange lightning. 
 
    
 
    
 
   As the road dipped down towards the swamps, the trees became far more grey, more drab and dull. Great sheets of spiders’ webs hung loose across the leaves, scarcely stirring in the still, thick air. Overhead, dark clouds gathered. It seemed that they were due for a cold spring rain.
 
   The sky grew dark – and the air seemed deeply still. 
 
   Kuno halted at the swamp-side of the road, listening carefully. There was a sound – a very slight lilting in the air. The sound of a girl singing. Kuno saw a side trail leading off towards the marsh. Tonbo joined him, and they stood together, carefully considering the path.
 
   Tonbo shook his head.
 
    “We should wait for Sura.”
 
   “If there has been murder, then it is our duty to investigate.” Kuno saw to the already immaculate set of his swords. “Foxes notwithstanding.”
 
   “We might need her.”
 
   “I cannot imagine why.” 
 
   Kuno straightened his sleeves, and set off down the trail. Tonbo drew a deep breath and gave a humph of disapproval. But he hefted spear and club, and followed Kuno onwards down the path.
 
   The pathway wound a hundred paces on towards the swamp. There were clear signs of habitation: a rope had been tied about a tree trunk, and a fishing net was strung up over a long wooden pole. The place had a deepening, rank, unpleasant scent.
 
   A large hut with low eaves sat close beside the edges of the marsh. A tree shaded the roof, and a string bag beside the door held a great many tortoise shells. The thatched roof was held down by rows of great, flat stones.
 
   A young girl in red robes embroidered with patterns of spring flowers sat upon the porch weaving hemp upon a loom. She had a sweetly pretty face – pale, red lipped and smiling. She saw her visitors approaching. Her eyes assessed them, and she gave a supple bow. 
 
   “Samurai! Good day to you. To what does this humble girl owe the pleasure?”
 
   Her voice had a low, purring allure – subtle, and filled with hidden promises. 
 
   It was a pleasant surprise to find so genteel a figure in such uncouth surroundings. Kuno advanced and gave the woman an elegant, formal bow.
 
   “Good day to you. We are passing, nothing more.”
 
   “We have few visitors, samurai san – except for those who wish to use the shortcut to the main road. Few choose to use it.”
 
   “A shortcut? Is there a path through the swamps?”
 
   “Yes, samurai. It takes a full ri from the journey.”
 
   Leaving aside her loom, the girl arose. She was a creature of considerable grace. With robes trailing about her, she walked serenely to the rear of the house, where a line of stepping stones led off into the inner reaches of the swamp.
 
   “There are causeways between the islands. The route is easy enough, if you do not mind the surroundings. The swamps can unnerve those who are unused to them.” The woman cast an eye towards the cloudy skies overhead. “But it will be raining in half an hour. You would most certainly be drenched, whichever way you travel.”
 
   The girl archly considered the two handsome young samurai – one tall and massive, the other polite and erudite. A warmth smouldered in her eyes.
 
   “If you would choose to grace my home, honoured samurai? You could weather the rain until it has passed.” The girl drifted off towards her house. “It is but humble, but I can offer you both what small… comforts… I possess.”
 
   Kuno bowed, accepting the offer as a gracious one. The woman moved with dainty steps to the door of the house, knelt down, and slid open the door. Kuno entered the house with great politeness. The girl inclined her head, beckoning Tonbo to follow his companion inside.
 
   Tonbo considered the little swamp hut, and scratched his chin. He then set down his back packs, leaning Sura’s spear against a tree. He pulled out her clothing and laid it flat upon the ground, propping open the neck of her robes. With all stowed neatly beneath the tree, Tonbo took up his mighty tetsubo and clomped up the steps to the hut. He nodded a brief bow to the red-robed girl, then passed inside.
 
   The hut had a low ceiling and floor covered in mats of woven reeds. A low, smoky fire of swamp wood served to boil a tea kettle. At the back of the hut there were several boxes, baskets and folded mats, with a few strings of copper coins. Yet more baskets held dried fish, and great bales of cut reeds were stacked beneath the eaves. 
 
   The air was thick with the stench of fish, ill-dried tortoise flesh and smoke: the effect was quite eye watering. Kuno and Tonbo sat themselves down – Kuno kneeling formally, Tonbo cross-legged with club in hand. 
 
   Her red robes gleaming, the girl set out tea cups, tea caddy and bamboo whisk upon a wooden board. Her hair was beautifully ordered, tied back with red ribbons. Her skin was so pale it seemed almost blue. Kuno complimented the woman upon her tea set – the cups were most beautifully glazed! Tonbo, however, had little interest in small talk. He looked about the hut quietly, then wrinkled his nose.
 
   “What’s that smell?”
 
   “It is our catch, samurai. Please forgive our rustic home.” The girl measured tiny spoons full of ground green tea into each cup. “Surely it is not too strong?”
 
   Tonbo shrugged.
 
   There were some toys on the floor – a man’s garments hung upon one wall. Kuno looked quietly about the hut.
 
   “Your family are still fishing, honoured lady?”
 
   “They will be gone for hours, samurai san. We are quite alone.” The girl poured hot water from the kettle. She then briskly whisked a cup of tea. “We may enjoy one another’s company.”
 
   She turned the cup most properly, and presented it to Kuno. As she reached forward, Tonbo saw her hair ribbons. He reached into his belt, and drew out the ribbon Sura had found beside the road.
 
   “You’re missing one.” He tossed the matching ribbon to the floor. “Bridal ribbon.”
 
   Black, vicious eyes flashed in the girl’s face. She drew in a breath, and suddenly she spat.
 
   Kuno twisted aside like lightning as a green dart spat from the girl’s mouth and missed him by a whisker. He drew his sword in a blur, cutting twice. The girl wrenched herself aside with inhuman speed, and the blade scarcely scored her skin.
 
   Tonbo slammed his tetsubo forward. The girl span into the blow, seizing the weapon and sending Tonbo – muscles, armour, club and all – hurtling head over heels through the air. Rolling up into a ball, he hit the floor, crashed into Kuno, and sent both of them smashing backward out through the wall and into the yard beyond. Rocks and boards crashed down from the roof. Dazed, both men rolled back up onto their feet.
 
   The door of the hut shattered. Out strode the girl – her face slit by Kuno’s sword and a sleeve of her robes sliced in two. The skin of her arm split: one side of her beautiful face peeled away, revealing green, warty skin beneath. The woman gave a great, thundering roar – a yell that stunned both men in place. She seemed to swell, her skin and robes bursting open to reveal a massive form beneath. The girl tore away the last shreds of skin, expanding massively to tower over her prey. 
 
   She was now a great, bow-backed knobby figure with pendulous breasts, long muscled arms, huge claws, and a mouth packed full of fangs. The creature stank of old blood and decay.
 
   Sura came barrelling out of the bushes in fox form. She saw the girl as the last of the woman’s skin split away. The fox looked at the creature and seemed relieved.
 
   “Oh – you found her then!”
 
   The monster ripped a porch pillar free from the house. She launched it like a lightning bolt at Sura, who leapt like a grasshopper, squeaking as she dodged the shot. She tripped and plunged into a pile of reeds. Tonbo surged up onto his feet.
 
   “Sura!”
 
   “I’m on it! Cover me!” The fox erupted up out of the reeds. “Go go go!”
 
   Kuno held his sword out, trying to keep the monster at bay. The great naked, snarling figure loomed over him, spreading wide its claws. Kuno was awash with panic and bewilderment.
 
   “Cover her?”
 
    “Cover me!”
 
   Sura made a dash for her clothing. Tonbo set his tetsubo into attack position, and face the monster.
 
   “Cover her.”
 
   Sura dove into her clothes and turned back into human form. She leapt up from the ground, hair flying, and dug into her sleeve for a sheaf of painted strips of paper. She seized her spear and threw away the sheath, then instantly took off into the long grass nearby. Kuno stared in shock.
 
   “What? Where is she going?”
 
   Tonbo was already in action. The huge man thundered into the attack. His great iron staff thrummed through the air, streaking for the monster’s neck. The creature dodged, and the tetsubo demolished part of the porch – but a lightning swift butt strike slammed the hilt of the iron club against the monster’s face. She snarled, staggering back, then ripped for Tonbo’s head with her claws, each blow powerful enough to snap a man’s neck. Tonbo parried one blow on his iron staff and twisted aside from the other, spinning his staff to crash a blow against the monster’s back. The monster screamed, bones cracking – but the creature had its claws into the sagging eaves of the porch. It wrenched the roof down, half burying Tonbo in roof beams, rocks and reeds. 
 
   Kuno raced forward and attacked. His sword moved with speed and immense precision. The monster moved backward, parrying each strike with its steel-hard claws, sparks flying – then it caught Kuno with a massive blow that sent him reeling. Claws ripped armour plates and lacing. Kuno cut with lightning speed, and blood sprang from the monster’s arm. But the beast caught Kuno with a backhanded strike and sent him skidding backwards across the ground.
 
   Sura’s face emerged from around the corner of the house. She called raucously to the monster as it stalked forward towards Kuno.
 
   “Hey – ugly! Yeah – you! Your mother wears pink geta!”
 
   A clod of earth, well thrown, smacked the monster in the head. The immense creature turned. Sura, her long pony tail streaming, stuck out her tongue, turned about and smacked her own rather shapely bottom.
 
   “Bite me, you green git!” She smacked herself again, retreating back. “Oh yeah – it’s firm, it’s juicy!”
 
   The monster snarled. Flinging down chunks of the shattered porch, it sprang forward with shocking agility, landing with a thump in the grass a few feet from Sura. The fox woman was already skipping backwards. Her spear swished and shimmered in her hand.
 
   The spear blade was a glittering orange-red. The long blade had an asymmetrical cross blade – short and robust on one side, long and vicious on the other. The monster began to charge, but was brought up short by the wicked spear point. Sura made a lightning jab, then danced backwards. She swirled her spear around herself, sweeping the blade backwards behind her and striking an elegant “peering through the bamboo” en guard pose: a pose somewhat modified by her changing the approved hand position in order to give the monster a rude gesture with her middle finger. 
 
   “Come on, sock-tits! Let’s see what you’ve got!”
 
   The monster raged into the attack.
 
   Battle was now on in earnest, the spear flicking and thrusting, cross blades hacking like a pick. The green monster tried to seize the spear haft, but Sura pulled back each time, snatching it away. She drove the monster backward – then made a retreat, mocking and hooting at the monster in glee.
 
   “Waha! Oh, you want the fox? You can’t touch the fox! No one gets the fox!”
 
   Sura suddenly dropped her spear point to make a deliberate opening. The monster took the bait, thundering forward. But Sura made a side step, her spear point cutting low to slice across the monster’s dense, woody flesh.
 
   The spear sliced shockingly deep; the orange metal was supernaturally sharp. But the monster swatted the haft aside. Sura leapt backwards, skipping back and back and back with gleeful speed, leading the monster on.
 
   She steered the monster back into the grass, as Kuno and Tonbo came racing to the edge of the house. Kuno was about to race into attack once more, but Tonbo put out a hand to hold the man back.
 
   Sura stood her ground – tail curving and slyly swirling. The monster charged. 
 
   The fox flicked a hand out of her sleeve, and an egg flashed out though the air. The monster shielded its face and the egg struck its arm, bursting apart into a cloud of stinging pepper dust. Blinded, the massive creature slashed wildly about itself, blundering forward towards the fox.
 
   It crossed a line marked by a stick planted in the grass. As the monster lurched towards her, Sura suddenly swept out a hand, two fingers folded down against her palm.
 
   “Shields!”
 
   Brilliant, opaque walls shot up out of the ground all around the monster – walls pinned at the corners by Sura’s painted paper seals. The papers blazed with magic. The monster charged, struck against a wall, and was flung backwards, burned and stunned. 
 
   The beast stood up, dragging a huge stone up out of the ground, ready to hurtle it at the fox. Sura lunged forward with her spear, shooting the weapon forward almost its full eight feet out of her hands. The spear point plunged into the monster’s stomach, stabbing deep. The creature staggered backwards, dropping the stone. Sura whipped another paper from her robes and blew upon it, sending the magic paper flying fast to slap flat against the monster’s chest.
 
   “Tao seal!”
 
   The monster staggered back in shock, clawed hands trying to tear the paper from its flesh. Its wound bled, diminishing the creature – shrinking it. Sura whipped her spear around and about, and then sketched a tao symbol in the air with the spear point. The symbol glowed with skittering points of light.
 
    
 
    “Creature of the Realm Of Slaughter
 
   Fiend of blood, beast of pain.
 
   I expel you back to lands of darkness!
 
   Deceiver of the good, be gone!”
 
    
 
   Behind the monster, a point of light burst into life. Suddenly a gulf wrenched open – a portal into a black space filled with hideous dancing lights. A storm wind blew, whipping at Sura’s hair. The vortex dragged the monster backwards towards the yawning gate. Wounded and weakening, the creature screamed. It was dragged backwards step by step, panic in its eyes, until suddenly it was swept clean through into the gulf beyond. Sura gestured, and the portal slammed shut, vanishing utterly. The shield spell flickered and died, and the swamp was suddenly still and silent. 
 
   The monster was gone.
 
   Sura looked utterly pleased with herself. She leaned on her spear, planted a fist on her hip, and called raucously over to Kuno and Tonbo.
 
   “Swamp hag! Who needs ‘em!” Her eyes lit upon the sagging hut. “Hey! Let’s see if there’s any cool loot!”
 
   One of the monster’s green darts sizzled where it had struck into a pillar – burning slowly through the entire log.
 
   Kuno’s left shoulder armour gave up the ghost and fell crashing to the ground. He dusted numbly at his armour, brushing at severed, dangling laces. He looked to Tonbo in exhausted amazement. 
 
   “This is what you do?”
 
   “We do now.” Tonbo shouldered his club. 
 
   “We’re Spirit Hunters.”
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   Chapter 2
 
   The next day bloomed fine and sunny in the swamps. Early morning sun streamed down across the roadside village. Night rain had left the world smelling fresh and fine. Spring flowers bloomed and birds were returning. Already, the forest seemed filled with light – all terror and oppression gone. 
 
   Sura, Tonbo and Kuno came walking from the village inn, surrounded by thankful villagers. The monk clung to Sura’s arm, chatting with her back and forth. She was in human form, red hair gleaming, gesturing one hand as she told yet more tales, her tail waving merrily behind as she walked. Kuno strolled with the old woman of the village, speaking with her gravely and politely. Tonbo carried two children, jogging them up and down on his armoured shoulders, and all was well with the world.
 
   At the main road they finally parted with the villagers, accepting many, many thankful bows. A child ran from the inn, bringing Sura an earthenware jug filled with sakē. Sura gleefully uncorked the jug and drank, calling out her compliments to the innkeeper and his wife. Corking the jug, she followed Kuno and Tonbo out onto the road. They walked off through the hills, heading towards Ayamejo.
 
   Sura was in high spirits, utterly overjoyed with yesterday’s success. With spear cocked over one shoulder and sakē jug over the other, she walked along simply revelling in the world. 
 
   The forest path finally fed out onto the main road to Ayamejo. Sura showed no inclination to head off in a different direction: she kept pace with Kuno, merrily greeted every passer-by she met. With birds flitting through the trees above, the fox raucously began a song.
 
    
 
   “Oooooooh I found a lady badger!
 
   Walking brave and bold.
 
   And I said to that badger, 
 
   “Please may I see your hole?
 
   I know it may be rustic, 
 
   Narrow, deep and dank!
 
   But any hole is like another 
 
   Once you blow out all the lamps!”
 
    
 
   Kuno tried to march along encased in flawless dignity. He moved to walk next to Tonbo, and leaned in to pass a quiet word.
 
   “I believe Sura san has been dipping into the rice wine.” He shot a dire glance towards the fox. “Her behaviour is most unseemly.”
 
   Sura had heard every word. She called out happily from the far side of the road. 
 
   “Oh – are you still miffed about that rip in your armour lace? We fixed that for you. It’s good as new!”
 
   “I can still tell the new laces from the old.”
 
   “Well – with a little sun on them, they’ll all mellow down. Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   Kuno seethed. “I hate it when you say that.”
 
   “But it’s true!” Sura waved a hand. “There are many truths that you will encounter today. First truth: The myriad things are many and varied, and yet the Tao is ever constant. As still as deep water, yet in motion like the countless rivers! One who understands such a thing is all-encompassing. Being all-encompassing, one becomes open and just. When one becomes open and just, one begins to live in accordance with nature. Being in accord with nature, one is in accord with the Tao. When one is in accordance with the Tao, then an endless joy can be forever yours.” Sura waved a hand. “And for a second truth – trust the fox! The fox is wise, the fox is clever! The fox is weirdly lovable.” Some peddlers walked by, and Sura immediately gave them a happy wave, hoisting up the sakē jug.
 
   “Kampai! Spirit Hunters! Exorcists for hire!”
 
   Kuno trudged onwards, trying to put some distance between himself and the peddlers. He burned Sura with a lowering glance. 
 
   “Kindly do not include me in your endeavours.”
 
   “What? Oh come on, you are totally a part of it all.” Sura, having drunk yet again from the sakē jug, wiped her mouth. “Just think! Was there ever any instant in your life that felt as good as seeing that big green cannibal monster taking the big hit? Banishing that thing right out of the realm. Bam! We wiped out a monster! We’re good guys!” The fox was wonderfully passionate about it all. “I saw that look on your face! You were thrilled. You were fulfilled! Now that was a crowning moment!”
 
   Kuno was an honest soul: sincerity was one of the seven pillars of the samurai. He wavered, admitting that it was so, but then stiffened his resolve. Ayamejo was but a day’s march away, and his plans had already been made.
 
   “I cannot indulge myself in – in wandering and lollygagging. I have a deputy’s commission. Mercantile activities are beneath the dignity of a samurai.”
 
   “It’s not mercantile! It’s a calling – with voluntary rewards attached!” Sura passed the sakē jug to Tonbo. “Tonbo – back me up on this! Roaming monster hunter, protector of the innocent – that’s totally a samurai-positive experience!”
 
   Tonbo shook the jug carefully, considering – corked it – and carefully took it in charge. In answer to Sura, he gave a grunt and nodded his head.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well – I am already focussed upon a career with the office of the imperial magistrates.” Kuno swelled his chest. “If I can catch the eye of Magistrate Masura, I shall win promotion and have a position of importance.”
 
   Sura eyed the man over. “But you’re, what? A sort of junior deputy already. Stamped, sealed, official?”
 
   “I am a deputy of the investigatory department, with no fixed abode of office.” Kuno tapped at the copper billet of authority stowed at his belt. “A position of deep responsibility.”
 
   The fox gave an expressive wave of her hand. “And do they give you a budget for this roving commission of yours, oh deputy?”
 
   The man coughed. “There is a – a monetary fief with the position, yes.”
 
   “Meaning they pay you…?”
 
   “One koku a year.”
 
   One koku: one gold coin. In theory, a daily food intake of a bowl of rice porridge for breakfast, lunch and dinner with one cup of tea per meal would cost one copper piece per day. To do this for a month would cost one silver piece, and to live so for a year would be a single gold koku. Not that anyone would mange to live out the year: they would have gone stark raving, axe-wielding mad long before then out of sheer boredom with the cuisine. Sura pondered all of this and whistled. Kuno shot her a dire glance.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing! Nothing at all!” Sura jingled the string of copper coins she had ‘liberated’ from the swamp hag’s lair. “Forty coppers here! Hey, if you’re wandering about doing the deputy thing, you might as well wander with us. A little coin, the open road – a universe filled with possibilities!”
 
   The samurai tried to cut off the conversation. Sura walked happily along in her handsome robes with her spear, short sword and pack, looking as much tomboy as priestess. Her red hair and waving tail flashed. She shared out some rice balls given to her by the villagers, handing the largest one to Tonbo.
 
   “Ooooh! There’s beans inside! Hey, that’s good!” She ate with all the grace of a tiger, and spoke to Kuno with her mouth full. “Oooh – did you try the sakē yet? It’s the sweet kind – excellent!”
 
   Kuno ground his teeth. He looked at the fox woman in annoyance.
 
   “Must you revel in materiality? A priestess should exude more dignity.”
 
   The fox planted a hand against her heart in protest. “I have dignity! Hey Tonbo – back me on this! Do I have dignity?”
 
   Tonbo gave a grunt, which spoke great, deep volumes on a number of subjects. Sura inevitably took it to mean absolute agreement. 
 
   “There – see?”
 
   Kuno could only acquiesce. He kept his eyes upon the road ahead.
 
   “I stand corrected.”
 
   Sura walked along at Kuno’s side, thoroughly enjoying baiting him. She carried her spear across both shoulders, hanging her arms over the haft.
 
   “A fox will tell you that we live in a universe of objects and phenomena! We receive it through our senses. Why turn your back on the way that we commune with the world?” She drew in a great, deep breath, savouring the scent of wet earth and growing grass. “So anyway. Kuno! What’s this place you have us going to again?”
 
   Kuno tried to walk in the most determined possible fashion. “There is no ‘we’! We all just happen to be walking in the same direction.”
 
   “Well we’ll come with you and make sure you’re looked after.” The fox had not a care in the world. “So really – what’s this town called?”
 
   “The town is Ayamejo – the seat of Imperial Magistrate Masura.” Kuno straightened his back. “When I win the Ayamejo sword tournament, the magistrate will see my prowess. Then I can expect a better commission than wandering about as a policeman without portfolio.”
 
   Sura stuck out her bottom lip and nodded. “Cool! And if the other contestants beat you into mulch?”
 
   “What’s mulch?” Kuno gathered up his dignity, letting his warrior spirit soar. “And I shall win, because I am spiritually and bodily prepared. Although you are a kitsune, it cannot have escaped your notice that I am a paragon of the samurai arts.”
 
   Sura’s green eyes flashed above her grin. “Ooooh! A paragon!” She puffed out her quite considerable chest. “Well paragons shouldn’t mope. Lets sing!
 
    
 
    “My hole”, said she, “Is quite petite!
 
   And we’ll have lots of fun!
 
   If I can just persuade you, sir
 
   To come and take the plunge…!”
 
    
 
   All manner of passers by could hear her. Kuno primly glowered at the fox. 
 
   “Not that badger song! Even if you are a creature of loose morals, there is no need to advertise it.”
 
   “I do not have loose morals! I merely have a zest for life!”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   Sura rolled her eyes in annoyance. 
 
   “So you don’t like badgers. Well why don’t you entertain us, mighty paragon?”
 
   Kuno was immediately pleased. He smoothed his moustache.
 
   “Certainly. This is a poem from my first volume of collected works. I call it… “Butterfly.”
 
   Sura felt a sudden sinking in the pit of her stomach.
 
   “Wait wait wait – your first volume…?”
 
   “The first of three.” Kuno recited from memory, his voice taking on a deep, grand note.
 
    
 
    
 
   “See the butterfly
 
   Bright wings flutter up and down.
 
   Flap flap flap – Pretty.”
 
    
 
   Sura blinked – her brain almost went into total seizure.
 
   “Wow. Those tournament guys are going to pound you into the dirt…”
 
   She shook her head and walked on. Drawing up his dignity, Kuno did not deign to answer. He kept on with his planned route, trying to ignore the fox as she told jokes and sang all through the long day’s trek.
 
   Behind them, Tonbo marched along, quite content with his day.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the evening, they camped themselves in a quiet little dell just to the side of the main road. In theory, there should have been a village up along the road ahead, but as evening fell, there was still no sign of inns or houses. And so they made their way off between some trees, where a huge old oak spread its boughs above a soft, plush carpet of leaves. 
 
   Tonbo had an eye for finding comfort in the wilderness. It was a place with soft breeze, shelter, and no particularly irritating insects. Kuno sat himself down, pulled off his armour, and made himself comfortable for the night. He disassembled his sword to give it a deeply thorough cleansing – suspicious that the monster’s blood might have somehow have crept into nooks and crannies. While he worked, Tonbo made a fire, then walked off to fill their canteens at a stream.
 
   After a long, long walk, it was wonderful to indulge in the simple pleasures of the camp. Sura flaked in the grass for a while, enjoying the peace and quiet. But soon she stirred herself, drew out a pot, and wandered off into the woods to forage. She came back sometime later looking quite pleased with herself. She set a pot full of water over the fire and busied herself shaking in salt and spices. 
 
   The fox cut up what seemed to be a number of unwashed vegetables and mushrooms. She threw the entire collection into the pot – along with a handful of grass. Kuno finally took notice. He sniffed the air. The scent of Sura’s cooking was decidedly odd. 
 
   Tonbo came back from his explorations, carrying a bundle of firewood. He saw Sura at the cooking pot, and flicked a glance to Kuno.
 
   “You let her cook?”
 
   Sura took great exception to the remark. She brandished the wooden spoon she had been using to stir the stew. “There’s no need to complain! I can cook!”
 
   “And when did this miracle occur?”
 
   Sura stood with one fist upon her hip. “I can cook anything with legs!” She gave a wave of her spoon. “When the legs stop moving, it’s done.” 
 
   It had been a long time since the midday meal. Kuno finished wiping clean his sword and looked over to Sura.
 
   “Sura san – how long until dinner is ready?”
 
   Sura thoughtfully plunged her spoon into the pot. She came up with what looked like several large beetles, all of which madly wriggled their legs.
 
   “Aaaah – it might take a while.”
 
   Kuno decidedly lost his appetite.
 
   “I believe I will just have the rice.”
 
   A fly came buzzing through the evening light. Sura’s spear had been stuck into the ground, point uppermost, with the sheath carelessly left on the ground beside it. The fly blundered into the blade, and simply fell in two – both halves dropping into the rice pot. Kuno put a hand over his stomach.
 
   “Then again – perhaps a salad might do…”
 
   Tonbo glowered at Sura, and nudged at her spear sheath with his foot. 
 
   “I have told you before – keep the sheath on your weapon.”
 
   “Hey – I love my little hoko yari! My little ‘Leaf Cutter’.” Sura picked up the weapon and cherished it. It seemed to almost sparkle in her hand. “She loves me, too!”
 
   Kuno gave a frown. The hoko yari was a very, very ancient form of weapon. This one was a decidedly lethal variant on the design. Used to hook, trip, hamstring, cut armour lacings and disarm, it was – well, a decidedly foxy weapon. Kuno looked the weapon over, cast an eye at Sura’s priestly robes, and gave a scowl.
 
   “It is certainly impressive. But I am uncertain that a priestess should be carrying such a weapon in public.”
 
   “I’m a girl with a deadly weapon! What’s not to love?” Sura struck a pose. “This is a holy artefact! No exorcist priestess should be without one!” She saw the question forming in Kuno’s eyes, and forestalled him entirely. “I did not steal it. I repurposed it. We were meant for each other!”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   Kuno straightened his shoulders. Sincerity was a core pillar of the Way of the Warrior. He bowed to Sura in respect. 
 
   “I have not yet complimented you upon your skill in battle, Sura san. Please forgive me. Your handling of the monster yesterday – it was most impressive.”
 
   Sura sat herself down on a log, bringing over a pot of tea.
 
   “You are most welcome, Kuno san. You are a pleasure to work with.” She poured out tea for one and all. “Excellent sword work! A hag’s nothing to sneeze at!”
 
   Kuno leaned forward and tried to understand. “So… that was a hag? A ghost? A spirit…?“
 
   “Ooooh – definitely physical. A creature from the realm of slaughter.” The fox woman scratched herself. “Think of it as sort of a hungry tourist.”
 
   The samurai stroked at his moustache. 
 
   “You are a reibai? An exorcist?” Kuno could see prayer papers hidden in Sura’s sleeve. “So your spell… You destroyed the creature?”
 
   “Well – banished it. Gave it a sucking chest wound, then sent it packing back to where it came from.” She seemed wonderfully satisfied. “Damaged like that? It’s own relatives would have had it for lunch thirty seconds after it landed back home.”
 
   “Home?”
 
   “Home!” Sura put her empty teacup into Kuno’s hand and stood up. “Here.”
 
   She shifted form, once again becoming a humanoid fox. Stepping forward on her black-furred feet, Sura swept a section of leaves aside with her feet and her tail. She saw Kuno staring at her, and looked at him in puzzlement.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh! Nothing.” Kuno cleared his throat. “I have just… rarely ever seen…”
 
   “Shape changing?” Sura urged Kuno over to her side. “You’ll get used to it! Anyway – here here here! Here we go…!”
 
   He looked at her in puzzlement. “Why have you just changed form?”
 
   “I’m telling a story! I’m revealing facts. Foxes are naturally cuddly and set their audience at ease.”
 
   Tonbo was in the middle of cleaning out the pots. “I do not feel particularly at ease.”
 
   Sura flicked a glare in Tonbo’s direction. “Shhh! I’m an artist at work!”
 
   Using the butt end of her spear, Sura drew a large diagram in the dirt. She made a central circle, then surrounded it with seven other circles – all interlinking. With the skill of long practice, she sketched characters into each circle, giving them their names.
 
   “So – we have eight worlds. At the centre is the mortal world. And surrounding us – seven more. Each separated from one another – and all of them border the mortal realm. We are the centre – the conduit.” She tapped at the circles one by one. “Mortal world. Then we have the shadow realm, the realm of the restful dead, the realm of the celestial heavens... Then here we have the realm of dreams, the realm of hungry ghosts and the realm of slaughter. And finally – the realm of oni – the demons. Once a creature has been identified, the torijutsu practitioner then opens a gateway to the home realm and banishes the creature back to where it came from – with its arse whipped so thoroughly that it can never bother us again!” Sura struck a pose. “So there you have it! Kitsune Sura. Not just a medium – not just an exorcist – but an opener of the very gateways between worlds!”
 
   Kuno was cautiously amazed.
 
   “You have truly learned this? You can open a gate to any of the other realms?”
 
   Sura brushed modestly at her clothes. “Oh – well, once you have the knack…!”
 
   From over at the camp fire, Tonbo fixed her with a level glance.
 
   “Most of it is still theory – not practice.”
 
   “Well, that would be the problem with practicing a lost art.” Sura waved a black-furred hand. “Some of the realms may be a tad problematic. There might just be a slight problem with opening a way into the heavens. It’s a bit of a fox thing…” She made light of the problem. “And of course – the demon realm…”
 
   Kuno looked at the circle of the realm of the oni.
 
   “Closed for all eternity. Sealed by the first emperor.”
 
   “Sealed forever.” The fox waggled a finger towards the other realms. “But the others? From time to time, something slips through the cracks. Creatures break through into the mortal realm. And when that happens, I am perfectly equipped to send the thing right back to where it came from.”
 
   “It sounds extremely difficult.”
 
   “Oh – It’s highly specialised!” The fox ticked points off on her fingers. ‘I have to identify the creature, decide which realm it comes form. Then there’s the shield spells, the gate opening spells – the spell papers…”
 
   Kuno listened, frowning. “But you say that this is a lost art?”
 
   Tonbo nodded. “She is the sole practitioner.” 
 
   “Yes – I see.” Kuno cleared his throat. “Please excuse my ignorance – But why bother with gates and realms and… Why do you not simply destroy the creature?”
 
   Sura made an easy gesture. “It’s a Taoist thing. If possible, restore balance!” She traced a symbol in mid air with her spear, and the image somehow lingered, shimmering. “When all eight worlds are in balance – the Tao is flowing undisturbed. I am an agent of cosmic harmony, adrift in the infinite ocean of the Tao. Abiding in a mustard seed, I shall gaze down upon the mountains.”
 
   Tonbo nodded. ”And so why did you stab the thing before you banished it?”
 
   “Hey, that thing gnawed on travellers and skinned a bride! A little mortal injury was called for!”
 
   The fox sat happily down upon a log.
 
   “We can make this work! I have gateway magic, spiritualism, priestly spells. We have Tonbo as the mighty monster basher. Plus my amazing foxy talents for investigation…” She tapped a finger against her long pointed muzzle. “But you know – having some sort of official right to be nosey would be so useful. If only we knew an itinerant deputy…”
 
   Kuno cleared his throat – and then quite suddenly he noticed a speck upon his right arm. He almost leapt clean out of his skin. 
 
   “A flea! That was a flea! Is it a flea?”
 
   “Oh it wasn’t a flea! Don’t be such a baby!” Sura glared at the man. “Really. You are going to have to get a deeper grasp upon the adventuring life!”
 
   The man resentfully slapped at his sleeve, moving further away from the fox. “Simply because we travel the wilds does not mean that we must be at home with vermin.” Kuno scowled, checking his clothes for insects. “I do wish we had found an inn. I feel like a mendicant.” 
 
   “Just enjoy yourself!” Sura helped herself to the last of the tea. “We have the stars, the scent of earth and leaves. The troubles of civilization are a hundred miles away…” Sura savoured the steam drifting from her teacup. “Relax! The evening is under perfect control. Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   An arrow whirred out of the shadows and took the teacup right out of her hand.
 
   Sura dove aside with marvellous agility. Kuno and Tonbo flung themselves flat behind the trees. A second arrow whirred through the twigs high above – another thudded into a nearby tree. Sura stuck her head up to see what was going on, and Tonbo firmly pressed her back down into shelter.
 
   Off in the dark forest, there were shouts and calls – the sound of several angry men running and crashing through the underbrush.
 
   A white figure glimmered in the dark, racing in terror away from the noise. The figure ducked as an arrow flickered wildly overhead.
 
   “Stop it! Please – I didn’t do anything!”
 
   The fleeing figure was delicately feminine – small and slight, and shimmering white in the gloom. She ran fleeing through the forest, while a crowd with lanterns came blundering in her wake. 
 
   The woman reeled in bewilderment and fright. An arrow from a hunting bow flashed towards her, but a little glittering blue creature dashed out of the dark to swat the arrow aside. The fugitive girl put her head down and ran.
 
   A swarm of angry peasants were closing in upon her. A great hairy peasant lunged at the girl, then suddenly fell backwards: a small egg-sized chunk of rock flew out of the dark and hit the man on the forehead. The rock then swerved back and repeatedly bounced up and down upon his skull, making the man swat at the air, screeching in fright. The girl ran on, scrabbling her way into the little campsite dell. 
 
   A gigantic villager ran at the girl carrying a massive two-handed mallet. Sura had seen quite enough. She came forward, spear in hand and put the girl behind herself.
 
   “Hey! You people stop that!”
 
   More villagers came charging out of the darkness. Kuno moved forward. As more men charged towards the girl, he struck with his sheathed sword, spilling one man off his feet and staggering another two backwards. 
 
   The man with the mallet raged forward to swing at Sura. Tonbo stepped in and simply punched the man in the head. The huge villager staggered – his knees buckled – and then he fell. 
 
   Two men dragged out their swords. Kuno instantly drew, moving with speed and precision. His sword handling commanded instant respect. Kuno faced down the villagers, who backed carefully away.
 
   “I am Imperial Deputy Asodo Kuno. The revered priestess has requested that you stop.”
 
   Nursing a bloodied head, the man with the mallet pointed at the terrified girl.
 
   “She killed him! She killed Katsura!”
 
   The girl timidly emerged out from behind Kuno.
 
   She was a nezumi – a rat spirit – slim, petite and grave. Startlingly, the girl was pure white. Seen in half-animal form, she had pure white fur and long elegant whiskers. Her long hair was the pure, stark white of new fallen snow. Her eyes - frightened and intelligent – were an astonishing shade of pink. She wore travelling clothes, and carried a pair of kama through her belt. The blades of the little rice sickles were covered with plain wooden sheathes. 
 
   An elderly villager came forward and bowed nervously to Kuno, Tonbo and Sura, pointing towards the rat girl.
 
   “Sir! Samurai san. The rat spirit is a murderer! We have just discovered her handiwork. She is evil!”
 
   The girl shook her head in fright.
 
   “No! I swear - I was merely sleeping by the road!”
 
   The villagers surged forward again, all shouting and snarling – all decrying the rat girl. Sura lost her patience and stepped forwards, trying to call for order. 
 
   “Hey hey hey hey hey! You can’t just go around chasing people! Where’s your evidence? What the hell is wrong with you people?”
 
   A villager saw her fox face and shook an old sword in her face.
 
   “An animal spirit! Get her! She’s just like the other one!”
 
   Sura lunged forward and used her spear to slap the man’s weapon aside. Her blade flickered in, halting an inch from the villager’s throat. With white fangs bared, she was suddenly no laughing matter.
 
   “No – this one is a homicidal animal spirit. Can you spot the difference?”
 
   The villager’s eyes bugged. He gave a panicked nod.
 
   “Yes – yes! Thank you for pointing out my error.”
 
   Tonbo came forward – massive and thoughtful, cradling his tetsubo beneath one arm. He gave the rat spirit a considering look.
 
   “She does not have the look of a murderer.” If anything, the rat looked like a scholar or an artist: shy, intelligent and clearly timid. “What exactly do you think she has done?”
 
   The elderly villager bowed.
 
   “Honoured samurai! She crept up on Katsura in the lookout tower and slew him in the dark!”
 
   The rat sobbed. Her voice was wonderfully cultured but full of terror.
 
   “I would never!” She wrung her hands. “I was only looking for food! Samurai – please believe me!”
 
   Tonbo glowered. “Quiet! We shall investigate this further.” He turned to the elderly villager. “Where is the village head-man?”
 
   “Samurai san! Katsura was the village head-man.”
 
   Tonbo scratched the stubble on his chin, considering the whole affair.
 
   “Kitsune Sura and I are Spirit Hunters. Asodo Kuno holds a deputy’s warrant. We will investigate the facts of this murder to pass on to higher authority.” He motioned to the rat spirit to walk in company with Kuno. “Take us to the murder site.”
 
   Kuno turned to the villagers.
 
   “Why was your village head-man up in a watchtower at night?”
 
   The villagers looked amongst themselves in confusion. The elderly villager frowned. 
 
   “We do not know, samurai. He merely told us he intended to keep watch.”
 
   “Then let us all find out. Please take us there.”
 
   Sura, Tonbo and Kuno gathered up their camping gear, armour and packs. The peasants – in no way mollified but no longer boiling with anger, led the way towards their village. There were at least a dozen on them – and all seemed keen now to win over the good opinion of visiting dignitaries. Many clustered about Tonbo, eagerly pointing out the way. Sura and Kuno accompanied the rat spirit, who changed herself into human form.
 
   In human shape, the rat girl had a gentle, intelligent face. She had a neat, well groomed air. Her long pink tail curled demurely. Her hands were held clasped neatly at her middle. She looked to Sura in tired gratitude.
 
   “Thank you, lady, for saving me!” She was quite exhausted with emotion. “I swear I did nothing. I am only a poor lonely traveller…”
 
   Tonbo gave a grunt. “Hmmmph! You are not saved yet.”
 
   Sura swatted at the man. “Ignore him!” She looked the girl over in interest. “A nezumi! In the countryside?”
 
   “Yes. Yes indeed.” The girl gave a bow. “I am Nezumi Chiri. I am most pleased to make your acquaintance.”
 
   “Chiri! Great name!” Sura indicated her companions. “That’s Tonbo – this is Kuno. So what were you doing to rile the natives?”
 
   “Merely passing through, Sura san.” The rat gave a sad sigh – a sound that was pure music. “I could not afford to stay at the inn, so I was sleeping beside the road. But no one likes a rat…” 
 
   Two small creatures swirled down through the air to settle upon Chiri’s shoulders. One seemed to be a small, rather grumpy rock, and the other was a gorgeous, translucent insect, part dragonfly, part butterfly. The two creatures nuzzled against Chiri’s cheeks. 
 
   Sura changed back into human form. She was scowling, her mind already at work. Tonbo saw her shape change and nodded in approval.
 
   “Ah. Less confrontational?”
 
   “Didn’t want to overwhelm the natives with charisma.” Sura flicked a glance at Chiri. “Rattie girl isn’t raising any alarm flags. I’m not seeing any motivation for murder, there. She doesn’t look as if she fought anyone. She seems fairly reclusive…”
 
   “Stranger things have happened.”
 
   “Yeah – we’ll see.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Villagers lit the way through the forest with pale yellow lamps. They walked through a gully that bypassed a great curve of the main road, and came at last to a long, scattered village that straggled along beside the Ayamejo road. Kuno walked beside the distraught, dishevelled rat girl. Sura took the lead, listening with one ear as the elderly villager avidly described to her the village’s constant troubles with pilgrims, rowdy couriers and passing samurai. 
 
   They came at last to the centre of the village, where a great, tall, spindly watch tower stood beside the road. A collection of frightened village women and children stood at the bottom of the tower, all holding lanterns. None of them seemed to have the slightest idea of what to do. 
 
   The immense man armed with a mallet conferred with the women. He returned leading a nine year old boy by the hand. He sketched a bow to Sura.
 
   “Honoured Spirit Hunters! Our head-man lies dead atop the watchtower. My son found him there when he came to bring him hot tea.”
 
   Kuno looked up at the tall tower. It had been made from four long spindly tree trunks, with a solid wooden platform at the top, and an old gong to help sound the alarm in case of bandits or forest fire. It soared forty feet above the village, and would have a clear view during daylight of the road, woods and hills in all directions. Kuno mused upon the platform, stroking at his chin.
 
   “When was the body found?”
 
   “Not twenty minutes ago, honoured samurai! The culprit was clearly at hand, and so we gave chase!”
 
   Sura scratched at the root of her tail, looking at the rickety platform high above.
 
   “So is the body still up there? No one’s messed with it? You’re sure no one’s touched it?” She saw the villagers all nod – all of them wide-eyed as owls. Sura began tying back her sleeves. “All right. Tonbo – let’s go see what we can see. Kuno san – perhaps you can ask our nezumi friend if she saw or heard anything?”
 
   Sura left her spear in Kuno’s care, then took a lantern in her teeth. She swarmed up the tower with her long tail bobbing behind. Tonbo followed her up the ladder at a steady pace, wooden rungs creaking ominously beneath his weight. Kuno watched for a while, then turned to the rat woman at his side.
 
   The woman was still frightened – though far, far less so than before. Her strange companions, the rock and insect, floated in the air beside her. The blue insect fussed with her hair, grooming her briefly, then settled in place as though it were a magnificent hair ornament. For its own part, the rock seemed to regard Kuno carefully. It clearly held some very deep suspicions.
 
   The nezumi girl had a grace of carriage and a gentle intelligence that immediately struck the heart. Kuno stared for a moment, quite entranced. He had never seen anything like her in all his live-long days. He bowed to her, suddenly feeling oddly shy.
 
   “I am Asodo Kuno.”
 
   “I am Nezumi Chiri, honoured samurai.” Her bow had the flawless ease of good breeding. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
   Kuno felt pleased. The girl’s long hair seemed to drift like moonlight in the soft night breeze. He felt the floating rock’s considering eye upon him, and made an effort not to stare at the girl. 
 
   “Forgive me, Chiri san. I have never made the acquaintance of a rat spirit before. Although we were aware of the river clans near my home.” He inclined his head. “The nezumi are an ancient set of families, I believe?”
 
   Nezumi Chiri gave a rueful nod. “Not so flamboyant or as powerful as the fox clans, I am afraid. We are creatures of the towns.”
 
   “From your speech and demeanour, Chiri san... Clearly you are born to a family of some importance?”
 
   The girl looked aside – polite, yet clearly embarrassed.
 
   “Yes, Kuno san. But... circumstances can change.”
 
   It was clearly a painful subject. Kuno – a creature of quite delicate sensibilities – tactfully moved away from the subject. He turned to inspect the road.
 
   “So, Chiri San. The villagers found you beside the road?”
 
   “Yes, Kuno San.” The girl indicated a place at the base of the gulley, not forty paces away. “I was asleep just there – just where the trees meet the road.” 
 
   “And you heard no sounds? Saw nothing to alarm you?”
 
   “No, Kuno san. Nothing until the villagers found and attacked me.”
 
   “The villagers knew that you were there.” Kuno pondered carefully. “But what made them fix upon you as a suspect for murder?”
 
   Chiri gave a deep sigh. She moved so that Kuno need not see the deep shame upon her face. 
 
   “The village head-man had chased me from the village an hour before.” The girl hung her head. “I had begged for food earlier that day. They are not like rats. There is no – no sense of communion in their hearts. He – he drove me away.” She set her shoulders. “But I did not let them see me cry.”
 
   “A samurai will pretend that he has eaten a banquet, even though he has dined upon nothing but grass.” Kuno gave the girl a profound bow. “My deep respects to you, Nezumi Chiri.”
 
   The floating rock seemed to grudgingly accept Kuno’s presence. Together, Kuno and Chiri looked up at the watchtower overhead, where the lantern had finally reached the crown. Chiri watched the dim silhouettes of Tonbo and Sura far, far above.
 
    “It must be very interesting, working closely with a fox, Kuno san.”
 
   “It has definitely been interesting so far…”
 
    
 
    
 
   The watchtower was definitely not a comfortable place to be. During bad weather, it would be exposed to the whims of rain, snow, wind and hail. In high summer, it might, however, catch a cooling breeze or two. Sura made her way up the ladder, eyes wincing from the smoke coming from the lantern held in her teeth. She slowed as she reached the last few rungs, and approached the murder scene with silence, dedication and stealth.
 
   A body lay upon the small wooden platform. Sura halted, checking the area carefully, then quietly climbed up. She made space for Tonbo, careful to disturb nothing at the scene.
 
   An old peasant lay slumped against the upright posts. The dead man’s eyes bulged – his tongue was swollen – and yet in the light of the lantern, his face seemed pale. There was a very faint acrid scent in the air.
 
   He had been an old man – grey haired, but still strong and solid. His hands were calloused with work – his robes had been darned and mended neatly many times. Sura looked upon the old man’s body, and her heart sank into sadness.
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   There were offices to perform before other work could begin. Sura knelt beside the body. She bowed her head, drew in a breath, and then lifted her face and opened out her hands in prayer.
 
   A faint, gentle light sparkled in her hands.
 
    
 
   “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.”
 
    
 
   Tonbo waited until she had finished. He nodded his head in approval, then came fully up onto the platform.
 
   They examined the body together, one each side of the corpse, working with immense care and exact attention. Sura held the lantern while Tonbo checked the body carefully for signs.
 
   The neck of the body showed livid marks, as though broad bands had tightened about the dead man’s throat. The open mouth, bulging eyes and tongue seemed to imply strangulation, and yet the body was entirely pale. Sura examined the man’s throat, looking carefully at the damage.
 
   The larynx had been crushed. It would have taken immense physical strength. The dead man had never even managed to call out in alarm.
 
   Tonbo sat back and looked thoughtfully at the platform.
 
   “The nezumi. If she turned into rat form, she could have climbed up here silently, without being seen.”
 
   “But to do what? Naked, strangling this guy with her bare hands? Bopping him with her rock elemental?”
 
   “She is clearly a magician. A shugenja.”
 
   Shugenja – adepts who summoned the elemental spirits – were rare. Some legendary figures had indeed been powerful. But elemental spirits never caused unprovoked harm. It seemed unlikely that they would have been a party to cold blooded murder. Sura looked at the body, her sharp mind racing – considering a thousand different angles all at once.
 
   “Elemental spirits are small – they couldn’t pull on a belt or a rope with enough force to strangle a man.” The village head-man had been old, but strong: his shoulders were broad, and he had muscles hardened from long decades of farm labour. “This wasn’t done by magic. This took real physical power.”
 
   They turned again to the marks about the dead man’s throat. Broad. Had he been strangled by an obi belt, or a roll of cloth of some kind? The marks had a slight sheen to them. Sura delicately touched one with her fingertips, and sniffed at the acrid smell. 
 
   The dead man’s skin bothered her. It was waxen – and pale. Too pale by far. Sura carefully pulled back the man’s robes. She found a small mark hidden just beneath the neck line of the lapels.
 
   The village head-man had a small puncture wound at the base of his neck, just at the carotid artery. 
 
   The wound was narrow – as narrow as a finger’s with – and straight. It had been inflicted by some sort of slender blade. But no blood had spilled onto the man’s robes, or even onto his skin. 
 
   Sura checked the man’s hands and feet. His flesh was completely pale. It was as if his body had been completely drained of blood. 
 
   There was some minor settling of blood on the dead man’s back. But the corpse had quite definitely lost a vast amount of blood. It had been utterly bled white.
 
   There were no bloodstains on the floor of the tower, nor had there been any sign of blood on the ground below. Sura sat back and gazed at the corpse, trying to think. 
 
   Tonbo sat with her. He creased his brows in thought.
 
   “Someone took the blood.”
 
   “Could it be done? Without being seen?”
 
   Rising, Tonbo looked out over the village. It was a dark night, with low clouds. The village lanes were quiet. If the villagers had been inside, tending to their evening meals, then perhaps a stealthy assailant might have managed to move up and down the tower…
 
   “It’s possible.” Tonbo carefully considered the village. “But they would have needed great stealth.”
 
   He looked to Sura, who was again examining the dead man’s wounds. He waited patiently for her ideas.
 
   “What would have a use for blood?”
 
   Sura felt completely puzzled. 
 
   “A monster would have left bite marks. But this – this was a blade…” She looked out into the dark. “There is a type of evil magic that is based on blood. Maho.” The fox looked towards the village. “But here?” 
 
   “The nezumi girl?”
 
   “No.” Sura creased her brows. “She has elemental familiars. They only choose the pure at heart.”
 
   She turned back to the corpse.
 
   The dead man had been armed with a plain old sword. The weapon had been struck into the floorboards with considerable force. The blade was slightly marred with smear marks: there was a slight, clear, sticky smudge all along the edge. Once again, there was a faint, unpleasant acrid smell. 
 
   Tonbo and Sura both arose. Together they looked out into the night. They could just barely see the dark road far below, rooves of the village houses… Some way further down the road was a large inn, well lit and with many guests. The forests and hills were nothing but a black ocean of shadows. Moonlight barely glimmered from the black and restless leaves. 
 
   Sura looked carefully off towards the hills.
 
   “Why? Why did he come up here in the dark? What was he hoping to see?”
 
   Tonbo examined the inn.
 
   “There is considerable activity at the inn. Perhaps someone there has seen something? It might be worth inquiring.”
 
   “Maybe.” Sura gave a sigh. “Well – the rat’s pretty much off my list of suspects. She sure hasn’t been drinking blood, bottling blood, or bathing in it. And she couldn’t have carried it down that ladder…”
 
   Tonbo gave a slow, thoughtful nod. 
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Sura put a hand upon his shoulder, and rested it there for a while. He put his hand over hers. Sura stood there for a moment, and then turned to the ladder.
 
   “Come on, my friend. Let’s get down to solid ground.”
 
   She began to climb back down, then paused upon the ladder. She looked about the forest, senses prickling. The wind blew softly through her robes.
 
   Tonbo spoke softly from above.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know…” Sura looked off towards the inn, and then to the dark shapes of the hills.
 
   “Something is watching us.”
 
   Something hungry.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sura slid down the last section of the ladder, and landed poised on her feet. She untied her sleeves – far preferring them to flow free, and took back her spear from Kuno’s hands. She called happily over to the rat girl.
 
   “Hey, Nezumi san! Do you own a knife?”
 
   “No, honoured priestess. Only my kama.” The rat lifted up her arms. “Please – you are all most welcome to search me.”
 
   There seemed to be no point. She clearly had no knives strapped to her forearms, shins or tucked into her robes. To mollify the villagers, however, Kuno had already unrolled the girl’s scant possessions – a sleeping mat, a blanket, a tinderbox, an earthenware pot and a bag of dried herbs. He looked to Sura, and gently shook his head.
 
   “No, Sura san. No knives.”
 
   The floating rock regarded Sura – somehow managing to communicate a scathing frown. The fox looked at the creature in return, and scratched at her nose.
 
   “So – weed cutters, and a pair of elementals.” The kama were far too broad-bladed to have been responsible for slaying the village head-man. “Hey – why the kama?”
 
   The rat blushed, and bowed her head. 
 
   “I collect herbs for sale, Kitsune san. And... and sometimes chance grain grows by the roads…”
 
   A villager glared at the rat girl in suspicion.
 
   “Or perhaps she swipes grain from the fields.”
 
   Sura was incensed. She waved a hand towards the two little elementals. “She attracts good spirits! You should thank her!” She waved a hand, dismissing the whole affair. “Aaaaanyway – your man wasn’t killed by any weed cutters. He was strangled by someone with a hell of a lot of muscle power. The rat spirit is in the clear.” 
 
   An old villager had arrived – a sturdy ancient with immensely hairy grey eyebrows, like a pair of silver caterpillars. He had a common sense and authority that the other villagers lacked. Sura walked over and gave the man a bow.
 
    “Right! I have performed prayers for your head-man’s repose. You should send some young men up there with a rope so that you can bring him safely to the ground.” Sura held aloft a finger. “I will now magnanimously allow you all to buy me a drink at your inn.”
 
   The ancient villager gratefully inclined his head.
 
   “Yes, honoured priestess. Please, this way.” The man then turned and bowed to the rat spirit. “Nezumi san – please accept my apologies for our behaviour. Frightened men reacted in anger. We are ashamed.”
 
   Chiri gave the man a bow filled with immense good breeding and dignity.
 
   “I thank you for your apology, honoured villager.”
 
   “The Buddha said that all men should embrace compassion. We shall hold those words closer to our hearts in the future.” The old man bowed. “We thank you for pointing out our error.”
 
   The old man indicated the way to the inn, and Sura happily walked towards the building. Kuno remained behind with Chiri. He spoke to her in gentle sincerity.
 
   “I find that we have not yet eaten our evening meal. Have you eaten tonight, Nezumi Chiri san?”
 
   The girl flushed very slightly as she bowed.
 
   “I did manage to find a few wild herbs, and some burdock roots.”
 
   “Perhaps you would consent to share our evening meal, and enliven our evening with your company?”
 
   The rat bowed to him in gratitude, and they strolled together, following after Sura, Tonbo and the old villager.
 
   They walked together past silent houses. Behind barred doors, villagers sank down to pass a watchful night.
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   Chapter 3
 
   The roadside inn was some distance away from the main village. It was almost a world unto itself, well isolated from the village houses. Business was apparently good. The dining room housed several guests, and Sura caught delicious scents flooding from the kitchens. A monk’s bell rang softly – the sound echoing through the woods as Sura allowed the old villager to lead her to the inn. She scratched her chin as she looked at the dark shadows between the huts. 
 
   “So – can you tell me about the evening before the head-man climbed the tower? Had he been agitated during the day? Anything odd been happening?”
 
   The elderly villager scowled in thought, drawing in his immense caterpillar brows.
 
   “Katsura seemed most agitated, priestess. One of the travellers brought him news. He insisted on mounting the tower himself, and scanned the skyline. When we asked him what he sought, he said ‘nothing’. He said he was on a fool’s errand.”
 
   “So who are these travellers?”
 
   The old villager heaved a sigh, trying to remember.
 
   “We are only a small road, Kitsune san. These are all folk headed to Ayamejo. Merchants – a wandering monk… A lady and some swordsmen heading to the great tournament. They arrived some hours ago.”
 
   “Well – that’s a start. We’ll see what news arrived.”
 
   The inn was wide and comfortable, with a garden that had been planted with plum trees, flowers and a pond. A monk sat upon the porch – a man who wore a cylindrical straw hat so deep that he viewed the world through a small window woven in the straw. The man sat meditating before an intricately engraved bronze bell. At intervals measured by some internal mantra, he rang the bell, the notes ringing soft and low out across the night-time shadows. 
 
   Sura looked at the monk’s absolutely ludicrous hat, and made a most expressive face.
 
   “Oh what the hell is that?”
 
   The ancient villager gave a wise nod. “Merely a wandering monk, Kitsune san. A komosu – the Monks of Emptiness. He has been there all day and all night.”
 
   Walking along with Chiri at his side, Kuno elegantly cleared his throat.
 
   “It’s a Buddhist sect. The full basket hat walls them off from distractions. It allows them to contemplate the mysteries without undue impact from the ephemeral world.”
 
   Sura looked to Chiri and blinked, somewhat agog. 
 
   “Humans are lunatics…”
 
   Tonbo could only shrug.
 
   The inn’s main room had screen doors that were wide open to the fine night air. Some samurai and merchants sat inside, drinking, gaming and eating food served by a pair of industrious young maids. In another far part of the garden, a rowdy group of young samurai drank with one another. They were all similarly dressed, with immaculate hair and robes marked with prints of a swirling cloud. One man – more gorgeously attired than the others – held court at the centre of the group. Each and every one of them wore expensively decorated swords. Amongst the sounds of dining, drinking and revelry, the monk’s bell rang forth – quietly chastising anyone who cared to hear.
 
   The elderly villager led the way up into the main room of the inn. He nodded greetings to the fussy little owner of the inn, then led his guests over to a solitary table by the porch.
 
   A young woman sat eating and drinking alone. She had a fine face pulled into a serious, discontented expression. She wore masculine clothing: a samurai’s travelling clothes decorated with the mon of the Sano clan. She bore a long sword and short sword of high quality. A long, efficient naginata leaned against the wall beside her, easily in reach. The polearm’s long, curved blade was covered by a beautifully painted sheath. The elderly villager bowed to her, introducing Kuno, Tonbo and Sura.
 
   “Samurai san! Honoured lady, please excuse this intrusion. These are Imperial deputies who wish to ask you for information.” He bowed to Sura, Tonbo and Kuno. “I wish you the best of luck with your investigations, honoured priestess – honoured samurai. May the gods go with you.”
 
   The old man departed. Kuno advanced to the table, and gave the samurai woman a profoundly respectful bow.
 
   “Greetings, lady. I am Deputy Asodo Kuno. These are my companions, the priestess Kitsune Sura, and her yojimbo, Tsunetomo Tonbo.”
 
   The woman bowed in return. Her manner was military, and her voice deliberately gruff.
 
   “I am Sano Moko, daughter of Lord Sano. Good evening.”
 
   Sano Moko shot a scathing glance at Sura, who had happily invited herself to sit down at the table. One of the maids came racing over with a drink and pressed it into Sura’s hand. The fox drank it down with relish, and was happy to accept the bottle.
 
   Sano Moko looked the fox up and down with a dire eye.
 
   “Yes. Please do sit…”
 
   Kuno cleared his throat. He made the best of Sura’s rather extraordinary etiquette, and accepted the offer of a seat. His manner, as ever, was polished and polite.
 
   “We thank you, Sano san. Please forgive us for making a ripple of disturbance in your evening…” 
 
   He made a place for Chiri, then sat politely down. Tonbo sat beside them. Sura was already flagging down the waitress once again, pointing eagerly to the bowls upon the woman’s tray.
 
    “Are those kitsune noodles?”
 
   “Yes, priestess!”
 
   “Oooh – kitsune noodles all ‘round! And some of those cakey things! I was smelling those all the way over here.” The fox poured sakē all around. “Kampai!”
 
   Sano Moko gave the fox a frosty look. 
 
   “Should a priestess be quite so devoted to her food?”
 
   Sura lounged back and elegantly lifted up her glass. 
 
    
 
   “The five colours make the eyes blind
 
   The five tones deafen the ear.
 
   The five flavours cloy the palate.
 
   Racing and hunting madden the mind.
 
   Goods hard to come-by tempt men to ruination.
 
   Therefore the Sage takes care of the belly, not the eye.
 
   Forgoing the one, he embraces the other.”
 
    
 
   She suddenly saw the waitress passing by again. “Oooh – and plum wine! My sagacious belly demands plum wine!” Sura downed her sakē to make room for the wine. She nodded to Sano Moko. “So hey! You had some sort of news that you passed on to the local head-man?”
 
   The woman coldly drank her sakē.
 
   “It would be up to the head-man to decide whether such information should be shared with… travellers.”
 
   Noodles arrived. Sura grabbed the first bowl, revelling in the delicious steam.
 
   “Too bad – he’s dead! We’re investigating!” Sura watched Sano Moko slyly from a corner of her eye. “So as the person who gave him the information that led him to his death – what did you tell him?”
 
   The samurai woman icily arranged her clothes. She refused more sakē, and instead drank tea. She addressed herself to Kuno.
 
   “Asodo san. I met the village head-man to relate my discovery of a body in the woods.” She set her tea aside. “He seemed extremely concerned by my tale.” 
 
   Tonbo made certain that Chiri had been served noodles: when Sura was eating, it was best to take care not to loose any errant fingers or toes. “Where was this body found, Sano san?”
 
   The woman clearly found the memory distasteful. 
 
   “I came here through a narrow trail across the south eastern hills. My advice was that this route was far swifter than taking the river road. It is used only by a very few.” Sano Moko sipped at her tea and found it bitter. “Yesterday, I encountered a charcoal burner’s camp. The kiln was still smoking – but the camp itself was quite deserted. Equipment had been left lying under the open sky. There was a buzzing of flies, and a reek of decay. 
 
   “Upon searching, I located the body of a charcoal burner. He had been dead for perhaps one day, lying in a clearing in the sun. I did not interfere with the body, since such a thing is ritually unclean. I left all as it was, and reported the matter to the village head-man here when I arrived. The charcoal burner was apparently known to these people. They will send two of their men to bury him.”
 
   Sura sprinkled spice into her noodle bowl. “Do you think you know how the charcoal burner was killed?”
 
   “Strangled. There were marks upon his neck.” She felt great distaste at the memory. “Clearly he had been strangled.”
 
   Tonbo had heaped his bowl with food. “Did you notice any tracks? Any other signs.”
 
   “No, yojimbo san. I am not a skilled tracker. There were no signs of other passers by. I was on the road for a total of three days, and encountered no other travellers.” She wrinkled her nose. “The corpse was already becoming swollen and offensive. I did not linger.”
 
   Sura mused over the information, and then engulfed almost an entire bowlful of noodles at a blow. Outside, the group of young samurai were becoming noisier and noisier, drinking and calling to the maids. Kuno scowled, but chose to ignore the noise. 
 
   Sano Moko arose from the table, threading her sword through her belt. She nodded a short bow to one and all.
 
   “I must retire. I have an early start tomorrow.” The woman flicked a scathing glance at the unruly men out in the gardens. “I will ask for a chamber far from that unseemly noise.”
 
   Kuno began to bow in farewell, but Sura, having wrestled half a ri of buckwheat noodles down her neck, managed to speak at last.
 
   “Hey, so Moko san! Why were you travelling through the forest in the first place?”
 
   “I am going to Ayamejo for the festival.”
 
   Kuno looked at the woman with great respect. “You are a fighter, Sano san?”
 
   The girl sat stiff and proud. “I am samurai.”
 
   “Quite so.” Kuno nodded in brusque approval. “We wish you a good evening, samurai. Our thanks for assisting us with our inquiries.”
 
   Sano Moko collected her naginata, and gave a bow. She moved off to the sleeping chambers at the back of the inn – a grim, focussed figure with determination in every step. Sura gave a whistle, and shook her head.
 
   “You know, I bet she has an inner weakness for kittens! She totally looks the type.” The fox nudged at Tonbo, who was downing his broth. “So hey – what did you make of that?”
 
   Tonbo set down his empty bowl, pondered for a long, considering moment, and then gave a nod.
 
   “Good noodles.”
 
   “Yeah – not the noodles. I mean iron woman.”
 
   Kuno flicked an annoyed glance at the fox. “The woman is a female warrior. Samurai. She is unlikely to have strangled someone in the woods, and then diligently walked to a village to report finding the corpse.”
 
   “Yeah – point taken. But hey – seems we have a second murder. Probably by the same method. Won’t know unless we see the corpse.”
 
   “They will have buried it by now. We cannot go unearthing cadavers resting properly in their graves.” Kuno fixed an eye upon the fox, suspecting that she might well do exactly that, given half the chance. “In any case, I must be on the road to Ayamejo first thing tomorrow. I cannot linger here. We will report the crime tomorrow afternoon at the castle. More manpower can be sent.”
 
   “Still – two deaths. Can’t see that the victims are closely connected, except by general location...” Sura pondered. “Something nasty’s going on.”
 
   Quite suddenly, Sura switched mental tracks. The rat girl, Chiri, had been sitting demurely at the table, trying to escape censure. Sura saw that the girl had made only the tiniest, politest inroads to her food, and immediately took her under her wing.
 
   “Eat! Eat! Look how skinny you are? You’ll get your fur all out of condition. I’ll see if I can get us more food.” Sura urged the girl to down her noodles. “Excellent! There we go. Are they good?”
 
   “They are most excellent. I thank you.” The rat blushed. “I have rarely tasted better.”
 
   “Dig in!” Sura shook the sakē bottle, finding it to be tragically empty. “So hey – you’ve been on the roads around here. Any rumours of bandits? Thugs? Wandering stranglers? Anything like that?”
 
   “None that I have heard of, Sura san. But I am a wanderer. I had only been in this area for a day.”
 
   “Hmmm – but all the wanderers come here…” Sura watched maids heading into the kitchens. She arose and headed off on the maid’s trail. “You guys stay here. I’m just going to make a few inquiries…”
 
   Off she went, her nose pointed towards prey. Chiri watched her in admiration, carefully cradling her pet rock.
 
   “She is most determined.”
 
   Kuno gave scowl. “She is very annoying.”
 
   “But most sincere, in her way.” Chiri set her rock quietly in place upon the table. “She is indeed an extraordinary soul.”
 
    
 
    
 
   That extraordinary soul followed her nose into the kitchen. There, amidst the steam, boiling noodle pots and sizzling skillets, Sura discovered the little innkeeper and his large and merry wife. The maid collected fresh bottles of heated sakē from a pan of water. The innkeeper’s wife saw what she was doing and raised a cry of protest.
 
   “Not more? No – it can’t be more!”
 
   “They are getting noisier!” The maid seemed distraught. “Perhaps if they drink more, they will have to sleep it off?”
 
   “Yes yes yes – but I will take it. Not you – not Kiko! I will do it.” The innkeeper’s wife suddenly saw Sura in the doorway, and instantly beamed. “A kitsune! Oh – it is a kitsune! We have not had the pleasure of a fox’s company in many months.” The woman waved a hand to her husband. “The duck! She will want the roasted duck! Crispy skinned. Oh – and the fried crayfish!”
 
   The innkeeper flicked a glance at Sura, and whispered loudly to his wife.
 
   “Wife – Kiko said that the fox is a priestess! Meat might be unseemly!”
 
   “Oh – oh! A priestess?” The wife looked again at Sura, seeing her robes. “Oh – you are not a Buddhist priestess, are you? I forget whether foxes are Buddhists?”
 
   Sura was happily intrigued to see so much food being prepared. Dumplings sizzled and fish fried. She felt herself absolutely salivate. “No no. Not a Buddhist. A Taoist with sort of Zuang-Zhi leanings. It’s a fox thing…” She smelled a delicious scent coming from the oven. “Oooh – did you say duck?”
 
   The innkeeper’s wife bustled swiftly out through the curtains. “Yes yes – I shall bring you duck. Oooh – and terrapin! Our hotpots are famous!” 
 
   The woman whisked off, passing yet another maid – presumably ‘Kiko’. This girl also seemed greatly harassed. She looked into an earthenware pot, and shook her head.
 
   “There are no more plums.”
 
   “No pickled plums? None?” The innkeeper looked up from across a sizzling pan of dumplings. “How do they eat them in such quantity?”
 
   “I don’t know?” The waitress spied Sura. “Oh! Oh priestess! We have plum wine. I will bring you some. We make it ourselves.”
 
   Sura looked at the girl, noting the angry flush to her cheeks. She thieved a dumpling from a nearby tray.
 
   “What seems to be the problem?”
 
   The innkeeper threw something into a pan, causing a sudden great deafening sizzle. He shouted to be heard above the noise.
 
   “Ah, priestess! The sword school students are loud and uncouth. But they are frequent visitors and big spenders – so somehow it must be borne.” The innkeeper energetically flipped frying fish with long chopsticks. “But they have brought their senior student. A bad egg, that one! A very bad egg. Even if he is from a wealthy family, he never should have been chosen!” The man put his hand over his mouth. “I say too much. But priestess – it is hard to bear! We have a reputation to uphold. And my girls – I must protect my girls from their attentions.”
 
   The first waitress came bustling into the kitchens again. She sat herself on a bench, as close to Sura as she dared.
 
   “Priestess! Is it true? Is the village head-man truly dead?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.” Sura peeked into a pot. “All of your guests – have they been here all evening?”
 
   “Yes, Kitsune san.” The man was adamant. “The monk has been on the porch, forever ringing his bell. The samurai lady and the merchants have all been in their rooms, or in the dining room.”
 
   “What of these sword students?”
 
   “They come and go!” The maid seemed a tad ragged. “There are too many of them to keep track of. I wish they would go for good!”
 
   Sura waved her fluffy tail. “Tell me – have there been weird events? Any strange deaths or disappearances in the area?”
 
   The innkeeper flipped his frying fish with impressive speed.
 
   “No – no, Kitsune san! This village is a place of utter peace.”
 
   The innkeeper’s wife came bustling into the room, quite irritated by the rowdy youths outside. She called across to her husband, quite incredulous.
 
   “Dolt! You are going senile! Where has your memory gone?” The woman addressed Sura with great confidence. “Last year, before the big tournament. A traveller was found dead at a camp site just down the road.”
 
   The innkeeper waved a hand, dismissing the whole affair. “Well that’s not in the village! It was no one we knew!”
 
   “Dolt! That is not what she asked. She quite clearly asked about any strange deaths in the area.”
 
   “How am I to know what happens out there on the roads. Roads are imperial territory. She should ask an imperial deputy!”
 
   “She is working with an imperial deputy, and they are trying to find out about murders!” The wife positively stamped her foot. “Do pay attention!”
 
   The innkeeper grumbled and muttered, irritably flipping his fish. Sura lifted a finger to try and still the domestic squabble. 
 
   “Excuse me! Sorry – so there was a dead body last year? Do you remember how they died?”
 
   The wife carried a stack of empty cups and plunged them into a tub of water. “The head-man fetched in the body. He was so covered in filth he had to bathe – we had to change the water twice!” She tapped at her head, trying to remember. “Strangled. Yes yes – the poor woman had been strangled. A terrible disgrace!” A thought suddenly occurred to her. “Oh! Koichi san’s poor wife! Husband, we must send her sakē immediately – and rice! Give it to one of the girls!” The wife turned to the maid. “Kiko dear – do run across to her now. But be quick – I shall visit her properly in the morning.” She called to her husband. “Now more fish for the merchants. They have an appetite.”
 
   The kitchen flew into chaos as yet more fish was fried – other meals were arranged on plates, and dumplings were clapped atop a steamer. Sura raised one hand in blessing.
 
   “Well thank you! That’s all useful. Please accept our sympathy for your troubled times.” She spied a short, thick bottle marked in painted letters. “Oooh – is that black plum wine?”
 
   The innkeeper’s wife bustled past, and absently planted the bottle in Sura’s hands. “Yes. Yes indeed. Here!” The woman hastened off to fetch more dishes. “I shall bring out the duck! And a terrapin hotpot for our bold investigators!”
 
   Sura absconded with a platter of hot dumplings and headed back to her table. The fox dropped the food into the middle of the table, then poured out wine for all and sundry – serving herself twice. She had only just finished her dumplings when the duck arrived, crispy skinned and sizzling hot, with a hotpot and more noodles for Tonbo. Sura made certain that Chiri’s plate was constantly refilled. She urged the best pieces of duck onto the rat girl, pouring her dark plum wine and filling the room with cheer. 
 
   She began regaling Chiri with one of her youthful triumphs – steeping a rival’s bathwater with green dye just before a temple dance. The other girl – a white fox, most horribly snooty – had turned an utterly charming shade of green: a shade she had failed to notice until she had begun to dress. Sura tried to describe the scene in detail as the other girl had burst screeching out into the temple halls, but she had to raise her voice louder and louder simply to be heard. The raucous calls, jeers and coarse laughter coming from the young samurai in the garden were making conversation almost impossible. 
 
   At the far end of the inn, villagers were sitting about a table, grief stricken and grave. With their head-man dead, they were trying to organise their village’s affairs. But a chunk of fruit came bouncing in across the floor beside them – then another and another. Harsh youthful voices called out insults to a passing maid. 
 
   The maid came racing past, stiff faced. The villagers at the nearby table tried to bear yet another fruit barrage. Chiri looked at their distress, and her heart went out to them. Kuno saw their fortitude, and was impressed.
 
   The noise from outside was unseemly. It was unworthy of samurai to act in public without decorum. Kuno arose, threaded his longsword through his belt, and bowed to the villagers. He strode forth towards the garden – a picture of rectitude and righteousness. 
 
   Tonbo rose to his feet: it was possible that back-up might be needed. Sura took one look at Kuno, tossed down her drink, and scrabbled to her feet.
 
    “Oh for Kwannon’s sake…” Sura reached for her travel pack. “Tonbo – pass me my pack.”
 
   Chiri put out a hand and summoned her little floating rock. With her air elemental peeking out from behind her hair, the rat spirit hastened after Kuno, threading her kama through her belt.
 
    
 
    
 
   Forthright, noble and dignified, Kuno quietly made his way out into the gardens. The large party of young samurai were drinking and eating beneath a plum tree. On the porch nearby, the basket-headed monk pointedly held his vigil, the low tones of his bell failing to chastise the unruly men. 
 
   A dozen young samurai were paying court to their leader – a young man dressed in high style, who held an ornate sword unsheathed in his hand. The men tossed pickled plums to their leader, who made a game of cutting the fruit in two as they flew. Cut fruit were flung at the villagers, or hurtled at the porch. The swordsman was deeply and arrogantly proud of his skills.
 
   Sitting to one side, well separated from the entire affair, was another man: dressed in the cloud-printed robes worn by his companions, but far more silent and sour. Tall and cadaverously thin, he carefully sliced a pickled plum with a long, thin bladed knife – a kodzuka that slotted into the sheath of his short sword. 
 
   One of the young men bawled towards the inn, demanding more fruit. He caught sight of Kuno’s approach, and nudged at his fellows. The group parted, and Kuno walked calmly in amongst them. He walked up to the arrogant young man with the sword and gave a perfect bow.
 
   “I am Asodo Kuno. May I have the honour of knowing your name?”
 
   The young man whipped his sword clean, and sheathed it. He made a vague sketch of a bow. 
 
   “Hamada Bunji! Senior student of the Seven Winds school of swordsmanship!” The man waved a hand at his compatriots. “These are the star students of the Seven Winds school.”
 
   “I am honoured to make your acquaintance.” Kuno tuned to indicate the grief-stricken villagers. “Please forgive me, Hamada san, but the people of this village are in mourning. Now that you are aware of it, I am sure that you will wish to give the villagers a little peace.”
 
   Hamada Bunji gave a contemptuous jerk of his chin. 
 
   “We have money! We have sakē! We are here for a good time!”
 
   “Indeed, Hamada san. But I am sure that you will now agree that you should perhaps do so more quietly.” Kuno bowed to one and all – perfect in his etiquette. “Good evening to you all.”
 
   Kuno turned away, and walked back towards the inn. Behind him, Hamada Bunji weighed a pickled plum in his hand. The man with the kodzuka glared at him, rising – taking hold of Bunji’s shoulder and warning him not to start trouble. Bunji threw off the restraining hand, then hurtled the plum at the back of Kuno’s head.
 
   Kuno moved one half step aside, without breaking his stride. He caught the plum in mid flight, and stopped, examining it. Unruffled, he put the fruit into his sleeve.
 
   “Thank you, Hamada san. A pickled plum would be most refreshing.” He bowed once again. “I bid you a good night.”
 
   The fencing students half rose, some reaching for nearby swords. Hamada Bunji angrily put his hand to his sword hilt. 
 
   “There you all are! Good evening to you, gentlemen!”
 
   Walking into the light came a wondrous sight. Sura appeared, dressed in full priestly splendour, a vision of furry magnificence. A great, tall lacquered eboshi cap sat grandly on her head. Over her peach-printed robes, she wore a gorgeous white silk suikan – a formal court robe exquisitely embroidered with nine-tailed foxes. The long train trailed out behind her, sweeping majestically along the floorboards. In one hand she carried a magnificently painted fan. Sura shone with a cheer and an inner serenity that took the sword students utterly aback. She sailed into the gardens, and pointed at the sword students with her fan.
 
   “Alright boys. We’ve got corpses in the house! Technically, this whole inn is unclean. But I’m so glad you’re all here! We have a long, long evening of prayer and soulful meditation planned. Ceremonies – some sutra readings. Ritual baths in ice cold water… We can count on you guys joining in – yes?”
 
   The grand, alien presence of the fox was almost a physical shock. Men fell back away from her, utterly amazed.
 
   Moving to the fore of the students came the tall, cadaverous man. He gave a deep, formal bow to the fox priestess.
 
   “Honoured priestess, please forgive us, but we shall not be attending the ceremonies. Our presence would intrude on the village.”
 
   “Suit yourselves!” Sounding sadly disappointed, Sura pushed back her sleeves. “The corpses are rolling in now. We’d better get busy. But the rooms at the back are ready for you if you want to turn in for the night.”
 
   Hamada Bunji was still clearly looking for a fight. But the dour man forced him to back down. The students abandoned the gardens and moved in a surly, drunken body off to the rear of the inn. Peace and quiet finally descended over the night.
 
   The monk’s meditation bell rang. Sura took off her tall cap and threw it over to Tonbo.
 
   “Twelve down, all with one blow of her tongue!” She gave a false sigh of regret. “Sadly, the little red fox is forever cursed by having to deal with inferior intellects!”
 
   Kuno eyed the fox with great disapproval. “Deception is beneath the honour of a samurai.”
 
   “That must explain the casualty rate!” Sura helped herself to Kuno’s pickled plum. “Never mind! You’ll get the drift eventually!”
 
   They returned to their table, where Sura stowed the white robe, fan and hat back in her backpack – the hat being carefully folded flat between stiff leather sheets. She sat back down, and helped herself to another piping-hot bowl of terrapin.
 
   “Right! Anyway – back to business. We have two murders, and possibly another one last year. Missing blood – possible black magic. Can’t say I have any real clues. So – thoughts! Kuno?”
 
   Kuno shook his head. “No.”
 
   “Chiri?”
 
   The rat seemed astonished to be asked. “Oh! Ah – no!”
 
   “Tonbo?”
 
   Tonbo gave a shrug, and ate noodles. No one seemed to have any real ideas. Sura looked from one to the other.
 
   “Right – so what’s our plan of action?”
 
   Chiri timidly cleared her throat.
 
   “Forgive me, Sura san. You – you have no set procedures for this type of case?”
 
   The fox leaned back in her seat, looking utterly confident.
 
   “Oh yes – yes, of course we do!” She airily waved a hand to Kuno. “Kuno? Tell her!”
 
   The samurai looked at Sura in irritation, then straightened his robes. 
 
   “We must immediately report it to the magisterial authorities in Ayamejo. These matters may require further investigation.”
 
   Sura joyously drank black plum wine. Her cheeks, neck and cleavage were distinctly pink: she apparently had no head for wine at all. “That’s a plan! And quite coincidentally, it gets you to Ayemejo for the tournament.”
 
   “That is not a consideration.”
 
   “Just saying! Just saying!” Sura fanned her cleavage with her hands, loosening her robes. “Is it hot in here? And is that monk’s bell getting louder?”
 
   Tonbo relieved her of the bottle. “The ringing is in your ears.” He passed a bamboo canteen. “Drink water.”
 
   The maid Kiko came bustling quietly over. She deposited a bill into Sura’s hands. Sura looked at the numbers at the bottom of the reckoning, and instantly put on a great, white toothed, innocent smile.
 
   Tonbo shot her an inquiring glance.
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
    
 
   A deep, velvet darkness lay across the forest. Somewhere close by, a stream trickled merrily. Drifts of leaves lay all around, ready to rustle under the feet of an intruder. Four bed rolls had been lain out: four packs leaned against the tree. A string draped across Sura’s pack held a mere two copper coins. 
 
   Kuno glowered.
 
   “So you’re saying we can’t even afford a single room in the inn?”
 
   Sura had turned into her animal form. As a long, lithe, pretty fox, she trod around and around on her bed in circles. She stopped and waved a paw. 
 
   “Don’t look at me like that! When they didn’t give me a bill for the first drink, I thought the meal must be on the house! You know – thanking the bold investigators!”
 
   “So how much have we got left?”
 
   The fox waggled her head. “Aaaah – we’re broke!” She seemed in no way concerned. “But hey! Maybe we’ll find another swamp hag.”
 
   Chiri’s air elemental sat on a twig overhead, shedding a gentle blue light. Tonbo lay himself down in the ferns, pillowing his head upon his arms. He had made himself perfectly at home, with his helmet hanging from a branch beside his bed.
 
   “It’s a fine night.” The big man had chosen the campsite with care. “I like it here.”
 
   Kuno settled himself into bed, making certain that his sword was at hand. Sura burrowed under her blankets and curled into a fuzzy ball. Above Tonbo, the air elemental shut off its light and settled quietly down to watch over the camp. 
 
   Chiri began settling herself as well, pet rock snuggling in beside her. Tired after a long and eventful day, the rat girl gave a yawn. She tied her long white hair into a careful pony tail for the night, then snuggled down under a worn old quilt. She lay still for a moment, then spoke quietly into the dark.
 
   “Thank you all, for looking after me. You have my deepest gratitude.”
 
   Tonbo gave a yawn. “You’re welcome.” He settled happily down into bed. “They were good noodles.”
 
   They all lay quiet for a while. Water trickled through the nearby stream: the night sounds were soft and gentle. But after a few moments, Chiri cleared her throat again.
 
   “Please excuse me. Should we set a guard? What if we all get murdered?”
 
   Sura stretched in her bed and yawned. She sounded tired.
 
   “Oh, I think the area’s had its quota for one night.” She nestled deeper into bed. “I’ll keep a foxy ear cocked. We should be fine.”
 
   Kuno sat up. With no campfire, the area was utterly dark. He could hardly see his hand in front of his nose. “You are certain? I could remain awake on watch.”
 
   The fox yawned.
 
   “Hey, you’re with animal spirits now! Sharp senses, razor sharp instincts.” Sura vanished amongst her blankets. “Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   Kuno lay irritably back down.
 
   “I hate it when you say that.” Kuno gave an exasperated sigh. He ruffled out his quilt, then made a respectful bow of his head towards Chiri. “Goodnight, Chiri san.”
 
   “Goodnight, Kuno san. Rest well.”
 
   All seemed quite safe and secure. Nestled in the leaves, they drifted off to sleep, while above them the air elemental spread its beautiful blue wings.
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   Chapter 4
 
   The first grey hint of dawn filtered through the trees, gently dappling the forest floor. A few great fuzzy caterpillars dined upon the lush green underbrush, enjoying their breakfast in the morning quiet. Far off in the distance, a woodpecker hammered away at a tree: the forest seemed a place of perfect peace.
 
   Kuno arose just after dawn, looking about the peaceful little camp. Sura lay snuggled in her bedding nearby, curled nose to tail. Still in her animal form, she slept peacefully – aside from the occasional little wuff of sound. A fire had been laid, smoking quietly just downwind of the sleepers. Chiri’s bed had already been rolled up and tied into a neat pack around her belongings. The strange little elemental creatures had vanished, and Chiri was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Rising quietly, Kuno changed his clothing, dressing neatly and swiftly. He combed back his long hair and pulled it back into a queue. Threading swords into his belt and elegantly draping the sheath cords, he looked out across the nearby woods. 
 
   Chiri had not yet reappeared.
 
   Dew silvered the grasses and fallen leaves. Little footprints had disturbed the dew, leading off towards the stream. Making certain that the camp was secure, Kuno left his companions sleeping and followed the trail. He ducked beneath silver spiders’ webs, and moved quietly forward into the ferns. 
 
   Walking beneath the trees, Kuno passed into a sparkling world of deep green herbs, moss and great brown stones.
 
   The air felt wonderfully sharp. It was filled with scents – damp earth, wet stones and fresh water. Kuno walked forward with a heart that seemed to forget all of its burdens. Here there was only the beauty of the world, bright and new.
 
   He reached the water at last – a bright, clear forest stream with a bed of speckled stones. The current softly sang amongst the tree roots, rippling across old fallen logs. Willow trees hung down to caress the water with green fingertips. Glittering specks of mica shimmered in the gravel, making the stream bed sparkle with countless points of gold. 
 
   Kuno paused, drawing in a breath, savouring the day. The leaves whispered – the air shivered to the rhythm of the splashing stream. The world suddenly seemed filled with amazing possibilities. 
 
   The stream formed a broad, clear pool just up ahead. Feeling his way gently through the ferns, Kuno stopped beside the water and closed his eyes. His skin tingled to the feel of moisture dancing in the air.
 
   What was it the fox has said, when first they met? “Concerned with place and with ambition, we fear failure. Concerned with dignity, we fear ridicule… The sage realises that self worth comes from within. By releasing anxieties, he embraces the freedom of the Tao.”
 
   Standing amongst the ferns, caressed by dappled sunlight, Kuno felt the weight vanish from his soul. 
 
   Despite her faults, the fox was oddly free. It would be a startling world if it turned out that she was wise, and Asodo Kuno a fool. 
 
   Somewhere at the edge of his hearing, Kuno sensed a faint splashing. He opened his eyes and searched about, finally moving forward to peer through the bushes in puzzlement.
 
   Three quite substantial fish lay glimmering on the grass beside the stream. As Kuno watched, a white shape flickered at the shore: a white rat speared into the water, and there was a flurry of motion in the deeps.
 
   After a while, the rat surfaced, awkwardly towing a fish through the water with her teeth. She dragged the fish up onto the gravel, where it lay, still twitching, next to the other three. 
 
   The graceful rodent returned to the pool,long pink tail trailing sinuously behind as she swam. On a tree limb above, the graceful blue insect shape of her air elemental gleamed. The rock elemental kept watch from the banks, noticeable amongst the other rocks because of its frown. The white rat swam around and around in the pool, making lazy circles, then came up onto the banks and vigorously shook dry her fur. She was met by the rock and air elementals, who caressed against her in absolute affection. 
 
   Creeping up out of the water came another small being – part eel, part frog, but seemingly made entirely from transparent water. Another tiny creature, this one made from new-grown fern, crept forward. The rat conversed quietly with them all, thanking the water creature. She then walked a few steps away, shimmered, and transformed. 
 
   In human form, Nezumi Chiri was small and delicate – her back long and smooth, and her skin a delicate pink-white, all the way down to the tip of her tail. Her long, wet hair trailed pure white down her back. Demure, innocent and heart-breakingly beautiful, she wrung out her long hair. Light reflected from the stream chased gently back and forth across her skin. 
 
   Chiri deftly scaled and cleaned her catch, using the broad blades of her kama, then washed both hands and kama in the stream, before arising once more. She reached for the clothing that hung across a nearby bush, dressing quietly. 
 
   Kuno was utterly lost. He stared, entranced – unable to see anything else in the world. Chiri combed her hair, and the air elemental whirred up to knit and groom, pulling some strands back and draping them in place. Chiri called to the rock elemental, and bent down to retrieve her straw sandals from the ground.
 
   Kuno blinked – and suddenly realised that his position lacked all possible decorum. He looked about in panic, and hastened to duck beneath the bushes. The rock elemental whirled about and glared at the forest path in suspicion. Kuno crept backwards, and made his way hastily back towards the path. 
 
   Long moments later, Chiri came walking down the path towards the camp. She carried four fish hanging from a twig, and a bunch of crisp roots gathered from the stream. Kuno had reached the path, and Chiri called out to him, full of joy. 
 
   “Kuno san! Good morning!”
 
   Kuno bowed – aware that the rock elemental was glowering at him. He nervously cleared his throat.
 
   “Ah – good morning, Chiri san. How – how are you this morning?”
 
   “Better, Kuno san. Much better.” She held aloft her catch. “Look! Look what I found! Perhaps my luck has changed at last.” She looked about the forest, adoring the sun-lit trees. “I love the forest. It is so much kinder than people.”
 
   They walked side by side through the dew-speckled trees. Chiri’s hair, skin and clothing gave off a marvellous herbal scent – warm and enchanting. Kuno could not help but smile.
 
   “What are your plans now, Chiri san? Are you travelling onwards?”
 
   “I shall not remain here, Kuno san. Too much has happened here. I believe I shall head towards Ayamejo. I thought perhaps I might stay with you for a while.” The girl held out two fingers, and her floating rock elemental came sailing in to land upon her hand. The creature scuttled up her arm to ride upon her shoulders. “Forgive me for clinging to you all. I thought perhaps I could repay your generosity with breakfast.”
 
   “You are quite welcome, Chiri san. You are a refreshingly polite companion.”
 
   They walked a little while longer. Kuno was painfully aware of the strained, embarrassed silence. Her cleared his throat, and risked a glance at the nezumi girl.
 
   “Please forgive my curiosity, Chiri san. But your hair is extremely – extremely striking. I know too little about nezumi. Is white colouration common to your kind?”
 
   The girl made a rueful face.
 
   “No, Kuno san. It is rare. It marks me as a ‘white child’ – a child of the moon. Supposedly it means the gods intend a special destiny.” She made a gentle gesture. “I am afraid that this destiny has so far failed to manifest itself.”
 
   “Perhaps you must simply give it time.”
 
   They reached the camp site. Tonbo was partly awake – sitting up and working his chops. Sura still slept happily, her feet jutting upwards and paws flexing into the dawn sunlight. She gave an almost dirty chuckle in her sleep, smiling at something in her dreams.
 
   “Heh! Blue bauble! Smash blue bauble, go sideways!”
 
   Kuno could only shake his head.
 
   Chiri sat down with her catch, laying the fish out upon a clean, flat rock. She sprinkled them with powdered herbs and spice, then placed them in a cooking pan and set it carefully above the coals. Soon the fillets were sizzling gently, sending a tantalising scent up into the air. Chiri smiled, pulling back her long hair as she spoke with Kuno across the fire. 
 
   “You are heading to Ayamejo, Kuno san? For the sword tournament? You are all competitors?”
 
   “No. No indeed. Only I intend to compete.” Kuno sat himself down upon a fallen log. “Tonbo believes swords to be mere toad stickers, and prefers arms more… monumental in scale.” He motioned to Sura’s bed, where the fox was still happily asleep. “And the fox is going to Ayamejo in the hope of starting up her business.”
 
   Chiri looked around, deeply intrigued. “Her business?”
 
   “She calls it ‘Spirit Hunters’. “
 
   The rat spirit sat back, rolling the concept across her mind. She blinked, rather liking the sound of the words.
 
   “Spirit Hunters…” She was intrigued. “Spirit Hunters?”
 
   Tonbo was up. He sat on his bedding, tying on his sandals. His massive tetsubo was never out of arm’s reach. 
 
   “Sura is a medium. An exorcist! She intends to hunt down monsters.”
 
   “I see, Tonbo san. And you are her bodyguard? Her yojimbo?”
 
   “That’s one way of looking at it.” Tonbo hauled his armour over to his side. “I keep her out of trouble. Kitsune Sura has a considerable talent for attracting disaster.”
 
   A little tea pot was already on the boil. Chiri had only two cups. She poured tea for Kuno, then for Tonbo. “And you, Kuno san? Are you also to be a ‘Spirit Hunter’?
 
   Kuno straightened his back. 
 
   “Most certainly not. We are temporary companions.” Kuno graciously accepted a cup of tea. “I am serving with the imperial commission of justice. Direct servants 
 
   of the emperor and imperial law. They promoted me to the position of ‘wandering deputy’.”
 
   Tonbo gave a chuckle. “Who did you offend?”
 
   Asodo Kuno mustered up his dignity. “They gave me a roving commission, so that my talents would be of benefit to the empire in general.”
 
   Tonbo nodded to Chiri over his tea. “When you have heard his poetry, you will understand.”
 
   Kuno deigned not to hear. Chiri recognised the weird camaraderie. She carefully turned the fish in the pan, sending steam shooting up into the air. “Fox spirits are rare so far south. Forgive my curiosity, Tonbo san – but where did you meet her?”
 
   “Kitsune Mountain, in the Kitsune lands. My family live there, at the base of the mountain.”
 
   “You are Kitsune clan retainers, Tonbo san?”
 
   “Friends. Allies.” Tonbo rolled up his camping gear with a careless, practiced efficiency. “We were homeless, long, long ago, wandering away from a famine. Mere refugees. As the families came to the very last of their food, they sat down to eat together, knowing that tomorrow they must begin to starve.
 
   “A hungry stranger with green eyes came to their camp, and asked if they would share their last morsels of food with him in exchange for a story. Seeing that hunger had left the man unbowed, and believing that generosity in adversity is the mark of honour, my ancestors invited the man into the camp. He told stories of adventures in the far lands of heaven – of tricking strange creatures in far off realms. The people listened, fascinated, and forgot that they were hungry. At the end of the evening, the strange man bowed and departed. Children followed after him, but the stranger had vanished into thin air.
 
   “The next day, foxes arrived, fed us, and led our families north – far north to the Kitsune realm. They gave us lands, they gave us friendship and a home. For generations now, we have been family.”
 
   Chiri listened respectfully.
 
   “Did the man ever reappear, Tonbo san?”
 
   “No, Chiri san. He wanders his own ways, moved by his own moods. But his children are not fickle, nor should they ever be taken lightly.”
 
   The rat suddenly understood.
 
   “The great fox spirit. The thief of heaven!”
 
   “So we believe. It is a tale we tell.” Tonbo gave a gruff nod. “The foxes will tell you that stories have strong shoulders. They carry far more than mere truth ever can.”
 
   Kuno looked at Tonbo in great respect. 
 
   “Kitsune Sura is a strange companion to have chosen. You have the patience of a bodhisattva, Tonbo san. You have my deepest respect.”
 
   Tonbo did not answer at first. Instead, he laid out bowls and chopsticks beside the fire. 
 
   “I was seven years old, fourth son of the clan chief. I had gone up to the shrine to sacrifice rice balls to Hachiman – the Great Kami Of Warriors! I was full of myself and very fierce. I wanted to be a mighty samurai! But some bullies had another plan…”
 
   Chiri listened, her ears pricking with interest. “What happened, Tonbo san?”
 
   “Kitsune Sura happened.” Tonbo gave a dark chuckle. “I was preparing to face down six older boys. Mighty would have been the pummelling I would have received! When suddenly – a hornet’s nest came sailing from the trees. It struck my opponents fair and square. They fled at great speed, chased by extremely angry insects.
 
   “And there, sitting in the trees and hooting with laughter – was Sura. Seven years old, all fur, eyes and tail. The terror of the mountain.”
 
   Chiri smiled.
 
   “And so you sacrificed to Hachiman after all?”
 
   “In a sense. We sat down and ate the rice balls together.” Tonbo nodded. “But the God understood. He had brought a gift to me.”
 
   Over in her tangled bed, Sura was sniffing at the delicious scents of breakfast. The smell lifted her up out of bed. The fox opened her eyes, and gave an enormous yawn. Her fangs were very very white. 
 
   “Oooh! We have fish?”
 
   Tonbo threw her robes. “Up!”
 
   “I’m up! I’m wild, I’m trained, I’m ready for action.” The fox nuzzled and wiggled inside her clothing. She changed to human form, emerging out through her peach-printed robes to tied them closed, then wind her belt into place. Her long hair tufted out around her like a great weird theatre wig. “See? Ready!”
 
   Tonbo tossed her a hairbrush. 
 
   Sura brushed out her long copper-red hair, then combed it – finally tying it back into its white-tipped pony tail – decidedly the hairdo of a hoyden. Leaving her bed in total disarray, she descended on the campfire like a ghoul, taking breakfast into her hands with mad, carnivorous glee. She ate with a rapacity that made Kuno keep his fingers well clear. He lifted his meal away from the fox.
 
   “It is a great improvement over kitsune cooking.”
 
   Sura waved her chopsticks about, perfectly happy. 
 
   “It’s fish! I can’t do fish. No legs!”
 
   Enjoying herself thoroughly, the fox paused mid meal to look upon the cook with immense gratitude and benevolence.
 
   “This is so good! Did you catch these?”
 
   Chiri ate with a ladylike grace, using two ebony chopsticks.
 
   “Yes, Sura san. The water spirits do not mind, so long as one is not too greedy.”
 
   “Well its good! Really good!” The fox finished the second half of her meal at a gulp. “Are those sesame seeds?”
 
   “Sesame seeds, grated kiyuzu rind, sansho pepper, ground ginger and hemp seed.” Chiri waved lovingly at the world all around her. “The world provides with generosity for those who love her.”
 
   “A dragon flows effortlessly with the yin and yang. I shall laze upon its back, as safe as though I were in my mother’s arms!” Sura put aside her empty bowl. She leaned over to investigate Chiri’s very grumpy little rock. “So hey! Who are our little friends here? We should be introduced.”
 
   The nezumi girl arrayed her little air and rock elementals side by side before her. Both creatures bowed by way of introduction. Chiri spoke of them with love shining in her voice.
 
   “I have been remiss. Please allow me to introduce you.” The beautiful blue, transparent insect creature glittered like pure dew. “Bifuuko chan has been my companion since I was a small girl. Daitanishi chan…” The truculent little rock sat and somehow seemed to communicate a grumpy good will. “Has been with me just as long.” Chiri bowed. “They are most honoured to make your acquaintance.”
 
   The air elemental seemed somewhat shy, if friendly. The rock, on the other hand, seemed to be keeping a careful eye upon one and all – an odd gift for a being with no discernable features. Daitanishi levitated up into the air, took another considering look at its new companions, then settled itself upon Chiri’s shoulder, where it perched like a watchful hawk. The air elemental shimmered up into the air and came nose-to-nose with Sura, who was absolutely delighted with the little creature.
 
   “We have shugenja at Kitsune Mountain!” Sura peered at the shy insect creature; every tiny surface of it shimmered and roiled like a mirage on a hot day. “You can summon other elementals?”
 
   “Oh indeed, Sura san. If they sense that I am in true need. And others come forth to simply say hello.” The gentle rat gathered up her cooking tools. “When you are friends with the spirits, you are never truly alone.”
 
   Sura went off to wrap up her gear – incidentally wiping her hands clean upon Kuno’s bed roll as she passed. 
 
   “Right! Ayamejo! Festival time.” Fox rolled up her bedroll with careless speed, and found her beloved spear. “Let’s get going. Kuno mustn’t be late for his beating.”
 
   Kuno took up his armour and equipment, shooting a dark glare at the fox. 
 
   “Lady Sura, you are uncouth.”
 
   “And yet, oddly fascinating!” Sura pointed the way to the main road. “Yoiks and away!”
 
    
 
    
 
   With her spear slanting carelessly across her shoulder, Sura led the way off along the open road. Their path joined a larger road, and then a larger one again. Soon there were carts, barrows, horses and oxen all sharing the way. Wandering peddlers and entertainers were hastening towards the castle town for the up and coming festival.
 
   The tower of the castle became visible just past a stand of trees. As the travellers walked out into the fields, the entire town lay there before them on the plains. Iris flowers were just coming into bloom, speckling the lands with purple. Peasants dressed in festival clothing were streaming out of their houses and heading for the town. Children ran cheering past the incoming travellers waving sprigs of blossom, or with twigs that were intended to be swords. In honour of the day, the girls wore purple ribbons in their hair. 
 
   A band of mounted samurai thundered past beside the road, utterly splendid in their bright-laced armours. Sura waved and called out to them. One of the samurai called back, saluting with a riding crop. The fox revelled in the sunshine, in the movement and the clouds. She wandered well ahead of the others, delighting in the day. Her raucous voice carried far out over the fields as she sang.
 
    
 
   “When I carry jugs of sakē, I have so many friends!
 
   And I’ll always have some sakē – on that you can depend!
 
   When a girl-fox carries sakē, she gets such big hugs!
 
   For don’t you know that all the world loves a fox’s jugs!”
 
    
 
   The fox set a merry pace. Chiri watched Sura in admiration and concern.
 
   “Tonbo san. Should we not stay closer to Sura san? You do not think that she will get into any trouble?”
 
   Clomping tirelessly along in his armour, with his great heavy iron staff over his shoulder, Tonbo looked at Sura, and simply shrugged.
 
   “She is Kitsune Sura. Trouble is a certainty.”
 
   Sura was swapping banter with a travelling puppeteer, and her spear almost knocked the hat clean off a nearby merchant. Tonbo hastened to the rescue and prevented a disaster before it could happen. Sura eagerly showed Tonbo the rack of puppets, sharing a joke with him and bringing a smile to his face. Chiri watched them together, feeling strangely glad inside her soul.
 
   Kuno walked along beside her. Chiri ambled along in the beautiful morning sunshine, and the world seemed suddenly bereft of troubles.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ayamejo – Iris castle – was a well constructed hill fortress sitting in the middle of a fertile river valley. The hill slopes themselves had been sculpted into sheer, steep slopes – slopes then faced with stone and topped with plastered palisades. Sturdy towers looked out over the river and town – but the castle grounds were clearly filled with beautiful green trees. It was a castle housing one of the three great imperial magistrates – the keepers of the emperor’s justice. The warriors guarding the castle were from the new corps of imperial samurai – men given fiefs directly from the emperor himself, without owing service to any other lord.
 
   At the base of the castle hill, a considerable town – the actual town of Ayamejo – had blossomed and grown. It was a busy place that served the needs of a bustling garrison and administration. There were tea houses, inns and sakē shops, armourers, bowyers, sword makers and silk merchants. Hundreds of households of merchants and artisans. The surrounding valleys were filled with ji-samurai – part time farmer soldiers who served the castle. It was a bustling town, a most beautiful town, and a place renowned for its cheerfulness. Several roads led into the town, and each of these thronged with pedestrians heading to the festival.
 
   The streets had been decorated with strings of lanterns running above the roads. Flowers and purple iris banners decorated every shop and every home. Booths had been set up in the market spaces, where foods were being fried, puppet shows displayed and exotic wares offered for sale. A little monkey comically dressed in noble robes strutted about across a stage while its handler bawled out scenes from the great epics. Sura stopped and watched in absolute delight, but Kuno moved doggedly onwards. He had to report to the castle before noon. With Chiri beside him, and with Tonbo and Sura ranging before and behind, he plunged on through the busy streets, heading towards the castle hill. 
 
   The scent of carnival foods were absolutely mouthy-watering. Sura somehow acquired long bamboo skewers threaded with sizzling meat, and she happily pressed one into Kuno’s hands as he stood admiring the work of a woodcarver. They walked on through the cheerful streets, heading steadily towards the castle gates. Sura changed into her ‘fur form’, delighting in the attention as she strolled merrily through the crowds.
 
   Kuno ate, looking about himself in delight at all the shops. The thought suddenly occurred to him that the fox had claimed to be without funds – begging the question as to how she had managed to purchase the food. Kuno looked at his now-empty skewer, and made haste to toss it away.
 
   The fox was really quite intolerable!
 
   Sura was already the centre of a disaster. She walked along down the street with her cross-bladed spear carried upright across her shoulder. She had yet again forgotten to sheath the blade, and the stunningly sharp blade was slicing through the lines of lanterns strung across the street. The fox was inevitably talking away to a random stranger as she walked, and had failed to notice the cascade of lanterns behind her. Chiri and Tonbo both ran to the scene to try and stem the tide. Kuno could only shake his head and walk on, hoping that no one on the magistrate’s staff would connect him with the fox.
 
   The young, arrogant students of the “Seven Winds” sword school were putting on a demonstration for the crowds. Balls were being thrown and cut out of the air. Hamada Bunji cut through standing rolls of tatami matting, slashing through and through the mats while they were toppling in mid air. He drew and sheathed his sword with great dramatic flourishes, basking in the admiration of the crowds. 
 
   Only one man remained aloof – the same bony, scowling man who had tried to hold back Bunji at the inn. The man had all of the rigid decorum that his companions lacked. He watched Kuno, noting him as he went by. Half hidden in his hand, the tall, cadaverous man held an amulet made from a dark, blood-red stone.
 
   Kuno passed their display without stopping, well aware that he was being watched by hostile eyes.
 
   Sura ducked about a corner and fetched her formal clothing out of storage. She changed swiftly into her magnificent suikan, eboshi cap and fan. She handed her backpack to Tonbo and pressed her spear into Chiri’s hands, bussing the girl’s robes until she was satisfied. She straightened the air elemental in Chiri’s hair, but refrained from buffing the floating rock. With a lofty look upon her face, Sura took the lead as they approached the castle gates. The rock elemental was detailed to hoist up the elegant train of her suikan and keep if off the ground.
 
   A group of Imperial foot soldiers at the gates were commanded by a well dressed samurai. They were permitting only well-born individuals to enter the castle – either as spectators, or as contestants. Attired in her formal splendour, Sura passed through the guards and approached the samurai with her fan held regally in hand – opening it to show the painted image of a nine-tailed fox. 
 
   “Greetings. I am Priestess Kitsune nō Sura, the official observer sent to you by Kitsune Mountain.” She waited for the samurai to initiate a bow – the Kitsune, after all, were a family far older than even the Imperial line: not that they cared, for the most part. “I shall require accommodation at the castle for myself and for my entourage.”
 
   The samurai immediately bowed again.
 
   “Yes, priestess! You shall be given rooms and lodging at the outbuildings.” The man sent a foot soldier racing off to arrange the matter. “The steward doubtless already has your letter alerting us to your arrival?”
 
   “No doubt! No doubt! But it is best to plan for disasters. The mail can be so unreliable.” Sura was already walking along side by side with the samurai, treating him as the best of friends. “Ah! Speaking of which – we must report a murder in a village two hours down the road.”
 
   “I shall conduct you to the Office of Deputies myself, priestess!” The man signed for his men to keep guarding the gate against itinerant travellers and tourists. “This way if you please.”
 
   “A moment! One of my men is in the tournament.”
 
   With her train sweeping elegantly behind her, Sura cruised back over to Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo. None had been close enough to hear her exchange with the guards. Kuno was looking anxiously up hill towards the castle keep. Sura tapped him with her fan. 
 
   “Hey! I’m going to report the murder and do the paperwork. It might take a while. So you race up the hill and get yourself entered. Don’t miss out!” Taking her spear out of Chiri’s hands, Sura skipped off to follow after the officer of the guard, one hand clapped to her tall cap to keep it in place. “Tonbo – Chiri! Look after him! I’ll meet you up there.”
 
   Off she went, already chatting with the samurai officer. Tonbo shook his head, shouldered his burden, and clapped a hand upon Kuno’s shoulder.
 
   “Come, my friend. You will need help. We shall assist you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Behind the inner ring of curtain walls, the castle boasted groves of beautiful tall trees: shade for the gardens, and also a means of blocking incoming arrow fire. Between the trees and the inner castle, there were broad gardens, with ponds, streams and bridges. There were little shrines, a majestic keep, and an elegant five-tiered pagoda. Long wooden dormitories stood beside flower beds and willow trees, with broad eaves shading them from the sun. 
 
   A broad, open space before keep had been laid out for the tournament of swords. Machi screens printed with the imperial mon made colourful walls that enclosed the tourney space. A raised platform had been prepared for the most senior spectators, and shaded areas covered with tatami mats were provided for the watching crowds. Screened enclosures served as preparatory areas for the contestants, and were filled with busy trainers, sword masters and assistants. Contestants were industriously pulling on their armoured sleeves, loosing their hair and tying on their head scarves. The rattle of armour was almost deafening. There were easily sixty contestants moving about, strapping on armour or taking advice from their instructors. In the spectator’s stands, samurai and officials – all dressed to the nines – were sitting themselves in orderly fashion, row by row. Camp stools were being set out beneath the trees to seat yet more arrivals. 
 
   The morning had seen sparring between the young beginners – usually short, clumsy contests filled with aggression. The masters of training schools and lower ranked officials had been the main audience. But now, the most skilful swordsmen in the surrounding provinces were gathered to compete. Viewing room was decidedly at a premium.
 
   Once, the way of the samurai had been the way of the horse and bow: men fought as armoured archers on speeding horse back, supported by ragged bands of foot soldiers. But for two hundred years, warfare in the sacred islands had been a matter of clan feuds and civil revolts – all of them fought in well inhabited lands. Street fighting, mountain fighting and combats in rice paddies were no place for horse archery. A samurai must now excel in battles fought on foot. 
 
   With the land now largely at peace, swordsmanship had taken on a new mystique. The wandering swordsman had a romance that appealed to the poetic soul of the age. Schools of swordsmanship had flourished. Magistrate Masura – keen to remove any impetus for deadly duelling, had instigated his yearly tournaments of the sword: battles fought with wooden swords by men of proven character. Those who drew attention to themselves by their prowess could expect position, promotion and rewards.
 
   In the contestants’ lines, the Seven Winds school had their own enclosure. As the most prestigious school of the region, they fielded a great many candidates. The old grey haired master of the school – a man with a livid scar upon his face – exhorted his students to excel. Some distance away, Kuno shrugged into his armour, while Tonbo tugged his belts and laces tight.
 
   Tonbo was decidedly unhappy with Kuno’s choice of armour. He tugged critically at Kuno’s mailed sleeves.
 
   “You need solid plates on the forearms.” He sucked on a tooth as he considered Kuno’s armoured sleeves. “You should borrow mine.”
 
   “They are sufficient. I do not like to be weighed down.” Kuno had foregone armour for his thighs, and his sleeves were light mail sewn over padded cloth. “This is how I march.”
 
   The swords used in the tournament were made of wood. Although unable to kill an armoured man, they could certainly break an incautious forearm. Tonbo checked over Kuno’s armour, and once again shook his head. It was a light suit – the scales alternated rawhide with iron. 
 
   The Tsunetomo did not believe in doing things by halves. Tonbo’s own suit was made from a double thickness of face-hardened kitsune iron.
 
   Sura came merrily over, greeting Chiri’s air elemental nose to nose as it perched upon the machi screens. Still in her ‘fur form’, with her fox face and tail gleaming in the sun, she was enjoying being a centre of attention. Still with Chiri’s rock elemental bearing up her train, the fox breezed into the contestants’ area and leaned her spear against a handy tree. She slapped her hands together in glee. 
 
   “Right! How’s our boy? Tonbo – did you talk to him about the sleeve armour thing?”
 
   “I did.” Tonbo looked at Sura. In her ‘fur form’, she was drawing stares from every possible direction. “You just had to draw attention, didn’t you.”
 
   Sura waved a hand. “It’s a festival! Kids love this look! Who knows – maybe we’ll get some business?” She waved to a passing samurai who had been staring at her tail. “Spirit Hunters! Exorcists – monster removal. Yes – tell your friends!”
 
   The rock elemental dropped Sura’s train, spared her a glare, and returned to Chiri’s side. Sura made haste to pack away her formal robe and hat. Kuno adjusted the shoulder plates of his armour, looking over at the fox. 
 
   “Have the murders been reported?”
 
   “With paperwork all filled out. I even added pictures!” Sura had brought along a flask of iced tea. “Best news is – we have V.I.P. food and accommodations for the night!”
 
   Chiri was quite amazed. “That is marvellous, Sura san! How did you manage such a coup?”
 
   “Oh… people are just pleased to see me. Foxes have that effect on people.” Sura looked over the competition, peering at other contestants. Some were practicing kata with their instructors. Others meditated. Some prayed. The fox scratched at her nose. “Hey – we have a couple of copper pieces left? Is there anyone taking bets on the contests?”
 
   Kuno was incensed. “There most certainly is not!”
 
   “Hey – I’m saying I’m backing you! You’re our guy! Our Kuno. Comrade at arms! Samurai supreme!” Sura buffed off Kuno’s helmet. “Here you are – road to glory! Victory is certain.”
 
   Kuno eyed Sura in suspicion. He was far too tense. “Did you lie to the guards to get yourself accommodation?”
 
   “I don’t lie! I merely have a gift for fiction. Now ssssh! Focus!” Sura pivoted Kuno so that he could look at the empty tournament field. “Now – empty your mind of all your worries. All your ambitions. Why are you here? Because you love the sword. Feel the movement – the flow, the grace of it. Do everything for the joy of it. Connection with your opposite. Reaching out into the world. Feel it all – love it all. Be at one…”
 
   Chiri stepped quietly back and let Sura do her work. She watched in fascination as the fox spoke firmly and soothingly in Kuno’s ear. The man visibly relaxed – became calmer, more focussed. His tense expression faded. 
 
   Chiri was utterly amazed. 
 
   “Sura san. She is a true priestess after all.”
 
   Tonbo nodded. He leaned upon his mighty tetsubo, and looked benevolently out across the crowds.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the Seven Winds enclosure, six high ranking students were dressed in armour and kneeling in a disciplined row, facing the tournament field. The master of the school stood with his two senior men, Hamada Bunji and his assistant instructor, the lean, narrow Yoshikiyo. All three looked to where Asodo Kuno was seating himself in the shade. The master looked at Kuno’s calm, dignified demeanour and narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Hamada Bunji. Is that the man?”
 
   Bunji – dressed in armour laced in flame reds, yellows and orange, gave a coarse, sneering nod of assent.
 
   “Yes, sensei!” Bunji’s voice dripped with ice. “That is the samurai from the village.”
 
   Yoshikiyo quietly assessed Kuno from afar, noting that his companions – a fox, a vast samurai, and a beautiful rat spirit – seemed utterly untroubled. Yoshikiyo considered the man carefully.
 
   “We were told that he is an imperial deputy. I see no insignia from any school…” Yoshikiyo thought back over his past observations. “He draped the cords of his sword sheath in a loop. That would indicate a teacher versed in the Northern Mountain Shrine style. They are masters at negating enemy attack.”
 
   Bunji looked away, contemptuous of any such idea. “The art of the sword is found in offense!”
 
   Yoshikiyo continued to watch, his eyes narrowing in his harsh, bony face. Asodo Kuno was now in conversation with the shy nezumi girl who had accompanied him at the inn: a woman with startling white hair, and elemental spirits as her attendants.
 
   Interesting. Most interesting…
 
   The master of the Seven Winds school looked out over the tournament field. The spectators were seated, and the buzz of conversation was still loud. On the upper stand, the commanders of the garrison had been joined by high ranking officers from nearby fiefs. There was even a fox priestess at large. Important eyes would be watching: the reputation and prosperity of the Seven Winds school was at stake. 
 
   “This tournament has been organised by the imperial magistrate – the eyes and ears of the emperor himself.” The scarred master gripped his sword. “We have gained great prestige in this province. We cannot have a mere wanderer shame our school.”
 
   Hamada Bunji bowed.
 
   “Sensei – it shall be done.”
 
   Bunji swished his wooden sword through the air, then walked confidently away. Behind him, Yoshikiyo turned and watched Asodo Kuno and his companions.
 
   He drew a narrow-bladed kodzuka knife from his short sword’s sheath, and began whittling a stick.
 
   Half hidden inside his robes, the blood red amulet gleamed…
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   Chapter 5
 
   Iris castle was a place with a reputation. From here, areas under the imperial writ of justice were protected: roads, contract law, inheritance, shrines, rivers, bridges, towns and cities. Rights were defended – for the empire was governed by laws framed in a spirit of benevolence. Disputes between families and even feuding clan lords could be adjudicated. Magistrate Masura projected a sense of fairness, of firm authority and benevolence throughout the territories beneath his eye. 
 
   The sword tournament had been organised with great efficiency and decorum. Samurai both high and low sat in serried ranks to observe. Foot soldiers from the garrison, officials and officers gathered in the shade, seated respectfully. Representatives from far flung offices of the law and commanders of imperial garrisons were ranked alongside grim officers from samurai clans. The performance of the contestants, the skills of their schools and instructors, were all under knowledgeable scrutiny. 
 
   Armed imperial samurai, bows in hand, came forth to guard the viewing stand. Soldiers blew upon conch-shell horns, filling the air with cacophony. The crowds – spectators and contestants alike, all bowed as Magistrate Masura himself finally arrived on the field.
 
   He arrived with minimal show of pomp: indeed, his clothing, while beautiful, showed great taste, simplicity and restraint. He wore a long sword slung for riding, with a long dagger sheathed beside it – a formal cap and shooting gloves. He was a man in his late forties, with untonsured hair worn long and folded back in a formal queue. 
 
   Beside Magistrate Masura strolled another lord: a man with a shining eye, immaculate robes, and the face of a true rogue. The man was utterly enjoying the day. He cast a merry eye over the crowds, seeing an old acquaintance here and there. The man accompanied Magistrate Masura up onto the viewing platform and sat down in high state. He was pleased to immediately accept a drink from a servant, settling himself down in the shade.
 
   “Aaah – excellent! Plum wine!” He sampled the drink, and found it immaculate. “Masura san, your taste is immaculate.”
 
   Lord Masura made a dignified bow. “I thank you, Lord Ishigi.”
 
   Lord Ishigi looked about himself. The castle was beautified by gardens and trees. The surrounding hills were covered with soothing forests. The townspeople beyond the walls were clearly enjoying themselves. Ishigi nodded in absolute approval.
 
    “We stayed at a delightful forest lodge last night. Most comfortable indeed! Your town and castle are extremely pleasing, Masura sama. Truly pleasing. And the festival is delightful.” Lord Ishigi suddenly sat bolt upright, looking out across the field and over to the contestants’ lines. “A fox! It is a fox?”
 
   Magistrate Masura inclined his head. “Animal spirits are frequent visitors. The town has a considerable colony of tanuki raccoon dogs, and a family of cat spirits.”
 
   “But a fox!” Ishigi leaned over to one of his attendants, and spoke to the man in an eager whisper. “Find out who she is betting on. We will bet on the same man.”
 
   Lord Masura gave a scowl.
 
   “This is a sword tournament, displaying the training and skills of master warriors. Men disciplined in the arts of bushido – in self control, religion and the arts. There surely will be no betting.”
 
   “Oh – indeed. Indeed, indeed!” Ishigi waved his fan. From the shelter of that fan, he silently mouthed the words. ‘same man’ to his servant, who nodded and subtly slipped away.
 
   The appointed time had been reached: the contestants were assembled. Magistrate Masura inclined his head to Commander Hijiya, his armed and armoured second in command. The officer stood up, took a signalling fan from his belt, and strode forth onto the tournament ground. 
 
   He was a fit, nuggety middle-aged man – samurai through and through. The officer held forth his fan, and addressed the assembly in a parade ground roar. 
 
   “Honoured guests - the sword tournament shall now commence! Lord Masura welcomes the contestants.” The officer swung so that his powerful voice reached every corner of the ground. “This is the champion level! Contests shall be fought with the wooden bokken to the first clear strike.”
 
   To Commander Hijiya’s annoyance, Lord Ishigi now strode forward to address the crowd. Hoichi bowed and gave way. Lord Ishigi stood at the edge of the viewing platform, his fists on his hips, and regarded the contestants with great approval. The old rogue joyously called out to the watching samurai.
 
   “A samurai does not fight for money. But skill deserves reward! I hereby offer a prize. I grant a pair of swords made by the great smith Ryouichi to the tournament’s victor!”
 
   A ripple of approval travelled through the crowd. Contestants eagerly straightened their backs. Greatly pleased, Lord Ishigi nodded. One of his attendants held the two prize swords in a lacquered case, which was placed prominently upon view. 
 
   Magistrate Masura was less than happy about Ishigi’s announcement: it smacked of a certain crowd-pleasing showmanship. Lord Masura shook his head, and raised his fan to signal the officials.
 
   The tournament commenced. An umpire consulted his documents, and then called to the contestant’s area.
 
   “Asodo Kuno! Toronaga Munesghige!”
 
   Kuno rose to his feet. Tonbo bowed to him, and Kuno strode off into the cleared ground. Chiri watched him go with her hands gripped tight together, her eyes shining.
 
   “Kuno san looks magnificent!” The nezumi woman suddenly caught sight of Kuno’s opponent. “Oh – but his opponent seems so huge!”
 
   The man was indeed a monument of muscle. He was almost of a size with Tonbo – shorter, but far, far more hirsute. He was almost alarming! Sura cast an eye over the man, and gave a shrug of unconcern.
 
   “Eh – Kuno will take him.”
 
   Chiri watched the contestants with heart in throat. “Kuno san is good?
 
   Tonbo nodded. “He’s good.”
 
   As Kuno marched off to the centre of the field, Tonbo leaned closer to Sura and whispered into her ear.
 
   “We have a bet on Kuno – yes?”
 
   “Two copper pieces at four to one!” Sura was watching the field with interest. “Here we go!”
 
   Kuno faced off his opponent – looking absurdly small. The two contestants bowed to Lord Masura and Lord Ishigi, bowed to the senior judge, and then to one another. They drew their bokken, and settled into guard.
 
   Kuno’s opponent growled as he settled into guard position. He then gave a great, numbing shout, whipping his sword up above his head into attack position. An instant later, he had lunged forward, his wooden sword smashing downwards. The blow moved at lightning speed.
 
   Kuno had deliberately lowered his blade to invite attack. The instant the incoming blow was struck, Kuno calmly moved into the blow. He glissed it aside, and instantly cut, his sword striking his opponent square in the helmet – all in a flash so swift that it scarcely made sense. The entire movement had a glorious, poetical simplicity. Kuno backed away from his astonished opponent, and solemnly bowed.
 
   Sura was already racing off to the back of the tents.
 
   “That’s eight coppers! I’m off to reinvest before someone changes the odds!” The fox dove off into the crowds. “Get that man some cold tea, and tell him he’s a legend!”
 
   Chiri blinked as she watched Kuno return from the field.
 
   “He is… quite remarkably skilled.”
 
   Tonbo gave a proprietal nod. He set out a stool for Kuno, and helped him remove his helmet.
 
    
 
    
 
   Out on the field, the next pair met in battle – and then the next and the next. The umpires ran forward, fans aloft to signal that a contest was over. The clack and clash of wooden swords cracked out into the air. 
 
   The spectators began their observations with decorum, but soon were joyously pointing out finer points of sword play to each other. Men applauded with their fans as excellent moves manifested. Cheers and approbation met the efforts of the victors. The tournament became a festival indeed.
 
   Kuno fought a second bout – this one far lengthier, where he seemed to somehow lay his sword atop his opponent’s weapon and control his enemy’s actions. The swords slithered back and forth, until Kuno twisted his hips and let a thrust slide past him, running his enemy onto his own weapon with calm efficiency. His third bout was over in a second, as he met an incoming cut, somehow twisted his sword, and stepped in, slicing the length of his blunt sword blade along his opponent’s inner wrist. His opponent was halted by the umpire, and a victory declared. 
 
   Tonbo was ready with a cool towel as Kuno arrived back into the contestants’ lines. He gave Kuno sweetened ginger tea, nodding in approval at his comrade’s skills.
 
   The lines were no longer quiet: they had become a beehive of cheers and comment. Men excitedly discussed techniques, swapped opinions, or cheered on the contestants. There had been injuries – a broken wrist, and a set of broken fingers. Chiri had raced the injured men over to the nearby ponds, where she had summoned aid from a beautiful little serpentine water elemental. The creature flowed back and forth over the wounds, healing the damage at a miraculous rate. The rat had gathered her own circle of grateful admirers.
 
   The Seven Winds school were more than holding their own. Their style was brash and aggressive, but swiftly crushed most of their opposition. Hamada Bunji demolished three far, far less able opponents, always finishing with great, sweeping sword cuts delivered with merciless style. 
 
   Only a few other swordsmen out of the competing masses held Tonbo’s interest. Some wandering ronin proved to be formidable, tackling some of Magistrate Masura’s men and defeating them. Kuno watched intently, enjoying their firm, centred style. Tonbo joined him, nodding to himself. As the judges called for Kuno yet again, he clapped Kuno upon his armoured back.
 
    “Straight forward work. Only two swordsmen in the bunch.”
 
   Sura breathlessly raced up to her friends, thoroughly pleased. She clearly had been having the time of her life. She heard Kuno’s name being called and came bustling up to help wave him off into the lists.
 
   “We’re on again?” She rapped Kuno upon his helmet. “Right! Get in there and rack up another one! Go go go go go!” She stood back and called out to Kuno as he stalked off to the centre of the field. “Hey – and I’ll listen to one of your poems. No – really! I mean it!” 
 
   Off he went. Sura pulled out her latest notes with her betting partners, and looked at them in glee.
 
   “That’s a hundred and twenty eight coppers so far! I’ve got it riding on him at four to one! So if he wins, that’s four times one hundred and twenty eight… That’s ah… ah…”
 
   “Five hundred and twelve.” Chiri bustled forward to collect an injured man. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “No matter! Just an idle problem in mathematics.” Sura looked out at the field. Kuno was already fighting, tackling one of the ronin. This time they fenced back and forth, the wooden blades clacking. The ronin had solid style, but an unimaginative one, entirely lacking the almost liquid suppleness of Kuno’s blade. He moved in close; there was a weird slipping and slithering of Kuno’s sword. The ronin panicked – and suddenly Kuno’s sword point was at the man’s throat. 
 
   He did not strike. The ronin withdrew, and they bowed solemnly to one another. The umpire signalled a clear victory to Kuno. Kuno walked back to the contestants’ lines with the ronin beside him, talking with him politely. The Seven Winds school were utterly incensed: three of their members had fallen to the ronin in the course of the afternoon. Hamada Bunji could only watch the men retire, and made an ill natured slash of his sword against thin air.
 
   Out behind the enclosure curtains, Sura was deeply engaged with arguing with a fellow sportsman, trying to find her old odds of four to one. There were no takers – Kuno had suddenly been recognised as an unknown prodigy. She was eagerly pointing out Kuno’s rustic origins, questionable eyesight and gimp leg to her potential mark, when quite suddenly she saw a disturbance just nearby. 
 
   An official was roughly pushed away, and some foot soldiers scattered. Marching up towards the tournament field came Sano Moko – the annoying woman Sura had met at the roadside inn. The female samurai was fully armoured from head to toe in a suit of armour expensively laced with printed imported lacings. She carried a wooden naginata under her arm – a formidable object with an elegantly curved wooden blade and an oak haft measuring seven feet in length. The woman was a sheer force of nature: an irritable tsunami blasting its way forward past the objections of guards, officials, servants and attendants. Sura hastened after her, determined not to miss the fun.
 
   Sano Moko strode out onto the field. She approached the viewing dais, and bowed fiercely to Magistrate Masura. Lord Masura stilled the officials, and invited the woman to speak.
 
   Sano Moko’s voice carried fiercely out to the crowds. 
 
   “Lord Masura! My name is Sano Moko, daughter and eldest child to Lord Sano. I am samurai, and a graduate of the Osada bushi school. I claim the right to compete!”
 
   The instructor from the Seven Winds school hastened forward to protest.
 
   “My lord! This is a woman!”
 
   Magistrate Masura flicked a disapproving gaze towards the sword master. 
 
   “I once saw a woman throw a bandit clean into the Saigawa river, Instructor Yoku.” Lord Masura sat erect, flicking out his fan. “The Sano family is well regarded. I see no reason why she should not compete.”
 
   The instructor pointed angrily at the woman’s weapon.
 
   “She carries a naginata!”
 
   Sano Moko gave a stiff bow, conceding nothing.
 
   “My lord! As a woman, my instructors focussed my training upon the naginata! Why should this bar me from competing?” She flicked a disdainful glance at the sword master. “Are your students so terrified of my superior skill?”
 
   The scarred sword master jerked a contemptuous chin towards Sano Moko’s naginata. 
 
   “Your weapon has a longer reach than a sword. The contest would be weighted in your favour!” The man contemptuously waved the woman away. “The Seven Winds fencing school refuses to accept you as an opponent.”
 
   Kuno had heard enough. Stern and dignified, he marched across the tournament ground. He bowed with great respect to Lord Masura.
 
   “My lord – I will give Sano Moko san a match as an equal. I would be honoured to cross blades with so determined an opponent.”
 
   Magistrate Masura greatly approved. He slid his folded fan into his belt with an air of great finality.
 
   “She has come to us in honour. An opponent has agreed. Let Sano Moko, eldest daughter of Lord Sano, be included in the lists.” He signalled to Sano Moko and Kuno. “You may begin.”
 
   Kuno and Sano Moko both bowed. They walked to the centre of the tournament space, and respectfully faced one another at a distance.
 
   They bowed, sank cautiously down into guard position and warily advanced.
 
   Sano Moko handled her weapon with grim, confident skill. Her long hair flowed out from beneath her helmet skirts, rippling slightly in the afternoon breeze. Her blood-red armour lacings gleamed exquisitely in the golden light. 
 
   The tips of their weapons touched. Kuno was well out of range: for any attack at Sano Moko, it would take him two full paces to come near enough to strike. Older heads amongst the spectators nodded: The naginata had been the infantry weapon of choice for centuries. What chance had a mere sword?
 
   Over at the contestant’s lines, Sura watched without the slightest concern. She had found some fresh made honey cakes, and shared them out between herself, Chiri, Tonbo and the recently defeated ronin, who was most pleased to join her. They all watched the show, making a great shower of crumbs.
 
   Sura ate with glee. Her fangs flashed as she watched Sano Moko trying to close with Kuno. The fox nudged Chiri in the ribs..
 
   “You just watch this! This is going to be great.”
 
   Chiri looked thoughtful. “You think she is no match for Kuno san in skill?”
 
   “I think she’s bad tempered and way too angry!” Sura seemed perfectly happy with her world. 
 
   “When I give way to anger, I become a person I do not recognise. When I act in anger, my body does terrible things! Eschewing anger, my thoughts are clear. When my thoughts are clear, my motives are pure, and I shall be loved by all the myriad things!” The fox shared out sweet rice milk to one and all. 
 
   “Kampai!”
 
   Out on the field, Sano Moko, true to form, opened an immediate attack. She cut with great lightning sweeps of her long weapon, only to find the attack countered, and her leading wrist in extreme danger as Kuno’s sword slithered around her guard. She withdrew and thrust – a move elegantly matched by Kuno. The long naginata sliced, cut and span in great whirling arcs. Kuno stepped back, engaged, and made a smooth counter attack. The blade-play of both contestants was of the highest possible order, and the spectators murmured in admiration. 
 
   The fight drew on. It was the longest battle of the day. They had clashed in a flurry of blows three times, and then a fourth. Kuno narrowly avoided a slice aimed at his cheek, followed by an immense downward cut that could have felled an oxen. He slipped the hit aside and drove in. The two weapons cut and flickered. Sano Moko span her weapon, clacking the sword aside as she pulled wildly back out of range. She flicked her blade up to hold Kuno at bay.
 
    
 
   Sano Moko scowled. Never before had she encountered such skilled opposition. She was intent upon winning – intent upon making a fierce impression before the assembled lords. It was her downfall. 
 
   She came in with another spectacular whirling attack. Kuno made a feint, leaving himself open. The female samurai threw herself forward into an attack, and Kuno was already in past her blade. He cut up under her wrist, where her armour failed to reach. Sano Moko felt the touch of the sword and knew that she had lost. She stayed in position for a moment, battling with her temper, and then acknowledged the hit before the umpire could raise his fan. Breathing hard, she bowed to Kuno, who bowed back to her profoundly in turn.
 
   “Sano Moko, your technique is magnificent.” Kuno’s respect shone in his voice. “Victory could easily have gone either way. I thank you for being so formidable an opponent.”
 
   The female samurai had not a courtly bone in her body – but her bow to Kuno was utterly sincere.
 
   “Asodo Kuno. I thank you for allowing me to compete with honour.”
 
   “Sano Moko – kindly be my guest at dinner tonight. I would be pleased to learn more about your martial technique.”
 
   It was agreed. Both warriors walked together to the side lines, where other fighters waited to welcome them. Sano Moko was given pride of place amongst the other contestants. Sura tossed the woman a honey cake.
 
   The final rounds of contests were beginning. Kuno would clearly be one of the two champions entering into the final battle of the day. Other men vied back and forth for the honour of opposing him. Anxiety showed, and simple mistakes were made. The Seven Winds school lost two matches in mortifying succession, leaving only Hamada Bunji still in the lists. 
 
   Bunji battered an opponent down with unnecessary wildness and unseemly force. He stood over his injured opponent, making a great show of putting away his own sword. As Bunji returned to the sidelines, the master of the Seven Winds school met him in the shadows. The scarred, dour sword master stared towards Asodo Kuno in hatred.
 
   “The honour of the school is at stake! He has beaten our best students one by one – and now he has defeated an opponent we refused to face!” The man’s low voice was a deep, dark growl. “Bunji – you are our star student! You are my chosen successor. You will face Asodo Kuno in the final bout. Defeat him!”
 
   Bunji gave a bow, his sneering eyes upon Kuno’s back. “I swear upon my honour I shall defeat him!”
 
   “Good.”
 
   The school’s master moved aside to glower out over the field. Yoshikiyo, his senior assistant instructor, came swiftly up and knelt before him.
 
   “Sensei! Please – I beg the honour of proving myself before you. Please allow me to substitute for Bunji san. I have studied the technique of Asodo Kuno carefully. My skill is his equal. Please allow me to uphold the honour of the school!”
 
   “Bunji san is my nephew. He is my chosen successor. While he lives, he will be first in precedence.” The man waved at Yoshikiyo to depart. “Go!”
 
   Yoshikiyo seethed. Lean and seething, he withdrew back into the shadows and sat to watch the unfolding disaster. He looked upon Hamada Bunji in hate.
 
   Umpires conferred, and officials nodded. Magistrate Masura’s officer strode forth to summon the final pair of duellists for the day. The compact little man made a stern wave of his signalling fan towards the contestants.
 
   “The final bout will determine the tournament champion.” He indicated the contestants. “Hamada Bunji of the Seven Winds sword school will take the field. Facing him – Asodo Kuno of the Spirit Hunters!”
 
   Kuno shot a glare from beneath his helmet at Sura, who made a false show of innocently protesting. Kuno could only shake his head, and march forward onto the field. He bowed solemnly to Magistrate Masura, and then to the officials, then finally to his opponent. Calmly drawing out his wooden sword, Kuno settled into guard: centred, stern and utterly in balance. 
 
   Hamada Bunji glowered. He pushed at Kuno’s sword, hoping for an opening. Kuno merely moved out and back, once again settling harmoniously into position. He utterly refused to be goaded.
 
   Bunji began a forceful, ill-spirited attack. He cracked his sword against Kuno’s weapon again and again and again, attempting to force in past his guard. Kuno smoothly backed away, always keeping centre, calmly in control. Moving backward with great calm, he led Hamada Bunji back and aside, back and aside, circling always in the same direction.
 
   The low afternoon sun – harshly bright – was suddenly in Hamada Bunji’s eye. He blinked – and Kuno struck, flickering slightly off line and thrusting beneath his opponent’s wrist. Bunji skipped backwards, not acknowledging the hit. Kuno pressed inwards, striking to draw Bunji off guard. But the man had retreated back, angered at his own elemental mistake. 
 
   Hamada Bunji paced back and forth, well out of range, his sword making angry slices at the air. He came back and re-engaged – this time moving with an ill tempered caution.
 
   The sword tips edged slightly in and out. Kuno kept position… kept position... and then slightly moved his hip. The motion subtly drew in his stance.
 
   There was a blinding flurry. Hamada Bunji leapt in, raining blows at Kuno’s head, neck and shoulder, then at his head once more. With one hand behind his blade, Kuno caught Bunji’s attack and slid sideways, his sword suddenly sweeping up and around, whipping Bunji’s weapon aside. Kuno twisted from the hips, his sword tip cutting firmly across Bunji’s throat armour, then slamming at him in a thrust. Bunji recoiled backwards – fairly struck. Once again he refused to acknowledge the strike. The umpires – moving to try and keep both men in view – presumed the attack to have been a miss. They were certain that Bunji would have acknowledged the strike had it landed true.
 
   Hamada Bunji whirled straight back in on the attack, cutting with huge, fierce blows. Kuno countered again and again, falling back and back, intense concentration upon his face. He parried another blow and pulled away – letting his sword point drop slightly away.
 
   Bunji struck, smashing down at Kuno’s sword to swat it away before making a violent downward cut for his helm. But the blow never fell. Kuno’s sword fed off the energy of Bunji’s attack, whipping up into a parry that simply glissed the blow aside. Kuno was already airborne, leaping past his opponent and turning. His blade crashed against Bunji’s back, the force of the hit making Hamada Bunji stagger. Kuno remained in attack position, sword raised, ready to strike a felling blow. The umpires flicked up their fans and gave a shout, but the crowd had already spoken. The spectators cheered for Kuno: Lord Ishigi applauded with great enthusiasm. Asodo Kuno had won the day. His armour shimmering, Kuno bowed to his opponent, to the officials, and then withdrew from the field, bowing reverently to Lord Masura.
 
   Sura, Chiri and Tonbo raced forward to Kuno, griping his hands. Chiri’s air elemental briskly fanned his face, while Tonbo helped his comrade remove his helm. Sura pulled off Kuno’s head scarf and buffed his shaven forehead with a towel.
 
   “You sir, are a mighty warrior of fame and fable!” She made sure that he drank. “Right! Let’s get you out of this metal suit and off to a bath! Really – I mean it!” The fox inhaled a scent of a very different kind. “Oooh! They’re making dinner already! I told them we were here. Maybe they’ll have duck!” The fox had a sudden wonderful new idea. “Ooooh! I could totally give them my recipe for crispy duck!”
 
   Tonbo slipped a dour glance towards Sura. 
 
   “Last time, you forgot to take the feathers off before you cooked it.”
 
   Sura immediately protested.
 
   “If you took the feathers off, then it wouldn’t be crispy!”
 
   The long day was finally over. The assembled contestants formed up and bowed to Lord Masura. The magistrate, dignified and pleased with the many revelations of the day, saluted the contestants in return. He departed with his usual lack of ceremony, Commander Hijiya marching watchfully at his side. Lord Ishigi – attended by his own samurai – strolled along behind. His attendant came racing over from the sidelines holding a considerable purse of gold. Sura saw the man, and rubbed her own hands together in anticipation of her winnings.
 
   “Yes! Kuno – bath! You guys – let’s sling our stuff into the guest house before all the good spots are taken!” The fox was up and moving, not waiting on ceremony. “I have to see a man about a horse! Ooooh! Five hundred and twelve coppers! That’s rice for four adventurers for three months!”
 
   Off she raced. Helping to collect Kuno’s accoutrements, Chiri watched her go, deeply impressed.
 
   “She made two hundred and fifty times her starting money?”
 
   “Without cheating.” Tonbo took charge of removing Kuno’s armour and carrying the burden. “Come. I need tea.”
 
   They headed towards the guest house, threading their way through a crowd that stood about excitedly re-examining the high points of the day. Several men bowed and called greetings to Kuno as he departed. Chiri was glad. But as she hung back, she turned to take a last look across the field. Her elementals shrank in against her, feeling some strange, unnerving presence nearby.
 
   Not all was well out on the field. Out past the basket headed monk, the Seven Winds school were kneeling in ranks as their master seared them with his scorn. 
 
   Hamada Bunji had not joined his fellow students. Instead, he was watching Kuno with genuine hatred in his eyes. 
 
   From shadows nearby, Sano Moko stood watching Bunji. Her face wore a cold, smouldering glare. When Bunji suddenly turned and threaded back amongst the crowds, Sano Moko turned to keep the man under her eye.
 
   Chiri turned away. Holding Kuno’s helmet and wooden sword, she scurried after the others with her elementals sailing close at her side. 
 
    
 
    
 
   In the evening, a glorious sunset bathed the hills in lavender and orange light. Twilight spread, purple and magnificent, as rain clouds came drifting in across the hills. A fresh scent of rain came blowing on the wind, mingling with the scent of iris flowers, of fresh grass and wet leaves. The town and castle glittered with lamplight.
 
   The castle’s dormitory buildings were filled to the brim with guests. There were visitors from half a dozen provinces – young samurai, old warriors, wandering students and scholars. Castle guards had come in from their duties to join the celebrations – for tonight, the dormitories were full of life. There were maids and pages, even visitors from the town. The only people conspicuous by their absence were the members of the Seven Winds school. The students kept to themselves in their own rooms, sunk in a brooding silence. The slow, steady ring of the basket-monk’s bell rang out beneath the eaves, echoing out into the trees. 
 
   Sura, Kuno, Tonbo and Chiri came running in from the bath houses, racing to beat a sudden shower of rain. They flitted in beneath a great wide oak tree then up onto the path. The two little elementals looped and curled above them as they ran, sparkling with merriment as they flew. 
 
   Sura laughed, and the whole world seemed to laugh with her. Scrubbed clean and dressed in fresh clothes scavenged from their travel packs, the four travellers rested under the eaves. The fox had already insisted on saluting Kuno’s win with sakē at the baths. A delicious dinner had been sizzling, seething and spreading its scent all through the evening air. Sura led the way towards the party, passing by the monk. She tipped the man a salute as she went by.
 
   The monk ignored all merriment. Instead, he reached out with his little bronze striker and rang his bell, his other hand diligently telling his rosary beads. Kuno bowed reverently to the monk, then joined the others as they walked on into a room filled with laughter. 
 
   The dormitory buildings had great, broad porches that looked out over an ornamental stream. Guests kept the sliding doors wide open to the warm, clean night as a delightful dinner was served. Hot soup, and a great communal hot pot that filled the air with savoury steam. Dumplings, piping hot – fried river trout and bream. Dried abalone was served with great ceremony. In honour of the ‘official’ observer from Kitsune Mountain, there were fried partridges, fried pheasant, and best of all, wild boar – the belly slab, cooked until the crackling was as crisp as crisp could be. Sura performed great prodigies of eating, mixing sauces for one and all, and sharing out the bounty. Somewhere in the process, she wheedled job interviews for the two ronin from officers of the castle guard, and also managed to arrange for bottles of plum wine via the maids. More screens were opened, and the party grew larger as off duty samurai came flocking to join the fun. 
 
   An hour later, Sura was surrounded by party goers as she stood beside the little stream holding her spear. The shimmering orange spear blade was in the water. Sura called to a laughing samurai who stood upstream, bidding him to drop leaves into the water. The first set of leaves managed to come aground amidst the tree roots, but with some encouragement from the crowd, more leaves were set adrift. One finally drifted down, down, down towards the spear blade.
 
   The leaf touched the edge of the spear. The gentle force of the current pushed, and the leaf slit itself neatly into two. The watching crowd of maids and samurai all cheered, duly impressed. Sura brandished her spear in triumph, and received a drink from one of the ronin. He and his comrades saluted the fox, who had remained in ‘furry form’ for the occasion. 
 
   “A prodigious weapon!”
 
   “Magic!” Sura had perhaps indulged in slightly too much plum wine. She was in a decidedly elevated mood. “This is ‘Leaf Cutter’! The Kitsune ancestral spear!” She drank in salute to the crowd. “Kampai!”
 
   Samurai, maids and ronin alike all drank in salute. A tall, lanky castle guard – quite merrily drunk – looked at Sura in awe. 
 
   “Sura san! How did you get an ancestral weapon?”
 
   Sitting by the porch, Tonbo looked up from his sakē cup. He made a patient gesture.
 
   “Hmph. She stole it.”
 
   Sura made a pose of immense dignity, gazing down at Tonbo over her muzzle. She then poked out her tongue.
 
   “It is not stolen. The weapon is in the proper custody of a Kitsune priestess!” 
 
   She paused for a moment, looking at her beloved spear. She gazed, remembering the old priestess who had trained her. Patient eyes, grey-speckled fur, and a laugh that had seemed to bring the whole universe to life. Training her – for who knew what? Reading the ancient stories, and dreaming of adventures. Sura looked upon her spear, and lovingly caressed the red oak shaft. “She’s doing what she’s supposed to do at last…”
 
   More food was arriving – hot cakes and sweet preserves. Sura thieved a cake as the tray passed by. Another castle guard – a tubby man with a handsome short beard – waggishly called out to the fox.
 
   “Kitsune san! You did not think of competing yourself? Such a mighty appetite must fuel great prowess!”
 
   “With a sword?” Sura weaved a hand in dismissal. “Women are too intelligent to stoop to using a sword! If you let them get that close, then clearly you’re doing something wrong!”
 
   “Oh!” The guard was joined in laughter by the crowd. “Is this the infamous ‘Way of the Fox’?”
 
   “The Way of the Fox? No no no no no!” Sura wagged a finger. “For the true Way of the Fox, you anticipate their attack the night before, sneak into their house and burn all of their underpants.”
 
   “But you are trained in the spear?”
 
   “Trained? Not just trained! Talented, my friend! Graced!” The fox made a glorious spin with her spear, flicking it about her body and then back behind her as she struck and extravagant en garde. “This is dangerous stuff! The hoko yari is the weapon of a thinker! Did any of you ever see the Kitsune spear forms?” 
 
   Urged on by the audience, Sura stood in the garden and performed an intricate spear kata – one that sent her tail flashing as she turned. It was followed by another kata using her short sword – a weapon that she wielded with her left hand. The crowd applauded her merrily. 
 
   Further back along the porch, away from the main festivities, Kuno sat quietly with Chiri, sharing hot cakes and tea. They watched Sura as she deftly performed her sword and spear moves. It was an odd thing to admit, but Kitsune Sura was actually extremely well practiced. She showed real skill with the hoko yari – a weapon whose crossblades allowed a bewildering array of underhanded moves. But as she stood and used a samurai armed with a wooden bokken to help her demonstrate her agility with the short sword, Kuno gave a scowl. He sat straight, watching carefully, his face drawn into a scowl.
 
   “There is something extremely odd about that woman’s technique…” Suddenly the light dawned. “She keeps her sword on the right!”
 
   Chiri serenely inclined her head.
 
   “She is a kitsune, Kuno san. She is left handed.”
 
   The thought had never truly occurred to Kuno before. He looked at Sura in shock. 
 
   “Left handed!” He was astonished! Quite astonished. “That’s inhuman!”
 
   Chiri poured them both tea – her movements calm and perfect. She gave Kuno a quiet, gentle bow.
 
   “You are quite correct, Kuno san. Neither Sura san nor I are human.”
 
   Kuno felt utterly mortified. He immediately bowed to Chiri in profound apology.
 
   “Please excuse me. I meant no disrespect.”
 
   Chiri softly and fondly finished serving Kuno’s tea. Over at the party, Tonbo, Sura, samurai and maids intermingled – all from different worlds. All of them excellent people. The nezumi quietly watched Kuno’s face.
 
   “You find Sura san most difficult to understand.”
 
   The samurai kept his back straight, and his face stiff. “Even though she is a priestess, there are occasions when her virtues seem well hidden.”
 
   Chiri sat neatly, looking demure and beautiful. The girl’s long, pure white hair shone like starlight. He pink eyes were warm and wise. She sipped her tea carefully, enjoying the scents of trees, of earth and rain. 
 
   “Absolute values are an illusion, Kuno san. What, then, is virtue? Virtue is purity and a positive soul.”
 
   Sura was the life and soul of the party. She was also making sure that the two itinerant ronin were already making friends with their prospective employers. Chiri watched from afar, amazed at the fox’s ability to be immediate friends with so many people from so many worlds.
 
   The imperial mon was on one wall of the dormitory: it was the symbol of the sacred islands. Rendered in full, it was a single image made up of the symbols for humanity, elemental and animal spirit, all blending beautifully together. 
 
   Chiri gracefully poured more tea – her movements calm and wonderful. She directed Kuno’s gaze out into the gardens.
 
   “Long, long ago, back when the world was made, the celestial heavens had a garden at the borderland of Earth. In the garden, there grew the celestial peaches of virtue. Here were found the peaches that conferred courage or truthfulness, discipline and faith. And apart from a regrettable incident with the Stone Monkey King, the peaches were sacred and undisturbed.” 
 
   Laughter from the party formed a warm, beautiful background to Chiri’s voice. She found an inkstone, elegantly laid it before her, and began carefully grinding an ink stick against the stone.
 
   “Once every thousand years, the peaches ripened, and a great peach banquet was held for the Gods. When he heard of this, the ancestral kitsune spirit was instantly intrigued. He thought that it would be nice to have some virtues, and he saw no reason why the gods should keep them to themselves.
 
   “Sadly for the fox, the orchard was well guarded. Great dragons prowled through the trees, and each one had been warned to keep away all visitors. The fox pondered, and then struck upon a plan.
 
   “The kitsune spirit appeared before the gods and bowed. He had heard of their peach banquet, and declared it was unfitting that immortals should serve immortals. He generously offered to serve as a waiter at the banquet. The gods agreed – but they were not entirely foolish. They gathered all the peaches that held obvious virtues. Strength, Honour, Heroic Endurance, Truthfulness and Selflessness and many more. These they kept a careful eye on. The fox would only be allowed to handle those peaches on which the gods set no store. 
 
   “The banquet progressed, and the fox spirit was an immaculate servant – polite and attentive. He became concerned that some of the peaches were not quite ripe, and as he served them to the gods, he gave a frown.
 
   ‘Great Kami – this fruit may not be quite fit for the gods. Great shame would fall upon me if I served a fruit that was unpalatable.’
 
   “And so the fox helpfully took a bite from certain of the peaches, testing them for sweetness and flavour, passing them on to the gods only when he was utterly sure that they were fit. And so the evening passed pleasantly – until the gods noticed something very strange.
 
   “The fox spirit had suddenly grown a tail…”
 
   Chiri spread a piece of pure white paper before her. She reached for a brush.
 
   “As the gods stared, one tail after another sprouted from the fox’s rump, until finally there were nine tails. Long and red, with pure white tips. The gods realised that the fox had indeed eaten peaches that encompassed virtues. Before they could protest, the fox sped off into the gardens and escaped. He ran gleefully back to the earth, and proved to be too cunning, too intelligent and too persuasive to ever be tracked down.”
 
   The nezumi girl wrote characters elegantly upon the page – her brushwork immaculate.
 
   “For each peach he ate, the ancestral fox spirit had gained a tail. Nine bites – nine tails. Nine bites – nine virtues.
 
    
 
    - Unquestioning Friendship.
 
    - Carefree Generosity.
 
    - Unquenchable Humour
 
    - Soaring Passion
 
    - Courage in Adversity.
 
    - Sly Cunning
 
    - Persuasive Charm
 
    - Mental Flexibility.
 
   And last of all – Believability.”
 
    
 
   The paper now held the symbols for the virtues of the fox. Chiri presented it quietly to Kuno.
 
   “Pure souls are very rare, Kuno san. The kitsune say that you can clearly see a person’s virtues only in your dreams – but that your dream self will have one tail for each virtue you have managed to achieve. 
 
   “But the first tail is always friendship.”
 
   Chiri bowed.
 
   “Please excuse my long story, Kuno san. I hope you are not offended.”
 
   Kuno bowed, formally and sincerely, as a true soul should.
 
   “Nezumi san – I thank you for pointing out my errors.” He rose back up from the bow. “But I am not sure I understand the value of these foxly virtues.”
 
   The rat spirit gave a smile. “Perhaps it is enough that we each stay true to our own.”
 
   The party went on. A samisen player and a drummer performed for the crowd, with Sura singing a comedic song. There was singing and dancing. Sitting drinking in one corner, Sano Moko elected not to take part. She bowed a good evening to Kuno and Chiri, then walked out into the quieter reaches of the dormitories, bowing to the monk on the porch before disappearing off into the night. 
 
    
 
    
 
   At the far end of the guest house, Hamada Bunji sat alone in his room. He kept the screen doors closed shut, but it failed to shut away the sounds of the party over by the stream. Bunji drank steadily, brooding in the gloom of a single lamp, still wearing his sweat-stained clothing from the tournament. He kept his fine sword and short sword close nearby, leaving them sprawling on the floor. No one had yet dared to disturb him. 
 
   The door slid open. Yoshikiyo entered – dressed severely and neatly, with hair oiled and swords thrust exactly through his belt. He set aside a rain-spattered straw hat, knelt down, and essayed a short, precise bow. 
 
   Hamada Bunji ignored him. Yoshikiyo glanced towards the teapot that sat in the middle of the floor.
 
   “Is that tea, or is it sake?”
 
   Bunji favoured Yoshikiyo with a cold glance.
 
   “Sakē.” 
 
   The room was in dire need of airing. Yoshikiyo arose and slid open the screen door that led to the porch. Outside, rain spattered down across the castle grounds, making the dark shadows of the trees sway and bow. Yoshikiyo turned and sternly glowered down at Bunji.
 
   “Why are you drinking alone? Put face on your defeat and join the others!”
 
   “I drink where I please!” Bunji poured himself another cup, spilling sakē onto the mats. “Do they need me to celebrate their triumphs?”
 
   “If you did not want to risk defeat, then you should never have competed!” Yoshikiyo flicked out his damp sleeves. “You were no match for him! The contest was lost before it was begun!” 
 
   Hamada Bunji shot a look of hatred towards the bright noise of the party.
 
   “It was a mere trick! He had a surprise move!”
 
   “A samurai has a duty to always guard against surprise attack!” Yoshikiyo glanced down at Bunji in contempt. “Remember it!”
 
   Retrieving his hat, Yoshikiyo stalked to the door. He marched off into the gloom, shaking his robes as though trying to divest himself of vermin. A passing maid bowed to him as he walked by.
 
   Hamada Bunji cast aside his cup, letting it crash against a wall. He drank straight from the bottle, but only the dregs remained. He shouted for a maid – finally bringing one scuttling to his door. Another sakē bottle was brought hurriedly in and placed beside him.
 
   Once again, Bunji drank from the bottle. On a sudden impulse, he snatched up his swords. Rising, he walked straight out into the rain. Past the party room – past the monk sitting on the porch. He wound off beneath the dripping trees and vanished in the dark.
 
    
 
    
 
   The party had reached a warm, friendly stage. Exhausted contestants from the day’s tournament were lounging half asleep, enjoying the camaraderie. Meanwhile, Sura and Tonbo taught the remaining party goers a very fox-like dice game where the players deliberately lied about their scores. It was accompanied by a great deal of laughter, shouts and cries of triumph and defeat, and penalties that involved drinking yet more sakē or the wearing of silly paper hats.
 
   Chiri and Kuno walked aside from the merriment. The night had a wonderful, glittering charm. Moisture sparkled upon the rain-wet grass, and the leaves of the nearby trees glittered like stars. A few wisps of moonlight came streaming through the dark clouds overhead. The landscape was filled with great jet black spaces beneath the walls and underneath the trees.
 
   Walking side-by-side, perfectly happy in each other’s company, Chiri and Kuno crossed over the garden stream. They wandered on through the grass, moving towards the shape of the tall, elegant pagoda. The sharp, crisp air drifted with the night-scents of countless flowers. Off in the town, the festival still spread its laughter in the breeze. 
 
   They paused on a rise beside the gardens, looking off towards the lamp lights that glimmered from the castle keep. They had only just paused to enjoy the view, when suddenly the skies opened. A great ocean of rain came crashing down. Hunching in the deluge, both Kuno and Chiri laughed. They dithered for a moment, then ran for the trees, but the great boughs overhead merely turned the rain into countless cold, splashing streams. The two friends raced wet and dripping into the great, dark pagoda. They stood laughing just inside the door, with the deluge crashing down outside. The sound was utterly deafening. Kuno laughed at the entire ridiculous situation.
 
   “So much for viewing the moon together!”
 
   “But I did see it, Kuno san – ever so briefly!” Chiri’s long hair was wet, and her clothes drenched through and through. “But the rain is most refreshing!”
 
   Kuno had worn a surcoat over his robe. He pulled off the surcoat, then unthreaded his swords from his belt and leaned them against the wall. He gallantly removed his outer robe, which was at least partially dry, and offered it to Chiri.
 
   “We shall have to wait a while until the rain stops.” He bowed as he presented his robe. “Here, Chiri san! It may keep you warm.”
 
   “Oh please! It is not necessary!” Chiri reddened with embarrassment: Kuno now had only his undershirt to keep away the chill. “I can at least give myself fur – but you will surely catch a chill!”
 
   She turned into her furred form – her face changing into an elegant muzzle, and pure white fur covering her skin. Chiri’s air elemental and rock elemental – both shaking themselves dry up in the tall eaves of the pagoda – came swirling down to settle on her shoulders. The nezumi girl gave a radiant smile.
 
   “Come! We can use the robes as our roof when we brave the rain…”
 
   The air elemental suddenly flicked his head at the dark. Chiri’s whiskers twitched. She instantly shoved Kuno aside.
 
   A sudden flicker of motion came out of the dark. Kuno dodged away, twisting with practiced footwork. A sword blade missed him by a finger’s width, then sliced again, driving Kuno and Chiri out into the rain. Kuno stood his ground outside. His swords were back inside the jet black pagoda.
 
   Hamada Bunji burst out of the pagoda’s doorway, longsword in hand and face set in a mask of hate. He fixed upon Kuno and raised his blade, ready to strike.
 
   The white rat moved.
 
   With great speed and elegance, Chiri put herself between Kuno and his attacker. Twin kama were in her hands. She stood poised in the rain, weapons held skilfully and eyes narrowed. Her long white hair streamed behind her like an ice cold waterfall.
 
   “Please withdraw, samurai san. I have no wish to harm you.”
 
   Bunji attacked.
 
   He cut savagely, trying to slaughter Chiri and cut through her to slay Kuno where he stood. But the rat seemed to flow up and into his attack, sliding past. Her kama took the sword aside – and then the hooked blades slid and whirled. Bunji’s sword spilled out of his hands to clash onto the ground. Chiri slammed the butt end of a kama beneath the man’s chest, sending him crashing onto his back in the rain. It all happened with such speed that Kuno could only blink, completely amazed.
 
   Scrabbling to his feet, Hamada Bunji found his sword. He stared at Chiri for an instant, then turned and ran, fleeing off into the dark.
 
   Chiri stood in the rain, slender and erect. With her enemy gone, she slid her kama back into her belt, the blades slipping back into their sheathes. She turned and bowed gravely to Kuno.
 
   “Kuno san! You are unharmed?”
 
   “Yes – thanks to your timely warning.” Kuno stared after Bunji. “Hamada Bunji.”
 
   Kuno swiftly retrieved his swords and robes. He bowed to Chiri is gratitude. Together, then ran back out into the rain, and headed straight for the castle guards.
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   Chapter 6
 
   At midnight, torches lit the gateway to the castle keep with a red, baleful glow.
 
   The main keep was one of a new style of central towers – tall and imposing, designed to proudly declaim the presence of imperial law. Broad and majestic, it had five floors that rose, roof after roof, high into the sky.
 
   The first floor above ground level was given over to formal, official rooms. Magistrate Masura’s audience chamber was the most imposing of all. Armour sat grimly in alcoves, set out upon stands, their metal masks glowering out into the gloom. A row of lanterns scarcely lit the high recesses of the room. The dark roof beams stayed glimmering in shadow. 
 
   The attempted murder of an imperial deputy was a grave enough offence to have required immediate attention. Magistrate Masura sat upon the main dais, with guards, a young page, and his senior officer at his side. Men from all over the castle had been pulled out of their celebrations and their beds.
 
   Asodo Kuno sat in the centre of the hall, with Chiri sitting gravely beside him. Behind them, Sura and Tonbo sat beside one of the castle guards – with Sura unconscionably close to a bowl of out-of-season fruit. 
 
   Lining the opposite wall were the master of the Seven Winds school of swordsmanship, his assistant Yoshikiyo, several damp students, and Hamada Bunji. Bunji sat frozen-faced, his expression fixed – his robes dripping wet with rain.
 
   Lord Masura draped a piece of paper over his arm and read the document through, his face grim and displeased. After long minutes scowling at the page, he set the document aside, and looked to Asodo Kuno.
 
   “Commander Hijiya has presented your report to me, Deputy Asodo.” His lordship looked over the assembly with a dire eye. “This is a grave and alarming accusation, Asodo san. Where is Hamada Bunji?”
 
   Hamada Bunji indicated his own presence with a stiff bow. But the scarred old sword master swivelled to face the magistrate. His voice was harsh and angered.
 
   “My lord! This accusation is baseless! A mere mistake of the light! After his failure at the tournament, I instructed Hamada Bunji to meditate upon his technique in the school gardens.” He produced a sheaf of papers, and placed them down upon the tatami mats. “My student has been with us in our school all night, my lord. Ten students will so attest.”
 
   Kuno looked over to Hamada Bunji with cold eyes.
 
   “He is wet.”
 
   The instructor glowered at Kuno. “It rains in our gardens as well as in the castle’s.”
 
   The testimony of the ‘witnesses’ had been dictated by their master, and signed by all ten students. Hamada Bunji’s testimony matched their tale word for word. Lord Masura’s officer, Commander Hijiya, passed the documents up to his lordship. Magistrate Masura glanced only briefly at the statements. He was deeply displeased. He gave a cold glance towards the sword master and his men.
 
   “The testimony of the witnesses is clear. Hamada Bunji cannot have been present in the shrine to attack you, Kuno san. Clearly the failing light made you mistake your attacker’s identity.”
 
   Kuno swelled. His deep-seated sense of justice had been utterly laid raw.
 
   “My lord – there was no shadow. I know exactly what I saw!”
 
   “Clearly you do not! One man cannot be in two places at once.” The magistrate’s tone was curt. He glared at Kuno in annoyance. “This testimony makes it clear that the man you accuse was in another part of the castle when you were attacked.” He noted Kuno’s expression. “The law is clear! Deputy Asodo Kuno, you forget yourself! We excuse you because of the passions clearly roused by your escape.” Magistrate Masura snapped open his fan, signalling that the hearing was at an end. “You are all dismissed.”
 
   The gathering bowed. Magistrate Masura remained in place as people arose and exited the room. His lordship leaned in to whisper to Commander Hijiya, and the armoured man gave a nod. Hijiya called to Sura, who had detoured over towards the fruit bowl.
 
   “Priestess Kitsune Sura. You are please to remain.”
 
   Wonderfully at ease, Sura farewelled her comrades and came over to sit happily right at the foot of the magistrate’s dais – the distance used by an old, old friend. The magistrate cast a measured glance over her – intelligence glittering in his eyes. He folded up his fan, clearly interested by what he saw.
 
   “Priestess Kitsune nō Sura of Kitsune Mountain. A Kitsune of the prime lineage. A rare visitor indeed.” The magistrate raised one brow. “I am unfamiliar with your parentage?”
 
   The fox waved an easy hand. “No more than myself, my lord! I was found upon the mountain as an infant. I was adopted by the high priestess, O-Sensei Kitsune nō Iisha.”
 
   Commander Hijiya seemed unimpressed by Sura’s credentials. He folded his arms.
 
   “Hmph! Kitsune Sura, you reported a murder when you arrived at the gates earlier today.”
 
   The fox nodded to the man with a sly, competent camaraderie. “I did indeed. A nasty case. Murdered head-man at a village along the road. I gave a report of my findings.”
 
   The magistrate was quite intrigued. “Your findings…?” He stroked at his moustache. “You have investigated the facts of the murder?”
 
   “Yes, my lord. An intriguing case. Strangulation – a bloodless corpse…”
 
   “Yes – yes…” Lord Masura heaved a sigh, looking tired. “The hour is late. We shall hear more of this tomorrow. I shall be interested to hear your findings.”
 
   Kitsune Sura gave an elegant, flowing bow. Even in ‘human’ form, her pointed ears, her tail, her bright coloured hair marked her out utterly as a fox. “I am entirely at your disposal, my Lord Masura.” 
 
   She rose to leave – long tail swishing out behind her skirts. Lord Masura watched her begin to withdraw with great interest – she had a confident gait without the slightest hint of demure feminine grace: decidedly part sage, part performer and part pirate. 
 
   “Kitsune Sura – you describe yourselves as ‘Spirit Hunters’. A very ancient and long-defunct profession.” He was decidedly intrigued. “Why?”
 
   The fox made an eloquent swirl of her tail. “Well – it has the advantage of having very little competition.” 
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   Suddenly the fox’s eyes were sharp, serious and bright – as penetrating as a spear.
 
   “And the time is right.”
 
   Lamp light flickered red across the snarling masks. Old ghost stories somehow seemed to linger in the shadows. There was a sense – a strange sense – that the fox woman was in the right. There were strange things loose in the world. Outside, rain lashed at the castle walls. The darkness seemed somehow watchful and absolute. Magistrate Masura was suddenly glad to be inside – well away from things that lurked in shadow…
 
   He shivered: but the thought was unworthy of a samurai. The magistrate shook the feeling away and straightened his back, feeling tired, and thought longingly of bed.
 
   “Yes. In any case, as an ‘official’ observer from Kitsune Mountain, I shall ask you to keep your entourage under control.
 
   “Dismissed.”
 
   With an easy flourish, Sura bowed.
 
   “Good night to you, my lord – goodnight!” She left with a wry swish of her tail. “May you be blessed by loyal friends, and by extremely fickle fleas.”
 
   The room seemed oddly empty once she had gone. Magistrate Masura heaved a sigh, feeling the weigh of a long, hard day. He discovered that his cup of tea was empty, and set it aside.
 
   “Is there more tea?”
 
   “I shall send for some, my lord!” Ever the perfect retainer, commander Hijiya Hoichi gave a brisk, efficient bow. “But we have had gift from the Usada shrine! Ripe peaches sent from their hot house at the springs!”
 
   Hijiya Hoichi rose and proudly reached for the fruit bowl. Much to his surprise, it was utterly empty – when he was certain it had held half a dozen peaches only an hour before. He put the bowl back down and glared towards the door through which the fox woman had disappeared.
 
   Magistrate Masura stretched, making the bones of his shoulders crack. “What is it, Hoichi san?”
 
   “Nothing, my lord.” Commander Hijiya gave a scowl. “I shall send for more tea.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Kuno stood in a castle corridor, mastering himself. Guards were at every level of the staircase, and servants drifted past bearing trays of tea. Chiri remained close, her air elemental sitting in her hair and twinkling its wings, while the rock elemental sat inside her sleeve. She looked anxiously up to Kuno, and her mere presence steadied his heart.
 
   Tonbo appeared behind them. He put one big hand upon Kuno’s shoulder in support. He then went down the stairs, looking carefully left and right, clearing the way ahead. 
 
   Broad and magnificent, Lord Ishigi came along the corridor, trailing a pair of Ishigi samurai guards. He stopped before Kuno and Chiri, and looked the rat girl over in chuckling delight. He noted the two elementals – her long white hair – and gave a laugh of sheer roguish delight.
 
   “You beat him with a pair of old farming sickles, eh?”
 
   Lord Ishigi laughed heartily. He walked off into the castle, thoroughly pleased, shaking his head at the wondrous marvels that the day had brought. 
 
   Downstairs, Tonbo had taken up his tetsubo, ready to obliterate any swordsmen who might come too close for comfort. He made ready to escort Kuno and Chiri back to the dormitories. The pair quietly joined him, waiting by the gates. They tied on straw hats to hold off the pouring rain. 
 
   From the floor above, Hamada Bunji watched them from shadows. He glowered, then withdrew slowly away from the stairwell. He turned, and found Sano Moko watching him from the shadows.
 
   The female samurai passed him by – and then stopped. She did not turn to look at him. 
 
   Her voice was filled with dark, calculating disdain.
 
   “Do not imagine that you have escaped, Hamada Bunji.” The woman’s knuckles were white about the hilt of her short sword. “He who lives without honour, deserves a death without honour.”
 
   Sano Moko walked on. Hamada Bunji whirled and walked away – back into the shadows.
 
   Sura emerged from behind a nearby pillar, thoughtfully eating a peach. She cocked an eye and watched Sano Moko depart, then turned to flick a considering glance towards Hamada Bunji. 
 
   Interesting…
 
   Sura finished her peach and popped the pit into an offering bowl that stood before a statue of Amida Buddha. Wiping off her hands, she walked down the stairs towards her friends, musing over the interesting events of the day.
 
   It was a wet, tense walk back to the dormitory buildings. The gardens were dark – all except for faint orange glimmers of lamplight in the castle towers. Rain fell gently but steadily – except upon Sura, who had appropriated a painted umbrella from the castle. She shared it with Chiri, and turned into her furred form to help shed the water. Once again, she travelled with her spear unsheathed. No one saw fit to complain.
 
   The dormitory buildings were remarkably quiet now – oppressed by the dishonour of Hamada Bunji’s attack. The party goers had all dispersed to their rooms, and the maids moved quietly about, setting the halls to rights. Only the monk remained on the porch, quietly telling his beads, the bell softly ringing after measured set of prayers. Kuno bowed to the man. The monk nodded, his basket shifting ever so slightly in acknowledgement as the group walked past.
 
   Their room was off around a corner, overlooking the little stream. Following on the tail of the air elemental, Sura sailed into the room and propped her umbrella against the porch wall to dry. She shook herself like a dog – managing to shower rainwater all over the screens and the tatami mats. Her fur stood out in a ridiculous puff, and had the oddest smell – somewhere between that of wet dog and wet cat. She headed eagerly over to a little charcoal stove, and found that the maids had thoughtfully left a pot of water waiting. Sura rummaged about, threw in half a handful of tea leaves, and set the thing to boil. 
 
   Her companions had failed to notice her eccentric preparations. Hats were taken off and set aside to dry – wet sandals were racked up outside the door. Chiri closed the screens shut against the rain while Tonbo lit the lamps.
 
   They sat upon folded futons and quilts. Sura’s tea appeared – an oily black substance with a slight similarity to burnt congealed pine tar. Tonbo drank it with stony fortitude – Sura with gusto, and Chiri sipped at it in alarm. She put the cup aside as quietly and as politely as possible.
 
   Sano Moko walked past down the hallway – wet and dripping, her sword in her belt and a straw hat hanging down her back. Kuno saw her and bowed slightly. She nodded to him, and then settled her hat upon her head. She headed restlessly back out into the rain, her face set into a grim expression.
 
   Sura looked up from the bubbling black mass inside the teapot.
 
   “Oh! Didn’t she want tea?”
 
   “No – no, apparently not.” 
 
   Kuno had downed his tea without noticing the taste. Chiri intercepted his cup before he accidentally asked for more. Sura sat herself down and smoothed back her fur, taking care to order her whiskers. She looked to Kuno, and gave a sigh.
 
   Kuno sounded quite embittered. It had been a trying day.
 
   “Lord Masura knows! He knows, and yet he does nothing!”
 
   The fox waved her hand, bidding Kuno to be calm. “Sit back. Relax. Your boss knows it’s all a fix.” She shook her head. “Man… You just have to get this whole righteous indignation thing under control.”
 
   Kuno sighed. He mastered himself, clearly feeling a stab of shame
 
   “You are correct, Kitsune Sura. My behaviour before his lordship was inexcusable.” He bowed his shoulders. “Surely my prospects of advancement are at an end.”
 
   “Lord Masura’s hands are tied, friend Kuno.” Chiri felt tired and sad. “As long as the fencing school bears false witness, you have no case. It is the word of two people against the word of a dozen.” She gave a sigh. “And one of those two is a rat.”
 
   Never at a loss, Sura tried to cheer Kuno up with another cup of tea. She then offered him a peach.
 
   “An office job? You don’t need an office job with these people! You’re better off without them. Stick with us. We can wander! Field work and adventure!” She tossed a peach to Tonbo, and then to Chiri. “You too, dear rattie! We’ll travel the whole empire. We’ll chase monsters, evict ghosts! We’ll make a difference.” She nudged at Kuno, trying to cheer him up. “Hey! Monsters! Breaking stuff!” 
 
   Asodo Kuno faced Sura, and gave a tired bow.
 
   “Thank you, Sura san. Thank you for your confidence in me. But I am not at liberty to simply make such decisions.”
 
   Chiri was deeply moved. She wrung her hands, looking down into her lap.
 
   “Thank you, Sura san. I thank you for your most beautiful offer.” She bowed - almost brought to tears. “I shall consider…”
 
   Tonbo grunted – clearly approving. He had been sitting eye to eye with the rock elemental while he quietly folded paper into a model of a rat. Finishing his model, he presented it to the solid little rock. Tonbo then turned and slid open the shoji screens to look out at the gardens. A sliver of moon was finally peeking through the clouds. 
 
   “At least the rain has stopped.” He gave a nod of approval. “We can move on tomorrow. One of the town samurai said that there’s a haunted bridge a few days to the south.”
 
   The basket-headed monk could be heard ringing his bell, the man’s rosary beads rattling softly in the dark. Tonbo listened, and gave a quiet nod. 
 
   “And at least someone was undistracted by the night.”
 
   Sura gave a yawn. “I had them move him over closer to the sword school’s dorm. With any luck, that bell will keep them up all night!” Sura gave a shiver, fluffing out her fur. “Oooh, it’s chilly. Shut the door. Let’s head to bed.” 
 
   Tonbo slid the door shut tight – and locked it with a wooden bar. Futons were unrolled and quilts fluffed out. It was a damned good night to be indoors. 
 
   Sura lay herself flat beside her bed, changed into fox form, and wiggled out of her clothing, nuzzling her way down into her bed. She settled in, warm and happy, ready to dream foxy dreams. Her sword and spear were kept ever close at hand.
 
   Chiri preferred sleeping in human form. She slipped into bed, wished her friends good night, and settled down to sleep. Tonbo waited until all was quiet, then blew out the final lamp.
 
   Outside, a ghost of moonlight shimmered upon the windows. Kuno made certain that his swords were both beside his pillow, and then lay back. It had been a long, addled, weary day, and fatigue was pulling at his mind. Surrounded by the best will in the world, he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside, in the brisk, wet gardens, Sano Moko stalked along beside the splashing stream. She wore heavy robes and a deep straw hat, carrying her expensive swords through her belt. As she passed a pair of cheerful castle guards, she gave the men a terse nod of acknowledgement. They bowed to her as she passed: as the eldest child of Lord Sano, Sano Moko came from high social ranks indeed. The men walked off upon their rounds, fully armoured and with bows and lanterns in hand. One man was explaining to another just exactly how to play the fox game of liar’s dice. The other man listened with one ear, keeping a very sharp eye upon grounds.
 
   Sano Moko walked on. Deep down in the gardens, beside a stand of trees, there was a small shrine to the war god Hachiman – no more than a thatched, open shed that sheltered a rough stone carving. But the place was utterly solitary – a place for private brooding. A place to be alone with the god of honour – the god of war.
 
   Her long hair had been drenched. Sano Moko untied her hair ribbon – a broad, sturdy ribbon strong enough to tie a man’s hand’s tight – and set it at her side. Grim and angry, she knelt before the rough old statue in the shrine, clapped her hands and bowed.
 
   Sano Moko set herself down to pray, while around her, the dark trees dripped rain slowly onto the grass. 
 
   The night hours passed…
 
   The post midnight watch was dark and quiet. All lanterns had been snuffed out – all those except the few carried by the castle patrols. The greater hour of the ox arrived – a wooden clapper on one of the towers announcing the passing hours. It was matched by the slow, quiet, faultless ringing of the monks bell.
 
   A new grounds patrol – two men, one tall, one short – took over from the old. They came out from the keep and walked quietly through the gardens. Crossing the stream, they came to the dormitory buildings, and quietly mounted up onto the porch. Past the monk, and on around the buildings. They walked carefully around the entire building, seeing a single maid walking past. 
 
   The maid delivered a sheaf of paper to one of the dormitory rooms. A candle was burning, and the assistant instructor, Yoshikiyo, sat angrily on the floor, writing letter after letter at a writing desk. The maid bowed and passed over the new blank paper sheets, then left, looking extremely tired. The two guards passed the girl and nodded to her, receiving a weary smile in return.
 
   A second room at the far end of the building also showed a dim, guttering light. The candle was snuffed out as the guards approached, and the door slid shut. The passing guards nodded to the door as they passed.
 
   “Good night, Bunji san.”
 
   There was a grunt in reply. The two guards walked on and out to the path across the stream, looking out into the dark, wet gardens. They gazed at the castle yards, and at the great keep looming high above. Not a mouse stirred – not a leaf seemed out of place. All was well.
 
   After a moment’s thought, the tall guard scratched his chin.
 
   “So – how does this dice game work again?”
 
   They walked onward, their lantern swinging – on and off into the dark.
 
    
 
    
 
   Later – sometime after the guards had gone, Sano Moko quietly returned to the dormitories. She came walking on soft feet, on into the guest rooms. 
 
   Tonbo opened one eye, instantly alert. He saw Sano Moko’s silhouette against the far side of the shoji screen dividing off her room from their own. She slung her hat aside, removed her swords, and began to settled down for bed. 
 
   Lying back in bed, Tonbo saw that Sura had one sly green eye open, watching the silhouette. With all well, the fox settled back down to sleep – but her tall ears turned to intercept the slightest sound. And sitting hidden in the shadows, Chiri’s two elementals kept a careful, unwavering watch over the room.
 
   They were well protected. Tonbo lay back with his tetsubo in the crook of his arm, and slept once more, lulled by the fox’s snores.
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the late and broken night, castle routine was undisturbed. In the early dawn, the door guards and sentries were changed. Grooms began to lead out horses from the stables, and water was drawn from the streams. Cook fires sprang into life as breakfast was prepared for the hundreds of men who lived in the garrison. 
 
   In more genteel quarters, the day took off to a far slower start. Yawning maids pulled back their hair and tied on aprons. Tea was brewed, and food for guests in the dormitories was laid out neatly upon serving trays: There were red beans seasoned with seaweed, and an excellent miso soup. Polished, sweetened rice, steamed fragrantly in the dawn – and tea: a great deal of tea. Someone remembered that their guests included both a rat spirit and a fox: it was decided that meat was an absolute necessity, and so a haunch of preserved hare was swiftly sliced and fried. The scent penetrated Sura’s dreams, bringing her to life sniff-sniff-sniffing at the air.
 
   Tonbo was already awake and pulling on his socks. Sura emerged from bed, nosed her way into her laid-out clothes, and transformed into human shape. She sat up, blinked, and caught the hairbrush Tonbo tossed to her. Her toothbrush – hog bristles on the end of a strip of old ox bone – sailed over to land on her bed. Sura headed to the porch water bucket to attend to her fangs, incidentally keeping an eye out for the first hint of an approaching breakfast. She pounced upon the maid as she appeared.
 
   “Tea! Bless you. Tea!” Sura dragged a table into place and took charge of the pot. “Bless you, miss! You are a bodhisattva in the making!”
 
   “Please enjoy, Kitsune san.” The maid bowed. “I shall leave you to your meal.”
 
   Kuno and Chiri, dressed and ordering their hair, approached the breakfast table. It all smelled distinctly odd. Kuno sat himself down, then saw several strips of fried meat sitting on a platter amongst the more mundane soup, rice and beans. Sura voluptuously sniffed at the meat, curling and coiling her tail. 
 
   “Oooh – hare! I think it’s hare!”
 
   Kuno looked at the dish, somewhat askance. “For breakfast?”
 
   “Try some! It’ll put some bounce into your day.” Sura tested the rice. “Oooh – honey! Oh – oh yes!”
 
   Another maid shuffled delicately past their room, carrying a tray off towards the far end of the building. She brought the monk an offering of rice and tea, bowing to him reverently as the man bowed in return. Reaching the end of the rooms, she knelt gracefully beside a sliding door, set down her tray, and gave a demure bow. 
 
   “Good morning, Bunji san. It is growing late. I have brought you tea and breakfast.”
 
   There was no answer. The maid knocked softly – repeated her announcement – and then quietly slid open the door. She bowed, took up the tray, and arose to carry it into the room. 
 
   Hamada Bunji’s dead body lay sprawled in the middle of the room, his bulging eyes staring at the ceiling. The maid froze. The tray spilled out of her hands, and she stumbled back to fall upon the porch.
 
   A second maid came running. She looked into the room, and gave a great, soul shattering scream.
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   Chapter 7
 
   Hamada Bunji’s corpse lay on his bed, arms spread with the bedding kicked wildly aside – apparently by Bunji himself as he was strangled. The dead man’s eyes were bulging horribly – his mouth open and tongue swollen. Kitsune Sura said the requisite prayers for the man’s soul, then carefully approached the body, scanning every piece of floor as she approached. Tonbo joined her and they carefully scanned the body from one end to another – careful neither to touch nor disturb. 
 
   Bunji wore the same robes he had in the castle keep the night before. They were still damp and musty from the rain. His skin was pale and waxen: the body had been utterly drained of blood, leaving no sign of staining upon his clothing, and none upon the floor. Sura crouched and examined the dead man’s neck: sure enough, there was a narrow, neat incision at the artery, along with a broad, discoloured band that seemed to show he had been strangled.
 
    Hamada Bunji had been slain in exactly the same manner as the head-man back at the roadside village. 
 
    “Well it was something wide – like a belt? Or a broad, stiff ribbon? Or a folded length of cloth…” An opportunistic strangler would surely have used a strangle hold, or perhaps the cords from a sword sheath. This broader weapon was a puzzling detail. “Quickly drained of blood after being strangled. The strangulation marks hardly had time to bruise…” She re-examined the incision. “Looks like a thin, narrow blade.” The fox was puzzled. “Not from a dagger. A surgeon’s knife? A carpenter’s chisel?”
 
   Tonbo paused.
 
   “Kodzuka?”
 
   Sura did not quite know what he meant. Tonbo tapped at his own sword scabbard – a simple, plain piece of work. “The utility knife you get in some expensive scabbards – the short sword scabbard.” The formal wearing of a short sword was a spreading fashion amongst the samurai class here in the south. “Might be the right size.”
 
   Hamada Bunji had fallen over his two swords in their rack beside his bed. The long sword was free of its scabbard. The short sword did indeed have a very slender, chisel pointed knife integrated with its sheath. Sura compared the blade with the wound in Bunji’s neck. It was certainly the right sort of size – not an exact match, but intriguingly close. She put the kodzuka back in its sheath, and sniffed carefully at the air. There was a vague hint of a sharp, acrid smell.
 
   Tonbo carefully rolled the body onto its side. Beneath it, his robes were still damp: the man had lain here long enough for the upper surface to have dried in the air. He had certainly never even slightly prepared for bed. 
 
   Tonbo looked at the room. There was a small wet patch on the tatami mats, well away from the window. Tonbo walked over to the wet patch, and then looked up at the ceiling up above.
 
   “Perhaps someone came in through the roof tiles while it was raining?” He looked slowly about the room. “Apart from that, the room’s secure. There’s only the doors. The window’s too small.”
 
   The window had been barred: the resulting spaces were too small to pass a human head and shoulders. And as for the doors… The room opened onto the porch at either side. But even late at night, maids and guards had been occasionally passing by, and the monk had been at his post. It would have taken a bold attacker to time the attack. And Hamada Bunji had not been asleep in bed. He would have seen and heard the door open.
 
   The man’s sword had been out – but he had raised no outcry. Someone had strangled the man without him being able to raise the alarm…
 
   Sura knelt to say another prayer over the body, and Tonbo made another quiet scan of the room. 
 
   Chiri and Kuno appeared at the threshold. Kuno gave a bow.
 
   “Tonbo san. There are no footprints outside the window. No ladders or marks from ladders anywhere around the buildings. The monk was out here on the porch all night, and he says he saw nothing. The maids say they heard no sounds or disturbances.”
 
   Tonbo scowled. “The monk stayed in his place – we heard the bell. He would have seen anything that moved along the porch.”
 
   Chiri pointed back to the stream behind her.
 
   “Only along the side facing the stream, Tonbo san. That still leaves the side facing the castle gates.”
 
   There was a great clash and clatter as armed men came stamping through the garden. Commander Hijiya – who almost seemed to eat, sleep and bathe in his armour, noisily mounted the porch. He was flanked by two samurai guards, fully armed and armoured. The commander glowered at Kuno and Chiri – then saw Sura kneeling praying over the body. He immediately swelled up like a toad.
 
   “You there! What are you all doing here?”
 
   Kneeling piously by the corpse, Sura held up a hand in an elegant gesture.
 
   “My office as a priestess. Shhhh!” She waved her hand at her friends. “These are my assistants.”
 
   The commander glowered, then gave a growl. He banged his signal fan against his thigh.
 
   “All four of you – out! Imperial Magistrate Masura will see you immediately.” Commander Hijiya turned to his guards. “Go with them! These people are all under suspicion of murder.”
 
   Hijiya Hoichi made certain that the kitsune and her companions were definitely off on their way. He utterly disliked the untroubled, confident curl of the fox’s tail.
 
   Murders – attempted murders – and the castle in chaos. It seemed too much of a coincidence that all of this should happen at the exact time a fox chose to grace the castle. He turned to glower down at Hamada Bunji’s corpse, wondering if he dare kick the thing about the place like a football.
 
   Perhaps not. 
 
   Irritably tying on his helmet, Commander Hijiya Hoichi summoned another guard, left the room behind him, and stalked back towards the castle keep, muttering all the while.
 
    
 
    
 
   Magistrate Masura’s audience chamber was no less imposing in the daylight. There were armours – some laced expensively in imported, printed laces, and others laced in sombre purple or smoky red. The full face masks glowered out across the hall, unwinking and unforgiving. Rich red beams held aloft a solid roof. Behind the dais stood a statue of Bishamon, god of justice, punisher of wrongdoers and enemy of greed. The room was kept as a place of stark, stern shadows.
 
   Sura, Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo sat back against one wall – a wall that Hijiya Hoichi had ostentatiously cleared of all fruit bowls the instant the fox had entered. Sano Moko, the assistant sword instructor, Yoshikiyo, two of the night guards and two of the maids were present. Testimonies were being collected and recorded by a clerk who sat at the foot of Magistrate Masura’s dais. Commander Hijiya kept a careful watch over the room, keeping an eye upon his guardsmen at the door.
 
   The basket hatted monk entered the room with a solemn bow. He removed his tengai, finally unveiling his face. He was shaven headed, pale from being eternally shut off from the sun. The man came forward and knelt before the dais, bowing deeply to Lord Masura.
 
   The magistrate looked at the monk, then referred to a document draped across his arm.
 
   “You are the monk Inei, of the Fuke Zen Temple of Nine-fold Gates, currently a wanderer upon the path of pilgrimage?”
 
   “Yes, Lord Magistrate.” The monk had a soft, quiet voice. “I am pausing here to hear the teacher Komu, before continuing to the south.” 
 
   “And you state here that you were awake all through the night?”
 
   Again the monk bowed. “Yes, my lord. I remained awake all night in a state of meditation. But in such a state, I am at one with the world around me. I am perfectly aware of my surroundings.”
 
   Lord Masura gave a nod. “And you saw no one enter through the dead man’s door?”
 
   “No, lord. However, late at night, I heard a movement upon the roof tiles. I thought it to be a cat, and paid it little heed until now.”
 
   “When might this have occurred?”
 
   “Some time after the guards passed me, during the greater hour of the ox, my lord.”
 
   “Excellent.” The magistrate saw that all the man’s testimony was properly recorded. “Thank you, monk Inei. You are dismissed.”
 
   “Go with the Buddha’s infinite mercy, my lord.” The monk bowed again. He arose and withdrew, fixing his great, deep hat back onto his head. Faceless and hidden once again, the man withdrew. Already, he was patiently telling his rosary. Magistrate Masura turned his attention back to the group kneeling before him, and set his sharp gaze upon Sano Moko.
 
   “Sano san. You were seen out in the gardens late at night. What were you doing there?”
 
   The warrior woman gave a crisp, military bow. 
 
   “Lord! I was angered and infuriated. I sat at the Hachiman shrine in the castle gardens and prayed for better control of my passions. I remained there alone and unobserved until well after the greater hour of the ox had passed.”
 
   Lord Masura scowled.
 
   “There is no one who can verify your presence in the shrine during those hours. You are aware that you have no alibi, Sano san?”
 
   “Yes lord. But honour and my respect for you demands I relate the truth.”
 
   Yoshikiyo pivoted to face Lord Masura. He spoke in clear anger.
 
   “My lord! It is clear what happened. Asodo Kuno wanted revenge against Bunji san! He waited until his companions were asleep, then mounted the roof of the dormitories. He entered through the roof tiles, and killed Hamada Bunji as he slept!”
 
   Sitting easily at the sidelines, cross legged and utterly informal, Kitsune Sura gave a languid wave of her hand.
 
   “Kuno is too obvious a fall guy! And he’s a swordsman. Why would he kill Bunji on the quiet, rather than just duel the guy?” She gave a derisive snort. “Bah. You have no alibi yourself. You’re as much a suspect as Kuno san!”
 
   Yoshikiyo made haste to turn towards Lord Masura.
 
   “Lord! I was in my room. The monk and the guards saw no one enter Bunji san’s apartment. Am I a ghost, to pass through a solid wall?”
 
   Magistrate Masura gave the man a wry glance. “I am sure a Spirit Hunter would be the one to know the answer.” He looked over toward the fox. “Kitsune Sura. I take it you can account for your own movements last night?”
 
   Sura scratched herself, looking facetious. “I was asleep! Watching you samurai pound each other all day is very tiring!” She gave a shrug, keeping one amused eye upon Lord Masura. “I have no motive! If I wanted your man dead, I would do it with less fuss! And I would not snooze the rest of the night away next door to the corpse so that you could catch me in the morning! Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   Sura smiled, and bowed to Lord Masura. 
 
   “His lordship clearly believes that I am not the culprit – otherwise I would not have been allowed to so carefully inspect the body.”
 
   Her assessment of Lord Masura was clearly correct. The man straightened his back and put his papers aside. He appraised Sura, almost admitting to a smile. He made a very slight bow towards her, and she bowed ever so slightly in return.
 
   Yoshikiyo was not to be cut off so easily. He pointed to Chiri.
 
   “My lord! What of the rat? She could easily climb a wall unseen! She could easily drop into the victim’s room. The woman has sorcerous powers. We have heard that she is already under suspicion for a similar murder elsewhere!”
 
   The man was becoming rudely vehement. Magistrate Masura was decidedly displeased.
 
   “Assistant Instructor Yoshikiyo! Control yourself!” Masura’s voice held the whip-crack of command. “I am well aware of the facts of the case.”
 
   The magistrate’s ire managed to still Yoshikiyo’s tongue. Lord Masura swept out his sleeves. He motioned with his folded fan, summoning two of the previous night’s castle guards.
 
   “You two! You were on the grounds patrol at the greater hour of the ox.” He leaned forward to inspect the two men. “You say that you spoke with Hamada Bunji?”
 
   The two men looked at one another. The shorter, rounder man – far the more confident – bowed deeply to his lord.
 
   “Tono! We passed Assistant Instructor Yoshikiyo’s room, and he was awake, writing. We then spoke with Hamada Bunji as he was closing his door, and he gave answer. We continued our patrol, and found no disturbances. The guard was changed at in two hours time.”
 
   “Did you see Hamada Bunji – or did you merely speak with him?”
 
   The two guards exchanged a telling look. Once again, the stouter man answered.
 
   “My lord – we did not see him. The candle had been blown out, and the door was sliding shut.”
 
   The magistrate nodded.
 
   He drew in a breath, pondering the matter. Sura had already sent him a written report – an interesting document indeed. Lord Masura gestured to the gathered suspects and witnesses with his fan.
 
   “All of you – show me your sword sheaths.”
 
   The assembled ‘guests’ drew their short sword sheathes out of their belts. Sura’s weapon, ‘Little Brush’, was a clean, simple and elegant thing with a plain red-oaken scabbard. Likewise Tonbo and the guards had simple lacquered sheathes. But Asodo Kuno, Sano Moko and those with more expensive tastes had far more elaborate affairs. Commander Hoichi came forth to inspect each weapon with care.
 
   “My lord. Assistant Instructor Yoshikiyo, Deputy Asodo Kuno, and Sano Moko all have kodzuka in their scabbards.” He inspected the narrow utility knives with an experienced eye. “All the knives are oiled and clean.”
 
   Lord Masura nodded. He beckoned Commander Hijiya to his dais, and the two men conferred. The magistrate nodded in agreement to some of the commander’s points, and then turned to face the lines of witnesses and suspects gathered in the room. 
 
   He straightened his robes, and settled in a position of awe-inspiring authority. His voice deepened as he made his pronouncements.
 
   “Asodo Kuno. Although you have an honourable name, you have a clear motive for this crime. You must remain in the castle grounds until this case has been decided.” He pointed with his fan. “Sano Moko. You were seen to threaten the murder victim. You too will remain within the castle grounds. Assistant Instructor Yoshikiyo, you will do the same.”
 
   With a measured, interested expression on his face, Lord Masura regarded the fox as she sat at ease over to one side. He stroked his moustache slowly, sharing her amusement as she watched him.
 
   “Kitsune Sura. A creature with the gall to invite herself into the castle of an imperial magistrate is clearly not foolish enough to sleep next to her own murder victim.” Lord Masura tapped his folded fan into his hand. “We have become aware of your activities during your travels. In view of your skills, we give you leave to investigate this murder. You will cooperate with my chief deputy Hijiya Hoichi in all respects.”
 
   Commander Hijiya seemed utterly alarmed. 
 
   “My lord!” The commander stared at the fox as though she had already begun to steal the castle treasury. “Are you certain of this?
 
   “Kitsune Sura is a fox of Kitsune Mountain. She will be prying into this affair whether we condone it or not. It is best, then, that we make a virtue out of inevitability.”
 
   Commander Hijiya was decidedly not a happy man.
 
   “My lord – the way of the fox is not the way of the samurai!”
 
   Lord Masura pushed his fan into his belt with an air of wry finality.
 
   “The perfect sword is a blend of virtues, Hoichi san. Its strength comes from its flexibility. Justice must never be rigid, lest it shatter in our hands.” He looked to Sura with great, penetrating intelligence in his eyes. 
 
   “We shall see if Kitsune Sura truly has her tails.”
 
   With great calm and certainty, Lord Masura rose from his place. The assembled audience bowed, and Lord Masura made his way towards the door. He cast a wry glance over Chiri, Asodo Kuno, and the massive figure of Tonbo at Sura’s side. 
 
   “Kitsune Sura, you may retain your three ‘assistants’. But you must all remain within the castle grounds. We will reconvene this evening. Dismissed.”
 
   Despite all precautions, the peach bowl had somehow managed to empty itself. The magistrate shook his head and headed off into the castle – onward to deal with another busy day. Hijiya Hoichi gave a last fierce glare at the assembled suspects, then followed hard upon his master’s heels. 
 
   Yoshikiyo left – stiff and with his face frozen in a mask of dislike. Sano Moko bowed to the others and followed soon after, leaving alongside the night guards and maids. Sura got up, stretched herself and yawned, jamming her short sword back into her belt.
 
   “Right! Let’s go solve some crime!” She nudged Kuno, who was looking quite ashen. “Relax! We can fix this. Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   Kuno looked to Chiri as Sura left the room.
 
   “I hate it when she says that.”
 
    A peach flew through the air to land in Kuno’s lap. “Come on – chop chop! Shake your tails – we’re Spirit Hunters!”
 
   The fox ran merrily down the stairs. Tonbo, Chiri and Kuno followed, out into the open air. 
 
   The keep’s huge towers loomed behind them. The morning had vanished in all of the meetings, fuss and investigations. It was already the hour of the horse, nearing midday. The day was still grey: rain clouds were dispersing slowly, with brilliant sunlight shining upon the forests and the hills. Sura stood looking at it all, her spear canted across one shoulder, enjoying the brisk scents in the air. She fluffed out her tail, then took Chiri under her wing and ushered her friends back towards the main castle grounds. 
 
   “Yoiks and away!”
 
   The other suspects – Yoshikiyo, Sano Moko, maids, guards and even the monk were all still in sight. The monk walked serenely towards the great castle pagoda, already bringing forth his interminable bell. Yoshikiyo marched off towards the distant tower and compound used as a training ground by his sword school, tightly gripping a small item inside one fist. Sura kept the man in the corner of her eye, even as she led the way towards the barracks where the castle’s ordinary foot soldiers all kept house. 
 
   The foot soldiers were a rough, delightful, merry bunch of men. Full time soldiers with a wage paid by the emperor, they were a cut above the part time warriors used by the feudal fiefs. They were extremely friendly – deferent and deeply impressed by Kuno’s prowess, and utterly fascinated by the fox and rat. Sura called greetings to a bustling crowd of men who were lining up to receive their lunch. She chivvied her companions into the line, happily answering the greetings of the soldiers. Kuno – sunk deep into his woes – took a moment to realise exactly where he was.
 
   “Do you ever stop eating?”
 
   “When hungry – eat! When tired – sleep! That is the way of the tao.” The fox gave an airy wave of her hand. “Hey – it’s a working lunch. And Chiri needs some condition! We must feed the rattie.”
 
   The soldiers were being handed bowls of fish soup, and rice balls filled with savoury beans. Sura chatted merrily with the cooks, saw to it that her companions had food – with an extra rice ball for Tonbo. She led the way over to the porch of the soldiers’ quarters so that they could all sit and eat. Sura propped her spear against a wall, and sat cross legged, as happy as a frog in a mud pond. Out in the gardens, several upper-class wives were strutting about and inspecting flowers. Sura slurped at her soup, finding a fish cake at the bottom. She hooked it out with her fingers, and offered some to the ever-scowling rock elemental. The rock merely looked at her as though she were one of the truly landmark irritations of its life. 
 
   Sura urged Chiri to eat.
 
   “Ooooh – hey! It’s good stuff.” She swirled the last of her soup in its wooden bowl. “Cheer up. Lord Masura knows you didn’t do it.”
 
   The rat’s ears wilted. “But the assistant instructor is correct. I am the only one who could have entered that room easily. The others will think…”
 
   The fox radiated supreme confidence. “We’ll find the culprit! Don’t worry.”
 
   Setting his bowl aside, Tonbo leaned upon his tetsubo. He mused out over the castle grounds. 
 
   “Could it be Sano Moko? Did she do it to avenge Kuno San?”
 
   Kuno made an adamant slice of his hand. “Never. She is too honourable.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Tonbo tapped his fingers against his weapon. “But she has been at all three places where victims of this murder technique have been found.”
 
   Chiri propped her face upon her hand – an act copied almost exactly by her air elemental, Bifuuko. 
 
   “Yes, Tonbo san. But one of those murders was one that she reported herself.”
 
   “Ah.” Tonbo conceded the point. “Yes – yes indeed.” 
 
   The rat girl fretted over events. “Kuno san does seem to stand out as a possible culprit. How are we to clear his name?”
 
   Sura tossed back her soup, then pitched the bowl aside in triumph. 
 
   “Ha! The magistrate doesn’t believe he did it for a minute! No – he wants us all on the job because we’ve been on a similar murder site. We’re the only ones who know what to look for.” She swirled her fluffy tail. “That – and he has an eye for genius!”
 
   The fox leapt up to squat atop a nearby rough stone statue of a frog. She merrily waved her hand. 
 
   “No clues? No leads? Possible conviction and execution hanging over Kuno’s head! And did the fox panic? Ha! She did not!”
 
   Tonbo gave his companion a dry, patient glance. 
 
   “Hmph. So what are your plans, oh mighty fox?”
 
   The fox sat upon her perch and merrily waved a hand. 
 
   “Right! We have a dead Hamada Bunji. One previous owner – slightly shop soiled!” Sura tucked in her feet. “So what might have happened? Was he killed by ninja super assassins? Did he throttle himself on his own ego in his sleep? Maybe the fencing school killed him off for being an embarrassment..?”
 
   Tonbo rather liked the last of those ideas. “The assistant instructor, Yoshikiyo…” He thought back to the night of the murder. “I heard Yoshikiyo and Hamada Bunji in argument last night. There was much hate and resentment there. Yoshikiyo held Bunji in great contempt.”
 
   Sura was quite delighted. She revelled from atop her silly perch. “Ooooh! I like that! Juicy! And he has one of those kodzuka thingies, too!” She slyly tapped at her nose. “And he secretly carries an amulet made from blood red stone…”
 
   This was indeed a revelation. Kuno sat bolt upright, quite amazed. Sura preened, well pleased at her own cleverness.
 
   Chiri considered the matter, and creased her fine brows into a frown. “But Sura san! What would Yoshikiyo do with all of that blood?”
 
   “Maybe he’s summoning evil powers! We should totally go and check it out!”
 
   The fox leapt down from her perch, already planning an adventure. She scuttled Chiri over to Kuno and Tonbo, then began piling weapons into the men’s arms. 
 
   “Right – you two guys go talk to the guards. I need an exact idea of when they went on shift, exactly who they saw and what time they saw them. And check the sentries and the gate guards. Maybe somebody saw or heard something.”
 
   Sura changed into animal form, leaving her empty clothes to suddenly fall to the ground. She wriggled out and shook herself, fur fluffing out merrily. 
 
   “Chiri! Four-foots form. Come on!”
 
   Chiri hesitated, and then was swept along. She switched into rat form, her little animal body wriggling out from her fallen clothes. The neat white rat bowed to Tonbo and Kuno, twiddling her whiskers. Kuno collected her clothing, folding it carefully.
 
   “Sura san! Where are you going?”
 
   “I have a great idea!” The fox chivvied Chiri along with her nose. “Come on! Into cover.”
 
   The two animals slipped off into the garden beds – Chiri seemed shyly confused, while the fox was simply brimming full of schemes. Watching the two animals vanish, Kuno distinctly sensed more trouble brewing in the wind. 
 
   “Why do I feel this will be illegal and embarrassing?”
 
   “Relax! This will be great!” The fox looked back, tail held high. “Hey – I’m a fox priestess! What could possibly go wrong?”
 
   The two animal spirits disappeared into the bushes, bustling swiftly away. The pair of elementals made haste to chase after Chiri, diving down out of sight amongst the shrubbery. Asodo Kuno could only look to Tonbo and shake his head. 
 
   “I do not feel that my apprehensions have been soothed…”
 
   Tonbo gave a nod – but there was no point standing in the way of Sura and her wild ideas. He hefted the womens’ weapons and carried the burden off towards their quarters, where maids bustled, and guests were gossiping.
 
   The investigation was underway, and there was careful, meticulous work to be done…
 
    
 
    
 
   The castle gardens were filled with trees and shrubs, fragrant bushes, and a great many beautiful iris flowers. The stream fed a great, broad muddy pond, well planted with lilies and water plantains. Red wooden bridges arced from the bank to a grassy island, and then on to the far shore. The wives of upper ranking samurai were enjoying outdoor poetry readings, or walking their little sleeve dogs. Some of the samurai guards, armed and armoured, watched from a distance as yesterday’s viewing pavilion was re-organised into an enclosure in which the noble lords could wine and dine. The skies were clearing, and it was a beautiful day.
 
   Sura – a long low cunning flash of orange, slipped stealthily from bush to bush along the central gardens. The white rat – rather more visible and far, far smaller – lacked Sura’s speed, and she was breathlessly trying to keep up. She scampered madly through the leaves, anxiously twitching her tail.
 
   A broad ring of shady willow trees surrounded a clearing filled with little flowers. The two animal spirits halted in a clump of blossoms, and Chiri peered anxiously out between the stems.
 
   “Why are we in animal form?”
 
   “Stealth! In case we were being watched!” Sura waved her fluffy tail. “You see – as animals, we can infiltrate. Move silently. Blend flawlessly into the background…”
 
   The rat blinked her pink eyes. “I am pure white, and you are orange.”
 
   “Exactly the colours they won’t be looking for!” The fox moved onwards through the flowers. “Will you relax already! This is a foolproof spying technique!”
 
   Chiri bustled along swiftly at Sura’s side, looking nervously across her shoulder. 
 
   “Sura san! Is this wise? What if there are cats?”
 
   “Oooh! Cats! You smell cats?” The fox looked eagerly around the trees. “Damn but those are tasty!”
 
   “Sura!”
 
   Chiri was utterly scandalised. It took a moment before she realised that the fox was joking. Somewhat miffed, the rat held her head high.
 
   “Really, Sura san – you are a priestess! Surely you cannot so wantonly eat animal flesh?”
 
   “Wanton?” Sura stopped and laid a paw upon her breast. “I’ll have you know that 
 
   I have taken a sacred oath never to harm another living being – unless it is either tasty or annoying!” The fox trotted onwards, quite at peace with her world. “I’m a Taoist! Look – life is all about the great chain of being. When you find something from a lower tier, you take away its life, peel away its skin, heat it and eat it. Simple!”
 
   The rat followed after Sura, shaking her head in disapproval.
 
   “Sura san, I begin to have grave concerns for your soul…”
 
   “Shh” The fox peeked through another set of bushes. “Aha! This way! Past the stables.”
 
   They wended their way onward, past wood piles, past manicured garden beds and through the iris gardens. Finally they came to the grounds used by the Seven Winds training school. 
 
   A neat, white plastered wall surrounded the school’s main teaching hall. Up above, a castle tower served the school as its offices. A twisted, knotted tree served as a handy ladder up beside the tower. Sura flowed happily over to the tree, with Chiri clinging close beside her. The fox climbed silkily up into the branches, with the white rat hard on her heels. 
 
   At the crest of the wall, they stopped and peered into the sword school’s yard. A dozen students were facing one another across the yard, making brisk, hard sword cuts in unison. They shouted with each cut, making a wonderful racket. 
 
   Sura spied out the best route to the tower window high above. Behind her, Chiri looked nervously about, starting at every shadow. She flicked her head about, clinging close to Sura. “I am certain I smell dogs!”
 
    “Will you relax already? Are all rats this nervous?”
 
   “The live ones are!”
 
   Sura was already making her way higher into the tree. Chiri scuttled after her, clever pink feet gripping unerringly at the bark. 
 
   They climbed higher and higher, reaching towards the tower window. Sura led the way out along a narrow branch that bowed alarmingly beneath their weight. She gripped the branch, making her precarious way forward inch by inch. The branch swayed up and down. Both animals held on for dear life – rather alarmed at their perch. But at long last they could peer into the tower through an open window. 
 
   Yoshikiyo sat inside the room, coolly and diligently attending to a set of ledgers. He wrote with the stiff, angry attention of a wronged man. His handwriting was apparently suffering badly.
 
   Outside, on the narrow branch, Sura tried unsuccessfully to read the pages of the ledger. She bobbed the branch, trying to get it to sway up to a better height. She hissed a whisper to Chiri.
 
   “What’s that book? What’s he doing? Is he doing magic?”
 
   “It is an accounts ledger.” The rat half clambered over Sura, trying to get a better view of the room. “Shhh! Someone’s coming!”
 
   In the room, a shoji screen door whipped open with angry speed. The master of the school marched into the room and shook a tight bundle of letters at Yoshikiyo. 
 
   “Yoshikiyo! What are these? Explain yourself!”
 
   Keeping his face stiffly frozen in a neutral mask, Yoshikiyo bowed.
 
   “Sensei: they are letters to other fencing schools. I am seeking a position as an instructor.”
 
   The sword master paced, whirling so that his back was to the window.
 
   “How long have you been planning this treachery?”
 
   “There is no treachery!” Yoshikiyo’s voice dripped with scorn. “I have surpassed Hamada Bunji for months, and you have never acknowledged my skill! I wrote these letters last night. My value to this school was made abundantly clear at the tournament yesterday afternoon!”
 
   A red glint came from Yoshikiyo’s sleeve. The sword master strode forward and snatched a dark red amulet from the robe. He looked at the bauble in anger.
 
   “The mon of the Raiden clan! They are already wooing you with gifts!” Knuckles whitening, the sword master glared down at the other man. “You think you can absorb our secret techniques and pass them on to other schools? To hurtle the gems of our wisdom into the laps of mendicants and trash?”
 
   The instructor put his hand to his sword. But Yoshikiyo remained unmoved – his own sword lay at his side in easy reach. Yoshikiyo locked eyes with the sword master, retaining an inner calm.
 
   “Sensei! The practice of any skill is a path to enlightenment. There are no secrets on the great path of the Way.”
 
   The sword master was held in place. Finally the man made a noise of frustration and disgust. He twisted the letters into a knot, as though choking the life out of Yoshikiyo. 
 
   “You will regret this, Yoshikiyo! They will crucify you for Hamada Bunji’s murder, and this school will ensure the magistrate finds you guilty of that crime!”
 
   In this passion, the sword master flung the letters aside – straight out of the window. 
 
   The letters struck Sura clean in the snout. The branch went one way: Chiri and Sura went another. Feet flailing, they plunged downward.
 
   Sura fell through the tree, slapped by twigs and branches the entire way down. She landed in a bush, bruising her backside and stunned half out of her wits. A cascade of leaves showered down from above – then letters – and finally the red amulet bounced  right off her skull.
 
   “Ow…!” Sura looked dazedly at the red amulet as it lay in the leaves beside her. “Oh yes – a garnet. Very nice.”
 
   Chiri descended prettily down out of the heights – born by the whirring wings of her air elemental. She landed upon Sura’s belly. 
 
   “A garnet?”
 
   “Yes.” Sura blinked; she was still making a stock take of her limbs. “Looks like it.”
 
   “Not magical, then?”
 
   “Not really – no.”
 
   The rock elemental looked down at Sura and seemed to shake its head. Sura wagged one black paw, shooing the creature away.
 
   “What? Minor mishap! Slight bend in the plan. Shoo!”
 
   Chiri jumped down from the fox’s tummy. Letters descended all about them, landing in the bushes and the dirt. As Sura painfully righted herself, one draped itself over her head
 
   “Letters?”
 
   Chiri sat up, reading an immaculately written letter that had landed in the dirt. “Many letters.” She hopped over to another piece of paper, and then a third. “Sura san – these are all in the same handwriting…”
 
   “Yoshikiyo’s? He was a busy boy last night.” Nursing a well-bruised bottom, Sura stumbled forward. She shook a broken twig out of her tail. “Wow – this must have taken hours!”
 
   The fox turned over another letter with her paw. She dragged two of them side by side, examining both carefully. She nodded her nose.
 
   “Same paper – same brush…” Including those still caught up in the tree, there must have been a dozen letters – all of them carefully and immaculately written. “Well I guess we can see how he spent his night…”
 
   Chiri looked about herself. She nervously watched the gate to the school. 
 
   “Excuse me, Sura san – but are we finished? I feel our position might be difficult to politely explain.”
 
   “I guess so.” The fox gave a sigh. “Well – I guess we got to learn a little. Looks like Yoshikiyo has a solid alibi… Maybe we should go spy on that Moko woman – or that Hoichi guy!”
 
   “Yes – yes!” The rat nervously chivvied Sura away from the school. “Let us be gone from here before someone sees!”
 
   There was activity in the school yard: it was high time to be off and away. Sura peered stealthily about a corner of the wall, and led a swift dash across open ground. She ushered Chiri into cover beside stone lanterns and flower beds. The rat looked yearningly back towards the distant dormitories.
 
   “Should we return to Tonbo san and Kuno san?”
 
   The fox showed no inclination to return. “I say we have some fun!” The fox was revelling in the day. “Ooooh! Stealth! We could totally shadow that sword master guy and see what he’s up to! Maybe he killed Bunji to erase the stain on the school, and wants to frame Yoshikiyo!”
 
   The castle’s ladies were nearby, carrying on with their interminable gossip. Sura and Chiri threaded off through the garden beds, trying to catch sight of the main gate into the sword school. Chiri kept low, her eyes searching out the safest possibly way ahead, but Sura trolled along with her tail swinging happily behind her. 
 
   The rat scuttled into cover behind an iris clump, peering out over the open grass. 
 
   “Sura san – are you certain that we have evaded detection?
 
   Sura took the little white rat under her wing. “Ha! The great sage overcomes all obstacles! You’re with a fox now. I’m drawing you into a life of adventure! You have to embrace the beastie glamour! We’re hot, we’re wild, we’re smart! What could possibly…”
 
   Dogs growled a mere few inches behind them. Without a pause, Sura snatched Chiri up into her mouth and ran like hell. She dashed out onto the lawns, and a maddened pack of sleeve dogs exploded out of the flower beds behind her. 
 
   Sura ran like the wind. Behind her, the lap dogs were joined by two stray dogs and a hunting hound. The pack came baying hot on Sura’s tail. The fox dodged around a tree, and the hunting dog slammed hard into the trunk, stunning itself. Lap dogs leapt and bounded over the fallen hound. 
 
   Chiri looked back in fright.
 
   “Faster! Go faster!”
 
   Flanked by the two flying elementals, Sura dashed through the gardens – racing past guards and gardeners, leaping over bushes as the yapping horde came sprinting behind. The dogs hit and boiled over each another like an army of gnashing ants, spring boarding over one another and charging at Sura’s tail. The hunting dog staggered back to its feet. Dangling from Sura’s mouth and with the fox’s tongue lolling under her belly, Chiri winced and writhed.
 
   “Ewww! Fox breath!”
 
   “Hey!” Sura’s was panting – and struggling to talk past a wriggling mouthful of wet rat. “Ack! You do not taste like chicken!”
 
   “Faster! Faster faster faster faster!”
 
   Sura shot madly through the castle grounds, leaping, ducking and weaving. Chiri clambered awkwardly up out of Sura’s mouth and onto her back, gripping the fox’s fur. A rampaging sleeve dog burst out of the bushes – Sura hiked up her belly in panic as she ran, and the dog shot beneath her, disappearing into a pile of mulch. The fox ran on, somehow not missing a stride. 
 
   They fled into the stables. With Chiri riding her like a race horse, Sura leapt and raced along a length of fence. A row of samurai’s warhorses were hitched to a railing. Sura ran straight across the horse’s rumps – springing with a fluid speed that left Chiri truly blinking. Grooms shouted – horses reared, scattering the dogs. An immaculately groomed sleeve dog with a bow in it hair went plunging into a pile of warm manure.
 
   Back out on the lawns, Sura raced past the tournament enclosure. Lord Ishigi and his retainers were sitting atop the dais in splendour, taking a meal. Lord Ishigi saw Sura racing past in her fox form, the white rat riding her back, and a churning horde of yapping, barking, howling dogs thundering behind her. He found the entire situation outrageously funny, laughing as Sura sped off along the garden path. 
 
   Sura went crashing over a hillock. A lady was being carried in an open palanquin, and Sura leapt clean through, bouncing off the woman’s lap.
 
   “Official business! Coming through!”
 
   The woman’s own sleeve dog burst forth, barking madly – just at the exact moment the horde of dogs came rampaging past. The tiny dog held the breach, causing a massive pile-up of traffic at the door to the palanquin. The hunting dog finally sped off away from the melee, casting about for sight of the fox. The pack came charging after him.
 
   The dog pack rampaged over the wooden bridge that led across the lake, barking and howling, scattering guards and pedestrians in its path. With no sight of their quarry, they kept charging on towards the distant castle gates, disappearing out of view.
 
   Down in the pond, Sura – now in half-human form – rose up from under a lily pad. A frog sat atop her head, gazing with indifference out across the world. 
 
   Chiri – also in half human form – surfaced muddily beside her. The dogs were gone. The two naked women sat in the pond side by side, letting mud and weed drip from their snouts. Chiri heaved a sigh, and watched the last of the dogs vanish off into the distance.
 
   “Have we embraced the glamour yet?”
 
   The frog gave a great mournful croak. Chiri’s air and rock elemental emerged from the water, both glowering at the fox in disapproval. Sura regarded all of them with a surly eye.
 
   “Everyone’s a critic…”
 
    
 
    
 
   The return to the dormitories had to be weathered with what small dignity they could muster. Chiri and Sura marched across the grounds, naked but for an old water barrel worn about their middle. Pond weed dripped dismally from their fur. 
 
   Tonbo was awaiting them – leaning against a porch pillar and chewing on a straw. His failure to conceal his amusement did him little credit in their eyes. Kuno stood talking with the pair of short and tall castle guards, as well as a gaggle of maids. All turned to goggle as Sura marched irritably past.
 
   “Yeah – make a sumi-ē painting. It’ll last longer!” Sura lifted her chin as she marched past Kuno. “We have been working the case.”
 
   Chiri had blushed bright pink beneath her fur. Her ears drooped flat in utter mortification.
 
   “Gardeners have seen me naked! Now I will never be a bride!” She suddenly had the hiccoughs – her inevitable reaction to embarrassment. “Oh! Hic! Oh my!”
 
   The pair trudged off towards the baths, drizzling muddy water behind them. A dozen guards and ronin laughed as they passed. Kuno drifted over to join Tonbo, and watched the women depart.
 
   “I am certain the explanation for this will be long and convoluted.”
 
   Tonbo nodded,  greatly amused. And then – good soul that he was – he went off to brew some tea.
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   Chapter 8
 
   The guesthouse baths were broad, clean and wonderfully quiet. At this time of the afternoon, Sura and Chiri had the entire bath house to themselves. They seethed in the hot water with towels draped over their heads. Even the two little elementals were there – each with its own small cloth. They all floated and steamed, stung by embarrassment, brooding over the events out in the castle yards.
 
   Sura floated like a frog, with just her furry head and muzzle breaking the surface. She squirted water out of her hands, greatly irritating Daitanishi the rock elemental. She rose higher out of the water and gave a frown.
 
   “I still say its good information! See? We know there’s a rift in the sword school’s ranks.”
 
   Chiri wrinkled her nose. “But is it useful information?”
 
   “Could be. Who knows…?”
 
   Both women sighed and pondered. 
 
   Chiri wrung out her long white hair, coiling it to lie in a great silken rope between her dainty breasts as she leaned back against the rim. She made a little frown.
 
   “I am not certain that a ducking in a pond is an auspicious event.”
 
   “Nonsense! We needed it to free ourselves of our preconceptions.” The fox waved a black-furred finger. 
 
   “Once upon a time, the abbot Baiyun Shoudan of the Song Dynasty was travelling to a festival. He wore embroidered robes, a lacquered hat, and travelled in a palanquin painted grandly in blue and gold! On their way across a bridge, his bearers tripped, and flung the abbot headlong into a muddy pond. When he emerged, he was laughing! He cast aside his hat, and spoke this poem:
 
    
 
   “I have one jewel shining bright.
Long buried it was beneath worldly woes.
This morning, the dusty veil is gone, and its lustre is restored!
Illuminating rivers, mountains and ten thousand things!"
 
    
 
   The fox laid back in the tub and laughed quite freely at herself: the virtues of the fox.
 
   “The Great Fox Spirit is kind! What could be more auspicious than a reminder never to take ourselves too seriously?”
 
   Chiri gave a rueful smile. 
 
   “The Great Fox Spirit has an interesting way of demonstrating his affections.”
 
   “Hey – it’s tough love! Tough – but fluffy.” Sura eyed Daitanishi. “Should we polish your pet rock? It really brings out his colours.”
 
   Chiri took charge of the little rock elemental and rested him upon her chest. “Perhaps not. It makes him quite grumpy.”
 
   “Not much change then.” Sura examined the little rock with interest. Fist sized, he could pack quite a wallop when moving at speed. “Can you summon more of these?”
 
   “Of course, Sura san. Many! But to what purpose?”
 
   The door to the dormitories slid open, and Sano Moko walked in. The woman saw that Sura and Chiri were already in the bath, and immediately turned about to leave. Sura splashed over to the rim and called out to stop her. 
 
   “Moko san!”
 
   The samurai woman bowed, keeping well within the door. “I had not realised that the bath was occupied.” She moved back towards the door again. “Please excuse me.”
 
   Sura bounced half out of the tub. “No no no! Stay, stay!” She cajolingly waved a wash cloth. “I’ll do your ba-aaack!”
 
   Sano Moko gave a sniff. “No thank you.”
 
   “Want to do mine?”
 
   Moko glowered at the fox. “Not particularly.”
 
   “So I’ll just pry for information, then?”
 
   The samurai woman looked to Chiri in annoyance. “Are all foxes as persistent?”
 
   “I fear so, Moko san.” The rat gave a polite little bow of her head. “We are trying to be of help. Please assist us to assist you.”
 
   Bowing to the inevitable fates, Sano Moko sat down heavily on a stool beside the bath. Sura swam over and hung her muzzle over the rim, dripping water from her whiskers.
 
   “So hey! You knew Hamada Bunji before coming to the tournament?”
 
   The woman thought about her answer, mulling it over, then finally gave a terse nod.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Sura gave the woman a wry glance. She wove her muzzle about, looking at Moko from different angles as the woman tried to avoid her eye.
 
   “Yes… And he was your best friend? Yes, and he used to paint moustaches on all your dolls when you were a kid? Yes, and he used to beat you up in the nursery…?” She gave a shrug. “Eh – well, maybe you used to beat him up. Whatever!”
 
   Chiri – a far more polite and mannerly creature, stepped in before there was a riot. 
 
   “Please excuse us, Sano Moko san. But can you perhaps cast more light on your relationship? We are trying to gain a picture of Hamada Bunji, so that we may better understand the fate that overtook him.”
 
   Moko san sighed. She sat back and flicked a glance at Sura – her dislike was clear – then scowled at the floor. 
 
   “I knew him.” Moko’s shoulders were stiff and set. “He was a student at the Osada martial arts school, on the Sano clan’s estates. When I was accepted as a student there, Hamada Bunji left the school in protest.” Sano Moko’s voice was filled with bitterness. “He said that a woman’s influence would dilute the purity of the school.”
 
   Sura lolled in her bath. “And that made you angry.”
 
   “Yes, Kitsune san. It made me angry.”
 
   “So angry that you half hoped he would one day give you a chance for a duel?”
 
   The fox had pricked perfectly at Sano Moko’s temper. The samurai started up from her seat. “I could have beaten him! His technique was flawed! He was never my equal!”
 
   Sura leaned her face upon her hand – quite, quite satisfied.
 
   “And now you will never know.” She wagged a finger. “Personally, I think you would have beaten him.”
 
   Sano Moko turned and looked down at Sura.
 
   “His insults were public. Had I wanted Hamada Bunji dead, I would have met him blade to blade, where all the world could see.”
 
   The fox was utterly in agreement. 
 
   “I believe you. Swordy folks are all about the blades! You don’t train twenty hours a week for ten years with a sword or a naginata, and then hide in the bushes and strangle people!” She half emerged from the tub, quite carried away in the moment. Sura was far more voluptuously built than either Chiri or Sano Moko. “No – you guys are all about the mighty duel in the sun! Standing in the street – the wind blowing through your hair. Your opponent frozen by the icy glint of your gaze. The steel of your heart matched only by the steel of your soul…”
 
   Sano Moko looked at the naked fox in annoyance. “Something of the sort.”
 
   The woman rose to leave. She gave a stiff bow towards Sura, Chiri and the watching elementals.
 
   “I wish you good luck with your investigations.” Sano Moko sustained her bow. “Kitsune san. Nezumi san. I will leave you to your bath.”
 
   The woman left – as bad tempered as ever. Chiri watched her shadow against the screens, then made a thoughtful sound.
 
   “I am not sure that Moko san is fully receptive of your friendship.”
 
   Utterly unconcerned, the fox gave a happy wave. “What? Of course she is! I’m totally lovable!” With a great splash and cascade of water, Sura levered herself up and out of the bath to stand dripping on the floor. “It’s getting late. Come on, let’s get the boys working!”
 
   She shook herself like a wet dog, drenching everything in sight – Chiri, the elementals, walls, floor and ceiling. Chiri bore it with fortitude. She immersed herself again, and arose up and out of the bath, heading for her clothes.
 
   Damp, dressed but clean, the two women emerged from the bath house. Outside on the porch, they found Kuno taking careful statements from three guards who had been stationed on the castle walls the previous night. Tonbo – who went about his detective duties wearing armour and carrying his tetsubo – looked up from speaking with two of the ronin partygoers from the night before. The entire group made an ironic nod as Sura and Chiri approached. 
 
   Sura walked past them, feigning total unconcern. She collected her spear from the wall beside Tonbo and struck a heroic pose.
 
   “Right! I have a new plan. Let’s get back to basics and inspect the crime scene once again.”
 
   Kuno gave a delicate bow. “A most excellent suggestion. The gardeners, incidentally, send their compliments.”
 
   Chiri jerked with the hiccoughs yet again. Straightening out the rat’s long hair, Sura favoured Kuno with a lofty glance.
 
   “I am pleased that I could elevate an otherwise humdrum, ordinary day.” She imperiously indicated the far end of the dormitories. “Now do get a move on. You are disturbing the nice rat!”
 
   Still greatly amused, Tonbo and Kuno both bowed and allowed Sura to lead the way. Muzzle high and tail sweeping regally behind, the fox moved onwards towards the morning’s crime scene.
 
    
 
    
 
   They came to Hamada Bunji’s room, and Sura’s jaw almost dropped clean from her skull.
 
   The entire place was sparkling clean. 
 
   Maids were still bustling in and out. The tatami mats had all been changed, the walls wiped and washed – doors polished and screens dusted. Incense had been burned. The maids all stopped and stared in shock as Sura gave a great wail of despair.
 
   “You cleaned Hamada’s room?”
 
   The maids looked at one another in distress, swiftly falling to their knees to bow to the fox. One shuffled forward, deeply distraught.
 
   “The room was contaminated by death, priestess! As a priestess, surely you realize…’
 
   “Damn it!” Sura put a hand over her eyes, trying to regain her temper. “Alright – where are the things you took from the room? I need it all back here on the porch, right now!”
 
   Maids raced off to do as they were told – all as pale as ghosts. Sura dropped down to sit on the floor. She looked up at Tonbo and Kuno, utterly mystified.
 
   “Humans! They’re going to drive me bald!”
 
   Feeling drained and depressed, Kuno rubbed at his eyes.
 
   “All the evidence – gone!” He gave a hollow stare around the spic and span room. “I am still the most obvious culprit. They will, of course, give me the option of suicide. I shall have to put my mind to my farewell poem…”
 
   Sura winced.
 
   “Just as long as you don’t read it out in public.”
 
   Ever practical, Chiri changed into her rat form and clambered up onto the roof. The little creature bustled about and carefully searched for clues. She finally appeared in the high, small window, pretty whiskers framing her narrow face. A grey dust lay thick upon the windowsill, making the little rat sneeze. She flicked it fussily from her feet.
 
   “I still cannot see any evidence that the roof has been disturbed.” Chiri gave another sneeze. “The windowsill seems not to have been dusted in months.”
 
   She jumped down, borne gracefully floorwards by her air elemental. Tonbo held out robes for her, and the rat changed into human form inside them, emerging to wipe her hands clean of dust.
 
   Maids and male servants arrived, carrying a hefty load of quilts, futons, a wooden pillow, swords and robes. Sura leapt up and eagerly plunged into the middle of it all. She began turning over robes, and called out to a departing maid.
 
   “And the tools you used to clean the room with! Every mop, every cloth, every bucket!”
 
   “Yes, Kitsune san!” The maid bowed again and again. “Yes! Yes!”
 
   Everything arrived, load by load, to be laid out carefully on the porch. Sura began going over every single item in the collection, her pointed nose sniffing and eyes missing nothing. It was careful, time-consuming work. Tonbo joined her, examining scuffs and stains.
 
   The golden light of afternoon came slanting through the trees, stretching great long shadows all across the lawns.
 
   Patrols returned – the foot soldiers came back from day of field drills. Horses were led back to their stables, soothed by the quiet sound of the distant monk’s bell. Still Sura inspected the pile of items taken from the room. Kuno fidgeted, growing ever conscious of the time. He cleared his throat, hoping that the fox might speed up her investigations.
 
   “What exactly is this supposed to achieve?”
 
   The fox shot a brief glower in the man’s direction. “Back off, man! I’m an exorcist!”
 
   Two castle guardsmen arrived on the porch – the tall man and thin man yet again. They carried buckets and an old grimy wash cloth for Sura to inspect. She eagerly took hold of the items, and gestured for the men to sit their armoured hides down beside her. 
 
   “Guys! Guys – sit!” She shuffled aside to make space. “So you guys. You said you were the last to see Hamada Bunji alive?” 
 
   “Yes, Spirit Hunter!” The more portly of the two guards then corrected himself. “As we said. We did not see him – we spoke to him through the door.”
 
   “And was it definitely him that answered back?” Sura tilted forward, looking carefully from man to man. “Did you recognise the voice?”
 
   The taller man seemed thoughtful.
 
   “No, Spirit Hunter. There was a grunt in reply.”
 
   “So he never answered in words?”
 
   “No, Spirit Hunter.”
 
   The fox looked from man to man. “And before then – everything was quiet. That monk guy was in his place. You saw Yoshikiyo in his room. Maids moving about… you definitely recognised the maids?”
 
   “Yes, Spirit Hunter!”
 
   Tonbo stood leaning upon his tetsubo. “We questioned the senior maids. They claim two of their number were on duty. The rest were all asleep.”
 
   The two guards looked about themselves. They clearly had nothing more to add. 
Taking their leave, they bowed to the investigators, then walked off into the gardens. 
 
   Kuno, Chiri, Tonbo and Sura – joined by the two elementals – sat down together in conference. Sura was feeling decidedly at a dead end. She leaned back against the wall, fidgeting with the old wash bucket.
 
   “He didn’t speak. And his robes hadn’t been changed since the rainstorm. I think he was dead before those guards arrived.” She scratched at her neck. “That means the killer was inside the room as the guards went past.”
 
   Kuno agreed. “Which means the killer cannot have been the duty maids, Yoshikiyo, nor the monk. They were all present at the time.” He folded his arms and scowled. “So who else was at large?”
 
   “Well – you, me, Chiri, Tonbo… And the head of the sword school. Then there’s Sano Moko…”
 
   Tonbo gave a scowl. “Sano Moko… Angry and impulsive.”
 
   Chiri seemed pained. “But such an action does not match her character, Tonbo san. Had she wanted Hamada san slain, she would have challenged him to an honourable duel.”
 
   Tonbo scratched at his stubble. “Then who does that leave?
 
   The rat paced the porch, deep in thought.
 
   “The deaths range about this area – and there may have been other murders in previous years. So we are seeking someone who travels…”
 
   Sura ignored the entire discussion, choosing instead to poke her head right into the old wash bucket. Suddenly she made a noise of triumph. She held aloft the filthy floor cloth, catching a glint in the light.
 
   There was a smear in the cloth – a sticky, silvery substance – transparent, and reeking horribly. Sura swiftly showed the cloth to Tonbo. “This is like the slime we found on the sword of the dead man up in that watchtower. That wasn’t rain we saw on the floor beside the corpse. It was slime!”
 
   She held the slime into the slanting daylight so that the others might see. But the instant sunlight fell upon the slime, the substance suddenly boiled and seared away into a wisp of smoke. It left nothing but a fine grey dust behind.
 
   Everyone looked to the windowsill. The ash from the dishcloth was an exact match for the substance all over the sill. 
 
   Sura blinked.
 
   “In through the window! It doesn’t have to be human!”
 
   She arched backward, one hand over her eyes. “Blood! It was hungry!”
 
   Kuno stared, feeling quite confused.
 
   “What was hungry?”
 
   “Someone at both scenes! Someone who keeps away from direct sunlight.”
 
   Asodo Kuno felt enlightenment hit him hard.
 
   “The monk! The basket-headed monk!” He leapt to his feet. “Where is he?”
 
   Tonbo hefted his club. “He was walking to the pagoda.”
 
   The narrow pagoda soared almost as high as the keep – roof after roof, rising far above the valley floor. Already it had become a dark silhouette, casting a long shadow across the castle lawns. 
 
   Sunset was spreading across the sky. Sura seized her spear.
 
   “We have to find him before it gets too dark!” The fox bounded away. “Quickly!”
 
   Chiri raced after her.
 
   “How did a monk get through a window?”
 
   “It’s him!” Sura threw aside the sheath to her spear point as she ran. “Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
    
 
    
 
   They rampaged through the gardens, racing for the pagoda. On a mound beside the castle pond, Lord Ishigi, Lord Masura, upper ranking samurai and retainers were preparing to enjoy a banquet while watching the magnificent spring sunset. The Spirit Hunters raced past them, causing Magistrate Masura to rise from his place in concern.
 
   The monk’s bell could be heard ringing deep inside the great, tall pagoda. Spear in hand, Sura led the charge past the rock garden and into the dark space within. 
 
   A single grey rectangle of light stretched in through the door. Grim wooden statues of gods loomed in the gloom. 
 
   The monk sat serenely before the menacing statues – his basket hat shrouding him down to his shoulders. He told his rosary beads in one hand, while with the other, he solemnly rang his old bronze bell. 
 
   Sura raced up behind him and levelled her spear.
 
   “Hey! You there!”
 
   Chiri’s whiskers twitched in alarm.
 
   “That smell!”
 
   “Stinks like slime.” 
 
   Tonbo felt a cold shiver down his spine. He turned his head, flicking a glance at the shadows above.
 
   “Get him outside.”
 
   Sura gestured at the monk with her spear.
 
   “You heard the man. Up!” She prodded the man’s hat with her spear. “Come on – show your face!”
 
   Sura prodded the monk’s great cylindrical straw hat – and the hat toppled clean away.
 
   The monk had no head. 
 
   The body stayed erect, still calmly ringing its bell. There was only a hole where his neck should have been – a gaping wet, red hole that led into a huge hollow cavity. Sura blinked in bemusement.
 
   “Ooh crap…!”
 
   With a deafening scream, a black shape plummeted down from above. Reeking tentacles whipped through the air. Sura ducked, and the others flung themselves flat as something came howling at them through the shadows. 
 
   “Look out! Penaggolan!”
 
   Sura pulled Kuno into cover as tentacles lashed out and tried to tear his head clean from his neck.
 
   Kuno looked wildly about the shrine. “What’s a Penaggolan?”
 
   “That!”
 
   The monk’s head flew through the air. Beneath the neck there hung a gruesome set of organs – flaccid bags half filled with the blood of dead, drained men. More organs and great loops of reeking entrails whipped about the monster like hellish tentacles. 
 
   The monster came straight for them, screaming out for blood.
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   Chapter 9
 
   The penaggolan plunged down, tentacles exploding out to engulf Kuno in a mass of dripping strands. His sword whipped at the limbs – and rebounded from the rubbery flesh. Tentacles entangled Kuno, wrapping hard about his throat and pinning his arms. With immense strength, the monster lifted Kuno clear off his feet. 
 
   The monk’s head opened its mouth, and a vicious tongue speared forth – a tongue with a long, narrow bladed tip, like a kodzuka. Kuno twisted aside, and the tongue missed his neck by a fly’s width, slicing hairs from his head. Kuno tried to saw his sword across the tentacles that trapped him – but like the creature’s other victims, his blade failed to cut the monster’s flesh.
 
   The stinking coils wrenched tight about his throat. Kuno choked – utterly unable to breathe. He felt his neck being crushed as the whole world suddenly turned red.
 
   Suddenly tentacles were sliced in two. Sura’s spear blade hacked through the intestines that bound Kuno’s throat, then whipped back to sever the powerful coils that held him dangling in mid air. The penaggolan screamed and lashed out, a tentacle whip-cracking into Sura and sending her flying. Kuno dropped to the floor, and Chiri raced in to tear the tentacles away from his throat. Kuno sucked in breath in great ragged rasps, staggering back onto his feet. 
 
   The penaggolan made a snarling rush towards Sura, tentacles reaching all around. She hurtled an egg at the creature’s face, pepper bursting out in a choking cloud. The monster flew aside in a great tumble of entrails – and blundered blindly into the sunlight streaming in low through the door. The flesh on the monster’s face and organs burned. Tonbo raged forward, tetsubo a blur as he struck for the monster’s head, but already the creature had jerked up into the air. With a screech of pain, it launched itself up, high into the black shadows of the ceiling above. 
 
   The creature thumped and flickered about in the jet black rafters. Outside the pagoda, the sun sank ever lower. The outer walls of the castle were bathed in brilliant light, but long shadows stretched across the gardens. Shadows moved slowly across the pagoda doorway. 
 
   Eyes searching the spaces above, Sura moved back to back with her friends. The group bristled with weapons as they tried to search the dark. Sura moved to block the door, her hook-bladed spear hunting at the air.
 
   “Try and drag it into the light!”
 
   Something flashed and clattered up above. The monster was leaping – racing around and around the rafters. Suddenly there was a wrenching crack, and one of the wooden god statues was torn free. The monster heaved the statue up into the air, and then hammered it down straight towards Sura. 
 
   The fox dove and rolled aside, crashing into splintered railings by the altar. The penaggolan hoisted up the statue, whirled it in a massive arc, and flailed it down towards Sura’s head.
 
   Tonbo lunged in, his tetsubo swirling. He met the statue with a crash of force, deflecting it away. He intercepted a second massive blow, and then a third: a back blow with his weapon hammered straight into the monster’s teeth, sending it reeling back in pain. Sura scrabbled to her feet, reaching for the paper seals inside her robe.
 
   “Keep it there! Keep it down low!” 
 
   Sunset stretched shadows through the door. Sura raced to plant a square of seals upon the chamber floor. She had almost placed the final seal, when suddenly tentacles seized hold of her from above. The fox was whipped up into the air, hanging by one foot. She swiped with her spear, but the weapon was struck out of her hands. The penaggolan dragged her higher and higher up into the air. She threw a knife hidden up one sleeve straight at the monster’s face, but the blade ricocheted clean away.
 
   Chiri dashed to the centre of the shrine, looking about herself in panic. She looked up at the tile rooves high above- at the rock garden outside the doors, and freed her hair.
 
   The elegant little rat bowed her head, reached hands down towards the soil, and swirled slowly around. The entire floor bucked and shuddered underneath them all.
 
    
 
   “Little brothers of the soil,
 
   Earth below, great mountain’s seed!
 
   I beg you, heed your playmate’s call!
 
   Come now in my time of need!”
 
    
 
   Earth elementals burst up through the floorboards – fist sized rocks, trailing a haze of dirt. Other stones flew in from the gardens. With twenty flying rocks at her command, Chiri flung one hand upwards, and the elementals obeyed her, hurtling themselves straight up into the dark.
 
   Led by Daitanishi, the rocks flew up and burst straight through the pagoda roof, shattering the tiles. Light streamed in, slanting straight across the rafters. More and more tiles were smashed, with the rocks pounding and crashing through one level of the roof after another. Caught in the light, the penaggolan flailed in pain. Smoke burst from its blistering skin. The creature released its hold on Sura, and she fell plunging thirty feet towards the floor. 
 
   She changed into fox form as she fell, robes billowing around her. Tonbo raced and caught her in his arms before she could hit the ground. Her clothing and equipment cascaded down all around them – short sword, robes, knives and stolen peaches.
 
   The rampaging earth elementals had spent themselves. They swirled past Chiri and plunged back into the ground. Somewhere in the stream of rocks, the penaggolan came racing down from above. 
 
   The evening shadows fully covered the pagoda’s door. The penaggolan lunged past Kuno and Chiri, almost bowling them over as it whipped out through the door and into the open air. Still in fox form, Sura struggled out of Tonbo’s arms and down to the floor. The lithe red fox snatched up paper seals in her fangs. Chiri raced forwards, changing into rat form and leaping up out of her clothes. As the fox ran past, the white rat leapt aboard and swung onto her back, riding her like a horse. Bifuuko and Daitanishi raced along on either side as they speared out into the sunset. 
 
   Seizing Sura’s spear, Kuno raced off in pursuit. Tonbo thundered behind him, armour clanking. The rampaged out into the gardens, caught sight of the penaggolan, and charged hot on its tail.
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside in the gardens, the castle walls were blocking the setting sunlight. Gold-red light bathed the outer battlements, casting long shadows all across the grounds. The penaggolan could not yet fly higher than a dozen feet into the air, but twilight was only minutes away. The monster flailed wildly through the gardens, with maids and servants fleeing screaming from its path. Close behind it raced the fox, with Chiri in rat form still tight upon her back. The little elementals swerved and zoomed beside them, dodging wildly through the flowers.
 
   Two castle guards raced into the monster’s path with drawn swords. Tonbo thundered in chase behind the monster. He roared out to the guards as he ran, trying to make them dive aside. 
 
   “Move! You don’t have the tools! Move!”
 
   The guards struck at the penaggolan with swords. The weapons bounced uselessly aside from the creature’s flesh. The monster seized one man and flung him straight into the other, smashing both out of its way.
 
   Another guard raced onto the pond’s bridge and drew his long bow. He fired an arrow, and the shaft flew true. The penaggolan caught the arrow in mid flight, then whipped out a tentacle and flung it straight back the way that it had come. The guard spun, the arrow piercing his shoulder armour and lancing deep into his arm. 
 
   Sura raced past the battle on one flank. She sped ahead of the monster, leaping high over the bushes in her path. Chiri held on for dear life, her two little elementals whirring at her side. They burst out through the iris flowers, and saw Lord Masura’s sunset banquet spread out across the grass. 
 
   Lord Ishigi, Lord Masura, high ranking ladies and senior retainers sat upon tatami mats, being served refreshments. Commander Hijiya and several armoured guards were all stationed at hand. 
 
   Beyond them, the castle gates were finally in shadow.
 
   The penaggolan burst out through the iris flowers. The banquet lay between the monster and the open castle gates. It barrelled through the air, keeping low to the grass, rampaging straight towards Lord Masura. 
 
   Lord Ishigi and Lord Masura leapt to their feet, hands on their swords. Commander Hijiya and the guards made a wall of steel between the monster and the lords. The penaggolan crashed straight into Hijiya Hoichi and wrapped its tentacles about his neck in rage.
 
   Daitanishi the rock elemental whipped through the air and crashed into the penaggolan’s skull. The rock attacked like an enraged wasp, smacking again and again into the monster’s eyes. Swatting at it in futile anger, the monster dropped Hijiya, who fell gasping to the ground. 
 
   A guard fired an arrow at the penaggolan. Once again, it caught the shaft – this time flinging the missile at Lord Ishigi. Chiri’s air elemental blurred out of the gloom and struck the arrow aside, sending it flickering past mere inches away from Lord Ishigi’s throat. 
 
   Suddenly Sura burst through the banquet. Chiri leapt from her back, and the two animals planted four paper seals around the two lords and their ladies. Sura backed away.
 
   “Shields!”
 
   Weird walls of light sprang up between the paper seals, sealing off the lords. Sura snatched up the remaining papers. The penaggolan came screaming in blood lust and flung itself at Lord Masura. It struck the shields and rebounded away, stunned by the force of the ward. The creature flailed helplessly, while Sura and Chiri raced on ahead towards the castle gates.
 
   Tonbo and Kuno sprinted through the banquet, leaping high over the dishes. The penaggolan shook itself, saw the darkly shadowed castle gate, and swirled swiftly off, seeking escape. Once out the gate, it could plunge low into the castle ditch, streak through the shadows, break out into the forests and be gone. 
 
   The monster flowed over the grass, almost at the gates. But once again a shield spell sprung up into brilliant life. Sura and Chiri had blocked the way, using the last of the paper seals
 
   The monster gained height, swarming up to the crown of the walls, wrenching guards aside. But the light outside was coming almost flat down the valley. Burned and blinded, the monster dropped back down. But minute by minute the light diminished. The monster spied a dense garden grove a few dozen yards away. It plunged off and down into the trees, while all around night came ever closer. 
 
   The two lords had come running towards the gates. As Kuno and Tonbo came racing to join them, Sura and Chiri gathered up the last few paper seals. The four Spirit Hunters plunged into the thicket, with Sura calling sternly to Magistrate Masura.
 
   “My lord! Stay here!”
 
   The four Spirit Hunters crashed through the iris flowers at the edge of the thicket, and found themselves in a place of jagged shadows. The penaggolan hid deep in the trees, but Kuno spied it out. A tentacle lashed at him, and he cut at it, his sword inevitably bouncing clear.
 
   “Swords are useless! We need more magic weapons!”
 
   Daitanishi and Bifuuko immediately swirled up. They plunged down, one merging with Kuno’s sword, and the other with Tonbo’s tetsubo. The weapons immediately shone and shimmered into life.
 
   Kuno felt his sword vibrate with power. He turned to face the monster as it came lunging down from the canopy. Tentacles speared towards Chiri just behind him. Kuno’s sword flashed as he spun through the blows. Tentacles flailed, severed clean through, and the penaggolan gave a scream of rage. Tonbo pounded at the monster’s skull, shattering a tree branch and crashing the monk’s head aside. The creature flipped and swirled back through the trees, hurtling broken branches as it blundered away.
 
   Tonbo and Kuno surged forward together, side by side, working as a perfect team. They ploughed ahead, cutting and parrying at the monster’s coils. The penaggolan lurched aside, unable to escape up through the densely woven branches overhead. 
 
   The sun slipped below the hills. Suddenly the outer world was plunged into shadow. The penaggolan gave a roar of triumph, and tore its way upward through the trees.
 
   Chiri leapt up, changing into half-human form. Naked and shimmering pure white, she leapt over Sura’s fallen spear and seized hold of a dangling tentacle, tying a clumsy knot to anchor the monster to a tree. The penaggolan screamed in pain and anger, trying desperately to pull free. A broken log ricocheted from Tonbo’s helmet, making the man shake his head in annoyance.
 
   Kuno tried to shield himself from flying branches. He yelled back to where Sura had raced up onto a stump.
 
   “Banish it! Use the shield spell!”
 
   The fox looked about herself in despair. “I’m all out of seals!” Sura tried to think. “It’s from the realm of slaughter! If I’m going to banish it, I have to lock it down!”
 
   “You don’t have to send it home! What other gateways can you open?”
 
   The penaggolan finally wrenched apart its knotted tentacle and pulled free. It saw its escape route – right across the clearing and out through the trees. The monster screamed in joy, its wicked knife-tongue flickering in the gloom.
 
   Sura blinked, flooded with inspiration, and suddenly raced to Tonbo.
 
   “Tonbo! Flying fox!”
 
   Tonbo seized her spear and hurtled it to the far side of the clearing, where it stuck point-first into the ground. He seized hold of Sura and threw her after the spear. The fox whipped through the air, curling into a ball, flashing past the astonished monster. The penaggolan made one swipe with an entrail and missed. Sura hit the ground across the clearing, rolled to break her fall, and came up already shifted into half-human form. Naked, her fur gleaming, she snatched up the spear, spinning it about herself in a glittering arc. 
 
   The penaggolan charged straight towards her, tentacles reaching – knife tongue lunging. Sura’s spearhead glowed white, and left a tao symbol glittering in the air.
 
    
 
   “Celestial gardens, golden land.
 
   Palaces of Heaven’s hordes.
 
   Forbidden to the mortal hand -
 
   Heaven’s Gate, fly wide!”
 
    
 
   She cut hard down with her spear to open a gate. Magical power flashed.
 
   The entire world shuddered. The fox poured her power into the spell, the effort almost driving her to her knees – her arms struggling to push downwards with her spear and somehow open up the gate. The ground around her bucked: trees bowed and twisted aside. Sura summoned up a whirlwind of power and poured it down into her spear.
 
   A gash opened between worlds. An immense wind blasted forth, and the penaggolan inched forward against the blast. Sura staggered, driven backward. Storm winds swirled and suddenly tore through the thicket. 
 
   Tonbo fought his way forward. He saw Sura trying to open the gate. Shielding his eyes, he bellowed out against the wind.
 
   “Close it! It hasn’t been done! You can’t control it!”
 
   Naked, her fur flying, Sura stood her ground. She struggled to wrench open the gate, straining every article of her being.
 
   “I can do it!” Lethal power arced out of the gate, tearing into the grass and trees. “Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   A gateway to the celestial heavens suddenly opened wide.
 
   A pure white, blinding light blasted out into the thicket. Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno frantically shielded their eyes. The two little elementals, suddenly freed from the men’s weapons, dove down into cover at Chiri’s side. 
 
   The penaggolan was caught full in the blast. Slime left by the monster’s tentacles burst into vapour. The creature tried to scream, but disintegrated too swiftly to make another sound. Flesh, bone and organs all crisped away in an instant, blasted into ashes. 
 
   Sura cast a weird shadow in the light – a figure with fur whipped in the wind. Beside the shadow of her tail, there were other shapes – ghostly, half-formed tails that writhed and rippled in the heavenly winds.
 
   The gate looked upon the courtyards of a brilliant silver palace in a land seared by pure white light. At the foot of the steps, a huge celestial dragon lay coiled. The creature lifted its head, caught sight of the fox, and instantly leapt up to its feet.
 
   “Oh crap!”
 
   Kuno felt his skin burning in the otherworldly light.
 
   “Close it!”
 
   “I’m closing it! I’m closing it!” Shaking her head with exhaustion, Sura sliced across the gateway with her spear. 
 
    
 
   “Gateway to sacred heaven’s realm –
 
   Seal now and be gone!”
 
    
 
   Inside the gate, the immense dragon moved menacingly forward. Coils the size of a river looped and roiled behind it. The beast got up speed, lumbering straight towards the gate, moving faster and faster. Kuno could only wave his hands wildly at the fox.
 
   “It’s not closing!”
 
   “Give it time!” The fox cut her spear across the gateway once again. “Close! Seal now and be gone!”
 
   Kuno stared at the dragon. He tried to be very calm.
 
   “Sura?”
 
   “I’m working on it!” The fox tried to shut the gate again “Seal now and be gone!”
 
   “Sura? Now would be excellent.”
 
   “I’m thinking!”
 
   The dragon raged towards them, moving ever faster – but Sura was sunk in thought, ticking remembered points off on her fingers. All of a sudden inspiration struck! The fox reversed her spear. 
 
   “Got it! Ha! Fine – it’s all fine…!” Sura gathered up her power. “Seal now and be gone!”
 
   She sliced the butt of her spear cross the gateway, pouring magical power up out of herself and into the portal. Inside the celestial heavens, the mighty dragon gathered itself to spring. It lunged forward, jaws gaping wider than a cavern – and then suddenly the heavenly gate slammed shut. The entire thicket was plunged into gloom. 
 
   Dazed and utterly winded, Sura bent over, trying to find her breath. 
 
   “There – you see? Just a… a matter of correct application of skills…” She suddenly sat down.
 
   “I.. I don’t think Heaven agrees with me.” The fox was utterly exhausted. She sank to the ground. “I may have to forgo taking up residence.”
 
   Tonbo sat down heavily beside her. “The odds of you being invited there are vanishingly small.”
 
   There was a great crashing and thrashing at the edges of the thicket. Lord Ishigi and Lord Masura had both been standing and staring – blinded by the images of heaven. They blundered forward into the clearing, with commander Hijiya and half a dozen bewildered guards at their side. Chiri – still quite naked – squeaked and immediately turned into a rat. She fled behind Sura’s naked rear, gripped once again by hiccoughs.
 
   Sura saw the incoming lords, tried to rise, but discovered that she was bruised and aching from head to toe. 
 
   “Oh yeah. I am seriously going to demand a full body brushing for this one.”
 
   Lord Masura broke into the clearing – still speechless after all that he had seen. Kuno turned, faced his lord, and gave a perfect, eloquent bow.
 
   “My lord – I believe the case is closed.”
 
   A few wisps of ash swirled away in the wind. The monster was definitely dead. Lord Masura looked in wonderment at the tired and battered Spirit Hunters.
 
   “Indeed.” He blinked, feeling rather lost. “Closed indeed.”
 
   Creeping wearily out of the bushes, Sura shifted into fox form. Tonbo tucked her under his arm, retrieving her spear. The group pushed their way out of the shattered thicket, emerging into a landscape dark and mellow with the vanishing sunset. From the dormitories, the aroma of roasting duck drifted seductively in the air. Sura raised her pointed nose to sniff, giving a tired wag of her tail.
 
   “Is there dinner?”
 
   Tonbo gave an easy shrug. “We will find some.”
 
   The fox still had visions of flying entrails in her head. “Maybe not sashimi.”
 
   Chiri rode upon Kuno’s shoulders. She had the most terrible hiccoughs. She covered her eyes with one paw.
 
   “Oh! Hic! Oh Kuno san, did an imperial magistrate just see us naked?”
 
   Kuno had to admit that it was so. Sura called across from under Tonbo’s arm.
 
   “Hey wow! Is he impressed?
 
   Kuno flicked a dry glance towards the fox. “By the magic – yes.”
 
   “Oh! Hic!” The rat fretted over the day’s further embarrassments. “We broke Magistrate Masura’s shrine!”
 
   Sura gave an airy wave of her paw. “Hey – no one place is more sacred than any other. I’m a Taoist – I can help him with that!”
 
   Lord Ishigi took up station beside Tonbo and Sura. His retainers came racing forward. The samurai lord waved his men over towards the keep.
 
   “Let them be taken to the baths. Bring a brush for the fox! And robes. Rice and a heroes’ meal. Bring sakē!”
 
   The retainers hastily bowed. Sura lifted up a paw.
 
   “Plum wine?”
 
   Tonbo glowered. “Don’t push it.”
 
   Lord Ishigi was thoroughly amused. “Plum wine! Plum wine indeed…” 
 
   He walked along quite happily at Sura’s side. Monsters had been revealed and murders solved: it had been a most fascinating day. Lord Ishigi looked down in interest at the fox.
 
   “So tell me, Kitsune Sura. Tell me about this Spirit Hunting…!”
 
   They walked onward towards the guest house, while overhead, the evening stars began to shine.
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   Chapter 10
 
   Sunrise silvered the horizon, brushing new light across the castle towers. The forests shimmered as the golden sun spread colours out across the trees. Birds rose swooping all across the river, brilliant and carefree. 
 
   It was a beautiful dawn.
 
   The great keep of Iris Castle had many fine architectural points – but finest of all was the ‘moon viewing platform’ that took up fully half of the fourth floor. A great, broad section of the tower was open to the sky above, looking out across the castle, the gardens and the town below – off towards the river that glittered gorgeously in the rising sun. It was like a peaceful island floating between the earth and clouds. 
 
   A gentle breeze caressed the keep. It set Chiri’s long white hair rippling softly as she sat drinking tea beside Tonbo and Asodo Kuno. The breeze brought with it the scents of spring: the first cherry trees were budding, and the forest flowers were coming into bloom. The world was a carpet of colours stretching far off into the edges of the dawn.
 
   Sura sat happily surrounded by breakfast dishes – all of them now empty. She had consumed a partridge, pickled vegetables, sweetened rice, rice milk – and some out-of-season peaches had been pointedly placed into a bowl within easy reach. She chatted with Lord Ishigi, wholeheartedly enjoying the man’s company as she described one of her evil triumphs – mirror polishing the stone floor of Kitsune Mountain’s temple the night before her particular rivals were to dance in the shrine. A fine slicking with oil had made the floor virtually frictionless, with spectacular results. She moulded a vision of her ‘aunt’, Kagone – matriarch of the entire Kitsune realm – striding onto centre stage to berate the dancers, only to continue sliding slowly off towards stage left, her eyes bugging out in bemusement. Lord Ishigi laughed – the carefree laugh of a fellow rogue. He presented Sura with tea, bowing to her as an acknowledged master.
 
   Sura was in her human semblance once again. With long red pony tail tipped in white, pointed ears and fluffy tail, she could never be mistaken for a simple human being. The light in her green eyes spoke of a sheer delight in the dawn and in the forest – in the spring breeze, in the food and in the company.
 
    
 
   The joys of the Tao.
 
    
 
   The way of the fox. 
 
    
 
   Lord Masura was attended by Commander Hijiya, along with a single maid. He turned to view the rising sun, greatly pleased by the colours that flooded slowly out across the valley. He turned to his guests, well satisfied, and saluted them with his teacup raised.
 
   “There! You will forgive the early hour, but I thought it fitting. I thought to give you a rising sun.” He drank, and set his cup back down. “It is our thanks to you for your services. We very nearly gazed upon our last.”
 
   “It is a truly fine sight, my lord.” Kuno bowed serenely in place. “We thank you.”
 
   Lord Ishigi secured a peach from the bowl. “And so, Sura san, we are still in a daze about last evening’s events.” He sliced a peach – ironically enough, he used a kodzuka. “What exactly is a penaggolan?”
 
   The fox happily drained her cup. 
 
   “Ah! A flying head monster from the realm of slaughter, Lord Ishigi. Very rare! I knew of them only through ancient tales from foreign lands.” She shook her head. “This one may have been operating in the region for some years, gorging upon festival goers and then lying low for months at a time.”
 
   Lord Ishigi was quite mystified. “But where did it come from? How would such a creature enter the mortal realm?”
 
   Sura looked out over the walls, to where the town lay sleepily in the morning shadows. Her voice was low and firm – her manner no longer light hearted.
 
   “When the Tao is unbalanced, mayhem always follows…
 
   “Something has begun to happen. We are seeing more and more disturbance in the eight-fold world. Intruders are passing through cracks between the realms. Old hidden terrors are suddenly no longer sleeping.” Her green eyed gaze quietly searched the forest below. “But we shall thwart it. With the cunning of the fox, the spirit of the samurai, and the wisdom of the rat.”
 
   Magistrate Masura sat listening to her. He felt the breeze all around him, the sun and the air – just as a fox might feel it. No ranks, no divisions: He felt into the world.
 
   “Balance…” He nodded softly. “Where there are evil spirits – there should be Spirit Hunters.”
 
   Sura inclined her head to Lord Masura.
 
   “I am pleased that we have brought this latest monster to its end. But Tsunetomo Tonbo and myself would have been quite helpless without our companions. We could never have succeeded were it not for the skills of Asodo Kuno, and for the cleverness of Nezumi Chiri.”
 
   Tonbo and Sura turned and bowed to their companions. Tonbo looked at the beautiful white rat woman and passed her tea.
 
   “Chiri san, have you considered our request?” Tonbo bowed to her once again. “We humbly ask you to become our partner. Please join us in our wandering.”
 
   Shy, pleased, and finally home at last, the rat girl placed a hand against her throat. She bowed – serene and beautiful – deeply and profoundly moved.
 
   “I accept with gratitude.”
 
   The magistrate sat back. He considered Kuno – with his neat robes, his immaculate hair and his air of serious, forceful duty. He flicked a considering glance between the man and his fox companion. Reaching a decision, Lord Masura drew forth a gleaming billet of silver – the symbol of imperial authority – and passed it over the tatami mats to Kuno.
 
   “Deputy Asodo Kuno. Some things happen felicitously, because the gods show us their will. You have come to our notice. And we hereby give you an imperial appointment to the third rank. You will continue your commission as a roving deputy – but now as an official part of this band, these Spirit Hunters.” He looked at the man in approval.
 
   “We wish you good hunting.”
 
   The magistrate nodded to the maid, who shuffled forwards and discretely uncovered a small tray. Upon the tray sat a neat packet of golden coins. The magistrate indicated the tray with his fan.
 
   “Kitsune Sura. Perhaps you would do me the favour of accepting this small sum to facilitate your wandering?” He bowed to her – and then to Tonbo. “Tsunetomo Tonbo – I wish you the best of fortune. I believe you will have your hands full.”
 
   Lord Ishigi followed it all in great approval. He then clapped his own fan into his hand, eagerly signalling to his own retainers who kept vigil beside the door. An attendant came forward with two bundles that had been wrapped in brocade robes. The gorgeous packages were laid upon the mats. Lord Ishigi unwrapped them himself, taking great joy in the presentation.
 
   A pair of immaculate swords, long and short, were revealed inside the first bundle. Lord Ishigi held the sheathed katana out in one hand, and formally presented it to Kuno.
 
   “Asodo Kuno. As promised, here is your reward for your victory in the tournament. Blades crafted by the great smith Ryouichi.” He saw that the blade was placed firmly into Kuno’s hands. “It is a pleasure to give artwork to a soul who can appreciate it.”
 
   “Thank you my lord.” Kuno bowed. “Thank you.”
 
   Lord Ishigi turned his genial, scheming eyes upon Chiri, her elementals and her intelligent pink eyes, delighting in what he saw. “But what to offer the beautiful Chiri san? As quiet as a mouse, and as bold as a tiger?”
 
   The big man unwrapped the second bundle, and beckoned Chiri forward.
 
   “Here. In memory of the moment when a sword master was defeated by a girl armed with a pair of old weeding scythes.”
 
   Inside the brocade wrapping lay a pair of natagama: curved, metal hafted hooked blades used as brush cutters. Similar to Chiri’s kama, but far sturdier. But such natagama! The blades were made from beautifully folded steel, with wavering silver hamon patterns on the sharpened edges. Chiri could only stare in amazement.
 
   Lord Ishigi passed over the weapons, greatly pleased by Chiri’s expression. 
 
   “They are by Ryouichi the Elder, first sword smith of the empire. His descendants kept them – and they now wish them to be passed on to you.” Lord Ishigi nodded in approval. “The revered Ryouichi believed that a smith should master all the tools, if he were ever to truly understand the kami of metal. Ryouichi Sensei went on to make the seven swords of legend. So even the greatest of these owes its temper to these little natagama!”
 
   Chiri accepted the gifts with awe and gratitude. Her pink eyes were wide. 
 
   “My – my profound gratitude, Lord Ishigi. You are most gracious.” The rat bowed. “Most gracious indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Later in the morning. Sura had finished packing up her affairs. Backpacks had been stacked in a row down by the castle gates. Sura’s bags were conspicuously heavier that when she had arrived. It was clear that the guesthouse larder had been raided, and raided thoroughly. The castle’s stocks of plum wine had most certainly suffered. Tonbo stood beside the bags. Armoured like a behemoth, he had shouldered his iron tetsubo, and slung his helmet on his back. He joked with Chiri, who seemed to have taken on a fresh new glow. Her two elementals happily chased each other through the flowers nearby. 
 
   Sura leaned on the battlements above, looking back across the castle grounds. But it was the lands beyond that called to her. She turned and gazed out through an arrow port, looking off across the valley. A bridge crossed the river, the river road lead off into the distance. The world spread out before her, filled with endless possibilities.
 
   Kuno joined her, bringing with him her canteen – a canteen he had personally filled with water. He turned with Sura, watching as the basket-headed monk’s torso was led past. It was headless, and still ringing its bell. Some very puzzled guards led it about using a rope, wondering quite what to do with it. Sura considered the creature and scratched at her ear. 
 
   She turned back to the view across the river and Kuno followed. They stood side by side – at peace with one another at long last. Sura set Kuno’s canteen beside him, and hung her own from her belt. She leaned upon her spear, and gazed out upon the world.
 
   “Are you disappointed?”
 
   With eyes on the river valley, Kuno shook his head. “I now have a mission.” He took a swig of water from his canteen. “Apparently, I am charged by the gods with the task of civilising you.”
 
   Sura drank from her own canteen. There was a sudden, distinct scent of plum wine. Kuno blinked – it was plum wine! Apparently the fox had managed a feat of utter magic. He turned and stared, trying to puzzle out just how it had all occurred...
 
   Unless she had earlier filled his canteen with wine, knowing that he would check her own canteen to ensure that it was water. And then switched canteens with him as they stood here…?
 
   Life was apparently going to be a challenge.
 
   They watched the walking torso being led off towards the castle keep. Kuno stared at it in puzzlement.
 
   “What should be done with that… thing? It seems quite peaceful and content. Apparently it eats soup.”
 
   Sura wagged her tail in thought. “Maybe they could use it as a planter? You know – put a daisy in its neck and let it walk around the castle?”
 
   “Kitsune Sura, you are the most disturbing creature I have ever met.”
 
   “Excellent!” The fox seemed immensely pleased to hear it. “Right! Come along, oh mighty samurai. There’s work to be done!”
 
   Sura led the way down from the battlements – past guards and foot soldiers, samurai and officers. She waved farewell to her favourite guards – to the two ronin who now proudly wore uniforms as junior deputies. Shouldering her pack, she put the sheath upon her spear blade, and made ready to leave. Taking Chiri beneath her wing, she led the Spirit Hunters out through the gatehouse and down towards the town, lifting her voice raucously up in song.
 
    
 
   “Some stories make the blood run cold,
 
   While others bring a tear.
 
   Some fold us up with laughter,
 
   Or recount far off ancient years.
 
   Oh there are many different stories
 
   Told in valley, hills and dale.
 
   But the most bewitching thing of all
 
   Shall always be a fox’s tail!”
 
    
 
   She jubilantly took a swig from her canteen.
 
   “We got paid! We actually got paid! This Spirit Hunter thing is going to work!” She tossed her canteen to Chiri. “Kuno! A victory poem!”
 
   Kuno lifted a considering eye as he marched. He nodded, feeling the inspiration come, and declaimed forth in a loud, heroic voice.
 
    
 
   “Floating head monster
 
   With great sticky tentacles.
 
   Burned up, and it’s gone.”
 
    
 
   There was a moment’s silence as they waked on into the streets. Sura nodded her head and looked back at Kuno.
 
   “Is it too late to ask you to reconsider doing that whole ‘ritual suicide’ thing?”
 
    
 
    
 
   On the gatehouse battlements, Magistrate Masura stood with Commander Hijiya. Lord Masura watched the Spirit Hunters walk off through the town. They reappeared out on the river bridge, heading across the river and on to who-knew-where. Greatly pleased, he nodded to himself, then turned away to walk back down into the gardens.
 
   “And so. ‘Spirit Hunters’. A most interesting asset.”
 
   Commander Hijiya looked somewhat sour. “An asset is only useful, my lord, if it appreciates our needs.”
 
   Magistrate Masura emerged beside the castle gates. There, upon the edge of a railing, he found a tiny model fox made out of folded white and orange paper. He took it up and held it in his hands – cherishing it – then placed it carefully in his sleeve.
 
   “Quite so.” Lord Masura braced his shoulders.
 
   “Come, Hijiya san. There is much to be done!”
 
   They walked off into the castle – past law offices where deputies were handling their paperwork – past foot soldiers drilling in the ground. Onward towards the keep, where yet more work was waiting for them.
 
   In the gardens behind them, the monk’s torso rang its bell, and the castle garrison bustled onwards with its day. 
 
    
 
   
 
  

Second Encounter:
 
   The Hungry Ghost
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   “And yet all is not lost; for on the wall a tall spear still hangs and armour with it; while in the stall a steed is tied. And if at any time there came from the City news of peril to our master – 
 
    
 
   Then, broken though it be, I would gird this armour on,
 
   And rusty though it be, I would take up this spear,
 
   And lean-ribbed though he be, I would mount my horse and ride
 
   Neck by neck with the swiftest,
 
   To write my name upon the roll.
 
   And when the fighting began
 
   Though the foe were many, yet I would be the first
 
   To cleave into their ranks, to choose an adversary
 
   To fight with him and die.”
 
    
 
   - Impoverished Hōjō retainer
 
   As recorded in the Omurō Tsunemasa, c.1240 AD
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   Chapter 1
 
   Twilight surged as black and turbid as old blood.
 
   Lightning flickered stark across the western mountains. It lit dense forests and dry mountain slopes, columns of smoke and burning villages. Low clouds flashed white, freezing images of violence in the valleys just below.
 
   Throughout a once idyllic land, an army swarmed.
 
   The Raiden clan’s blood-red lightning banners surged forward over shattered trenches and palisades. Thousands of foot soldiers stormed over the bodies of the slain: dismounted samurai waded forward while arrows flickered in shoals overhead. They swarmed up the steep walls of the Usagi castle, forcing their way across the battlements. The last defenders were overrun, dying where they stood. Above the assault, the castle’s towers burned. 
 
   The rabbit banners of the Usagi clan were falling.
 
   Inside the castle, the last defenders hurtled themselves into the attack. Rabbit samurai and their human allies ploughed into the enemy, hacking at men who burst up and over the shattered palisades. Blades flashed and screams rang out through the chaos. Blood red light from burning homes lit the bottoms of the clouds. 
 
   The family apartments were in flame. 
 
   The massive, black-armoured figure of General Idē staggered back from the defence lines, burned and injured. Arrows jutted from his armour – blood trailed down his mailed sleeves. The huge human ran back to find the last few Usagi samurai, and sent them racing desperately to hold the line. Raiden troops – screaming men masked with blood – smashed into the line. The defenders were utterly torn apart.
 
   Tall ears topped a glorious silhouette in the gloom. Lady Usagi, wearing a breastplate and with a long naginata in hand, came forward with the last defenders of the castle – her sisters and the Usagi ladies in waiting. The women screamed like demons as they charged into the enemy. Long blades swirled and hacked, carving a bloody path into the Raiden. Heads fell – arms were severed. Dying women sliced at the feet of their adversaries. General Idē ploughed forward into the melee, tearing a man from the back of a mortally wounded woman and severing his head. He threw the head aside, finally reaching Lady Usagi as she cut down a Raiden officer. The Raiden troops fell back towards their lines as yet more of their men came clawing up over the battlements. A thousand attackers gathered by the walls, then came charging through the castle grounds.
 
   Flames roared, leaping higher and higher about the towers. Bleeding, Lady Usagi found General Idē amongst the wounded. Stern and beautiful, her long hair unbound, she gathered her women beside her. 
 
   A six year old girl sheltered behind the armoured maidens. She was small and beautiful – in her human form, her ears were still slightly tall, and a fluffy tail peeked from her robes. The girl was frozen with shock. Beside her stood General Idē’s own son – six years old, and trying to be stern. The little boy guarded his playmate with the ferocity of a tiger, keeping himself between the girl and harm.
 
   Ignoring arrow wounds, Idē roared out to Lady Usagi.
 
   “My lady! If I infiltrate the enemy lines, I might find Lord Raiden!” The general tore aside the snarling metal mask of his helmet; the face beneath was bloodied, and no less dark or savage. “We can still make him pay in blood for this treachery!”
 
   Arrows flew in a sudden lethal swarm. A woman screamed and fell, pierced through. The others instantly formed a wall between Lady Usagi and the incoming fire. Naginatas swirled and cut: arrows were sliced out of the air. But more and more Raiden assault troops surged across the walls. The missile fire swiftly became a storm, tearing into the survivors. Lady Usagi and her women were driven off the path and in to the shelter of a burning barracks. Hissing arrows ripped across the path, and the maid leading the children fell with two long shafts piercing her side. 
 
   General Idē seized Lady Usagi’s daughter and whirled around, turning so that incoming arrows struck his armoured back rather than the child. The little girl stared in shock as an arrow point burst clear out of the general’s breastplate. The man snarled and snapped off the bloody arrow head, leaving the shaft in place.
 
   A burning tower collapsed, cascading down in a shower of sparks to thunder to the ground. Flames blazed off, cutting Idē off from Lady Usagi. Staggering, he tried to fight forward into the flames.
 
   “My lady!”
 
   The rabbit women were at the far side of the blaze. Lady Usagi turned – her voice clear as she called out to General Idē through the raging fire.
 
   “Idē! We are all dead here! Take my daughter. See to her safety!”
 
   The general shielded his eyes from the vicious fires, keeping a tight hold upon the child.
 
   “Lady Usagi! My place is to defend you!”
 
   “A samurai’s duty is loyalty! I charge you to protect the future of the clan!” Lady Usagi gathered her women at her side. “Go! She is the last of the Usagi! Go! Go!”
 
   The child still held her mother’s fan – a beautiful thing painted with a rabbit and the moon. Lady Usagi looked through the fires at her for a moment longer, then took up her naginata. As the Raiden samurai charged she plunged into their midst, her great blade whirling. She cut down an officer, and the man behind him – then staggered as an arrow struck her in the chest. Her maidens hurtled themselves into the Raiden, attacking in a frenzy, buying time for Idē to spirit away her daughter. Idē took both children into his mailed arms and ran, leaping up and over burning timber. He looked back only once, to see Lady Usagi fall. She had beaten back her attackers, but was struck by yet another arrow. Men were closing in to capture her alive. The rabbit spat into their faces and ran herself through, falling back into the flames so that her head would be lost to them as a trophy. 
 
   A samurai does not weep for the fallen – not when there was duty to be done. Blood spattering in his tracks, Idē ran into the gathering darkness, taking the children away from the twisting, soaring fires.
 
   Raiden samurai caught sight of them fleeing. Two men ran to intercept. Idē struck one down, taking both legs out with his sword and then pinning him to the ground. The next enemy ran straight towards them, sword raised, heading for Lady Usagi’s daughter. General Idē ran at the man head on, his own sword strike slamming home an instant before the enemy’s. Idē’s blade crashed down through the man’s helmet, splitting it in two. The old general kicked the man off the edge of his sword. He swayed on his feet, and then pointed the two children straight towards the castle wall.
 
   “Run!”
 
   The rear of the castle was deep in shadow. A handful of Raiden troops came clambering over the battlements, blinded by the firelight, heading for the blazing towers. General Idē took the children under his arms and threw himself flat. In the dark, his black armour simply vanished in shadow. Raiden troops thumped past in the gloom, the men waving swords in excitement. Idē arose the instant they had passed, racing the children to the edge of the walls.
 
   The Usagi castle had been formed by shaving hillsides into sheer slopes, and plating the facings with smooth layers of stone. The general kicked over the shattered palisades atop the walls. Off to one side, a broad bamboo ladder had been laid against the walls. Raiden troops were climbing up to charge into the castle. General Idē gathered the children into his arms and plunged straight down the wall. He slid down on his back, his blood-slick armour grinding and slipping on the stones, desperately keeping the children up and away from the walls. A man halfway up the ladder caught a glimpse of them in the dark, and shouted out a warning to the men below, but Idē skidded past, down, down into the darkness. He slammed home into the wrack and wreckage at the bottom of the wall. 
 
   The huge, grim old general raged to his feet, streaming blood. With one child beneath each arm he sprinted through the abandoned enemy siege lines, past wounded men and empty tents. A few men looked up as they passed, but the sun was far behind the mountains, and the fires on the castle hill were high above. Lurid shadows hid the fugitives from sight as the general carried the children out through the enemy camp towards the dark woods just beyond. 
 
   Raiden samurai had managed to slither back down the walls. Men yelled into the dark, demanding to know if fugitives had been seen. Idē ran staggering into the nearby forest just as an arrow hissed overhead and stuck thrumming into a tree. He blundered forward into the dark, dropping the children to the ground. He clung to a tree bole, bleeding, head hanging, then gathered himself and pointed his son towards a path.
 
   “This way! Lead her ladyship!”
 
   The man staggered, weakening. Blood ran freely down his arms. His son stared in shock at the gruesome black silhouette of his father.
 
   “Father! You are bleeding!”
 
   “No matter!” The general pushed his two charges on into the forest. In the camp behind them, he heard a hue and cry. “Hurry!”
 
   “You might die!”
 
   “In life or death, a samurai never fails in his duty!” Idē’s stern will was like an iron hand clamped upon his son’s heart. “It is our duty to protect the future of the Usagi clan!”
 
   There were other rabbit spirits scattered throughout the empire. The Usagi clan had other holdings scattered far and wide. Although the clan’s main lands had fallen and the ruling family had gone, a rightful leader might somehow rally the scattered families and start again. His Imperial Majesty could be petitioned, and this monstrous invasion by the Raiden clan could be declared illegal. There was still a future for the Usagi clan, if only the heir could be preserved.
 
   They drove on into the dark forest. A steep path led down into a gulley filled with brambles, then on, on past a great dark hummock that loomed amongst the trees. Idē’s son saw the great barrow mound in shock, and quickly led the little girl away into the trees.
 
   The mounds were said to be the sites of ancient burials – shunned and feared. On dark nights, the bones were said to rise and creep stealthily through the shadows. The children ran, with the general coming behind – bowed and weakening, but still driving himself onward, refusing to fall.
 
   A steep slope lead back up, across into another valley. They pushed onwards through tearing brambles – now seeing once again the light of the burning castle. General Idē heard distant noises in the darkness far behind, and he turned, gripping hard onto a tree.
 
   “My son! My son!”
 
   In awe of the vast strength of his father, the little boy could only stand and stare. The general drew his sword.
 
   “The Raiden clan has destroyed clan Usagi! My son! Go! Go to the river village. Bring horses to the old bridge. Hurry! Run!”
 
   The little boy turned and ran, speeding off into the darkness – racing along a path filled with roots and stones. Idē heard him go, and then somehow managed to release his grip upon the tree. He ushered Lady Usagi’s daughter onwards up the path. She moved swiftly, but came back to try and help her protector as he stumbled. 
 
   They battled their way up to the crest of the ridge, with Idē slipping to fall upon the path. Behind them there were now clear sounds of pursuit – men shouting in the distance, and others far closer, crashing their way up along the path. General Idē turned to listen, then swung about. He knelt and bowed to the little girl.
 
   “Akiko himē! You are the last of your clan! You must survive and take vengeance!” The stern old man rose to his feet, sword drawn, turning to face down the path. “I will guard your back! Follow the path. Run. Run!”
 
   The girl ran, blank with fright. She fell, skinning her knees, hair flying out raggedly behind her. Muddy and terrified, she stood again then raced on. Far behind her, she suddenly heard the ring of steel on steel – men screaming as they died. General Idē roared, making the woods shake with the sheer force of his anger. Akiko ran onwards with the sounds of battle echoing through the trees.
 
   She ran and ran, then fell scrabbling down a hillside, tumbling, bouncing – slamming hard against a tree. She lost the path, and fled on into the forest, weaving through the trees – terrified by looming shapes around her. The little girl suddenly splashed into a shallow stream and halted, frightened of the water. 
 
   Akiko stood, heart pounding. Off in the woods there were distant sounds. The girl backed away from the water, and flung herself down to hide amongst a pile of huge old stones. Rocks in the stream glimmered up at her like skulls, staring at her from countless jet black eyes.
 
   Men were far off in the distant woods, heading in another direction. But suddenly the bushes nearby cracked and broke. A samurai in bright-laced armour burst out into the stream, the metal mask of his helmet snarling like a demon in the dark.
 
   Akiko jammed herself tighter down into the rocks, but the horrifying samurai caught the flicker of motion. He saw the little girl and gave a snarl of triumph, then drew out his silver sword. 
 
   The man seized Akiko by the hair and dragged her out into open ground. With a snarl of triumph, he threw the little girl down at his feet.
 
   He raised his sword to strike. Akiko screamed, covering her face with both hands.
 
   A sudden ice-cold breath came from the darkness. Sparks flicked and crackled across the stones. The samurai turned – then gave a terrified shriek.
 
   Something burst into and then through him, blasting clean through his flesh. The warrior flung himself against the stones, writhing and jerking. He arched horribly, dying there, half in the stream, while some great, dark force whipped past him up above.
 
   The little girl looked at the dead man. His eyes were staring at her – dead pits of terror, screaming at her soul. Behind the metal mask, his mouth had frozen in a final screech of absolute, mind-numbing terror. Akiko backed slowly away.
 
   Once again, sparks crackled on the rocks nearby. The little girl turned and ran. She fled on and on and on into the darkness, trying to outrace the dead man’s gaze.
 
   In the depths of the forest, something dark and deadly swept above the corpse, and then was gone.
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   Chapter 2
 
   Twelve years later...
 
    
 
    
 
   There are few things more perfect that a riverside beach in springtime. A campsite beside a quiet, sandy shore, sheltered by cool green willow trees. Quiet waters flowing, and a warm springtime sun. 
 
   Life on the road was sweet indeed.
 
   The Spirit Hunters had made an idyllic campsite beneath the willow trees. Dragonflies cruised above the river, morning sun flashing from their wingtips. Grasshoppers sprang merrily through the grasses, and all was right with the world. Backpacks were stacked, breakfast dishes had been washed. Now the tea kettle boiled for one last time before departure. On the broad sands beside the water, Sura had capped her long, razor sharp spear with a sheath, and was practicing her spear work. Tonbo worked with her – massive and patient - trying to temper her usual fire and polish her technique. They moved together – sword against spear, drilling with infinite care.
 
   For the third time they repeated a sequence of movements. The sword cut for Sura’s waist. She rolled her spear over on top of the sword as she slid aside, and then advanced, trying to swirl Tonbo’s weapon around and around, and then out of the way. Tonbo kept up a growling commentary, gazing significantly at Sura’s trailing hand.
 
   “Anchor it! Anchor the rear hand to the tanden line – to just above your belt! The body moves with the spear – all are one!”
 
   The fox woman pulled back and tried again. She was in her ‘human’ form – though her long tail still flashed and swirled behind her. Once again, she let her rearmost hand drift away from her torso. Once again, Tonbo gave a growl. 
 
   “You’re floating it.”
 
   “I am not floating it!”
 
   “You’re floating it.” Tonbo slapped his left hip. “There! Keep it there. Now tai sabaki – dodge the strike. Keep your centre towards me – keep engaged! Suppress me with your centre – use your posture!” He intercepted the spear with a wooden stick he was using as a bokken. “Now circle around and around with the spear an extension of your centre. Swirl me aside... Lunge for the thigh. Good!”
 
   The entire sequence of movements was greatly improved. Training went on with the usual level of foxy chat and banter – the kitsune had apparently never adopted laconic self repression. Tonbo was well used to it, having trained with foxes since childhood. He gave a running commentary, coaching Sura and enjoying the interaction.
 
   “That’s it! Yes – centre, centre centre.”
 
   The fox made a deft turn of her spear. “Hey – I’m centred! I’m totally centred.”
 
    “Ego centred, perhaps.”
 
   The fox gave a great careless wave of her tail. “I’m a Taoist! What you call ego is simply a joyous reflection of the world! Can I help it if the myriad things all love me?”
 
   “Hmmmph...”
 
   A little hummock of grass sat on the riverbank nearby. Chiri had laid out as neat and soothing a tea ceremony as she could manage. She had fresh flowers – still growing beautifully here beside the river. The kettle boiled, and she had two excellent, hardy cups at the ready. The rat woman’s long, shimmering white hair flowed down her back. Bifuuko the air elemental and Daitanishi the rock elemental sat on their best behaviour, enjoying the grass and morning sun. 
 
   Simplicity, and sheer beauty: the purest elements of the tea ceremony. 
 
   Tea had long been known and enjoyed. Its sudden boom in popularity over the last two dozen decades had caused a great flourishing of arts and culture all across the empire. Tea gatherings drew artists, poets, socialites and gossips from all walks of life and brought them together in tea houses and tea shops – even in strange little tea gatherings beneath bridges and on river shores. Drinking tea beside a river shore was one of the great signs of the artistic avant garde, for river banks were places of transition – where elements mingled, travellers passed, and the lines between the eight worlds sometimes blurred... 
 
   Chiri poured water and mixed the tea – her motions flowing with an effortless grace. Kuno sat and admired her, delighting in her quiet intelligence, feeling perfectly happy. The day seemed to be a time of perfect balance.
 
   He looked down to where the two little elementals were investigating dandelions. They were nose to nose and admiring a snail. Kuno watched their interest, and inclined his head politely to Chiri.
 
   “I much admire your small companions, Chiri san.” He gratefully accepted a cup of tea. “Surely communing with the elemental spirits must take much formal study?”
 
   The nezumi girl smiled softly as she drank her tea. 
 
   “No, Kuno san. In general, it is entirely intuitive – a calling of the heart. But there are great Shinto shrines where the art is refined and studied.”
 
   “You have never wished to study at one of these shrines?”
 
   “What would be the point? As Sura san would say – to place boundaries about the boundless, to impose rules upon the intuitive would seem to be quite foolish.” The nezumi girl looked off across the river, enjoying the sparkle of the water. “I have read, and I have wandered, Kuno san. Wandered in quiet study, feeling the way that the world breathes and sleeps and dreams. And as I grow, the elementals have come to me...”
 
   “Your skills and your erudition shine with a quiet light, Chiri san.” The samurai gave a most sincere bow. “It is reflected in the love of your two companions.”
 
   Chiri was in her human form – pink eyed, pale skinned and slight. The rat blushed – shy, embarrassed and mortified to discover that she was greatly pleased. She covered her blush by reaching forth and pouring yet more tea.
 
   “Thank you, Kuno san. It is my intention to be worthy of them.” Chiri breathed in the scent of tea – wonderfully refreshing and clear. “And what of you, Kuno san? Forgive my foolish ignorance, but I thought samurai were devoted mostly to military skills. Yet clearly, you have devoted much time and passion to the arts.”
 
   “I have spent much time studying under a poetry master.” Kuno was rather pleased at the memory. “I have heard some lament that the military arts have faded, and that the samurai seek to emulate the court. But my family believes that a true samurai must know more than merely swords or horses. We must be souls who appreciate the arts, and who contribute to culture – warriors of both the brush and the sword. Some of my classmates rose to become extremely accomplished writers, painters and theologists.”
 
   The rat listened in fascination. “Are all samurai so interested in the arts?”
 
   “Samurai come in many kinds, Chiri san.” Kuno set aside his cup. “Some are professional soldiers, some are merest ruffians. But the purest ones are those who live and die by the code.”
 
   Chiri listened in absolute interest, and in absolute respect.
 
   “Kuno san – I have heard many speak of the way of the warrior. I would greatly value hearing your own opinion. In your view – what do you see as being the tenets of the samurai code?”
 
   Kuno didn’t hesitate. Knitting his brows, he sat upright, every inch the warrior.
 
   “For the true samurai, there are seven guiding principals!” He struck at his thigh with his fingers with every point.
 
    
 
   “Gi – Honesty and justice.
 
   Yu – Heroic courage.
 
   Jin – Compassion.
 
   Rei – Polite courtesy.
 
   Meyo – Honour.
 
   Makoto – Complete sincerity.
 
   Chugo – Duty and loyalty.”
 
    
 
   Kitsune Sura – rakish, stylish, raucous and fluffy – had come walking up from the riverbanks. Tired, she dropped herself into the grass nearby, reaching for a drink.
 
   “Those are your guiding principals?” The fox gave a dismissive wave. “Chugo? Why is brainless loyalty an attractive asset?”
 
   Kuno rolled a disapproving gaze towards the fox.
 
   “It creates a nobility of action. The samurai acts not for their own desires, but for higher cause. Therefore the samurai’s actions are born of high morals.”
 
   The fox’s tail tip waved: Kuno had not yet realised that this was a sign that she was deliberately baiting him. She rolled over in the grass, archly considering the handsome samurai.
 
   “Are you saying that unselfish motives have never caused harm?”
 
   Kuno gave a sniff. “I am saying that higher cause is a moral elevation!”
 
   “Higher cause? This whole ‘code’ thing has just been pushed on you by the powers that be! They’re just making it so that you’ll all be eager to do their dirty work!”
 
   “Do not speak of things you improperly understand.” Kuno straightened up his robes. “Foxes do not even have a sense of honour!”
 
   Sura happily waved her tail. “Of course we do! And if you haven’t figured it out, then there’s no point in telling you.”
 
   Kuno gave the fox a frosty glare. “Do not try to tell me that lying is noble or morally correct!”
 
   “It can be!” Sura waved her tail sinuously black and forth. “Rigid attitudes are nothing but trouble. Go with the Tao! Bend like grass in the wind. Do not crash against a rock – be water, and flow around it!”
 
   “Moral codes are not… not subject to rules bending and rhetorical pettifoggery.” Kuno kept his back very straight. “They simply are not!”
 
   “Are too!”
 
   “They are not!”
 
   “They are too!”
 
   Kuno was well and truly annoyed. “Moral codes must have rigid boundaries if they are to serve their function!”
 
   “Every act, every phenomena is unique! A moral code that judges inflexibly will clearly generate injustice!” The fox was enjoying herself immensely. “Surely you have questioned your own code?”
 
   “I have no need to!”
 
   “Well of course you need to!”
 
   “I would not expect a fox to understand.”
 
   Tonbo came stomping past. He swatted the fox upon the backside. 
 
   “Up! Cease disturbing the natives.” He walked towards the stack of armour and backpacks. “Come. We should make a start.”
 
    It was indeed time to move on. Chiri and Kuno finished their tea, washed out their utensils and walked back to the willow trees, making ready to spend another day upon the road. 
 
   Sura assisted Tonbo in donning his armour – a task they had both performed together untold dozens of times. If one intended to battle monsters nose to nose, then armour was virtually a necessity. The only way to really carry armour was to wear it. Kuno’s ensemble was light, preserving his speed; Tonbo’s suit was more behemothic by far, and had been made by kitsune smiths who had decidedly not scrimped on materials. He clanked as he walked – although the man could run with astonishing speed when needed. Sura helpfully lifted up his pack, then slung his helmet at his back. She stepped back to admire the results, slipping her own bedroll carelessly over her shoulders.
 
   “There we are! Green and clanky. You look adorable. All ready for the road!” She bopped Kuno on one metal-covered arm. “Race you up the hill?” 
 
   Tonbo cast an eye at the fox. Neither of the women wore armour – it was well known to interfere with the casting of magic. He shook his head, then thrust Sura’s canteen into her hand. 
 
   It held only water. Sura looked at the canteen and gave a sigh.
 
   Still – the day was young! Something was sure to turn up, sooner or later.
 
   Chiri settled her weapons in her belt. Bifuuko nestled in her hair, looking like a beautifully delicate hair ornament, while Daitanishi the rock elemental opted to float at her side. The rat spirit jogged her pack up and down, aware that it was sadly lighter than it had been in the past. 
 
   “We need to find a village. That was the last of the rice.” 
 
   “What – we’re out of food again?” Sura made a face of astonishment. “How does that even happen?” 
 
   “I wonder...” Kuno eyed the fox. “In any case – there will surely be villages along the road.” 
 
   “Ah...” Sura cleared her throat. “Well, we may just happen to be a little bit short of funds…”
 
   Kuno turned and met Sura with a level gaze. 
 
   “Kitsune Sura. You were given three koku by Magistrate Masura only a month ago.”
 
   “Hey – this is not my fault! We had to get Kuno’s armour re-lacquered, re-laced, and a whole new shoulder thingie! That cost two whole koku! Lacquer doesn’t grow on trees, you know!”
 
   Chiri raised a finger. “Ah – well actually…”
 
   “And there were road tolls, bridge tolls, gate tolls! Replacement sandals – and a proper quilt for Chiri…!”
 
   Tonbo led the way off down the road. “She lost the rest of it on a horse.”
 
   “Hey – we were down to three silvers! I was trying to reverse our fortunes!”
 
   Sura pranced along at Tonbo’s side in protest. “That damned nag was supposed to be a total dead certainty! Five to one odds! How was I to know the damned thing was going to take a spill on the first turn? How does a horse even manage to fall down?” The fox still couldn’t believe her foul luck. “Tonbo – back me up on this! We should have ended up swimming in cash!”
 
   Chiri – a very sensible rat – heaved a sigh. Fate was fate. “In any case, Sura san – it seems wisest if the party funds remain in Tonbo’s keeping for a while.”
 
   The fox hooked her arms over her spear, grumbling as she stamped her way along the road. “Well this whole horse thing would never have happened if you had just loaned me an elemental spirit or two to spook the competition...”
 
   “Sura! Surely you are not suggesting that I engage in cheating?”
 
   “No! No no no no no no. You? Never!” The fox wavered. “Just Daitanishi! He loves that kind of stuff.”
 
   The rock nodded in agreement. Chiri slipped the elemental a considering glance.
 
   “Daitanishi – I believe Sura san may have been unduly influencing you.” She held out a finger, and the rock landed upon her hand, much chagrined. “Sura san is frequently far more of a fox than is strictly necessary.”
 
   The fox gave a sigh. No funds – no rations.... Still – it was no great disaster! Sura felt untroubled, certain that something would soon turn up. It was spring, and the countryside abounded with birds, hares, meadow voles and all kinds of incautious creatures she could convert into one of her famous ‘hot pots’. And even if her ‘snail sukiyaki’ had proved rather less than successful, she had great hopes that the recipe could be salvaged and refined. And so the fox took the lead upon the little country lane, wandering happily onwards in the sunshine. Her tail waved and her red hair shimmered in the light. It was an utterly beautiful day. She sang as she walked along, perfectly happy with her world.
 
    
 
   “With mismatched sandals on my feet,
 
   I walk the road with joyous heart!
 
   Not burdened down by future fears,
 
   Nor burdened down by woes long past.
 
    
 
   A cool spring breeze shall be my fan,
 
   Spring flowers glitter in my train.
 
   I loose my hair and I go singing,
 
   To the four frontiers men join in my refrain…!”
 
    
 
   They walked for hours, all through the morning – on, on towards the mountains. They were supposedly in a feudal fief, and yet the usual little manor houses and villages seemed to have vanished. There were flat areas that might once have been fields, but they were overgrown, with trees and saplings now standing high above the weeds. A ruined village beside the road was now nothing but a great tangle of bramble vines. 
 
   The path finally met a little roadway – one that at least showed a few ruts from cart wheels and marks from passing hooves. To the north east, the road ran far off across rivers, towns and valleys, off towards Ayamejo. To the west, there rose a range of soaring, snow-capped mountains. Sura unhesitatingly headed off towards the mountains, on into a strange, deserted landscape. Her eyes now kept a sharper watch upon the shadows. 
 
   Tonbo moved up to walk beside her. His keen eyes missed nothing, flicking to look quietly at the weeds, the empty fields, the trees. With spear and tetsubo across their shoulders side-by-side, they paused at a rise in the road and looked off into the gloom.
 
   Chiri and Kuno joined them. The four friends stood and considered the mountains up ahead. A great, black forest stretched before them, the treetops looming dark and still. Dense brambles grew in a tangled mass beside the road. The entire countryside seemed far too quiet.
 
   Chiri listened carefully to the sounds. Her pink eyes scanned carefully at the trees.
 
   “Is something there?” 
 
   “I’m not sure…” Sura considered the scene. She swung her spear down from her shoulder and removed the sheath that covered the orange blade. “We seem to be a little short on inhabitants…”
 
   Tonbo pulled on his helmet and tied the chin cords. He led the way off along the road, the others moving quietly in his wake. 
 
   They walked on into the forest, with the roadway threading between the tallest, oldest trees. Forest flowers peeked out from the gloom: here and there, a spider’s web glimmered in the shadows. Bees droned softly. The place was by no means dead – and yet there was a strange feeling, as though something were moving just out of sight – watchful, ever watchful, and filled with anger…
 
   They moved carefully down the road. There was no halt for a midday meal. Sura did not sing her usual songs, nor tell merry stories. She looked carefully about herself as she marched, just vaguely worried by what might be lurking in the wings.
 
   The road passed through the middle of another deserted village: a place of old fallen buildings, well overgrown. A few ruts in the road showed that traffic still passed this way, but the ruins were all but silent. A single stray dog fled out of their path and off into the underbrush as they approached. Chiri pulled her robes about her shoulders, and gave a shiver.
 
   The group marched onwards past more overgrown old farms. Finally the road dipped down amongst dark, still trees. The air around them filled with the smell of mouldering leaves.
 
   A long dip took the travellers down into a great, narrow valley. The footing became wet and dank. There were standing puddles in amongst the bramble bushes. Sura’s stomach growled, echoing loudly in the woods. She gave a sigh and looked off into the distance – then heard the sound of a stream somewhere up ahead. The fox immediately brightened.
 
   “Aah! A stream! Chiri has good luck with streams. Hey – maybe we can forage for some lunch!”
 
   Kuno looked along the road. “You want to stop here and fish?”
 
   “We can forage in the boggy bits! Oooh – I can do my frog yakitori!”
 
   “Oh Buddha, no!” Kuno raced to overtake the fox. “Some burdock or watercress will suffice.”
 
   A broad river cut through the forest – a river with wide banks made of rock and gravel. Thick bushes grew in tangled thickets near the water. Spear in hand, Sura threaded her way down past the brambles and onto the rocks. The water splashed loudly at her feet. She spied some silvery shapes in the water, and called eagerly back towards her friends.
 
   “Hey! There’s fish here! Oooh – the Tao provides!” Hiking up her hakama, the fox teetered her way across the rocks towards a spit of gravel. “Get a thingie! We can scoop them up into a hat!”
 
   “Sura! Don’t touch those.”
 
   Tonbo had come forward. He clanked his way over the rocks, splashing through the shallows. Sura had already knelt down beside the water, where she was poking at a long silver fish with a stick.
 
   The fish was floating upside down, twitching spasmodically. Sura gave the thing another poke or two, looking rather pained. 
 
   “Well that’s not good.”
 
   Tonbo took the stick out of her hands. The fox was quite capable of scooping up diseased fish and trying to cook them: food poisoning cases across three provinces could attest to her lack of culinary judgement. Tonbo carefully rolled the fish over, then looked at two more that lay belly up further down the shore.
 
   Chiri frowned. She came down to the waterside with her elementals floating beside her. The rat spirit crouched down beside the water and extended her delicate pink hand above the river 
 
   From far downstream, a little silver ripple arrowed along beneath the current. With a surge and bubble, out from the stream there arose a strange little creature all made from water – something part long-necked salamander, and part eel. It lifted its neck out of the water and came nose-to-nose with Chiri, fluttering its little silver fins.
 
   There was a whispered conversation between them – all spoken partly in words, partly in the sounds of a flowing stream. Chiri talked back and forth with the water elemental for long minutes, then bowed to the creature in farewell. It disappeared, swimming away downstream. Chiri arose and approached her friends, looking quite concerned.
 
   “The water kami warns us not to eat the fish here. They are ill.” She turned to look upstream, feeling puzzled. “He says that there is poison in the water. Men put it there...”
 
   Sura brushed her hands off and backed away from the fish. She joined Chiri in looking upstream, towards the dark heart of the forest.
 
   “Let’s postpone lunch.”
 
   “I agree, Sura san.”
 
   They walked on.
 
   The pathway led around and away from the stream – up to a wooded rise, where an ancient statue of the first emperor stood beside the path. There were rabbits carved sitting at his feet. Sura bobbed down to inspect the carvings – blurred by long centuries of wind and rain – interested in the details. She caressed the rabbits, patted the first emperor upon the head, and then arose again to carefully move off along the road. Tonbo came behind her, tetsubo ready to smite anything that stirred his suspicions. Kuno and Chiri brought up the rear, their eyes and ears now alert to every little sound.
 
   Birds scattered up into the trees. Here and there, a grasshopper leapt away into the shrubbery. The Spirit Hunters followed the road as it sloped back towards the river – down past a cluster of burned houses, all long overgrown and gone. 
 
   They came at last to a clearing by a deep, wide gulley, where an old bridge curled up and over the rushing stream. A crow sat upon the bridge, stropping its beak and ruffling its feathers. From the weeds nearby, there came a faint glimmer of old stones.
 
   A great rock stood in the middle of the clearing. A prayer rope had been tied about it – a new straw rope, still bright. Prayer papers dangled from the rope. A plain wooden shingle held offerings – rice, pickles and abalone. Somewhat recent, they were none too fresh – otherwise the crow would already have gobbled them down.
 
   The wind was stilled by the trees. But the strange old stones in the nearby weeds suddenly had a horrifying shape. They were skulls – all tangled in with weeds and bones. The eye sockets were filled with growing moss. Chiri suppressed a shiver, and dropped her hands to the natagama at her belt.
 
   Tonbo moved warily to scan the surrounding area for tracks or lurking ambush. His eyes never moved away from the rocks and trees.
 
   “Offerings. Someone wants to placate a spirit.”
 
   “Let’s see what we find.”
 
   Sura flicked back her sleeves. She thumped the butt of her spear against the ground twice, and then raised it vertically up one-handed before her. Her other hand lifted in a gesture at her forehead. Her long red pony tail lifted and stirred as a glowing breeze arose to slowly coil itself about her.
 
    
 
   “One Tao, one sight, one world, one mind.
 
   Let the hidden souls come forth.
 
   Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…”
 
    
 
   Sura swept her fingers out along the spear haft. The weird swirl of light flowed up into her spear. Sura levelled the weapon and turned slowly about, scanning the spear point out before her. In a fan in front of her, the world seemed to twist and warp. There was a slight hint of elemental spirits in the trees – a few moving in the soil, all revealed by the spell. But as she walked a circle and made a careful search, nothing else revealed itself – no ghosts, no evil spirits, no twists of horrifying evil lurking there amongst the bones. The spell finally flickered and faded out, and Sura gave a short little huff of irritation.
 
   “Well, there’s no spirit here.” The fox squinted, looking off along the river. “There’s the smell of one though. Somewhere around… very faint.”
 
   Tonbo nodded. He planted his tetsubo on the ground, and pointed to the crow.
 
   “Ask him.”
 
   An excellent suggestion! Sura ambled over towards the bridge. She called out raucously to the crow as she approached.
 
   “Hey you! Hey Crow san! Seen any ghosts around here?”
 
   The crow hopped down from the bridge, and strolled over. He nudged his way into an old robe that lay across the nearby bushes, and suddenly changed into human form. He was a man huge of nose and sharp of eye – with black tail feathers jutting from the back of his robes. He looked Sura over with a measuring eye.
 
   “A reibai! Ha! Strange to see an exorcist out on the road.” The man’s voice was croaking and merry. He hopped back to the bridge and sat upon the railings. “You’re late, reibai! The time to settle all these bones in their graves was twelve years ago! Trust a fox to be tardy!”
 
   Kuno came forward, full of righteous decorum, to stand beside Sura.
 
   “You are impolite, Crow san! You are addressing a priestess!”
 
   The crow seemed to finally take note of his other visitors. He sat on the railings and bobbed his head in something of a bow, looking most happy to have so much attention all at once.
 
   “Aaaah! A fox – and a samurai too! “ The man shifted shape again, now into his ‘half and half’ form – his head changing to a sharp, clever crow’s face, and his hands almost vanishing beneath the back feathers of his arms. “Please forgive a humble crow! I am not as polite as I could be, samurai - but then what need has a crow for manners? Sharp eyes and a sharp mind. That serves best! Still – welcome!” He nodded a bow to each and all. “Welcome samurai. Welcome priestess. Welcome dear rat – and man with huge club!”
 
   The crow came back down from the railings. His feet were now clawed. He strutted forward and pointed up river, past the sacred rock.
 
   “You must listen to a crow! You should go no further upriver, friends! They say that rock marks the realm of the hungry ghosts.” The crow stalked over towards the mossy skulls. “Twelve years ago, the Usagi clan were attacked there. Blood! Much blood. They were wiped out – women, children, even their beasts. Oh – terrible! Their castle was just up there.” The crow pointed off along the road. “Go no further. Their ghosts are hungry for blood. Those who go up river are never seen again. Not even an old crow will get to pick their bones!”
 
   Sura looked upriver, immediately interested. Her ears pricked high.
 
   “Oooh! Hungry spirits!” She peered at the great, dark trees. “Hey crow! You think there’s really ghosts?”
 
   The crow looked at Sura, somewhat askance. “Does crow look crazy? Crow does not go up there!”
 
   “But there’s a town around here? Do you think they want to get rid of their ghosts?”
 
   Kuno immediately leaned in to confer with the fox. He was most put-out by her attitude. “Priestess – this is not seemly!”
 
   “Hey! I’m trying to run a business here! We need money for rice!” She called over to the crow. “Hey crow san! Would the local lord pay for an exorcism?”
 
   The crow scratched at his beak.
 
   “Lord Raiden? Bah! He’s not a good man! And that’s coming from a crow – I have nothing against carrion!”
 
   Kuno turned his disapproving scowl from the fox onto the crow. He was exceedingly displeased by the manners on display.
 
   “Crow san. It is unseemly that you speak of your lord so!”
 
   “He is not my lord, samurai san! If you talk to a crow, you get plain speaking!” The bird hopped about, indicating the forest, the path, the ruins and the bones. “This was all Usagi land, but they were wiped out by the Raiden twelve years ago. All gone – so much food left lying in the fields to waste!” Crow gave a cluck of disapproval. “But the Raiden lord cares nothing for his conquests. Bah! The local town is poor. Raiden comes only once a year to get his taxes. He slays a few to keep the rest in fear, and then he goes! He cares nothing for the town at all!” The crow shook his head. “So much blood spilled, and all for nothing.”
 
   The crow came to stand beside Sura. He looked across the bridge and along the road. The long beak nodded. His voice became less merry – his manner far less comical.
 
   “That’s not a good place up there, Kitsune san. There is a doom here. First the forest – and now the town. Unexplained deaths all the time now. All the time!” The black feathers shivered. “It is the curse of the Usagi, who wonder why their old vassals let their murderers walk free in the streets.”
 
   The crow turned to Sura. “The lord will not want you, Reibai san! But the town elders will receive you with pleasure. You are all just what they need! That town could do with some good luck again.”
 
   There was a shimmer. The crow was once again in his bird form, old robes falling empty to lie upon the grass. The bird hopped forth, and flapped loudly up into the air.
 
   “Follow the road. It’s not far. Not far as the crow files!”
 
   Off he flew – away from the forest and off downstream. The Spirit Hunters watched the black bird go, seeing him soar off between the trees. Sura scratched herself, feeling rather intrigued.
 
   “An unusual person...”
 
   Chiri looked rather anxiously towards the woods, then along the road. “At least there is a town nearby...” She thought of the empty rice bag in her pack. “Are you certain that we have no extra funds?”
 
   “Hey – never worry, dear rattie! The Tao shall provide!” Sura put the sheath back atop her spear, making ready to march. “An inn room! Sakē! Piping hot dinners and breakfasts in bed. Oooooh – fried chicken skin! We could totally get them to make that fried chicken skin. I love that stuff!” The fox was perfectly pleased. “Plum wine! 
 
   Tonbo shook his head. “You should keep away from alcohol. It makes you blush bright red all across your cleavage.”
 
   “See? Even drunk, I’m still cute as a bug!”
 
   Asodo Kuno looked about at the others. He felt that he was missing some strange essential point.
 
   “And how exactly do we pay for an inn?”
 
   Sura tapped at her temple with one finger. “They present the bill as you leave! So we go to the inn, eat, sleep – then pay for it with all the cash these people are giving us for chasing off their ghosts!”
 
   “But what if something untoward should happen?” Kuno felt a sudden anxious pang. “How do we know we shall be paid?” 
 
   The fox rolled her eyes. “Of course we will! Otherwise, they’re going to find themselves stuck with a big bill from the inn. Stands to reason!” She chivvied Kuno off and on his way. “Come on! If we don’t feed Chiri soon, she might get cranky!”
 
   They walked together up and across the bridge. With elementals flying beside her, Chiri hastened to catch up with Tonbo.
 
   “I would not get cranky!”
 
   Tonbo nodded. “Quite so.”
 
   On they walked – on towards the town, where the Usagi ghosts awaited them.
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   Chapter 3
 
   Away from the forest, the lands seemed even more oppressive. There were abandoned houses by the path, and a row of fresh graves. The path met a wider road that came across the mountains from the main Raiden lands. It headed towards a listless town that lay in the shadow of a dark, forbidding castle. 
 
   There were fields here – rice paddies and vegetable plots, all planted with new young crops. The fields showed new boundaries – all of them rigidly straight, sometimes carved clean through old field lines and walls. The peasant’s huts were shabby, poor, and desolate. The whole place radiated an air of utter misery.
 
   A pair of mounted samurai in full armour came galloping down the road from the mountains. They roared out to the peasants who were working in the fields. Terrified farmers sped to the roadside and utterly prostrated themselves. The samurai looked arrogantly over the scene, then rode on to force the next segment of road into submission. 
 
   A procession was moving grandly down the mountain road towards the town. Sneering samurai on horseback led the way – men armed with spears in the new combative fashion. They were followed by other horsemen: older men, many of them grey haired. They were extravagantly armoured and gorgeously mounted – quite clearly the hatamoto ‘companions’ of a senior lord. The horsemen were followed by samurai infantry resplendent in full armour. Behind those came foot soldiers and men carrying banners showing a streak of red lightning: the symbol of the Raiden clan.
 
   An elaborate palanquin came next – flanked by samurai, and followed by bearers carrying the supplies of a grand court. There were pages, servants and maids walking along behind – a falconer, and a secretary who towed a pack horse laden down with scales, counting frames, books and ledgers. The whole procession snaked its way past the peasants, who kept their faces to the ground without daring to raise their eyes.
 
   Some distance away, Sura watched the parade while chewing on a straw. She watched the pomp and ceremony, then threw her gnawed grass stem in the general direction of the palanquin.
 
   “Lord’s procession.” She brushed her sleeves down into place. “You think it’s Lord Raiden? That crow said he comes here.”
 
   “Could be.” Tonbo watched the procession carefully. “Empty pack horses. Lots of clerks. They must be tax gathering.”
 
   The Raiden castle was a new affair built on the ruins of an older fortress. It had a great black, arrogant keep: an incongruous luxury snarling down over the impoverished town. Sura considered the procession, slowly waving her tail in thought.
 
   “A warlord in town. Could be trouble.” The fox considered carefully. “Let’s keep away from local authorities as much as we can.”
 
   Despite her usual air of levity, the fox was a clever, calculating soul. But Kuno straightened his shoulders, refusing to be admonished.
 
   “The lands are clan lands – but imperial law is extended to all towns who hold imperial charter.” He motioned towards the town. “Come. These people are in need.”
 
   Sura hung back. The fox looked at the listless agriculture – the shabby houses and neglected farms. She then cast an eye at the procession winding its way into the town – a procession glittering with silks, lacquer and gold.
 
   “Why are they here? Look at all that. Why spend such an effort on this place?”
 
   Chiri hunched her shoulders, looking at the dark forests all around.
 
   “Conquerors. They are motivated only by glory, or gain.”
 
   “Well, there’s no glory here...” 
 
   Sura hefted her spear. Kuno was already a dozen paces away, heading for the town. The lord’s procession had disappeared into the distant streets and vanished. Sura followed after them, as a cold breeze ruffled at her hair.
 
   “Come on. Let’s see what we can do to help souls in trouble.”
 
   Sura, Tonbo and Chiri all hastened after Kuno, with the two elementals flying close escort overhead.
 
    
 
    
 
   Lord Raiden’s procession entered the town with a swaggering, arrogant tread. Samurai from the town garrison had paraded on the streets, forcing many of the population to gather and bow in abject fright. The hatamoto on their gleaming horses, the Raiden foot soldiers and marching samurai passed the townsfolk by without sparing them a glance: they were a conquered people, miserable beasts to be milked for taxes, and nothing more.
 
   A cluster of more affluent houses blossomed near the castle – houses owned by garrison officers, or by Raiden officials. Amongst them was a great two-story brothel that catered to the Raiden officers: a place with well-tended gardens, budding fruit trees and flowers. The brothel madam, her girls and servants had needed no urging to come forth and greet Lord Raiden. They formed a beautiful display at their open garden gates, dressed in brilliant robes. The courtesans – expensive, cultured and exquisite – all bowed with perfect grace. Behind them, apprentice courtesans and maids bowed in their turn. 
 
   One girl – honey gold, with the most astonishingly bright, penetrating eyes – took a moment longer to make her bow. She was a courtesan’s maid all dressed in green. She gazed for a moment at the lord’s palanquin, then bowed with the rest. 
 
   The curtain to the palanquin twitched. It held open for an instant, while dark eyes glowered from within the depths, then fell back into place.
 
   The procession made its way up out of the town and into the cleared ground around the castle. There was no beauty here – no gardens, flowers or water ways: merely a killing ground cleared for the castle’s bows. Lord Raiden’s column entered through zigzag gates, through the deadly gatehouse corridor lined with ramparts and armed samurai, and into the gravel courtyard beyond.
 
   They were met by the senior officers of the town garrison and hundreds of the castle foot soldiers and samurai – all kneeling to bow in crisp unison to their lord. 
At their centre, far forward of the others and flanked by his own banners, was Lord Raiden’s eldest son, Raiden Katsura. Katsura rose up from his bow, but the rest of the garrison remained with heads planted to the ground.
 
   Page boys ran to open the palanquin, and Lord Raiden came forth from the dark.
 
   He was an unlovely man – a grey haired butcher in his sixties with a face deep-lined with the marks of brutality, greed and dissatisfaction. Robed in resplendence, he threaded his sword through his belt, not yet turning towards his son. Instead, he summoned one of his own servants, and looked back towards the castle gates.
 
   A gleam of lust was in his eyes.
 
   “The courtesan’s maid – the one with the green robes. Have her sent to me late tonight. No nonsense! No makeup.”
 
   “Yes my lord!”
 
   Lord Raiden coldly turned towards the keep. To his hatamoto, Lord Raiden gave a single command.
 
   “Have the special accounts brought to me at once.”
 
   “Yes lord!” An older warrior moved immediately to the keep, taking an accountant and a scribe. They moved past Raiden Katsura without acknowledging him.
 
   Lord Raiden finally looked at his son. His lips curled in dislike. With a snap of his fingers, he summoned his son forward.
 
   “Katsura! Your doctor – at once!”
 
   Raiden Katsura was a taut, dark man in his late thirties, who had a face marked by resentment. With well-veiled hatred, he bowed to his father, and signalled for the doctor to be brought. “Father. The garrison officers greet you. Your quarters are prepared. Would you care to refresh yourself, or will you inspect the garrison?”
 
   “In time. First things first.” 
 
   Lord Raiden turned aside. He met the doctor – a lean man with the greasy air of a co-conspirator. He came to his lord with an air of anticipation, and Lord Raiden walked aside with the man, baring his teeth in a carnivorous smile.
 
   “Doctor. I have a guest tonight. A fine, delicate, athletic girl.”
 
   “I shall brew you a potion, my lord.” The doctor bowed, wickedly pleased. “It shall be brought to your quarters tonight.”
 
   “Excellent. Excellent indeed...” 
 
   Lord Raiden walked off – away from the garrison officers, the samurai and his son. He stalked straight into the keep, waving servants aside with his riding crop. He headed indoors, limping past soldiers and servants to be swallowed up inside the black tower.
 
   The garrison officers all turned to Raiden Katsura. He nodded to them, and the men bowed watchfully, returning to their duties. The garrison samurai moved to assist with the stabling of horses, showing Lord Raiden’s guards to their quarters.
 
   The doctor passed Raiden Katsura in the entrance to the keep. He met Katsura’s eye – gave a subtle nod – then departed to his workshop.
 
   Left alone in the courtyard, Raiden Katsura walked forward towards the gates. He looked out over the gravel. For a moment, he saw in his mind’s eye the Usagi buildings here burning – bodies falling – the rabbit women making their last suicidal charge. He glared off towards the town – a pale grey, listless and almost silent place. The black woods loomed nearby – mist shrouded and weirdly still.
 
   Raiden Katsura gripped his sword, gazed at the forest a moment more, then turned aside. He turned his back upon the light, and walked on into the keep.
 
    
 
    
 
   With the sun sunk far behind the western mountains, the town was locked into a weird blue twilight. Here and there a few lanterns came to life – but the streets were silent and utterly devoid of life.
 
   Shirotsukimachi – “white-moon town” – had fallen on hard times indeed. It did, however, still sport an excellent tavern – a place far too large for its minuscule clientele, and looking somewhat shabby in these latter days. But the cook was skilled, even if his ingredients were humble. He had managed an excellent bean soup – piping hot – and bowls of seasoned millet, with a dish of dried mushrooms, seethed and reconstituted in a little broth. It was excellent fare. Sura ate well, making sure that Daitanishi and Bifuuko each had a comfortable perch beside the teapot. She listened intently as the town elders leaned in close across the table and explained their woes. 
 
   The elders – three small leathery men who might have been septuagenarian triplets – were pleased to be able to express their troubles. They looked like three heads sharing the same moustache. Thankfully each was dressed differently to the others: the old gentleman on the left was a monk – the one in the centre a merchant, and the third was a farmer. 
 
   The merchant – his voice forceful now that he had an audience at last – was more than happy to answer Sura’s inquiries.
 
   “Yes priestess! The whole river gully is cursed, from the bridge into the mountains. It is more than your life is worth to venture more than a few yards into the forest!”
 
   Sura poured tea all around, keen to hear every possible detail. “We heard about the Usagi. So what happened in the forest? Some sort of massacre?”
 
   The old monk heaved a sigh. He slowly shook his head.
 
   “We do not know, Lady. Surely if – if there are angry ghosts, they would be at the castle, and not in the forest.” The old monk looked down sadly at the tabletop. “It was a terrible attack. The Raiden invasion was utterly unexpected – for some reason, the Usagi castle gates were opened to the intruders. The entire Usagi clan was massacred.”
 
   The aged peasant bowed his head.
 
   “The Usagi were greatly loved. They were just, and they were generous. The virtues of the Rabbit. Now they are scattered to the winds.” The old man looked to Kuno. “The emperor’s officials sanctioned the Raiden clan’s attack once it was done. The Raiden produced false evidence that the Usagi had been conducting treachery against the emperor. The Usagi fief was granted to the Raiden as their reward.”
 
   Sura leaned closer, steepling her fingers. “False evidence?”
 
   “Most certainly, priestess. The Usagi were ever true supporters of the imperial house. But court nobles schemed to seize Usagi rice lands. The nobles supported the Raiden in their claims.”
 
   Sitting upright in his seat, the old merchant gave a sigh. “We failed them. We did not speak out for the Usagi, in fear for our lives. Ever since then, there has been a curse upon the land. Anyone who enters the forest valley becomes a lost soul. They are never seen again. Even quite large groups! A search party who went there looking for a child never returned.”
 
   The old peasant immediately begged to differ. “No no – not so! The ronin Benten has been in there!”
 
   “Yes, yes. But not far. He hardly went out of sight of the old bridge…”
 
   Tonbo pushed aside his empty plate, leaning forward onto the table. The table almost bowed beneath his weight. 
 
   “And you say there have been other deaths? Deaths outside of the forest?”
 
   “Yes, samurai.” The old monk pointed one hand towards the grey, unhappy streets. “Over the last two years, the curse has crept into the town itself! Scattered here and there – always unconnected. A laundress. A street tough. Unpleasant boys. A courtesan! Normally, one would put it down to misfortune, but in each case the deaths were similar. Not a mark was found upon the bodies, and each one was found with their face contorted in terror.”
 
   Sura finished off the mushrooms.
 
   “You clearly have needed help here for quite some time.” She shook her head and gave a puzzled sigh. “Why do people always wait so long before they see their exorcist?”
 
   The innkeeper came nervously over – hoping against hope that the town’s fortunes might be improved. He had brought an earthenware jug. When the cork popped, there was a sudden scent of plum wine. He poured the yellow wine – rough country rice liquor flavoured with plum syrup. Sura eagerly thrust forward her cup. She drank – her eyes going wide – and immediately drained her cup dry. Her cheeks took on a bright pink glow. The stuff was sweet as sin – and had a kick on it like a wild stallion. Sura immediately banged her empty cup upon the table. 
 
   “We shall clear this area of its curse, Tonaga san! It is our sacred duty!”
 
   The innkeeper and the elders all looked deeply relieved, as if a burden was already lifted from their souls. But the old merchant looked to his friends in embarrassment, then cleared his throat, looking humbly at the fox.
 
   “That is most… most heartening news, honoured Spirit Hunters. But… I must say, Lord Raiden taxes us almost to the point of extinction. It is as though gold were all he cares about!” The man was wan with shame. “I fear that we have very little left with which to pay you.”
 
   Kuno shot a sharp glance at the fox, ready to intervene if she should press the man for payment. But Sura merely downed another cup of the ferocious plum wine, and leaned back easily in her seat.
 
   “No no no no no! Never let it trouble you, honoured elder! Perhaps you might just offer us the hospitality of your inn while we work, and a small present once we have completed our task? Bags of provisions would be perfect!” She eyed the wine jug happily. “You brew this plum wine locally?”
 
   “Yes! Yes, priestess! We do.” The three elders were utterly relieved. “You shall have all that you can carry!”
 
   “Excellent!” Sura was again quite pleased with her world. “We’ll get right onto the job.”
 
   The monk alone seemed reticent. He looked anxiously into Sura’s eyes.
 
   “Please excuse me, Reibai san. But can it truly be done? Can you truly solve such a mystery?”
 
   “Dread curse on a forest? Death stalking a town?” Sura beamed an easy grin that had far too many teeth. “Trust me! I’m a fox!”
 
   The elders retired off to another table, astonished and excited, bowing again and again. Sura bowed happily in return, then applied herself to the wine. She was already flushing pink across her cleavage and her cheeks. 
 
   Chiri watched the elders depart, and felt for them – deeply, deeply touched.
 
   “It sounds as though this town is terribly troubled.”
 
   “It is!” Sura seemed wonderfully pleased at the challenge. “Right – we’ll get busy in the morning! Do some research in the town, ask around. Check out those murders… Lots to do!” The fox arose. “Meanwhile – the inn is probably the best place to find rumours. Get some snippets of folk lore. Get some inside dirt on Lord Raiden, on the garrison, on places that scare the living daylights out of the locals…” The fox downed her drink . “Right! I’m on the job!”
 
   Over at the bar, the innkeeper was deep in conversation with the old monk. Sura arrowed towards them, opening her arms, and was soon an integral part of their conversation. They gestured through the doors towards some important point in the town – and somehow Sura was now in possession of more wine and a bowl of salted chestnuts. She listened to their stories, swapping tales; she was a grand master at work. Tonbo let her go, and sat down to share out wine with Kuno and Chiri. They sipped the stuff together – it was indeed rather hair raising – and furrowed their brows in thought.
 
   “A haunting, perhaps? Or is it a mortal murderer?” Tonbo swirled his cup and drank down his wine. “We must search through the town tomorrow. There might be eye-witnesses to the old Raiden attack. Eyewitnesses to the murders...”
 
   Chiri ordered the empty dishes, making things as neat as possible for the maid. “The garrison might provide excellent insights. Should we not ask some of the Raiden samurai if they were present at the battle?”
 
   Kuno shook his head. He disliked everything he had heard so far about the Raiden clan – their invasion and their stewardship. There was a clear sense of dishonour in the air. 
 
   “Forgive me – but I think we should treat the Raiden clan with great caution. In fact, we should keep as low a profile as we can…”
 
   All three turned to look at Sura. The fox had formed a happy circle with the cook, the maid and the old monk. They were laughing – perhaps the first hearty laugh the townsfolk had managed in years. Sura’s cheeks, nose and cleavage were cherry pink – the sure sign that she was already under the influence of drink. She had a cup of plum wine in hand, and was happily swapping jokes. The fox nudged the laughing monk in the ribs, her voice carrying loud and clear all through the inn.
 
   “Oooh! Oooh! I’ve got another one! How many Zen Buddhists does it take to change a lamp-wick?” The fox looked happily around. “None! All change must come from within!”
 
   Kuno cleared his throat.
 
   “As I said. A low profile...”
 
   Chiri’s mouth opened in an ‘o’ of understanding. Her long pink tail made a great, expressive swirl. 
 
   “It is just her way, Kuno san. I believe she will soon gather a great deal of information about the town.” The rat wanly admired the way Sura so easily made herself at home. “It is a gift she has. And I have noted that she is never drunk – only merry.” 
 
   Kuno sat back in his seat and glanced towards the fox.
 
   “Wine makes her garrulous.” He corrected himself. “Wine makes her more garrulous. I am not certain the world truly needed more ways to make Kitsune Sura talk.”
 
   Tonbo was keeping a close eye upon events – particularly the colour of Sura’s cleavage. He rose up out of his seat. Kuno looked at him.
 
   “We’re cutting her off?”
 
   “We’re cutting her off.” Wine always made Sura sleep like a log. “We need an early start tomorrow.”
 
   The white rat made a dainty little cough.
 
   “Ah… Indeed. Discretion might perhaps be important...” The rat looked at Sura’s cleavage in sudden interest. “She really does blush bright red, doesn’t she!”
 
   Kuno primly cleared his throat. “I had not noticed.” He flicked an annoyed glance at the fox, then grew interested despite himself. Sura was rather well endowed. “That is a very strange characteristic. Surely it does not go all the way down?”
 
   Tonbo finished his wine. “It does.”
 
   Off he went to casually switch Sura from wine to tea. Chiri and Kuno remained at their table, listening as a samisen player began to perform in one far corner. A bowl of roasted chestnuts arrived, and Chiri accepted them from the maid with thanks. Sura told her jokes – the innkeeper told her town gossip, and Tonbo kept a careful watch over the safety of the inn.
 
   Beyond the mountains, the sun was setting fast. The mountain tops were lined with brilliant gold, and clouds high overhead were tinged with pink and scarlet. But the town of White-moon was now deep in the dark. The forests were jet black walls of darkness – the town streets ghostly grey under the light of the fading sun. 
 
   Chiri and her elementals turned towards the open doors and looked out over the town. At the castle, baleful watch fires gleamed. No one came to the inn to drink and be merry – no children played in the streets. Chiri quietly caressed her air elemental, stroking a finger between the creature’s antenna. She looked out across the town and pondered.
 
   There was sense of something watchful lurking in the night. Something angry and terrible. Something stark. 
 
   Chiri gave a shiver. She did not protest when the maid shut tight the doors.
 
    
 
    
 
   The night-time streets were a maze of pale grey moonlight and impenetrable shadows. The only signs of movement were the town watch, walking slowly along a distant street with lanterns in hand. They struck wooden clappers together to announce the hour, the sound echoing through deserted streets. Only the castle showed lights – red lanterns glowing like baleful eyes high above. Inside the houses, shutters were closed tight. Families ate their meals in silence and hid behind closed doors.
 
   Three figures emerged from amidst the wealthy houses near the castle. In the lead was a small boy holding a lantern in nervous hands. Behind him came two women. The young maid from the brothel was first – still dressed in green, but now with a courtesan’s expensive embroidered sash about her waist. Behind her came a serving maid carrying a makeup box and a samisen. The trio hesitated at the edge of the main street, then stepped out to hasten towards the castle, looking nervously at the shadows as they walked. 
 
   Ahead, across the open ground, the castle gates were flanked by blazing baskets filled with logs. Foot soldiers could be seen on guard – spears erect and armour gleaming.
 
   The night watch – yet more foot soldiers from the castle – saw the trio as they moved through the streets. The soldiers came to demand to see curfew papers, for townsfolk were required to carry passes when out at night. The maid hastened forward to present their papers and explain them in detail to the guards. They walked aside to the far edge of the street, where a second lantern was brought so that the documents could be read in full.
 
   A figure beckoned from the shadows. The young woman in green shot a swift glance to the night guards, then flitted over. The figure drew her out of sight and into an alleyway. 
 
   The shadow was a young, avid man armed with a pair of swords, short and long. Muscular, unshaven, and wearing old hemp robes, he took the girl into his arms, holding her for a moment. She clung to him, then thrust him hurriedly away.
 
   “Benten san! You cannot be here! It is too dangerous.” She tried to pull back out into the street. “Hurry! You must hide!”
 
   The youth kept a hold of the girl’s hands. He looked into her eyes in anguish.
 
   “Akiko chan! Please – you cannot go to him!”
 
   “It is an order! A direct order!”
 
   The young man was mortally afraid for her. “Feign illness. They can send another!”
 
   “Mama Ippongi would know. Then you and I would both be under suspicion!” The girl gripped the fan thrust through her sash. She was controlled, intelligent and unafraid. “He saw me from his palanquin! He specifically summoned me!”
 
   Benten felt utterly sick. “You cannot!”
 
   “And what of the town?” Akiko’s back was straight – her face set and proud. “These are my people. Any anger awakened in Lord Raiden will be felt by the town a thousand fold! He has already had one man executed merely for asking for an extension on his taxes!” Ashamed, Akiko could not meet Benten’s eyes. “If I can mollify him, then it is a worthy sacrifice.”
 
   Benten looked at her, horrified for her – feeling cold to his very core.
 
   “Do you know who that is?”
 
   “Yes, I know. But if I refuse to obey his command, then it is all over!”
 
   “What if he insists that you sleep with him?”
 
   Akiko had turned away. Tears ran down her face.
 
   “I will not betray what we have together, Benten san. You must trust me!”
 
   “No… no, you cannot do this!”
 
   “I must.” The girl hastily wiped her eyes with her sleeves. There was real steel in her voice. “I must. We have an opportunity at last! Everything we have worked for can bear fruit tonight!”
 
   The night watch was on alert again, and were returning with the maid and page boy. Akiko led Benten out into the street and approached the soldiers. Benten bowed to the men with a stoic, frozen face. 
 
   “It is dangerous at night. Mama Ippongi wishes me to conduct Hanako-san safely into and out of the castle.” He turned to Akiko and bowed to her. “Hanako san. I will see you to the lord, and wait at the gatehouse until you depart.”
 
   Akiko clearly felt pained, but hid it well. She gave Benten a respectful bow.
 
   “That may not be until morning, Benten san.”
 
   Benten held his bow with military precision.
 
   “It is my duty.”
 
   The night guard were satisfied with the whole affair. They waved the little group onward. With the page boy in the lead, Akiko and her fellow maid headed for the castle with a slow, reluctant tread.
 
   Benten marched behind with shoulders bowed, one hand gripping tightly about the handle of his sword. High above, the castle walls blanked out the pale, dim stars.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn came flooding inward from the east, lighting the skies first grey, and then with a beautiful morning gold. Inside the village inn, paper covered windows glowed. The innkeeper and his maid stirred about their business, lighting fires in the kitchens and bath. Water was drawn, fires were lit – pots and pans clashed. Grains were washed to make the morning porridge, and someone almost fell over a bucket, kicking it clean into a cat. The resultant row rang out loud and clear all through the building.
 
   Kuno and Tonbo lay asleep inside their beds, each with armour neatly ordered out beside them, their weapons close at hand. By contrast, Sura’s bed was a comfortable tangle of quilts and clothing. Her beloved spear was there beside the mattress, as well as her short sword, old socks, a couple of throwing knives, and an eggshell stuffed with pepper just in case anything decided to become feisty. Her clothes were piled in a careless tangle, and a little folded book filled with her own strange drawings lay by the pillow. She always slept in animal form, free and easy – a furry bundle usually slumbering in a glorious sprawl. 
 
   Flying in the face of Kuno’s grumbling expectations, Sura gave a great yawn, a stretch, and woke up bright and early. It was the first day of a new case, and she was eager to be off and nosing about other people’s business. But first came some of the pleasures of the early morn. The fox emerged up and out of her quilt, stretching her back legs and flexing her black-furred toes. There was a slight crick in her back, and it simply refused to go away. She arched her back first one way and then the next, but the damned thing refused to right itself. Sura finally decided that she would live with it. She shook out her fur, then picked her way silently past Kuno and Tonbo as they slept. She nosed open the door into the inn, and trot-trot-trotted out into the room beyond. She passed the rather astonished maid and nodded a good morning to the innkeeper. 
 
   “Heyo!”
 
   “Aaah! Good morning, Kitsune san!” The man was wonderfully pleased to see a visitor in full animal form. He came forward, drying his hands upon a towel. “I have found some eggs! We shall have an omelette for breakfast!”
 
   “You, sir, are a mighty brass-bound hero out of legend!” The fox headed eagerly to the door. “Are the baths hot?”
 
   “Hot, Kitsune san! Your companion is already inside.”
 
   “Excellent! Time for a bath.”
 
   Sura headed for the porch. The innkeeper waddled ahead of her to open the bathhouse door. Sura flitted out, across a little path of sawn rounds of old logs, and hopped up the steps into the bath house. She entered a space deliciously filled with steam.
 
   Chiri – ever an amphibious young rat – already lay luxuriating in the water. She loved the echoes and the peace. Indeed – the bath was one of the few places where even Sura fell quiet and simply lazed. Chiri looked over as Sura entered. Daitanishi and Bifuuko both nosed up out of the water and peeked over the edge of the immense old wooden tub. The air elemental wagged her wings in welcome.
 
   Sura hopped up onto the wooden boards beside the bath. “Hey guys! Good morning beautiful rattie! Hey – they found eggs! We get eggs for breakfast!”
 
   Chiri was immensely fond of eggs. She beamed, rising up to lean on the edge of the tub.
 
   “That sounds lovely, Sura san. You were right – the Tao did provide...” The rat sighed – steam simmering from her white skin. “Ooooh – isn’t this wonderful? I could stay in here all day!” She arose naked from the water. “Did you want me to do your fur? Please allow me to assist you.”
 
   Each of an animal spirit’s three forms – animal, fur-form and human – had its own unique maintenance required. To stay in peak perfection, fur needed proper grooming. Without it, the fur became lank, and itchy skin would carry over into other forms. Chiri came hot and dripping from the tub and sat herself down beside the fox. Sura stretched out on a wooden board while Chiri delicately ladled hot water over Sura from end to end. Sura winced – the water was hot! She flexed her paws. Chiri wet her fur through and through, then set to work on cleaning.
 
   The usual cleaning agent was sand, although the inn offered a rather eye-watering lye soap made of ash and whale oil. Chiri never used the stuff herself – and she was well aware that common soap agitated Sura’s skin. The nezumi girl had formulated something far, far gentler – a little alkali and hemp oil prepared with herbs. She took a small slice of the concoction into her hands, then worked it through the fox’s fur from nose tip to tail. Sura made a single guttural noise of total surrender, and then went utterly limp and pliant in Chiri’s hands. 
 
   The rat kneaded her like dough on a slab. She washed thoroughly, working through dense, plush layers of inner fur to reach the skin beneath.
 
   “Forgive me Sura san, but your fur needs more attention. Some sort of gentle hair oil would be a great advantage. If you wish, I will find some herbs to help bring it to a shine. Peach kernel oil, perhaps...”
 
   “Peaches would be oddly appropriate.” Sura looked back at Chiri. “You can do that?”
 
   “Oh yes, Sura san. I often used to sell herbs and medicines in exchange for food. Or when I was writing stories, I could swap stomach medicines for paper…” Chiri made quite sure that she had washed inside Sura’s ears. “At least you have no fleas.”
 
   “Hmm? Oh – no, they left when I insisted that they start paying rent.”
 
   “Ah. A moment...”
 
   The rat held Sura’s hips in one hand, and pushed and stretched at her backbone gently. Something in Sura’s lower back went crick and popped itself back into place. 
 
   “There we are!”
 
   Sura gave a great sigh of relief.
 
   “Oooh rattie. Thank you thank you. May you soar with the immortals, and win past the gates of heaven.”
 
   Chiri rinsed Sura off with a bucket of hot water. She clambered back into the bath, carrying the fox with her. Once in the water, Sura changed herself into human form. Tail streaming in the water beneath her, she lounged back, propped Daitanishi between her breasts, and gave a sigh.
 
   “I love being on the road. Sleeping by a stream. Or finding a really good tree...” She relaxed her head back against a wooden pillar. “But oooh – I wish we could somehow take one of these things with us.”
 
   Chiri floated happily, enjoying the peace before the labours of the day began.
 
   “It is a very good day to be alive, Sura san.”
 
   “It is indeed.”
 
   They floated in the steam and contemplated the richness of life. After a long, pleasant silence, Sura lifted the tip of her tail out of the water and looked at the fur.
 
   “Peach kernel oil?”
 
   “Peach kernel oil.”
 
   Loud voices suddenly sounded from inside the inn. There was a tramp and clatter of approaching feet, and a definite clank of armour, though clearly no sounds of alarm. Moments later, the door to the bath house slid open a polite, small crack, and an armoured samurai knelt beside the opening. He bowed briskly, eyes averted, with one hand planted on the ground.
 
   “Please excuse me. I seek the priestess Kitsune Sura.”
 
   The fox called out from the bath, giving splash for emphasis.
 
   “She’s in here and naked!”
 
   The samurai grimly bowed again. “Honoured priestess! We ask your presence at the castle at once. The lord is dead, and we ask you to pray for his soul’s repose.” 
 
   Sura erupted out of the bath and poked her head through the door. 
 
   “We will be with you at once, samurai.”
 
   “Thank you, priestess.”
 
   The two women turned to animal form, shook themselves dry, and raced out past the samurai and towards the inn. Two soggy elementals followed fast upon their tails.
 
   It was dawn – and the Spirit Hunters’ day had just begun with a vengeance.
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   Chapter 4
 
   The lower floor of the castle keep was filled with activity. Stony-faced samurai were on guard at every door, and stiff-faced officers – white with shame – were going woodenly about their duties. A slew of women hastened past, head down, deep in the throes of official mourning. Foot soldiers outside the keep had all been called to arms.
 
   Tonbo remained outside, walking off to speak with some common soldiers nearby. Sura – looking professionally grave – mounted up into the keep. She wore her gorgeous formal suikan and tall eboshi cap. Chiri came demurely at her rear, neatly dressed and carrying a green branch plucked from a tree beside the inn. The elementals were hidden out of view inside her sleeves. 
 
   A man in magnificent robes and carrying expensive swords came into the main chamber. Judging from the instant deference of everyone around him, Sura took the man to be the castle commander – Lord Raiden’s heir. He seemed a dour, angry, resentful sort of man. He did not seem exactly prostrate with grief: understandable, since he had just inherited the leadership of the most powerful military clan in the empire. The man caught sight of Sura, gave a jerk of a nod, and signalled to an officer. The officer bowed, and made haste to run to Sura. Bowing, he indicated the way upstairs.
 
   No one seemed to be in any mood to speak. Sura made her way grandly up the polished wooden stairs, the train of her white silk suikan trailing elegantly behind her. Chiri came as close behind as she dared, nervously waving her green branch a little, hoping that it marked her role as an assistant to an official priest. 
 
   The second level of the keep was almost silent, although the maids still moved with heads hanging, fearing explosions of rage or blade. Clearly no one was shedding actual tears for the deceased – but there was also a great deal of fear and foreboding. Sura looked up the stairwell, then tapped at the officer with her fan.
 
   “His lordship’s body has been left undisturbed?”
 
   “Yes, priestess.” The officer did not halt his climb. “The priest from the mountain shrine is here. The old monk from the town is with him. The monk insisted that you join them immediately, since you are the ranking priest.” The officer kept his posture resolute – but he was clearly nervous about approaching the upper floor. “This way. Come.”
 
   “How did his lordship die?”
 
   “It was his heart, priestess.”
 
   The officer indicated the way up to the next level, and then the next: apparently Lord Raiden had taken the top floor as his residence. Sura plodded her way upstairs, and finally came to the tower’s highest level.
 
   Two armoured samurai knelt on guard at the top of the stairs. The lord’s apartments filled the rest of the floor. Sura turned elegantly to the officer who had ushered her up the stairs, opening out her fan with its nine-tailed fox. 
 
   “Thank you for your guidance, sir.” Sura gave a bow – her tall cap staying rigidly in place. “We will bless the body and purify the room. Please do not disturb us until the ceremony is done. Great impurity and misfortune would certainly result.”
 
   “Yes priestess.” The officer bowed. “My men shall be here. Call them should you require anything.”
 
   The man bowed, and hastened back downstairs. With the old lord dead and his son taking over, this was an excellent day for officers to be helpful, efficient and indispensible. Sura could only applaud the officer’s practicality.
 
   The two samurai opened up the apartment door and bowed. Regally – as befitted so senior a priestess – Sura drifted past, robes whispering against the floor. Chiri scuttled in after her. Sura turned and serenely inclined her head to the two guards. The samurai sealed shut the doors.
 
   Alone with Chiri and the elementals at last, Sura heaved a sigh of relief and tilted back her cap. She looked about the ante chamber – all polished wood and tasteless imported paintings. A statue of Daikokuten, the god of wealth, sat in an alcove that almost filled one wall. Sura arched a brow, then led the way into the main chamber.
 
   A bed sat in the middle of the floor. Splayed upon the quilt lay the body of an old man – Lord Raiden. 
 
   The man’s hair stood stiff. His face was contorted into a frozen expression of absolute, mind-numbing terror. 
 
   A writing desk sat to one side of the room, complete with inkstone, brushes and a counting frame. Kneeling at either side of the body were the old monk who served as a town elder, and a small, crabbed little man dressed as a Shinto priest. He wore white robes somewhat like a less extravagant version of Sura’s suikan, and a far, far smaller hat. He took an instant dislike to Sura.
 
   The fox could have cared less. She knelt and bowed to her religious colleagues. Chiri bowed beside her – ever perfect in her etiquette. The old monk nodded to them in thanks.
 
   “Kitsune Sura. Nezumi Chiri. Thank you for coming. This was not a good man. If any man ever needed the intercession of a reibai for his soul’s repose, it is Lord Raiden.”
 
   “I thank you for calling us.” Sura looked at the body sprawling on the quilt. “Yes – so here is the great lord – slayer of the Usagi, destroyer of realms.” The fox bowed her head and opened up her palms. To the astonishment of the Shinto priest, a dance of faint blue light swirled softly about her hands.
 
    
 
   “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…”
 
    
 
   She did not pray for the man himself. It was simply an act of respect for life transitioning into death: for all those aspects of the tao, great and small, near and far. Sura finished her prayer, and the lights flowed off and out into the world all around her. The old monk watched in absolute wonder. He looked to the fox – Chiri stared as well. They suddenly felt in touch with a greater world.
 
   Sura opened her eyes. The dead man was waiting. She pushed back her long sleeves and came closer to the body, looking carefully at its face. She was immediately interested. 
 
   The monk nodded thoughtfully. “I believed you should see this, Sura san. I have insisted he be left as he lay until you arrived.”
 
   The Shinto priest looked at the fox and gave a great pompous flick of his sleeves.
 
   “The doctor has diagnosed the lord’s death as heart failure. It is unseemly that Lord Raiden be left so.”
 
   Sura leaned over, slowly and carefully examining the dead man without touching him. Concentrating upon the job, she automatically spoke nonsense to placate the priest. “Mmmm… It is important for my rituals that I see the body in an undisturbed state. Allow me to attend to him myself.”
 
   The dead lord’s face was a shocking sight – mouth wide open, eyes staring. The bedding had been pushed violently down towards his feet, as though the man had been scrabbling backwards, away from the outer windows as he died. Sura considered it all carefully, and tapped at her chin.
 
   “Who exactly was this doctor?
 
   The priest glowered. “He is Raiden Katsura’s personal physician.” The man sourly paraded his knowledge. “Raiden Katsura is the commander of this castle. As the eldest son of Lord Raiden, he is now lord of the clan.”
 
   “Provided no uncles or cousins try to beat him to the punch.”
 
   The priest stiffened. “Raiden Katsura is the true and rightful heir!”
 
   “Of course he is. And how useful it is to have a doctor so close to the place of need.” The fox was still quite absorbed by her close examination of the corpse. “Tell me, colleague – does this keep possess a shrine downstairs?”
 
   The old monk nodded that it was so. “Yes Sura san. It has a most miraculous statue of Kannon.”
 
   “Prayers said in such a place must surely carry great weight. Since our priestly colleague is the man best connected with the family, perhaps you could show him to pride of place in the shrine, and assist him in his prayers?”
 
   The monk cast a swift eye at the corpse, and began to catch Sura’s drift. The copper coin dropped, and he gave the fox an immediate bow.
 
   “Ah! Yes. That is an excellent plan! The family will be most comforted to see their familiar priest firmly in control of the main ceremonies.” He bowed to the Shinto priest. “Colleague – please allow me to assist you. Sura san can tidy things here, ready for the removal of the corpse.”
 
   The priest arose – pleased at last to be receiving proper recognition. With lofty self importance, he made his way to the apartment doors, pausing to look back imperiously at the fox.
 
   “We shall leave you to say the eleven-fold blessing, the ninefold blessing and the three obeisance.”
 
   “Eleven, nine, three! Never fear, I’m on the job!”
 
   “Quite so.” The priest glowered. “Since you will be ordering the body, you will then be ritually unclean! Ensure that you do not touch food intended for others, and avoid the number seven.”
 
   “Seven! Gotcha!” The fox arose to hasten the two men out of the door. “Excellent! It will all be seen to! Good luck with your ceremonies!”
 
   She shut the door behind them, heaved a sigh of relief, then pulled off her ridiculously tall cap and sailed it aside.
 
   “Right – finally! Chiri – Daitanishi – Bifuuko! Let’s get to work.” Sura flitted to a window and looked down into the grounds. “Couriers are heading out. Katsura’s men. He’ll be hoping to lock down his claim on the fief, fast.” The fox dusted off her hands. “There is no gift quite as joyous as confusion amongst your foes!”
 
   Chiri looked at the corpse and gave a frown. “Do you believe that Lord Raiden was murdered?”
 
   “Oh yeah. He was murdered. That is not a happy face.” Sura cast an eye around her. “You guys check the room. See if you can spot anything suspicious. I’ll man-handle the dead guy.” Sura sniffed. “Feh! He smells like liquorice.”
 
   Chiri lay down, shimmered, and changed form. As a sleek white rat, she crawled out of her empty clothes, shook herself, then groomed her fine long whiskers. 
 
   “There may be secret entrances! I shall go and see.”
 
   The rat twittered off, pink tail waving. Her elementals went with her. Left with the corpse, Sura set about the business of examining it inch by inch, hunting for the tale of Lord Raiden’s demise.
 
   The dead man’s bedding was extravagant – silk brocade, utterly glaring to the eye. His wooden pillow was clearly one he had brought with him – an old favourite, well worn. It had been painted with representations of the god of wealth – as though he wanted wealth right there with him as he slept. Kuno would decidedly have not approved.
 
   Apart from the dead man’s expression, there were no real signs of violence – although his hair was standing utterly out on end! Sura checked carefully inside the dead man’s mouth – behind his lips and under his tongue. She inspected fingertips and beneath fingernails – on his neck, and behind his ears for marks of combat or puncture marks. 
 
   There was a very faint scent of singed hair… And definitely a smell not unlike aniseed and old bug juice…
 
   Chiri was nosing about the shrine in the antechamber, checking for gaps and hidden spaces. Her elementals carefully searched the ceiling and windows. The little rat sniffed her way thoughtfully across the floor, sampling the air, then turned back to look up at the statue of the god Daikokuten. 
 
   “The god of wealth?” Chiri gave a scowl of disapproval. “Surely that is not seemly for a warrior lord?”
 
   “Well – guess he had his own priorities…” Sura heaved the body over, struggling with the stiff, awkward cadaver. Lord Raiden’s back was dull purple, where the blood had settled, but there were no clear signs of foul play. Sura let him thud back down into place, and dusted off her hands.
 
   “Well – he’s stiff. So that puts him dying somewhere before midnight last night. Doesn’t look like he’s been moved. No injuries, no puncture marks.” She was quite puzzled. “That face, though... The hair! Could he literally have been scared to death?”
 
   Chiri – ever a clever rat – had been bustling along the edges of the room. She came to a seam in the wall panels and sniffed, then began pushing eagerly with her nose.
 
   “Ah! Here! Here’s something!” She managed to open a tall crack in the wall. She thrust with her nose. “Ha! A hidden panel!”
 
   “Can you get in?”
 
   “Ooooh, any space I can get my head into.” The rat was struggling to open the gap, but it was beyond her strength. She tried to back out – but now her head seemed to be stuck. She pulled and tugged to no avail. “Little help?”
 
   Sura came to the rescue. She slid open a wooden panel, and the rat tumbled back out into the room at her feet. Chiri shook her head, sat back onto her haunches and preened herself, preserving her dignity.
 
   The panel concealed a small alcove hidden in the walls. The place had matting on the floor, and several subtle spy holes into the main room. Chiri wandered inside and looked carefully about inside the gloom. 
 
   “A spy space?”
 
    “Guard space. You can stick a couple of secret bodyguards in there.” Sura leaned in to look into the alcove. “Yeah – no passageway to the castle. So they just must come in through the main door…” She looked down. “What have you got there.”
 
   “Someone was eating rice crackers in here.” Chiri nibbled at a rice cracker, showering the floor with crumbs. “It’s fresh. I missed breakfast!”
 
   “Could you please not eat the evidence?”
 
   “You’re just irritable because you’re hungry.” Chiri finished her treat and combed her whiskers. She twittered off across the floor and back into the main room. “Ah! Here’s something.”
 
   A tea set had been laid out on a small tray on the floor. Chiri sniffed her way around and around the single cup, making a face at the smell. She then took great interest in the teapot itself. Chiri wrestled off the lid and peered down into the depths. She instantly recoiled, rubbing furiously at her nose. 
 
   The rat gave disapproving sneeze.
 
   “Uck! Not tea!”
 
   “Not tea?”
 
   “No. A herbal medicine. Very strong.” The rat rubbed at her nose. “Very strong!”
 
   Sura arched one brow. “Poison?”
 
   “No no no – you don’t make poison that tastes and smells like that! No one would drink it!” The rat scowled at Sura. “Don’t be silly!”
 
   “Don’t be snarky! You always get snarky if you miss breakfast!” The fox came to peer at the teapot. “No – I mean could the medicine have been fatal? What if he was allergic?”
 
   “He must have deliberately asked for it – so he could hardly have been allergic.” The rat retreated from the pot in distaste. “Not poison. It is a common aphrodisiac. You can find the herbs in any forest.” 
 
   Sura came over to the pot and sniffed at it. The scent was horrible – something like burned ants and liquorice strained through a leper’s loin cloth. She frowned, sniffed again – then came back to the body, wafting air from the cadaver’s mouth over towards her nose.
 
   “Aha! Yep – that’s the smell! So this guy seems to have drunk some of that.” She sat cross-legged on the floor, tail swishing, and contemplated the cadaver, the teapot, and the secret alcove. “So. He sets up in here in his room, and he takes an aphrodisiac. And no one saw him die – they didn’t sound the alarm until dawn. So – there must have been some cracker-eating guards in the alcove earlier, but he sent them away.”
 
   “Because he was planning a romantic tryst?”
 
   “Well – low on the romance, but high on the rumpy pumpy.” Sura considered the rumpled bed. Lord Raiden had died fully dressed and in no way ready for bed. “So – where is the woman who was in this room?”
 
   Chiri looked towards the apartment door. “We should ask.”
 
   “We should ask.” 
 
   There seemed to be no more that could be done. It would be hours before Lord Raiden’s corpse could be unbent and put into a position of repose. Sura lit some incense – just to make it seem that they had been at work saying prayers. She retrieved her cap while Chiri burrowed back into her clothes and changed once more into her human form. She sat up, her long pink tail curling and snaking behind her. Daitanishi and Bifuuko came scooting down from the rafters. The air elemental settled into Chiri’s hair, while Daitanishi vanished into her sleeve.
 
    The two friends emerged back out at the stairwell, bowing solemnly to the two samurai guards. Sura lit incense once gain, and encouraged Chiri to slap the door frames with her leafy branch.
 
   They headed downstairs – with Chiri waving her branch about and slapping it against the walls. Once they were one level down – moving past maids and hushed, frightened servants – Chiri leaned in to whisper up towards Sura’s pointed ear.
 
   “Sura san! Why am I hitting things with this branch?”
 
   “Theatre! It looks all mystical. The punters seem to like it.” The fox gave a shrug. “Shinto people – Buddhists. Bounds about the boundless! Go figure!” She led the way downward. “Come on!”
 
   At the bottom level of the keep, the administrative offices were being turned upside down. Frightened clerks were running back and forth: travel boxes were opened and papers hurriedly searched. Raiden Katsura was barking orders: men raced to comply. The lord’s old hatamoto marched from the keep, clearly angered and arguing darkly amongst themselves. 
 
   The old monk and the Shinto priest had finished their devotions. They joined Sura and Chiri, moving through the chaos to the main audience room in search of someone in authority.
 
   Raiden Katsura was now ostentatiously dressed in an heirloom armour with embossed, painted leather covering the breastplate. His face was dark with anger as he sent his clerks and officers racing to the keep’s upper floors.
 
   One of the old lord’s servants shuffled into the room and prostrated himself before Raiden Katsura, presenting a small lacquered box. Katsura seized upon the box and tore it open, emptying out the papers kept within. He pawed swiftly through, then threw them angrily aside.
 
   “There is a ledger. A small black ledger!”
 
   The servant bowed – pale with fright. “Lord! These are all the papers that were in the masters night box.”
 
   “A black ledger! Black!” Raiden Katsura’s voice rose to a roar. “Find it!”
 
   “Yes lord!”
 
   Servants fell flat in obeisance, then sped out of the room. Sura watched the entire affair in interest. The Shinto priest, however, loftily straightened his robes. 
 
   Raiden Katsura saw the priests standing at the door. He did not invite them inside.
 
   “Priest! The upper room – can it be entered at last?”
 
   The Shinto priest gave a most obsequious bow.
 
   “My Lord Raiden.” The man bowed once again for good measure. “The area is, of course, ritually unclean, my lord. But it may be entered by servants. We have performed ceremonies for the repose of your father’s soul. With your permission, we shall bring monks to prepare the funeral.”
 
   Lord Katsura scarcely bothered to listen. He dismissed the man with a nod. His eye fell upon Sura and Chiri standing calmly beside the door, and his face took on a look of sheer contempt.
 
   “A fox and a rat. One trickster, and one thief.” He waved a hand, bidding them be gone. “Go. My secretary will pay you for your services.”
 
   Sura bowed to the man with an immaculate, silky smooth politeness. Her voice was wonderfully serene.
 
   “There is no need to pay us, my lord. To have met a real lord and seen the measure of his courtesy is payment enough.” The fox bowed once again. “Our deepest condolences to your house in this time of mourning.”
 
   The fox seemed a remarkable island of calm. She withdrew, sending servants flitting from her path. Chiri came stiffly behind her, and they walked out of the great dark keep and on into the light.
 
   Tonbo was waiting for them, folding paper animals for a little servant’s boy. He arose, seeing the look upon Sura’s face, and passed the woman her spear. Sura tucked the weapon beneath her arm, hitched up her train through her belt, and walked with her friends. They resolutely put distance between themselves and the keep. 
 
   The castle courtyards were still in chaos, with soldiers moving at a run and extra men reporting to the walls. Tonbo cast a calm, wise eye over it all, then looked to Sura.
 
   “Did a spirit get him?”
 
   “Maybe.” The fox sucked on a tooth. “He’s dead – look of terror – no marks on the body. So maybe the Usagi curse strikes again?”
 
   Chiri was decidedly not convinced. “But a horde of vengeful ghosts would surely not have waited all these years? The lord visited this town every year at this time. Why did they not kill him before?”
 
   Sura turned and looked back towards the keep. “Because something was different about this visit…?”
 
   Tonbo nodded slowly in thought. “Or someone else killed him.” He scratched at his stubble. “Poison?”
 
   Chiri curled her tail. “It might be possible… He had been drinking a strong aphrodisiac.”
 
   “Yep. There were certainly ways to do it.” Sura looked back over the yards. Tonbo had been spending his time talking with the castle guards and passing soldiers – always an excellent source of news. “Who found the body? Who was last to see him last night?”
 
   Tonbo leaned upon his tetsubo and watched the frenzy of activity in the castle yard.
 
   “Guards found the body at dawn. He had eaten last night, then worked on his accounts until quite late. He called for a courtesan, but when she arrived, she was sent away again and he went to sleep. 
 
   “The guards were changed at dawn. One of the new men saw the dead man’s shadow through the screens. The guards entered the room and found Lord Raiden lying dead upon the floor. He was stone cold. “
 
   Chiri frowned. “Why was the courtesan sent away again?”
 
   “We should find her and ask.” Sura gave a frustrated sigh, then turned to walk off towards the castle gates. “Well, I’m not sure this is directly linked to the town’s haunting. Let’s see if Kuno turned up anything in town.”
 
   Yet more messengers raced out from the castle – armoured samurai mounted on the fleetest possible horses. With the keep ritually unclean, a residence at the far side of the courtyard was being set up as a formal command centre. There were map tables attended by scowling officers, banners, a bright red parasol standard and a ring of guards. Raiden Katsura was clearly in for a busy next few days. 
 
   Chaos reigned. It was high time to leave. Tonbo, Chiri and Sura headed for the castle gate. 
 
   Chiri’s stomach growled, and she gave a sigh.
 
   “Alas for breakfast. I had been looking forward to our eggs.”
 
   Tonbo opened a little covered basket the size of a sandal. Inside were little omelette slices rolled in seaweed, and fresh rice balls coated with sesame seeds. He passed them to his friends.
 
   Sura took hold of her breakfast, and beamed a benevolent smile.
 
   “Tonbo – you are truly a gem...”
 
    
 
    
 
   At the far edge of the town, beside a fine old garden, sat a house that breathed an air of comfortable gentility. A broad old porch was shaded by beautiful wisteria flowers. The front path was delightfully speckled with moss. 
 
   An old woman sat upon the porch, sharing tea with Kuno. Asodo Kuno dealt with her with great warmth and courtesy, loving her company. They had passed a pleasant half hour together.
 
   Though she was poor, the old woman was unbowed. Children from her neighbours’ houses played in her garden. Men and women passing by in the shabby street all bowed and bid her a good day. Kuno finished his tea, and looked approvingly upon the wisteria flowers.
 
    
 
   “Through broken tiles the fogs eternal incense smoked; 
 
   Through ruined doors the moon hung up its constant lamp.”
 
    
 
   He gave a bow “Even in adverse times, your town retains its dignity and beauty.” He saw how the people on this old street cared for one another. “Thank you, honoured grandmother, for the delicious tea.”
 
   “You are welcome, Asodo san!” The old woman smiled as she tidied cups away. “It is not often we meet a samurai who will pass the day with mere townspeople. My husband was a most courteous and worthy samurai, Asodo san, and it pains me to see the people treated so…”
 
   Kuno politely inclined his head. “Ah. Your husband… He was in service to the Raiden?”
 
   “No, Kuno san. He was in service to the Usagi – the rabbit clan. They had many, many families of human retainers. A wonderful family – very kind.” 
 
   Sad memories hung upon the air. Troubled, the old woman sat and watched the townsfolk go by.
 
   “This town has never been rich, Kuno san. But we made do. The Usagi were ours, and we were theirs. They never deserved what happened to them – nor did we deserve our fate. The Raiden are harsh masters.”
 
   Kuno looked along the street again. The children of the local poor played safely in the old woman’s garden – clearly fed and clothed by whatever she could arrange. Kuno nodded in approval.
 
   “The Usagi are still well served, honoured grandmother. Very well served.”
 
   The old woman bowed, deeply touched. But she sighed – bowed down with sadness, and looked towards the terrible black castle.
 
   “Thank you, Asodo san. The heart of a samurai must be that of compassion. Duty is endless.” She seemed tired – worn out by fighting to sustain the people against the Raiden and their misrule. “There are times that I wonder. Perhaps the soul of loyalty would have been to die with the Usagi family. Now the Usagi curse seems to have come home.”
 
   Kuno regarded the garden, then the town with its once-beautiful houses. He drew his brows into a frown.
 
   “It does not seem right, honoured grandmother. If the Usagi family were as you say, I hardly think that their souls would wish harm upon their old retainers.
 
   “Can you tell me in more detail about the victims of the ghosts? It is terrible for a community to suffer such tragedies.”
 
   The old woman sadly shook her head. “Ah! The deaths in the town are disturbing, Kuno san, but they are not tragedies. The child recently lost in the forest, and the men who died trying to find her – now those are tragedies.” She turned to look over towards the dark leaves of the forest, far across the fallow fields.” Things seem to be growing ever worse. The forest has been deadly ever since the Usagi fell, twenty years ago. But the other deaths – no, they are more recent. It as if something horrible has awakened.”
 
   She took hold of a walking stick and leaned upon it, gazing off towards the town in dissatisfaction.
 
   “Our first three deaths came all in one night, two years ago. Three youths – fifteen years old or so. They were no good! Bullies and ruffians. They would beat up girls who were running market errands for the courtesans and the merchants and take their money. But they all died in one night. Not a mark on them, except for looks of terror frozen forever on their faces.
 
   “Three months later, we had a young courtesan – found dead in her own room. The next was a laundry woman one year ago – a ghastly woman – a gossip and a sneak! She even sold information to the Raiden castle! Then a ronin died not three months ago. A ruffian, always drunk, fighting, always trying to have his way with girls! So you see, none of them will be sorely missed.” The old woman frowned. “But they all died alone and unseen. Always at night. And all with the same look of raw terror.”
 
   Kuno nodded, carefully pondering the information. Possible patterns were there – but he was not entirely certain what it all might presage. Disturbed and puzzled, Kuno sifted it all in his mind, but a growing noise from the street finally broke his chain of thought. 
 
   A pair of pack horses were carrying what seemed to a collection of small water skins. Six Raiden foot soldiers escorted the horses, and a Raiden samurai in full armour commanded the detail. 
 
   A vegetable vendor’s cart blocked the narrow lane. A great plodding, sloe-eyed oxen was harnessed to the cart, and the animal’s presence seemed to somehow terrify the horses. The pack horses stamped and edged back, jamming themselves in against an overgrown old fence. Furious foot soldiers tried to disentangle the beasts. The vegetable vendor tried to calm the oxen, which had begun to champ and toss its horns. Raiden foot soldiers roared at the vegetable vendor, making the oxen stamp and back away, jamming the cart hard against a house. The Raiden samurai pointed to the oxen and bellowed at the flustered peasant. 
 
   “Imbecile! Get that animal out of the way! Quickly.”
 
   “Yes samurai!” The vegetable vendor waved a hand, bobbing in fright, desperately trying to placate both the oxen and the samurai at the same time. “The beast is excited. Please do not shout! It will only take a moment.”
 
   The samurai immediately turned and snarled to his men.
 
   “Kill it and drag it away!”
 
   A Raiden foot soldier drew his sword and headed straight towards the oxen. The vegetable vendor ran up into the man’s way, bobbing and pleading.
 
   “Samurai san! This ox is my livelihood! Please, just a moment and I will lead him aside!”
 
   The Raiden foot soldier killed the man with one vicious blow of his sword. 
 
   On the porch nearby, Kuno leapt to his feet. The old woman stared at the slaughtered man, screaming in shock and horror. Townsfolk raced into the street and stopped in shock, appalled at the murder. 
 
   The old woman ran forward as swiftly as she could.
 
   “Toto san!”
 
   The oxen wrenched and broke free, blundering through a fence. The vegetable cart overturned, cracking and crashing. Jars of pickled vegetables smashed to the ground, spilling out into the road. Salt, vinegar, vegetables and shattered pottery cascaded out – the pack horses bucked and collided. Grief stricken, the old woman threw herself down and cradled the dead man, soaking her robes in his blood. She rocked the body back and forth, utterly horrified. 
 
   “Toto san! Oh, Toto san!”
 
   The Raiden foot soldier stood over the old woman and flicked blood from his sword. 
 
   “Out of the way!”
 
   The old woman continued to rock the dead man back and forth, utterly grief stricken. The Raiden soldier set himself in front of her, raising his sword.
 
   “Get out of the way, old bat! Move, or you’ll join him!”
 
   Moving quietly out from the garden, Asodo Kuno stepped sternly between the old woman and the soldier. Controlled and immaculate, he fixed the soldier with piercing eyes – his face dignified, tightly controlling his sense of disgust.
 
   “This woman is samurai of good lineage.” Kuno made a bow – perfectly and absolutely courteous. “Please treat her with respect. Allow her to bear off the body of her neighbour in peace.”
 
   The soldier’s knuckles went white about his sword.
 
   “Do you need a lesson too?”
 
   The man cut viciously at Kuno. Not bothering to draw his own blade, Kuno stepped forward and spun into the blow. He threw the foot soldier to the ground in one smooth, fluid movement, stripping the man’s sword from his hand. The soldier crashed into the broken jars, landing hard. Kuno tossed the man’s blade away. 
 
   Two more soldiers instantly attacked. Kuno stepped into one, ramming the hilt of his sheathed sword into the man’s middle. His opponent collapsed, retching. The third man fought past his staggering comrade and made a clumsy cut at Kuno’s head. Kuno stepped away, the incoming blade hissing well past him. The soldier tried to turn into him: Kuno caught him, swept him about, and threw the man hard onto his back in the blood. Calm, centred and precise, Kuno was beautiful to behold. 
 
   The remaining Raiden soldiers stared, half started forward, then hesitated. The samurai held them back. Kuno did not deign to glance at his fallen opponents: instead, he gave a short bow to the Raiden samurai.
 
   “Colleague – your men have stumbled.” Kuno settled his sword sheath immaculately back into its place. “Your men’s passions have unbalanced them. They are in need of training.”
 
   The samurai flicked a glance at the pack horses, then saw that the lane was clear at last. He looked down to his fallen men and snarled at them as they floundered.
 
   “Get up you fools. We are wasting time.”
 
   The group prepared to leave, taking the horses off down the lane towards the forest. Fallen men picked themselves up out of the dirt. Kuno turned away, walking towards the old woman, rolling back his sleeves to help her bear her murdered neighbour away.
 
   The first of the fallen Raiden foot soldiers rolled over in the muck and seized his fallen sword. He rose up, lunging instantly for Kuno, blade raised to strike him from behind.
 
   Lightning fast, Kuno drew his sword and parried the overhead blow. He span, sword lifting high, spinning the Raiden’s blade aside. Kuno’s sword sliced down, blindingly fast. It was all over in a stunning flicker of an eye. The Raiden soldier staggered backwards a foot or so, already dead. He fell against a pack horse, his blade tip making a puncture at the top of one of the water skins. The soldier crashed to the ground, a look of absolute disbelief frozen on his face.
 
   Kuno had already elegantly spun his sword in his hand – the motion polite and restrained. He sheathed his sword with firm, almost meditative care, not looking at the fallen man – knowing him to be dead. 
 
   The other soldiers drew their swords. Kuno tilted his head, watching them with a level glance, utterly unruffled. Their samurai leader was at the pack horse, glaring at the tear in the water skin. He whirled and angrily called back his men.
 
   “Back! Get back!” 
 
   The samurai advanced towards Kuno. His hand gripped his sword – clearly he wanted to attack. But something held him back. The man flicked a contemptuous glance down at the dead soldier. He wrung his hand about his sword hilt, then turned to his men.
 
   “Take the horses! Hurry! The order was to move instantly.” He spared a glace at the fallen foot soldier. “He was a fool.”
 
   The Raiden samurai turned to walk away. But he stopped and looked back at Kuno, his eyes narrowing in hatred. 
 
   “And you, samurai. You – we will see later!” The man signalled to his men and stalked off down the lane in fury. “Quickly! We have a mission! Move!”
 
   The Raiden surged off, taking their horses off towards the forest. They moved swiftly, urged on by their officer, finally vanishing past the buildings at the end of the street.
 
   Frightened townspeople came edging in from the shadows, saw that the Raiden had gone, then came running to crowd about Kuno in amazement. The old woman looked up at Kuno with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Thank you, Kuno san. But you have put your life in grave, grave danger.”
 
   “A true samurai must care for compassion and honour above his own life.” Kuno gave the woman a calm, disciplined bow. “It has been my pleasure to assist you.”
 
   “Thank you, Kuno san. Thank you.”
 
   Townspeople helped the old woman to her feet. Others arrived with a hand cart to bear their dead neighbour away. They made haste to be gone: no one wished to be present when the Raiden returned to claim their fallen man.
 
   Kuno saw to it that the old woman was taken to a distant neighbour’s home. He turned to look back across the street – the shattered cart still lay amongst the trampled, bloody ruins of its cargo. The oxen had been seized and led away. Kuno made certain that the townsfolk had all safely gone, then turned to walk away.
 
   A tiny glimmer of silver shimmered on the ground.
 
   Kuno knelt down. A fat droplet of silver lay on the dirt – a thick bead that stood clearly out against the soil. Kuno nudged at it with a fingertip, and the droplet moved. Clearly it was a liquid.
 
   Quicksilver.
 
   There was a second drop nearby, off in the direction that the Raiden had gone. Then a third… Kuno stood and looked at the trail in puzzlement. 
 
   Odd. Very odd indeed. Why would the Raiden need quicksilver?
 
   Sura would know. Kuno walked off down the street, his back straight and his pace unhurried, stern and determined.
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   Chapter 5
 
   The fields closest to the town were all planted with new rows of crops. But weeds grew here and there, and the soil was badly tilled: the Raiden were forcing too few peasants to labour over too many fields. The results were weeds, poor tillage, and weak, sickly crops. The nearby farmer’s huts were drab and impoverished. No peasants lingered in the fields – and no one ventured near the forest’s eaves.
 
   Kuno, Chiri, Tonbo and Sura walked carefully along a path between the fields, heading towards the forest. The two elementals flew just overhead, alert and ever-circling. Sura took the lead, kneeling from time to time to carefully check the path. Her tail was swishing and curling –  a sure sign that her interest was utterly engaged.
 
   Kuno was deep in thought. He shook his head, rehearsing past events inside his mind, trying to see whether his actions that morning had been blameless. Sura saw that he was troubled and moved to walk beside him.
 
   The fox spoke in a warm, tranquil voice.
 
    
 
   “Two monks were walking along a path, when they came upon a beautiful young maiden standing at a ford. She was afraid to cross and ruin her fine new robes. The eldest monk happily offered to carry her across the stream. After they had crossed, the girl thanked the monks and went on her way. The monks continued on their journey.
 
   “The youngest monk fumed, feeling most put-out. Finally, after many miles, he turned to his elder. ‘Colleague! I must question your behaviour. We are monks, and supposed to avoid female company, and yet you carried that woman over the stream!’
 
   “The elder monk kept walking serenely down the road. ‘Colleague – I left the woman back by the stream many miles ago. Why are you still carrying her upon your back?’”
 
    
 
   Sura gave an expressive wave of her tail. “There is no point worrying about past actions. If they are errors, learn from them. If they came from a pure heart, then they are correct.”
 
   Kuno ran his mind over the battle in the street once again.
 
   “But am I blameless? How can one know if one has a pure heart?”
 
   “Oh – yours is a work in progress, but I think it shows promise.” 
 
   Kuno still fretted. He shook his head and scowled.
 
   “I regret that I may have drawn the ire of the Raiden authorities. It goes against our agreed program of subtle investigation.”
 
   Sura waved a hand, not truly bothered. “Eh – well, that all went out the window once they decided to invite us to the keep.” Sura was in her fur form, spear tucked under one arm and her long fox muzzle questing as she concentrated on the grass. “They’ve got other concerns at the moment! The son is trying to race about and consolidate his position. Replace his father’s men with his own – win over the difficult ones, eliminate the impossible ones, fight off a few minor coup attempts! Happy days...!” She suddenly stopped, pushing aside some weeds on the path. “Ah! Here we are! Perfect!”
 
   A brilliant silver droplet lay cupped upon a curled, dead leaf. Sura knelt down and carefully lifted the leaf, and the droplet moved – staying thick, heavy and rounded. Sura examined it carefully, holding it so that Chiri could see. 
 
   Chiri brought forth a tiny glazed clay vial. Moving carefully, Sura drizzled the droplet into the container and helped cork it closed. 
 
   Kuno edged closer, watching the entre affair with great interest.
 
    “Is it quicksilver?”
 
   Chiri nodded. “Yes, Kuno san. Quite definitely.” She weighed the vial in her hand. “It is an expensive substance.”
 
   Kuno frowned. “But what use is it?”
 
   “Mostly creepy ones.” Sura regarded the castle keep off in the distance. “It’s used in ludicrous potions that are supposed to grant immortality.”
 
   “Immortality!”
 
   Chiri carefully put the vial into a pocket in her belt. “Yes, Kuno san. But it is poisonous! It’s only real use is bonding to other metals.” The rat gave a slight blush. “And as a medicine for treating… certain ills.”
 
   Kuno blinked in confusion. “Ills?”
 
   Chiri cleared her throat. “Diseases of a… a social nature.”
 
   “Social?”
 
   “You will never need to know.” Tonbo patted Kuno upon one shoulder. “I hear it’s cure or kill.” 
 
   The group knelt amongst the weeds, looking off towards the forest. The forest eaves were a great dark wall that marked a sinister world.
 
   The pack horses had been laden with skins filled with quicksilver. They had headed straight for the forest – a place known to be haunted – a place renowned for horrifying disappearances. Kuno rested his hand upon his sword, and pondered.
 
   “Why would Raiden soldiers be transporting medicine? And why with such furtive speed?”
 
   Chiri creased her brows in thought. “Perhaps there is an epidemic? Could it be a disease that kills, rather than evil spirits?” The nezumi girl explored the thought. “There are many diseases that contract the muscles – facial muscles might well contract into a terrible grimace in death.”
 
   Sura blinked.
 
   “That would mean… we just touched a body killed by the disease?”
 
   “Ah.” Chiri turned to thoughtfully inspect Sura from afar. “Actually, I believe it was you that did the touching. Oh – and you also smelled his breath…”
 
   Everyone took one giant step away from Sura. She looked uncomfortably at her hands.
 
   “Oh – great jiggling Buddha on a half-shell!” Sura looked to Chiri. “Muscle contractions?”
 
   “Do you feel stiff? Sore or disoriented?”
 
   “Well I do now!” The fox poked at herself all up and down, trying to see if anything was stiffer than it should be. “What are these diseases again?”
 
   “Come to think of it – most come only after infected puncture wounds.” Chiri bit her lip. “Were you punctured? Or have you been rolling in any horse dung?”
 
   “No – I sort of try to avoid it.” The fox shook her hands and brushed them clean against her robes. “Look – I feel fine!”
 
   Everyone still kept their distance. Chiri seemed rather pained. “Some precautions might perhaps be in order? Perhaps we should bathe you – and fumigate your robes? Observe you for a few days?” Chiri frowned. “Purgatives, certainly! Heavy steam with a bitter pine resin might sweat out any undue influences…”
 
   Sura was losing her patience. “We are not doing a pine resin steam bath! Look – Lord Raiden was perfectly healthy when he arrived, and stone dead eight hours later. That’s clearly not a disease!”
 
   “Ah.” Kuno stood up and nodded, conceding the point. “Yes – that is quite true.”
 
   “Good – so can we get on with things please? We have a case to solve!”
 
   Sura walked forward. Kuno immediately edged away. The fox glared at him in annoyance. “Will you knock that off! I haven’t got a disease! Don’t be such a baby!”
 
   Kuno gave a sniff, gathering his dignity. “I was not avoiding you. I am merely concerned about the fleas.”
 
   “I do not have fleas!” Sura scratched at herself: there was a slight chance of her going into a sulk. “I told you – I just get a flaky skin condition when I’m too tense!” 
 
   “Is this condition contagious?”
 
   “Oh for Lao Tzu’s sake…!” The fox swatted Kuno on the rear and led the way towards the woods. “Come on – let’s get into the forest and find these Raiden guys.”
 
   “What if there are ghosts?”
 
   “Please! I could do with a decent ghost. Maybe it’ll look like a giant flea.” Sura marched towards the woods. “Come on – suck it up. We’re Spirit Hunters!”
 
    
 
    
 
   All arguments forgotten, the group moved carefully forwards. The forest ahead was dark and strangely still. A distant bird called – insects creaked and whirred far off in the gloom. But nothing seemed to move.
 
   Crushed grass showed where the Raiden and their pack horses had left the fields and marched into the forest. Discoloured soil showed where drops of quicksilver had sunk into the porous dirt. 
 
   They moved on – on within the forest eaves. Light here was dim and cool, streaming through tangled trees. Sounds seemed to sink into the still air and rotting leaves.
 
   Tonbo had sharp eyes fixed on the surrounding forest. He searched carefully, then moved forward, finally kneeling beside a tangled mass of brambles. He found a patch of crushed grass and flattened, disturbed mulch. Tonbo carefully lifted a small strand of twisted straw – hardly a thread – then looked carefully at the surrounding underbrush.
 
   Sura sank down beside him.
 
   “What have you got?”
 
   “Men were waiting here. Maybe five or six – in straw boots.” Tonbo carefully indicated some marks swept through the soil – as though a broom had been whisked over the area. “Hunting shoes. Ichibi-habaki. See? They swept away their tracks.”
 
   Six men – plus the Raiden pack horses and their minders. Sura slowly swished her tail. 
 
   “For a haunted, deadly forest, that is quite a crowd.”
 
   Chiri rippled, changing into her furred form – tall ears and long whiskers made for vital assets in the forest. She unsheathed her natagama, holding them at the ready. Her elementals slipped stealthily into cover in the trees. 
 
   Sura unsheathed the blade of her spear. Tying on his helmet, Tonbo took the lead. He slid his massive tetsubo into his hands.
 
   “Keep your eyes open.”
 
   They moved carefully onwards, as silently as they could, following the faint trail of the Raiden and their pack horses.
 
   The forest felt horribly oppressive. Sura’s ears were pricked: her black nose sniffed carefully as they moved on, deeper and deeper into the woods. Chiri’s great pink rat ears were sensitive to every minute sound – her long whiskers quested for movement. Just up above, the elementals slipped silently and stealthily through the leaves. 
 
   They walked along the faint trail left by the horses – pausing occasionally to carefully scan the way ahead. The tracks led past great tangles of bramble bushes and dense thickets of brush, making strange, abrupt twists and turns. Sura found a scatter of bird bones beneath a tree – quite probably a kill site made by an actual wild fox. She knelt down to briefly inspect the bones, and found a small striped centipede scuttling across the moss nearby. 
 
   The forest clearly had wildlife. No deer or boar – but certainly the little creatures were still at home. 
 
   Kuno made to walk off the path. Sura flicked out a hand. “Stay on the trail!”
 
   Kuno froze. “Why?”
 
   Sura pointed. Down in the underbrush, a taut, nigh invisible horsehair line stretched between two sets of brambles. 
 
   The line led to a tangle of thorns. Hidden beneath some old dead leaves there was a bow mounted on a board and loaded with a rusty arrow. The slightest tug at the horsehair line would sent the arrow whipping through the air. Sura and Kuno inspected the whole arrangement from a careful distance, and then drew carefully away. The fox beckoned Kuno back onto the trail. “Think like a fox. You’ll live longer.”
 
   Sura led the way onward. Behind her, Kuno remained carefully upon the trail.
 
   They made their way cautiously down a rise, threading their way between great straight, tall trees – down into a valley filled with undergrowth. The trail spread: the marks of pack horse hoof prints stood out clear against the mouldering leaves. 
 
   Sura suddenly halted and knelt amongst the bushes. The others all sank down into cover. The fox’s ears were pricked up high, and she swung her spear down to level it towards the bushes just ahead.
 
   Tonbo – moving softly but armour still gently clanking – came forward to her side. Sura clearly sensed something in the dense trees just across the hollow.
 
   Tonbo joined her in looking toward the trees.
 
   There was a mound swelling up amongst the underbrush – a great, long hummock of earth, far too symmetrical to be a random hill. Half buried pottery statuettes – haniwa – jutted from the soil: ancient sculptures set there centuries ago. It was clearly an ancient burial mound – a huge grave raised far back before the first emperors. 
 
   Interesting...
 
   Sura remained kneeling in cover, eyes narrowed. She could see no traps, no tripwires… But there was something very wrong with the valley just ahead – the tangled bushes... the great, dark mound. The fox’s sixth sense prickled.
 
   Tonbo looked carefully at the burial mound and the tangled brush just beyond. He flexed his armoured fists slowly about his club.
 
    “Spirits?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Sura rose, thumped the butt of her spear against the ground and levelled it at the mound. She swept her stiffened fingers along the spear haft as power sparkled in her hands.
 
    
 
   “One Tao, one sight, one world, one mind.
 
   Let the hidden souls come forth.
 
   Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…”
 
    
 
   Once again, a fan of warped, changed space seemed to ripple outwards from the point of Sura’s spear. She began to slowly scan the area across the trees ahead, making a few tiny flickers of light appear – elementals scuttling in the trees and soil. But there were no ghosts, no spirits – no sign of the forest being haunted. No ghosts lingering in the burial mound...
 
   “Sura san!”
 
   Chiri was kneeling in the bushes just below. She carefully retrieved a stained piece of fabric from underneath the rotting leaves.
 
   A child’s robe, pierced with holes and stiff with old black blood. Chiri looked up at Sura, utterly appalled.
 
   Bifuuko suddenly came streaking from the branches above, wings flashing bright in warning. An arrow flashed out of the bushes, heading straight for Sura. Tonbo hurtled himself straight into the missile’s path.
 
   “Sura!”
 
   Tonbo span his tetsubo, cracking the arrow out of the air before it touched his armour.
 
   Three figures camouflaged in coats and hoods made of dead leaves erupted from the ground nearby. All three nocked arrows, lifting their bows to fire. Chiri threw out her arms, power crackling and raising her hair in a sparkling, shimmering breeze.
 
    
 
   “Little spirits of the wood! Come now to aid your friends!”
 
    
 
   Wood slivers split away from the surrounding trees. The heavy darts flashed and whipped through the air, piercing the three archers like knives. The men whirled and fell, pierced through a dozen times – arrows falling from their hands. Sura looked to Chiri, utterly overjoyed.
 
   “Chiri! That’s fantastic!”
 
   The rat was wonderfully pleased. Suddenly she flicked a glance towards the burial mound, and dove aside. “Look out!”
 
   More arrows flew – wild shots. One speared towards Chiri, only to have Bifuuko swat it out of the air. Another glanced from Tonbo’s helm. An instant later, a dozen men burst from the brambles and raged towards the Spirit Hunters in a screaming charge. The Raiden samurai and his men from the pack horse detail: backed by a swarm of archers dressed in camouflage. The samurai flung his men into the attack.
 
   “Kill them all!”
 
   Chiri still had wood darts hovering in the trees. She trilled, and they came streaking through the leaves. 
 
   The minute weapons smashed into the Raiden troops. A leaf-clad assassin fell. Wood darts ricocheted from the samurai’s armour, one sliver slicing through the mail on his arm. A foot soldier fell, blasted clean off his feet. The others cursed, shielding their faces as they raged through the woody storm. But they charged on, swords and naginatas bared. The magic faded, and the last darts fell spinning to the ground. 
 
   Leaping over ferns, her tail flying, Sura was only just behind the darts. The fox hurtled a pepper egg, striking a Raiden soldier right in the face. She stabbed the distracted man with a ferocious thrust of her spear, then cut down the man behind him in a single savage blow. The next foot soldiers clashed with her blade to blade, and she drove a man back, meeting the soldier’s vicious naginata with her spear.
 
   Tonbo cannoned into a foot soldier, smashing the man off his feet. The force of the tetsubo blow shattered the Raiden’s ribcage, hurtling Tonbo’s victim back into one of the camouflaged huntsmen. Tonbo parried a swipe from a naginata, broke his new assailant’s arm with a whipping arc of his club, then crushed the man’s helmet as he staggered back. Surging forward, Tonbo crashed into the Raiden and hammered men down.
 
   Chiri fought beside Sura, natagama clashing wickedly with a huntsman’s flashing sword. Kuno strode past her, sword held in coolly confident hands. He headed straight towards the Raiden samurai, cutting down one of the camouflaged huntsmen as the man rushed at him with his sword. The samurai threw aside his sword sheath and slowed his rush, pausing to measure Kuno for an instant, before making a sudden furious attack. 
 
   Kuno met the strike and glissed it aside, flicking forward in a lightning attack. His enemy somehow parried, the blade scoring the top of his helm, but he stumbled back as Kuno drove his blade into the man’s armoured throat. Choking, the samurai staggered – astonished at the pinpoint precision and force of the blow.
 
   The Raiden coughed, his throat almost crushed by the impact. Blood ran at his neck, and the man blinked, dazed. Blundering forward in a rage, he made a wild cut. Kuno coldly met the attack, flicking sideways away from the sword and slicing the man beneath his arm. Springing forward in an immaculate attack, Kuno crashed to his knees, the full weight of his body behind a leaping cut that sheared through his opponent’s armour. The Raiden samurai staggered back, already dead. Kuno leapt back onto his feet and turned to the rest of the melee. Daitanishi blurred past him, cracking into the head of a huntsman who had aimed a throwing knife at Tonbo’s back. Tonbo turned and killed the staggering huntsman with a single massive blow.
 
   Sura fought a naginata-wielding foot soldier with swift, flickering cunning. The blades flashed and countered, with the fox’s swishing tail and flowing robes swirling all about her. The foot soldier snarled, trying to slice first into her legs, then her neck, then her waist. The orange blade was always there, dancing and flickering. Quite suddenly Sura thrust past the man’s leading hand, and pulled back, cutting his wrist with her crossblade before delivering a lightning thrust into the man’s chest – clean through his armour. The man fell. Sura spun her spear and flicked into an elegant en garde, spear head behind her and one hand before her, looking for her next foe.
 
   Six camouflaged huntsmen had plunged down into the hollow. They had bows bent, and the arrows were aimed at Chiri and Sura. Kuno bellowed a warning, and tried to race towards the archers, his feet stumbling in the leaves.
 
   A rough man in leather-covered armour crashed out through the bushes behind the Raiden archers. He cut one man down with his sword, then sliced into another, sending the man reeling. The rest turned – arrows flying wildly, jutting through the wild man’s armour as he crashed in amongst them. 
 
   Kuno leapt onto the scene. He scythed down one of the archers, then hacked another man’s bow in two. Frantically battling the Raiden, the man in leather-covered armour fought two enemies at once, taking a slash across his armour but holding his own.
 
   Kuno parried a blow, twisted forward in a blinding lunge and ran his opponent through. He cut down another man and whirled around. Kuno saw the leather armoured man slice down his opponents, only to have his leg run-through by another man and knocked to the ground. Far out of Kuno’s reach, the Raiden archer reversed his sword, ready to plunge it clean through the fallen man.
 
   A sizable log – hurtled as a missile – smashed the archer aside. The man in leather-covered armour blinked in amazement. Tonbo came stalking over like a behemoth. As the fallen archer tried to hack at him with his sword, Tonbo slammed the man with his tetsubo in one massive, earth shaking blow that seemed capable of sending his target straight toward the earth’s core.
 
   Silence fell. To a man, the Raiden were all dead. 
 
   Chiri stood over her fallen opponent, looking coldly ferocious. Her long white hair glittered. She whipped her weapons clean and sheathed them carefully, then looked over to Sura, who was breathlessly scanning the trees. 
 
   “Sura san – are you unharmed?”
 
   “What? Yes – yes....” The fox was making a swift inventory off her friends. “You?”
 
   “I am well.” 
 
   “Tonbo?”
 
   “Mmmmph.” An arrow jutted from his armour. The head had pierced an inch into his flesh. Tonbo tore out the arrow and ignored the wound. “Fine.”
 
   Sura kept her eyes on the tree line. “Kuno?”
 
   “Unharmed.”
 
   “Mystery leather guy?”
 
   “I am... I am fine.” The man’s leg had been stabbed. He tried to rise, and failed. “I am not fine.”
 
   His leg was streaming blood – the wound seemed serious. Chiri immediately came at a run. She knelt beside the man, pulling out a flask of water to clean the wound.
 
   “Here. Hold still, friend samurai. We will bind it tight.”
 
   Sura blew out a sigh of relief. She picked her way past the bodies of the fallen Raiden, noting the deerskin clothing of the dead huntsmen. She stopped at the injured man in his leather-covered armour, and gave the man a bow.
 
   “Thank you, samurai san! I am Kitsune Sura, and I am in your debt.”
 
   “Ah! You are welcome!” The man winced as Chiri carefully cleaned his injured thigh. “I am Idē Benten. A ronin. When I saw you being attacked by those vermin, I knew I must assist you.”
 
   Tonbo grunted. He knocked a bent, inverted helmet from the spikes of his tetsubo.
 
   “Thank you, Benten san. I am Tsunetomo Tonbo. This is Asodo Kuno and Nezumi Chiri.” He looked at the tangled bodies of the fallen soldiers. “You have been trailing the Raiden?”
 
   “I have – but to no avail. Their patrols are too numerous – too alert! They have assassins in the woods.” Benten breathed more easily as Chiri began to bind his wound. “This is as far as I can reach. I have tried time and time again to penetrate their defences. They have at least a hundred men patrolling these woods.”
 
   The man looked at the fallen Raiden in disgust.
 
   “Anyone who ventures here is instantly slain. Man, woman or child. Still, I persevere. Somebody must try.”
 
   Kuno listened respectfully, deeply impressed by the man’s dedication and force of will. 
 
   “Why do you try to track them, Benten san?”
 
   Benten took a firm grip upon his sword. 
 
   “My father, General Idē Yagorō, was chief retainer to the Usagi. I still owe a duty to the people of this fief. I must know why the Raiden came here. I must know what is going on.” 
 
   Kuno bowed.
 
   “I honour you for your dedication.”
 
   Tonbo had climbed the old burial mound. He knelt in the bushes, scanning the woods for trouble. Sura checked over the body of the dead Raiden samurai, then clambered up the slope to join Tonbo.
 
   “Hey iron man. Want me to get you a bandage for that?”
 
   “No.” Tonbo was not in the least bit concerned about his wound. “Someone may have heard the fight.”
 
   “We should go?”
 
   “We should go.”
 
   Sura stood, jingling a small coin purse in her hand then shoving it into her sleeve. “Hang on a second! I’ll just fix it all up..”
 
   Sura dashed down amongst the bodies of the dead Raiden and clasped her hands together like an artist contemplating blank paper. She then dragged a body about and set it with its hands locked about the throat of a comrade. Then she jammed a Raiden arrow into another corpse, using a hole left by one of Chiri’s vanished darts. Kuno stared at her, utterly appalled.
 
   “Kitsune Sura – what are you doing?”
 
   “Shhh! This will be great!” Sura set two dead Raiden to look as though each had killed the other with their sword. “There we go! That ought to get them off our trail! With any luck, they’ll launch an internal witch hunt by lunchtime!”
 
   Asodo Kuno could only blink. 
 
   “I am made uncomfortable by even imagining what it must be like inside your head.”
 
   “Are you kidding? It’s great in here! Full wooden floors, majestic views of local landmarks!” The fox stood back to admire her handiwork, dusting off her hands. “Right! Benten san? Which direction do the patrols guard most heavily?”
 
   “The river.” Benten arose, moving awkwardly on his injured leg. “No one ever lives to see the river.”
 
   “Can you walk?” Sura slid down the burial mound. “Chiri can fix you up once we find water.”
 
   “I can walk, Kitsune san.”
 
   “Right – you guys fall back out of the forest. Make sure you stick to the trail! Hide back where we came in. Chiri and I will check out the river. This is no place for humans.”
 
   Benten looked at the deeper forest, quite appalled.
 
   “Sura san – they have killed everything that tried to enter. Somehow they can see – can find anyone who trespasses.”
 
   “We’ll be fine, don’t worry.” Sura waved her tail. “Trust me; I’m a fox!”
 
   Chiri moved beside Sura and knelt in the grass. They consulted for a moment, then both lay down flat. The two women shimmered and changed into their animal forms, emerging from now-empty clothing to shake their fur. With stealthy paws, they headed toward the undergrowth. Kuno and Tonbo folded the clothing, took up their comrades’ weapons, and followed on behind. Benten limped with them, finding himself a sturdy stick to help bear his weight. 
 
   As Tonbo had folded Sura’s robes, a slight chink of coins could be heard. Clambering onto Sura’s back, Chiri looked back towards Tonbo then cast a sharp eye at the fox.
 
   “Did you take money out of that dead samurai’s purse?”
 
   “Well he isn’t using it!” Sura happily wagged her tail. “Hey – he stole it from the peasants! I’ll use it to buy drinkies and cool snacks, and get it right back into the local economy. It’s sheer practical charity!”
 
   The rat shook her whiskered head. “You are an incorrigible being.”
 
   “Oh!” Sura seemed honestly touched. “Oh! Oh Chiri – that’s so sweet to hear!”
 
   The fox turned for a moment and made certain the humans were all safe. The boys had all vanished into the trees. She was quietly relieved – stealth was hardly a human speciality.
 
   “I like that Benten guy’s covered armour. Keeps it quiet – good idea.”
 
   “Should we suggest it to Tonbo san?”
 
   “Aww – I love his green armour lacing. It really brings out the blood red of his eyes.” Sura spied dead ground ahead – tangled brambles no human being would ever dare approach. “Here we go – into the briar patch. Duck your head.”
 
   “It’s ducked.”
 
   Sura slipped carefully into the bramble thicket. With Chiri riding on her back, she padded quietly onwards, heading towards the darker depths of the woods. Keeping mere inches from the ground, Bifuuko and Daitanishi followed on her trail.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharp rat ears and a sharp fox nose soon felt their way into the Raiden clan’s defences.
 
   There were ‘hides’ concealed in the forest – huts camouflaged and dug into the sod, covered with leaves and planted with bushes. From carefully hidden slits, Raiden huntsmen kept a watch upon the surrounding area. Sura smelled the scent of the occupants from afar, and led the way to stealthily observe the first of the guard posts. Chiri burrowed under loose leaves and explored carefully behind the hide. She returned to quietly whisper into Sura’s ear.
 
   “It sounds like six men. They’re on the alert.” 
 
   “Can they see to the rear of the hide?”
 
   “No, Sura san. Not unless they leave.”
 
   “Good.” The fox jerked her nose towards the rise beyond. “There’s another over there. I think they have a whole chain of them.” 
 
   Sura led the way to a fallen log. They climbed carefully on top, hiding behind some bramble coils. Sura pointed with her nose off towards a distant hummock in the underbrush a hundred paces away.
 
   “There. Do you see that?
 
   The rat gave a frown. “Sura – my range of vision is rather short in animal form.”
 
   “Oh!” The fox blinked, taking the information on board. “Well – there’s another hide – inside an old collapsed hut. This one has some sort of officer – looks like one of those Raiden samurai. Must be more of those archer guys as well.”
 
   “Do you think they killed the child lost in the forest?”
 
   “Benten thinks so. And he’d know...”
 
   They retreated back down to the forest floor. The two hides could almost see one another: they certainly covered the ground between. Humans would find it impossible to enter the area unseen, but the animal spirits were another matter entirely.
 
   A shallow fold in the ground a mere hand span or two deep proved to be the way past the guard posts. It led off towards a rise, heading for the river. Sura looked for a covered entry point, and the two friends slipped off through the weeds.
 
   The low ground was perfect. Sura took the lead, nosing carefully forward, orange fur blending perfectly with the fallen leaves. Chiri scampered behind her, occasionally pausing to listen and test the air. Moving stealthily, they bypassed a second line of lookout posts. With these behind them, the two animals moved onwards at a better pace.
 
   A narrow cleft between some boulders led across a great, steep rise. Sura scanned carefully for any sight, scent or sound of unwelcome observers, but the area seemed quiet. Somewhere off and beyond, she could hear the sounds of a river. But the scent of the forest was tainted by something worse – a distinct scent of rot and carrion. Sura sniffed again at the cleft, very unhappy with the stench. Chiri joined her, and made a face at the smell.
 
   “A deer?”
 
   “It’s sure something. Smells old.” Sura considered for a moment. “The Raiden huntsmen have clearly been taking a toll on the local wildlife. Let’s take it slowly again.”
 
   They nosed their way up and along the cleft – stopping in cover to carefully watch the way ahead. They had crept forward thirty paces or more, when suddenly Sura halted, carefully sniffing at the air.
 
   The scent of rot was far, far stronger here.
 
   The ground just ahead seemed wrong – too dry and smooth. The rest of the cleft had deep, soft layers of leaves over moist soil, and yet the leaves mere inches ahead seemed subtly drier.
 
   Interesting...
 
   The fox dug at the soil with her front paws, shovelling away industriously. Suddenly a section of ground ahead collapsed, spilling down into an open space below. Sura instantly jerked back.
 
   A great stench of decay arose. 
 
   A wide, deep pit had been dug into the path – a hole that had then been carefully covered over with a light framework of woven river canes smothered in dead leaves. Sura edged carefully forward, wary of the crumbling edges, and peered down into the space below. 
 
    “Oh no.”
 
   “What is it, Sura san?”
 
   “One of our missing townsfolk.”
 
   A pit trap had been set into the damp ground of the cleft – a deep hole with sharpened bamboo stakes at the bottom. A body lay amongst the spikes – a mere skeleton now, decayed and rotten. Sharpened, discoloured stakes jutted upward through the bones.
 
   Chiri stared, quite chilled.
 
   “He must have been there for a year – maybe two.”
 
   “They never even buried him.” Sura was darkly angered. “Just re-covered the pit and hoped for another kill.” 
 
   The fox looked off along the cleft.
 
   “Yeah – I’m hoping to spear a lot more of these guys...”
 
   There was no pathway past the pit, but it was a simple jump for a fox. Sura measured the distance happily, then opened her mouth to hold the rat. Chiri winced away.
 
   “Not in the mouth!”
 
   “Hey – it’s no fun for me either! You put some sort of funky herb stuff on your fur – it tastes like soap.” Sura gently picked up Chiri and spoke past a mouthful of white rat. “Eww! It’s kinda weird!”
 
   Chiri hung with her middle between Sura’s teeth, her head and rump both hanging out in the air. She gave a scowl.
 
   “I am not happy.”
 
   “Don’t be such a baby!”
 
   Bifuuko and Daitanishi flew at Sura’s side as she leapt clear over the pit. Soggy and decidedly not pleased, Chiri clambered out of Sura’s mouth. She shook out her fur – but only a bath would put things into order now. Sura sat and rubbed at her tongue with the back of her paws, trying to work the taste out of her mouth. Chiri glowered.
 
   “It is a pleasant, herbal taste!”
 
   “It sure isn’t chicken. Maybe you should switch to that peach kernel stuff too?” Sura padded onward towards the far side of the cleft. “Come on. Let’s see what all this is for.”
 
   The cleft fed up and over a sharp ridge. The ridge itself was perched high above the river valley. Chiri, Sura and the two elementals crept to the edge and peered carefully down past rocks and boulders towards the valley floor.
 
   The river was an utter hive of industry.
 
   A shabby village sat on flat land beside the water – a place of rough thatched shanties and streets of mud. There were Raiden foot soldiers on guard, and pack horses being loaded with heavy boxes. But most startling of all, there were perhaps two hundred men wading in the shallows on both river banks. Men had stationed themselves all along the valley, some of them on gravel islands – some working on the banks, or even in boats, dredging gravel from the river with ropes and buckets.
 
   The men all had shallow pans and trays, and were sluicing through the river mud. Yet more workers were high up on the banks, digging trenches. Baskets of earth were carried to the river and dumped into wooden troughs, where buckets of water were washed through the slurry. Raiden samurai oversaw the operation. Patrols of Raiden huntsmen came in from the forest, threading their way towards the campfires, where rice and tea were being made.
 
   Both Sura and Chiri changed into their larger ‘fur forms’ – both lying naked in cover. With greatly improved eyesight, Chiri peered down into the valley, watching the teams of labouring men.
 
   They were panning for gold.
 
   There were clearly more teams further up the river – the current ran horribly with mud. It was a considerable operation for so quiet and supposedly worthless an area.
 
   Chiri laid a hand upon Sura’s arm. She quietly pointed to one of the large sluicing trays beside the river. An overseer had taken a small vial in hand, and was shaking out a drop of two of some substance into the slurry. Chiri nodded, then whispered into Sura’s ear.
 
   “Quicksilver! It binds with gold dust so that they can extract it more easily from the mud.”
 
   “And the quicksilver then washes into the river…” Sura settled back behind a rock. “This fief must be worth a fortune! But why not exploit it properly? Make a road from the town – bring in miners and make a proper camp?”
 
   A patrol of Raiden huntsmen began mounting the ridge, heading in the general direction of the rock cleft. Sura and Chiri pulled back, returning themselves to animal form. It was high time they were gone. They padded back down the cleft. Once again, Sura gently took Chiri in her jaws and leapt across the pit trap, the two elementals forging forward to scout the way ahead. They flitted carefully back down into the woods, back to the little sheltered fold of ground, and bypassed the watchful guards inside their hidden bunkers. They retraced their path into the forest – past the scene of their battle, and back along the twisting, turning trail.
 
   At the edge of the forest, they found Tonbo, Kuno and the ronin Benten waiting for them. Sura and Chiri threaded themselves back into their robes and changed back into their human forms. Sura took a drink, then let Tonbo help her up off the ground. She was damned glad to once again be holding her spear.
 
   “The whole forest is full of traps. They have guard stations camouflaged down amongst the leaves.” The fox passed her canteen to Chiri. “A human would never make it in unseen.”
 
   Benten listened intently to every word.
 
   “Did you reach the river, Kitsune san?”
 
   “Yeah. There’s a mining camp. Two or three hundred workers are panning the river for gold. The quicksilver is used for gold mining.” Sura took her canteen back, and led the way across the fields. “Quick – let’s get back into town before that dead patrol gets found.”
 
   The group headed out across the field, marching for the protection of the town, helping Benten with his wounded leg. Kuno kept a sharp eye upon the surrounding fields.
 
   “A gold mine? But why go to such lengths to keep it secret?” Kuno scowled, ordering his thoughts. “This must have been the reason the Raiden attacked the Usagi. And they deliberately keep up the pretence that this fief is impoverished.”
 
   “Yeah – I’m starting to see a murderous scam.” Sura cast an eye at the first houses, now a few paces ahead. “But what were the deaths in the town? People who blundered into the scheme and knew too much?”
 
   Kuno shook his head. “That would not explain the dead lord. And the methods are far too dissimilar.”
 
   “Yes. Quite right too.” Sura fretted at the problem, then rapidly switched to a new thought. “Benten san! We have to get you somewhere to heal that wound. The Raiden may have spies. Is there somewhere safe we can take you?”
 
   “Yes, Sura san.” The wounded man was labouring on his leg – blood stained the bandage. “Take me to the brothel. I am hired to provide security there. I live in a room at the back. They will vouch for us to any Raiden patrols. They will be happy to say that we have been there all day.”
 
   “A brothel?” Sura instantly brightened. “Oooh! I wonder if they have plum wine?”
 
   Benten pushed himself to keep up the pace. “They have everything, Sura san! Food, wine, sakē, delicacies… Many of the women are skilled entertainers.”
 
   The fox sniffed to see if she could detect the scent of food.
 
   “Wow. I wonder how you get to be a courtesan?”
 
   Kuno gave a snort. “I do not believe an offer will soon be forthcoming.”
 
   Sura chose to reply with a rude noise. 
 
   They reached the safety of the town at last. Sura hastened on into the first open street, ducked about a corner, and ushered everyone on into a silent alley.
 
   The coast seemed to be clear.
 
   Heads down, the group limped towards the back yard of the town brothel. The two elementals hung to the rear, took one last glance at the forest, then hastened swiftly over to Chiri’s side.
 
   Behind them, the forest once again became a great black wall of shadow.
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   Chapter 6
 
   Immured in a luxurious private dining room, Sura made herself right at home in the local brothel. There were a great number of delicate, voluptuous little rice crackers in bowls, sweet wagashi, dried fruits crystallised with honey, and big fat dried berries that had the most amazingly satisfying crunch of sugar inside them. Sura helped herself, while Chiri sat on the porch, talking to a water elemental from the backyard well. They were discussing the ins and outs of healing Benten’s wounded thigh, while Benten lay stoically on a folded quilt placed on the floorboards.
 
   The courtesans were most gracious – there were two long, thin, elegant girls inside the dining room serving tea, and a jolly round one who was busy bringing more dried berries for Sura. She bowed to Kuno and Tonbo, then turned to inspect Bifuuko, who sat grooming her gorgeously patterned wings atop an iron teapot.
 
   There was a flood and flow of sparkling light from the porch. The water elemental flowed through and over Benten’s wound, making him jerk upwards, eyes opening wide in surprise. The courtesans stared in alarm, but Sura merely waved a hand and dismissed the whole affair.
 
   “He’ll be fine! Chiri’s amazing.” Sura gratefully accepted tea, and helped herself to more of the tasty little rice crackers. “Hey, do you have the recipe for these?”
 
   “Thank you for your welcome.” Kuno bowed to the courtesans, and then eyed Sura. “Please do not attempt to make rice crackers.”
 
   “I can cook! They can’t be that difficult?”
 
   “I beg you. My teeth are only mortal.”
 
   A door slid open. In came the house’s owner, ‘Mama Ippongi’ – a round fussy woman who was forever fanning herself. She was attended by an anxious young girl who tried to make certain that all her mistress’ needs were anticipated and disasters averted: it was clearly a wearying job. She saw Benten with a water elemental on his thigh – the rat, the fox, and armoured samurai in her room, and began to raise a cry of protest. Benten rose up onto his elbows and managed to forestall her outburst.
 
   “Mama Ippongi! All is well! These good folk have rescued me from – from a most unpleasant fight.”
 
   “A fight?” Mama Ippongi’s fan worked overtime. The middle aged woman was quite incensed over the dangers faced by Benten. “Are they setting upon good people in the streets now? Truly these are the latter days of Buddha’s law! It is most unseemly.” The woman had to sit down, and was immediately presented with tea, tea cakes and a cushion. “This town! I should not say it, but under the Usagi, things were far, far better! Samurai were well-read and polite, and the people did not turn their hands to brigandry.” She suddenly put a finger to her lips in embarrassment, and bowed to Kuno and Tonbo. “No reflection upon you, dear sirs. None at all!”
 
   Sura made an elegant gesture with her tail. 
 
    
 
   “Harsh rules lead the people into scheming and inventiveness. Harsh laws make the people secretive and filled with hate. Taxes and controls turn the people towards brigandage. 
 
   Thus the sage ruler keeps simple laws and forgoes controls. Leading by example, he brings forth a joy in simplicity throughout the realm.”
 
    
 
   Mama Ippongi furiously worked her fan. “Oh quite so! Quite so! I could not agree more, my dear.” The woman looked at Sura in a sort of bewildered interest. “You are a fox, I find?”
 
   “I am! I am indeed, honoured hostess.”
 
   “Well! It is a colourful world. You are most welcome!”
 
   Benten’s wound seemed to be largely healed. The elemental touched foreheads with Chiri, then swept away and back into the well. Daitanishi was sitting upon Benten’s belly, and the rock elemental eyed the wound, then grumpily flitted off to vanish into Chiri’s sleeve. Benten sat up, bloodied and dazed, and gave Mama Ippongi a bow.
 
   “My friends – this is Mama Ippongi. Mama Ippongi san, these are my guests. Kitsune Sura, Asodo Kuno, Tsunetomo Tonbo, and Nezumi Chiri. They are renowned Spirit Hunters, here to investigate the hauntings in the town. They have rescued me from bandits who attacked me on the road.”
 
   “Then they are doubly welcome! Doubly! Benten san is greatly valued by our house.” Mama Ippongi laid a hand upon Sura’s arm, seeking a sympathetic soul. “These are wicked times. Wicked! Our girls are delicate flowers. They are all expert musicians and entertainers. Benten guards them well.” Suddenly intrigued, the woman leaned in and looked more closely at the fox. “Spirit Hunters? Spirit Hunters, you say? How extraordinary! Perhaps the curse can be laid to rest at last! I should so love to taste woodland mushrooms again.” The woman froze with yet another thought. “Dinner! Yes – there are field puffballs and some crayfish. And venison – surely a fox must have venison.” She tapped Sura with her fan. “You shall eat with us. It shall be our thanks for aiding dear, dear Benten. Please – do join us in our evening meal.”
 
   Sliding partitions were moved, opening out the room. Benten came in from the porch, leaning on his leg and happy to discover that the limb was stiff, but apparently intact. Chiri was ushered inside, and the large room was prepared for a very early dinner. Sura eagerly sat up, already scenting food upon the air.
 
   More courtesans arrived – all lacking their elaborate makeup, and all dressed in simple robes. They sat and chatted with one another, while maids dressed in far humbler costumes began to bring in trays. Mama Ippongi sat Sura beside her, and made Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri as welcome as she could. The samurai had all doffed their armour for the occasion. Tonbo even made shift to comb down his hair.
 
   Delicious scents came flooding into the room from the kitchens. Sura slavered, pulling out her own chopsticks from her short sword’s sheath, and stropping them against her sleeve.
 
   “Mama san, you are a life saver! Saving the world is damned hungry work.”
 
   Kuno shook his head. He leaned over to mutter into Chiri’s ear. “I still fail to see how a creature can claim to be so profound, and yet take such pleasure in worldly things…”
 
   Sura merely waved her chopsticks at the man.
 
    
 
    “On seeing him happily eating roast pork, the official Guonju once asked Zhuang Zhi: “Should you indulge yourself so? Should not a wise man starve himself of food, embrace denial, and counsel his friend?”
 
   Zhuang Zhi answered: “I am flesh and blood! Contented, I shall think wise thoughts, and spread good counsel amongst the myriad things! Hungry, and I shall only think about my dinner. I would counsel my friends to feed me!”
 
    
 
   The fox clicked her chopsticks at Kuno. “Enjoy the world! That way it will most certainly enjoy you!”
 
   Dinner began to arrive – plates and bowls, cups and bottles. It was all beautifully arrayed. Mama Ippongi saw to the seating of the courtesans and guests. 
 
   “I hope you do not mind an early meal, Kitsune san.” Mama Ippongi carefully oversaw the arrival of little bowls of condiments. “The ladies eat now, in the late afternoon. Then when we offer dinner to our guests in the evening, the ladies display suitably small appetites.”
 
   Tonbo eyed Sura, who was already thieving slivers of pink pickled ginger and happily eating them. He shook his head.
 
   “Do you get any girls who just eat everything in sight at both meals?”
 
   “Why no, samurai san. I have never seen it done.” Sura was reaching towards some little blossoms that had been arranged upon a blue glazed plate. “Tsunetomo san, the fox is about to eat the flower arrangement. Should I intervene?”
 
   Tonbo smacked Sura’s hand away from the flowers. He shoved dried berries in her direction, hoping they would at least stop her from gnawing on the tatami mats. 
 
   With a great welcome flurry, the maids finally brought in the food. Amongst them was a girl in a very plain green robe – a girl with hair kept demurely down over her ears. She had piercingly deep, intelligent eyes. The girl shot a swift glance at Benten – a look of such absolute love that it was breathtaking – a look he instantly returned. The girl dropped her eyes immediately, and came to set a tray before the kitsune.
 
   Sura looked slyly up from taking stock of her tray – soup, rice, crayfish, and a steaming platter of venison. She had noted the look that passed between Benten and the girl. Sura filed it away in the devious labyrinth of her mind, and applied herself to the task of eating dinner: if she finished swiftly enough, there was a distinct chance of getting seconds or thirds. 
 
   Meanwhile, Mama Ippongi was belabouring Kuno with a catalogue of her woes. The shortage of silk, the total disappearance of wandering trade into the market, no entertainments. She fanned herself and shook her head, wondering at her own stoicism and courage.
 
   “You would never credit it, deputy Asodo! You would never credit the hardships I endure. And now we have yet more disasters! Bandits! Bandits and thugs upon the roads.” She drank sakē to try and soothe her nerves. “Dreadful. Dreadful! Bandits ambushing us – curses hunting us. The Raiden oppressing the people. Where will it all end? Were I not a cornerstone of this community, I would surely take my girls and leave. But I was born and raised here. It will take more than ghosts to chase me out!”
 
   With the courtesans and guests all fed, the maids sat back in a row against the wall, and ate their own dinner – the exact same fare, though served on simpler plates. Sura swung herself sideways so that she could find the maid in the green robes and talk to the girl while she ate. 
 
   The maid had honey-golden skin, and hauntingly beautiful hazel eyes. Her robes were wrapped at the waist by a skirt kept loose and rumpled, and a folded fan – very old and treasured – had been thrust through the girl’s belt. Sura nodded to the girl and gave a smile.
 
   “And you, maid san. You have always lived and worked here?”
 
   The maid started. She looked at Sura, then swiftly down at her food.
 
   “No, honoured priestess. No.” The girl gave a bow – perfectly graceful. She had the most beautiful, intelligent accent. “I am Hanako. A mere humble servant. I was apprenticed as a musician to another house in the town of Udoji. But now I am most pleased to be a member of this house.”
 
   “And I am sure that this house benefits greatly from your presence, Hanako san.”
 
   Mama Ippongi turned and gazed upon Hanako with great benevolence.
 
   “Hanako san is our most valued apprentice. Where would we be without her herbs and medicines? She can even cure my headaches. How would I ever get to sleep without her medicines?”
 
   Sura turned to regard Hanako.
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   Mama Ippongi started upon her third cup of sakē. “Yes, priestess. Yes indeed! She is a skilled herbalist. Such a talented girl.” The madam turned to regard Hanako with immense fondness. “Hanako chan is such a treasure. She was bought from another house after her mistress died. Not many apprentices actually ask to be brought to such a poor town, but Hanako chan clearly loves our home dearly. And her love brings us luck. She was even asked to attend the late lamented lord the night before he died. He saw her from his palanquin!” Mama Ippongi suddenly heaved a sigh, once again feeling her own woes.
 
   “We need luck. The town’s curse has even reached our house. One of my girls has died! And the old woman who did our laundry, no less! It is wicked. Wicked!”
 
   Mama Ippongi had finished her meal. A sudden thought took her, and she rose swiftly to her feet, her fan snapping open. The girl who attended her crammed the last of her own meal down her throat and hastened to the door. The madam rushed to the door to take her leave.
 
   “I just heard the back door open. Those devils of cooks are pilfering rice again, I just know it! This time I shall catch them in the act!” The woman raced off. “Please do enjoy yourselves! Do stay – do stay! Oh – and we must get more sakē from the shed...”
 
   Off she went, bustling away, the distant corners of the house echoing to her voice. With Mama Ippongi gone, Sura made a slight little motion to Tonbo, who moved up beside her, making space between himself and Benten. Sura gestured happily to Hanako. 
 
   “Please sit closer, Hanako san. We would truly enjoy your company.”
 
   Hanako was caught. She flushed, then came forward to join the main group of diners – sitting herself awkwardly between Tonbo and Benten. Benten and the girl made an appalling show of pretending that they did not know one another. Neither of them had the least acting talent at all. 
 
   Kuno ended his conversation with one of the poetically accomplished courtesans, and then turned to Hanako. 
 
   “Hanako san. Please forgive my impropriety – but we are investigating the haunting of this town. What can you tell us of the lady from this house who died?”
 
   The young maid dropped her gaze to the floor. Her hands gripped tight together, and her voice fell almost to a whisper. 
 
   “Kiko san. She was.. She was...”
 
   The plump courtesan looked up from her meal, quite happy to talk. “Kiko was a gossip, samurai san! Sharp eyed and sharp tongued. If anyone received clandestine presents from a valued customer, she would always report it straight to Mama Ippongi – and Mama Ippongi insists upon her cut!” The courtesan shook her head. “She favoured only the highest Raiden officers, scheming with them, thick as thieves… And the curse took her! Three months ago, almost to the day!”
 
    Kuno listened carefully. “And she died at night, with no marks?”
 
   Hanako kept her gaze upon the floor.
 
   “At night, samurai san. With no marks. Just a look of terror upon her face….”
 
   Deeply upset, the girl arose. She headed to the door, and gave a bow.
 
   “Please excuse me.”
 
   Benten yearned upwards, clearly wanting to go after her – but he returned to his meal, looking torn and miserable. Sura spotted a platter of dumplings nearby, and rapidly helped herself.
 
   “Benten san? I believe I left my spear outside where it might trip one of the ladies. Could you perhaps find a safer place for it?”
 
   The young ronin eagerly looked up.
 
   “Of course, Sura san!’ The man swiftly arose – his wounded thigh utterly forgotten. “I shall attend to it.”
 
   Off he raced – clearly hurrying after the girl. Sura kept her eyes on her dinner and gave a slight, sly smile. Kuno looked at her in puzzlement, and decided he would find out her plans in all due course.
 
   The plump courtesan joined Sura in plundering the dumpling plate. She looked towards the door, and gave an unhappy sigh.
 
   “Poor child. Please forgive her, Asodo san. Hanako has not been well ever since her night at the castle. She has seen death brush too close.” 
 
   Kuno raised one brow. “Too close?”
 
   “First Kiko – in the room next to Hanako’s own! And then last night – Lord Raiden!” The girl looked quite harried. “The curse! None of us are safe from the hungry ghosts! None of us! Hanako may have been the last person to ever see the man alive. Not that his presence on this earth shall be missed.” The courtesan swiftly put a hand against her mouth. “Buddha forgive me for saying it.”
 
   The courtesans and maids finished with their meals. The courtesans arose – now came their baths, and then the long process of preparing their makeup, robes and hair. The maids moved efficiently to clear away the trays. With the room suddenly quite empty, Chiri looked carefully about herself, then nestled close to confer quietly with her friends.
 
   “Colleagues. I feel perhaps that this Hanako should be questioned further.”
 
   “Mmm-hmm .” Sura finished a morsel of crayfish, savouring it slyly. “Let’s give her another ten minutes. At least until Benten retrieves my spear.”
 
   “Your spear?”
 
   “Ten should be enough.” Sura spied the sakē. “Just time enough for a drink.”
 
    
 
    
 
   With the courtesans all scrubbed and now enjoying their baths, the maids had a brief moment of peace. Soon, the complex rituals of dressing and adorning the courtesans would begin – but for the moment, there was time for a brief sit down and a cup of tea. Sleeves still rolled and her face flushed from the heat of the bath house, Hanako seated herself in her own narrow little room beside the stairs. She sat for a moment, one hand against her head, and closed her eyes, looking lost and worn.
 
   Sura stuck her head about the door. She was carrying a teapot and cups, and brightened the moment she saw Hanako.
 
   “So there you are! The cooks said that you were in the laundry!”
 
    “The laundry?” The girl closed the neck of her robes with one hand. “Why no! No, Kitsune san. I have been assisting at the baths.”
 
   “I was sure they said the laundry. Or was that Benten? I’m sure someone saw him there.” Sura happily invited herself in and sat down. “Tea? I brought you tea! It settles the stomach. You looked as though dinner didn’t agree with you.”
 
   “Oh!” Hanako found herself with a brimming teacup in hand. “Oh no – I am quite well, honoured priestess.”
 
   “Well – I just thought I’d talk with you. Mama Ippongi is telling poor Chiri about the terrible burden of double entry accounting, and the lads are all talking shop. You know – swords, armour, this season’s lacing patterns…” Sura looked about herself: the little room was plain but extremely well kept. “I love your accent! It’s local, yes? But beautifully educated.” 
 
   The girl drank – keeping herself poised, calm and controlled.
 
   “My mistress teaches me well, Sura san. But I have far to go.”
 
   “But you seem well versed in etiquette already, Hanako san. Surely you are a great boon to this house?”
 
   “I merely have a few small natural talents, Sura san.” Hanako turned her piercing eyes upon the fox. He voice was intelligent and calm.
 
   “Forgive me Kitsune san – but you did not invite yourself to my humble room in order to ask about my education.”
 
   Sura considered the girl, head tilted and fox tail swishing. Sura set aside her tea.
 
   “I do not want you to feel hunted and interrogated, Hanako san. But I wish to hear your tale of the night Lord Raiden died.”
 
   “You are investigating Lord Raiden’s death?” Hanako turned her teacup around and around in her hand. “But he is not a victim of the ghost. Surely he died of a heart condition, Sura san?”
 
   “Interesting. No one has yet specifically blamed a ghost.”
 
   A cold wind stirred through the room. The lamp flame guttered. Hanako hunched, pulling her robes tight about her shoulders.
 
   “It is a natural thought, Sura san, given that you are a Spirit Hunter.” The girl seemed to physically steel herself. She set aside her tea and glanced briefly at the fox. 
 
   “Very well, Sura san. I shall tell you what I know.”
 
   Hanako took a quiet, firm breath. She looked out of the window, towards the Raiden keep. 
 
   “I am not a courtesan, priestess. The maids are often apprentices, but I do not choose to be a courtesan.
 
   “Mama Ippongi told me that I was summoned to the lord. He had seen me from his palanquin as he passed through the town. I did not want to go, but I had no choice. Disobedience would have meant death. It would have meant terrible disaster to Mama Ippongi and all who live here. So that night, I made my way into the castle, and found myself ushered to the lord’s chambers in the upper keep.”
 
   Sura cupped her chin as the listened. “Were you alone?”
 
   “No, Sura san. I was sent out with a page and a maid.”
 
   “And Benten san.”
 
   Hanako looked at the floor. “Yes. And Benten.”
 
   She ordered the teacups without looking up at Sura. 
 
   “Only the maid remained with me once we entered the keep. The others stayed in the guard room at the gate house.”
 
   “Think carefully. What precisely happened once you entered the keep?”
 
   “We were met by a guard and taken to the head of the stairs outside Lord Raiden’s room. There were two guards at the door. We were allowed into the antechamber... The guards kept the door open. We were under observation as we sat down to wait.” The girl quietly smoothed her robes. “We were kept waiting for a considerable time. A castle maid arrived, carrying a tray with a teapot and a cup... The door to the main chamber was opened, and Lord Raiden was inside. He seemed... eager – very eager to receive her. He certainly saw us in the ante chamber. He seemed... pleased.”
 
   The girl seemed stiff and sickened at the thought. Sura nodded, picturing the room in her mind. 
 
   “What was Lord Raiden doing? Why had he kept you waiting?”
 
   Hanako made an elegant gesture of her hand.
 
   “He was busy with ledgers and a counting frame. There were books and papers… He was writing.”
 
   “Was there a small book? A black ledger?”
 
   “Yes... Yes, I believe there was. He put it aside when the teapot arrived. But the door was closed again, and the maid departed.” The girl set her hands into her lap – quite controlled. “Lord Raiden must have been deeply interested in his accounts. I was left waiting for a long time. Finally he opened the door. He seemed somewhat red faced – slightly unwell. I was told that I would not be required for the evening that I was free to go. I bowed to him, but he scarcely acknowledged my presence.
 
   “I left, and was home before midnight.”
 
   Sura mused the story over, tapping at her chin.
 
   “So you saw Lord Raiden? Just before midnight.”
 
   “Yes, Sura san. As did my companion, the maid. I am sure your confederates have already found her, and are taking her story. You will find that her tale matches exactly with my own.”
 
   Sura waved a hand, dismissing all hard feelings. “We mean no insult, lady. We are merely trying to gain a full picture of this town’s troubles.”
 
   Her eye lit upon Hanako’s fan – a beautiful old thing that lay half open on the floor off to one side. The fan had been painted with an image of a rabbit and the full moon. The fox saw it, and was delighted.
 
   “A rabbit! An usagi!” Sura helped herself to more tea. “I knew an usagi once! She was a puppeteer! A brilliant puppeteer. When she was in human form, she still kept her fluffy tail.”
 
   Hanako moved to quietly close the fan. “It was given to me at my last house, Sura san.”
 
   “Ah yes. You are not from here.”
 
   “No, Sura san. I came from Udoji, on the far side of the forest.”
 
   “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Two years, lady.” Hanako gave Sura a most definite bow. “And now, you must forgive me, priestess. The guests will be arriving in two hours. I must assist the ladies with their makeup and dresses.”
 
   “Of course, Hanako san. Please do forgive me for my curiosity.”
 
   Sura bowed, gathered up the tea things, and headed for the door. Out in the corridor, she could see Benten speaking to Chiri, enthusiastically showing the rat a view out to the mountains. Sura paused and gave a smile.
 
   “Benten is a delightful character once you get to know him.” She gave a fond cluck of her tongue. “I’m glad he has employment. How long has he been here?”
 
   Hanako blushed ever so slightly, turning away.
 
   “I do not know, Sura san.” The girl gave a very pointed bow. “Goodnight, Sura san.”
 
   “Nighty night!”
 
   With her white-tipped pony tail and fox-brush gleaming, Sura set off back down the corridor. Hanako closed the door behind her. Sura instantly flitted back to the door and set her pointed ear against it for a moment – fancying that she heard Hanako giving a sharp sigh of relief. Swishing her tail, Sura made her way back to the kitchens, humming to herself in thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   The evening gave way to full darkness as the greater hour of the Rooster vanished and the lesser hour of the dog began. The brothel festooned itself with lanterns, setting lights all around the gate and garden. On either side of Mama Ippongi’s, a few wealthy houses glimmered with lamps. With the first guests arriving and business about to begin, the four Spirit Hunters took their leave, setting out into the dark streets to wend their way back towards the inn. They walked together, with the elementals clinging tight to Chiri, sifting through the information gleaned after the evening meal. 
 
   Kuno walked side by side with Sura, scowling in thought.
 
   “I spoke with the other maid at length. She confirms Hanako’s tale. Tea was brought to Lord Raiden. Hanako and the maid were kept waiting until finally Hanako was summoned into the main chamber. The lord seemed flushed and distracted. He released Hanako almost immediately. She exited the room, and the women returned to the brothel accompanied by Benten and the page boy.”
 
   “Wait wait wait wait wait!” Sura held up a finger. “He summoned Hanako to his chamber. She later exited the room to join the maid. So the maid was not actually in the chamber with Hanako?”
 
   “Hmm...” Kuno cast his mind carefully back over the conversation with the maid. “No. Apparently not.” 
 
   “So Hanako was in there alone…”
 
   Interesting...
 
   They walked along, mulling theories over in their minds. Tonbo stayed to the rear, keeping a careful watch behind them towards the keep. Chiri paced quietly along beside Kuno, her thoughts deep and her elementals floating softly in her wake. 
 
   “The Raiden have not questioned Hanako about her visit to the castle. Surely this is a startling oversight?”
 
   Kuno nodded. “Raiden Katsura is taking no real steps to investigate his father’s death. And now we have a secret gold mine in a supposedly poor fief…” He kept one hand resting upon his sword hilt. “I am intrigued – and concerned.”
 
   Sura had been niggling away at other thoughts entirely. She looked across to Tonbo.
 
   “Tonbo: what would happen if the guard at a house of high class courtesans was found to be having a love affair with one of the maids?”
 
   “Not good.” Tonbo nodded, seeing her thoughts. “It could be bad. If the maid was intended to become a high ranked courtesan.”
 
   Kuno looked around. “He would certainly be dismissed. If he caused too much trouble, he might even be driven from the town.”
 
   Tonbo scowled. “Or worse. If the girl was a favourite of Lord Raiden, then the entire brothel would be at deadly risk. It would be easier to dispose of the guard entirely.”
 
   Chiri was aghast. “But Mama Ippongi seems so nice!”
 
   Kuno scowled. “She is a business woman. She cannot have ronin making free with her girls. Some high paying customers insist on exclusivity – and Lord Raiden was a butcher. Not a man to be crossed...”
 
   Sura scratched at her neck.
 
   “Where do brothel madams find girls?”
 
   Kuno made a face – clearly disapproving of the entire process.
 
   “Peasant families with too many mouths to feed – or orphans found wandering the streets. The brothel keeper takes them on. Those they groom to become courtesans are then expensively trained – music, poetry, calligraphy, dance. The girl therefore has a debt that she is now required to work off before she can go free. Easier to do so as a high paid courtesan than as a lowly maid.”
 
   They walked onwards, turning off into the broad lane that led towards the village inn. Sura mused, her tail swaying behind her as she walked. She put her spear over both shoulders, hanging her arms over the shaft.
 
   “There is a pattern here. Hanako is in love with Benten. I think he may even have followed her here from her last house in that other town.” The fox clucked her tongue. “The deaths in this town only started after Hanako arrived. We have a dead courtesan – a renowned sneak and gossip. And the laundry girl. Hanako and Benten seem to meet up in the laundry. It may be the only secret place where they can meet.” Sura gave a frown. “Did Hanako kill the courtesan and the laundry woman because they had discovered their secret romance?”
 
   Chiri shook her head, quite unconvinced.
 
   “Forgive me Sura san. But Hanako seems very sad, and very sweet – and very much in love.” The rat wrinkled her nose. “I do not think she is a murderess.”
 
   “Yeah – yeah... I know. I liked her. She’s a smart one. But something’s sure going on.” Sura puzzled it all over. “There’s a possible Hanako link to the other murders here as well. We had rough boys who prey on people running errands to the market. People like Hanako and the other maids! And a bad ronin – another person who harassed girls...” Sura turned to look back down the street towards the brothel. “But why Lord Raiden? What motivation could such a girl have to deliberately murder a lord?”
 
   Chiri paused and joined Sura, peering through the darkness at the distant lights of the castle.
 
   “Sura san! Do you think Hanako san may have truly murdered Lord Raiden?”
 
   “Well – the haunting in the forest was fake. Maybe the haunting in the town is as well – a fake curse to cover a string of mortal murders.” Sura wrinkled her nose in thought. “It would have to be by poison. She’s a herbalist. And the bodies are always found without a mark! But with a grimace of terror. Of terror? Or muscle contraction caused by a poison?” Quite certain that the pieces were all falling into place, Sura turned to face the others and planted her spear butt first on the ground. “Guys – I think what we have here is a case of murder! There’s clearly not a spirit or a monster in sight!”
 
   A great blazing, skeletal ghost blasted from a side alley and lunged straight for Sura. The gigantic screaming shape plunged towards her, and the fox dove wildly aide, squealing like a scalded monkey. Kuno and Tonbo dove and rolled, coming back up onto their feet in expert style as the huge, ravening ghost looped and swirled above the street. Sparks cracked and flickered in mid air.
 
   The ghost was a great, spectral skeleton in ragged chunks of armour – fingers clawed and jaw snapping. Twice the size of a man, and vast with power. It plunged to street level and hurtled itself at Sura once again. She dove aside, then rolled back up onto her feet, perfectly poised for battle. The ghost smashed over a street lamp, spilling oil and setting a blue, flickering fire splashing out over the street. The fox swirled her spear around her, the air all about crackling with power. Light gathered and flashed into her spear.
 
    
 
   “Spirit lance!”
 
    
 
   The spear blade glowed with a searing white light. Sura raced forward and sliced at the ghost. The creature wrenched wildly up and away from the spear. Tonbo raced forwards, swinging his tetsubo. The weapon passed clean through the ghost. A flick of the monster’s spectral tail clipped Tonbo, and a sizzling arc of power cracked into him, catapulting him backwards through a fence. With her eyes on the spectre, Sura raced across to Tonbo. She helped drag him up out of the ruined fence, his hair crackling with residual power and positively standing on end. Sura called back to Chiri, past the blazing pool of oil.
 
   “You guys will need magic weapons!”
 
   The rat girl nodded, keeping her eyes on the ghost as it whipped and plunged down below nearby rooves, circling to attack. She sent Daitanishi and Bifuuko circling up into the air, both elementals sparkling bright.
 
    
 
   “Dearest friends, heed my call. Club of Earth! Sword of Air!”
 
    
 
   The little air elemental plunged down and merged with Kuno’s sword, making the entire blade glow with life. Daitanishi sped into Tonbo’s tetsubo. With his huge spiked weapon now shimmering in his hands, Tonbo stood up, shed bits and pieces of the broken fence, and looked about for the ghost, ready to pound it clean back into the grave. 
 
   The ghost came straight at them.
 
   The creature gave a silent scream, claws extended, trying to seize hold of Kuno. Sura side-stepped, raking her spear along the monster’s side as it flashed past, and the ghost blazed, clearly stung. Its charge veered slightly aside, and Kuno whirled, sword flashing as it sliced into the ghost. The monster coiled back on itself, wildly angry. Tonbo crashed his tetsubo into the ghost’s shoulder, and the creature was somehow solid beneath the blow. The massive shock of the impact slammed the monster aside.
 
   The ghost whirled, snapping and snarling. A jagged arc of light suddenly shot out from the monster’s claws. Sura, Tonbo and Kuno were all hurtled wildly aside, falling and skidding across the road. The ghost surged, gathering great snapping arcs of energy that seared across its bones, then plunged towards them, flashing across the ground with lightning speed.
 
    Sura met it with her spear planted butt-first against the ground. The ghost crashed into the spear point, and great tendrils of power seared wildly through the air. Pinned on the crossblades, the ghost ravened at Sura and tried to shove closer. Power seethed and crackled, unable to travel down the spear haft. The crossblades held the monster at bay, even as its claws slashed wildly at Sura’s head. Power snapped and crackled, making her hair stand ridiculously on end. 
 
   Chiri sped to the blazing pool of lamp oil. She flung out a hand towards the rippling wash of flames. 
 
    
 
   “Friends of the nezumi, come! Your playmate summons fire!
 
   “Flame natagama!”
 
    
 
   Two small, flickering creatures made from flame surged up out of the fire and flung themselves into Chiri’s weapons. The rat ran and made a ferocious leap, long hair flying as she sliced into the monster’s flank with both blades. The ghost reeled, two blazing wounds cut across its bones. Chiri cut and hacked into it again. Power arced out of the ghost, sizzling uselessly into the ground. It lashed at Chiri, and the rat ducked beneath the whip of scorching light, slicing at the monster once again. With the ghost still held on the point of Sura’s spear, Tonbo rose and crashed his tetsubo down onto the monster. Wounded, the ghost roiled sideways. Sura whipped paper seals out of her robes and swiped them with stiffened fingers, charging them with power. She flung two papers down onto the ground, trying to make a cage to trap the ghost – but the monster immediately leapt up and away, swooping over the roof of a hut to disappear from view.
 
   “After it! We can try and trap it!” Sura pointed to the left. “Hook around and chase it back this way! I’ll lay out the seals!”
 
   Sura staggered towards an alley, feeling somewhat numb and scorched, with hair and tail frizzed out like a cloud. Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno ran down the road, hoping to head off the monster and chase it back into the trap. Sura picked her place and swiftly laid out her paper seals. She backed away to the corner of the alley, ready to fire off her spell.
 
   Tonbo, Chiri and Kuno plunged through an overgrown garden, past astonished householders, then caught sight of the ghost as it hovered in a market place filled with old decaying barrels. The monster was drawing power out of the ground – its wounds sizzling and healing. The rat girl and the two warriors thundered towards the ghost, and it whipped about. It pulled away, still sucking power up out of the walls, the trees, the ground –  then whirled and sped straight towards Sura’s ambush. The fox backed away, using herself as bait, waving her hands to draw the ghost right into the shields.
 
    “Yes yes yes! This way! Hey ugly – over here!” The ghost saw Sura, and the monster’s eyes filled with absolute rage. The fox skipped backwards, waving her hand. “Over here, you undead git!”
 
   Sura pumped a fist in joy as the ghost raced straight into the alleyway. But her jaw droped as the monster looped completely around the paper seals. It roared overhead as Sura ducked, then hovered in the street with sparks crackling wildly into the dark. 
 
   Claws out, it sent a deep surge of power sizzling towards a cart filled with firewood. The cart lifted high into the air. The monster looked straight at Sura, its teeth barred. The fox’s ears fell.
 
   “Oh bugger!”
 
   The cart came tumbling wildly through the air, straight for Sura. She ducked it by a whisker’s breadth, and it smashed into the corner of an abandoned house, shattering the wall. The ghost rose and plunged towards her, hurtling great blocks of firewood towards her head. Sura ducked, then jumped, scrabbling aside as logs slammed into the ground. The last one came straight for her face, missing by a miracle, to shatter floorboards right in front of her nose. She leapt back to her feet and saw the ghost reaching for yet more firewood, which it rapidly flung in a mad volley straight towards her.
 
   The fox wailed and ran off along a row of porches. The ghost came in hot pursuit, its sizzling power bolts seizing mattocks, old stone lanterns, roof tiles and porch posts and flinging them wildly after her. Lethal missiles smashed into walls as Sura wove, ducked and ran. Everything metal all around the ghost seared and roiled with sparks. Wooden roof tiles exploded out and away as the spectre rampaged past.
 
   “Guys! A little help here!”
 
   Sura leapt from a porch and through a deserted garden, hoping to find a route that would starve the ghost of its ammunition supply. Instead, she raced past a huge old log with a felling axe. In an open shed beside it there was an entire wall hung with hammers, saws, sickles, awls and rusty chisels. The fox stared the tools, her ears wilting.
 
   “Oh mother pus bucket...!”
 
   The ghost snatched for the tools. Sura sped off in another direction, tail flying behind her. She saw a line of houses that promised some sort of cover. The fox flicked one glance back over her shoulder as she ran – and saw a great mass of rusty metal tools coming straight towards her like a solid wall.
 
   There was an old stone statue of Kwannon at the edge of the houses up ahead. Sura leapt behind the statue, changing into fox form and leaving her clothes behind. She flattened herself against the stone an instant before the metal tools slammed into the houses all around her. Chisels and sickles crashed into the stone statue, ricocheting away, striking showers of sparks. Kwannon’s head was severed by a spinning axe – the blade almost taking off Sura’s ears. The stone head landed with a thump behind her, gazing up at the fox with an expression of mild annoyance. One wall of a house groaned and fell into the alley, peeling clean away from the rest of the structure. The fox dashed off through the wreckage and into the now-open house.
 
   A family of merchants were sitting in the house, eating their evening meal. They stared in astonishment as a frizzled fox came bounding through their missing wall. A moment later, the ghost appeared in the opening, tearing the gap wide and crackling with power.
 
   A tetsubo slammed into the ghost from behind, crashing it to the ground. The end of the staff plunged down. Sparks chasing and searing about his armour, Tonbo heaved downwards. Somehow he kept the writhing monster pinned to the floor
 
   Chiri came bounding through the wreckage holding Sura’s fallen robes. She flung a bundle of paper seals towards the fox. Sura leapt to catch them, changing into her fur form mid-air. Orange furred, tall and naked, she landed on the dinner table between the soup and the rice, swiped two fingers along a fan of seals and charged them with power. The ghost saw her, gave a huge wrench of its bones and jerked out of Tonbo’s reach. Kuno slashed at the creature, but it took off, fleeing swirling off into the air. Chiri flung Sura her spear.
 
   “It’s heading for the brothel!” The rat sped off into the dark. “Hurry! We can catch it!”
 
   “Go!” Naked and armed with a spear, Sura leapt from the dinner table. She paused in the broken wall space and saluted the terrified family.
 
   “Sorry! A paranormal moment! Just go on about your lives!”
 
   Sura ran off in pursuit of her friends. Chiri tossed Sura’s robes back over her shoulder, and Sura scrabbled to catch the garment as it flew.
 
   “Did anyone get my sword?” Sura called as she raced after her friends. “Did anyone get my pants?”
 
   Kuno was in the lead as they raced back down the street. The ghost looped up and over decayed old houses, past a tree, then over a fence behind the brothel yard. Armour clanking, Kuno broke through the rear gate and plunged into the back yard of the brothel. Chiri and her elementals were hard upon his tail.
 
   Hanako lay sprawled just outside of the brothel laundry, slumped half against a pillar. Chiri, Sura and Tonbo arrived, eyes on the ghost as it swirled overhead tearing in anger at the trees.
 
   Idē Benten came running from inside the busy brothel, having heard the disturbance in the garden. He froze as he saw the skeletal, raging ghost, then staggered back, utterly aghast. He drew his sword and tried to stand over Hanako and protect her. Sura wrapped her robe about herself, eyes fixed on the monster overhead.
 
   “Benten! Get back!”
 
   The ghost gathered itself into a stream of light. It plunged straight into Hanako.
 
   Power thundered over the garden, then vanished – sucked into the semi-conscious girl. The ghost had vanished – the garden was dark once more. The sudden silence was deafening.
 
   Hanako was weeping.
 
   Benten ran to her, holding her. The Spirit Hunters approached slowly, utterly appalled. The power in their weapons flickered as spells ran their course, and the elementals re-emerged, flying free.
 
   A cold wind blew. Out in the town, distant shouts of alarm echoed through the streets. In the garden, the only sound was Hanako’s tears.
 
   Hanako knelt in misery on the ground. She finally looked up at Sura with tears of horror streaming down her face.
 
   “Yes, Kitsune Sura. It is inside me.” The girl swayed. “I see it now. They were not bad dreams after all...” Hanako looked sickened – horrified at herself. “There was a time when it seemed so kind. So very kind…”
 
   The girl drew away from Benten’s arms.
 
   “I am host to this spirit of evil. It will kill again and again and again, as long as I am alive.”
 
   Hanako bowed, then drew her hair away from her neck. She knelt, neck bared and her hands in her lap.
 
   “I beg you, Spirit Hunters. Please kill me, so that the curse will end…”
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   Chapter 7
 
   The girl knelt in calm dignity, waiting for the end. Kuno stepped back, lowering his sword. Chiri looked at the girl in horror.
 
   “Hanako san – no!”
 
   Hanako kept her eyes focussed on the ground before her. Her tears fell in the grass. 
 
   “Kitsune Sura. I know you have felt some friendship towards me. I beg you to release me.” The girl’s shoulders were still – she was unafraid. “I can at least die as a samurai, even if I could not live as one!”
 
   The fox was having none of it.” No! No – there will be another way.”
 
   “There is no other way!” Weeping but suddenly fierce, the girl whirled to Benten. “Idē Benten – if you love me, you will kill me. I beg of you! These people are my people. I cannot bring them harm.”
 
   Weeping and horrified, Benten backed away, shaking his head.
 
   Hanako moved like lightning. She leaped and snatched Benten’s short sword from his belt. The girl sped past the laundry and into the front garden. Benten and the Spirit Hunters started after her, but a great crackle of power seared in the girl’s path. The ghost seemed to reached out of her and sent arcs of power rippling across the grass. Benten and Sura ducked back, eyes dazzled. By the time they looked back, Hanako had gone. Benten raced into the front gardens, past a terrified customer who hid behind a rock. Benten looked wildly about himself, utterly horrified. 
 
   “Akiko chan! Akiko!”
 
   Tonbo ran to the gate and looked into the deserted street. There was no sign of the girl.
 
   “Quickly – where would she go?” The huge man turned to Benten. “Idē San! She did not kill herself on the street! She will find a place with meaning.”
 
   Benten ran a hand through his hair, utterly aghast. He turned and suddenly looked to the hill nearest to the old inn.
 
   “I… The old Usagi family shrine! The ruins. It’s close!”
 
   Tonbo seized the man by the shoulder. “Lead us. Run!”
 
   Benten fought for breath, then sprinted up the street, moving fast. Chiri sped after him, her elementals swerving and weaving beside her. Slower in his armour, Kuno chased behind. Tonbo hung back until Sura caught up with him. The fox was still trying to tie her belt one handed while carrying her spear. She threw the weapon to Tonbo.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Up the road.”
 
   A fan lay fallen in the street. Sura finally tied her belt and swiftly knelt and seized the fan. She spread it out and looked over the painting on one face – then at an inscription painted on the other side. She shoved the fan into her belt, grabbed hold of her spear, and began to run barefoot down the road. Tonbo ran with her, pointing to the glimmer of Chiri’s elementals up ahead.
 
   They reached an old half forgotten trail and surged up a hill slope, following the trail of crushed grass left by Chiri, Kuno and Benten. They found old stone steps amongst the weeds and raced onward, heading for the hill crest up above. 
 
    
 
    
 
   At the crest of the hill, vast old and charred beams had become overgrown with moss. Tall weeds rattled where once a graceful shrine had stood. Old statues stood in a row amongst the bushes, chipped and hacked – some headless, and some utterly destroyed. 
 
   Hanako ran weeping through the ruins. There was one patch of ground before the statues where weeds and grass had been roughly cleared. She had lain little offerings here in the past – a bowl of rice, a bundle of wildflowers... She finally fell to her knees in the dark night. Placing the stolen short sword in front of herself, she wrenched open her robes to bare her throat. Facing the statues she bowed, then clapped her hands in prayer. 
 
   She arched as the ghost suddenly shot out of her body. The spirit hung above her as she slumped sideways. The ghost swooped and swirled about her in distress, but Hanako looked up at it in misery.
 
   “No more! You make my life come at too high a price!”
 
   Benten, Chiri and Kuno burst through the weeds. They caught sight of Hanako in the moonlight. The girl instantly snatched up the short sword and put the edge to her throat. Benten flung himself to his knees.
 
   “Wait! Akiko chan! Please!”
 
   The girl was erect, tearful and proud. She took a firm grasp of the sword hilt.
 
   “Do not come closer, Benten chan. I do not control this ghost, but I can at least stop it.” She tensed her arm to plunge the sword into her own throat. 
 
   “At least I know how to die as a lady!”
 
   Sura’s quiet voice carried from the shadows.
 
   “Yes. As a lady.”
 
   Tonbo and Sura came forward into the moonlight before the statues. The fox’s fur shone white and dark, her pointed muzzle gleaming in the moonlight. She slowly spread open the girl’s fallen fan. 
 
   It was painted with a rabbit and a full moon.
 
   “Lady Usagi Akiko.”
 
   Hanako set the short sword aside. Hanging her head, she shimmered. Her ears – always covered by her hair, extended. Her face changed into the face of a beautiful young rabbit. Her body was covered by a fine silken fur.
 
   “How did you know, Sura san?”
 
   “Benten. He called out to you.” The fox turned the fan. “And a poem:
 
    
 
   “Leaping, running, laughing
 
   Smiling eyes and rabbit’s heart
 
   Sheltered by our love.”
 
    
 
   The ghost up above flashed. It spread out claws to attack. Sura lifted a hand, whipping it out towards the weeds.
 
   “Shields!”
 
   Flickering walls of light sprang into life. They were walled in with the ghost, rising to join high in the sky above. Sura had delayed her appearance so that she and Tonbo could plant seals out in the grass. She held another paper in her hand, and pointed her glowing spear at the ghost.
 
   “Not this time, my friend.”
 
   The ghost backed away, roiling – suddenly wary of the fox holding the magical seal.
 
   Benten crept forward to Akiko’s side. He bowed to her, utterly ashamed.
 
   “Forgive me, my love. I failed to keep your secret.”
 
   The rabbit girl looked up at him, tired and wracked with sadness.
 
   “You could not be blamed, my love.”
 
   The rabbit turned to the Spirit Hunters.
 
   “Idē Benten is the last samurai of the Usagi clan. When my family was destroyed, I became lost in the forest. A brothel madam found and raised me. Benten san searched for me for years, and finally found me when we were both thirteen. He has been my guardian ever since.” She looked at Benten in quiet love. “And now, far more than a mere guardian.”
 
    
 
   “The Chariots course no more.
 
   In the river, our fallen banners drifted like leaves;
 
   On, on upon an autumn current.
 
   Memories of beauty lost shall drench our sleeves.”
 
    
 
   Benten met Akiko’s eyes.
 
    
 
   “But my bow is a northern bow – strong as iron.
 
   My heart is resolute. I shake my iron coat, 
 
   And it gleams like snow.
 
   The fires of Yu-Shueh are strong, and never fade.”
 
    
 
   Asodo Kuno, deeply moved, bowed to Benten.
 
   “Chugo – loyalty transcending the mere fortunes of life. Idē Benten – you are a most worthy samurai.” Kuno straightened. “How is it that you found your lady? How did you know that she was alive?”
 
   Benten bowed stiffly in return.
 
   “Kuno san – my father charged me to protect her. My father, Idē Yagorō was the senior general of the Usagi. On Akiko’s mother’s orders, he spirited both Akiko and myself out of the castle as it fell. He swore to defend Akiko. My father led us deep into the forest, but Raiden troops were coming ever closer.”
 
    Benten stared at the weeds. His voice fell.
 
   “We ran far, far into the wilds, with my father bleeding from his wounds. I was sent running onwards to fetch horses. When I returned, he been slain. My father lay with enemy dead all around him. There was no sign of Lady Akiko, and the Raiden never produced a body. They claimed she had died in the castle.
 
   “So I searched for eight long years. And my faith was repaid a thousand fold.” The young man looked up at his Akiko. Absolute love shone in his eyes. “I found her.”
 
   “And loved her.”
 
   Sura looked from Akiko and Benten to the ghost swirling watchfully up above. The fox examined the ghost carefully.
 
   “Akiko himē. Your bodyguard died protecting you? The last, most loyal fighter in the clan?”
 
   The rabbit girl looked up at Sura.
 
   “Yes, Sura san. He fought on and on, even though he was dying. He bought my escape with his own life.”
 
   “And served you far beyond death.” Sura turned to Benten, and gently bowed.
 
   “Benten san. I believe this is your father’s spirit – trapped in this world while he continues to uphold his oath to the Usagi family.”
 
   Benten stared up at the ghost in shock. Sura walked up beside him, and knelt at his side.
 
   “Benten san. If you wish, you can release him to the spirit world.” The fox’s voice was firm and gentle. “Take his oath upon yourself, father to son.”
 
   A cold wind blew across the ruined shrine. 
 
   Benten looked from Akiko and Sura to the great skeletal ghost hanging above. The figure could be seen more clearly now – dressed in black-laced armour with a moon crest, all slashed and scored from a ferocious battle. Benten walked forward slowly, gazing up at the skeletal face in shock – and then in wonder. He knelt slowly, placing his sword before him, then gave the ghost a reverential bow.
 
   “Honoured father. It is I, your son Benten.”
 
   Benten remained deep in his bow, hands placed beside his sword.
 
   “For long years, I have served lady Akiko faithfully. I now formally request to take upon myself your oath. I will protect and serve her through life and beyond.”
 
   Lady Akiko came forward. She knelt side-by-side with Benten, and bowed to the ghost in quiet, deep respect.
 
   “With your permission, Yagorō san – we will join Idē to Usagi. I most humbly ask you to bless our union.”
 
   The ghost seemed calmer – clearer. The violent sizzling power had faded to a gentler light. The scarred armour seemed to clear. The bones seemed to lose their claws, and became merely a skeleton. Akiko bowed to the skeleton once again. Her voice was filled with love.
 
   “General Yagorō san. Our clan shall live again. We are forever in your debt.”
 
   Sura walked quietly forward and swirled her spear. Power glowed as she drew a symbol floating in the air, filling the old ruined shrine with light.
 
    
 
   “Spirit of the restless night
 
   Honoured one who served in faith.
 
   Go now to realm of honoured dead
 
   To rest in peace before rebirth.”
 
    
 
   The fox priestess sliced with her spear and a rift appeared – a gateway that flooded a soft golden light out across the weeds. The way to the realm of the honoured dead lay open, and the air stirred with a quiet scent of flowers.
 
   The Spirit Hunters bowed reverently to the samurai who had served Akiko through death and beyond. The ghost took on a warm, calm light. The skull and bones clad themselves in mist, taking on the semblance of a great, powerful man.
 
   The ghost lingered, descending gently until it hovered before Benten and Akiko. It caressed them with its light – sunk down before Lady Akiko as though swaying in a bow – and then swirled up and over to the rift. The ghost hesitated at the edge – then looked briefly at Sura. She nodded to the ghost, and then it plunged through the gateway and was gone.
 
   The gate shimmered and flashed closed, leaving a swirl of tiny petals in the air. 
 
   Sura gave a sigh of relief. She flicked a glance to Tonbo, who immediately went to keep watch over the town below. Some residents were out in the street: a Raiden patrol carrying naginatas and lanterns were running about the road. A group of armoured samurai on horseback trotted from the distant castle gates to investigate the disturbance in the town. 
 
   Sura knelt down and picked up one of the petals. It melted away like a snowflake, leaving a simmer of perfume in the air. Sura examined the little puff of vapour with a scowl.
 
   “They’re never lotus petals. I have no idea where Buddhists get that obsession from…” She gave a sigh. “Ah well!”
 
   Tonbo came over and pointed towards the castle: more lanterns had appeared, and there seemed to be a loud argument outside the brothel gates. The fox nodded and rose up, looking towards the town in thought. She wagged a finger towards Akiko and Benten.
 
   “Right – I need you two out of sight. They’ll check the inn.” The fox pointed to Kuno. “Kuno, Chiri! Get these two to the bridge where we met the crow! Hide them well. Tonbo – run to the inn, grab our stuff, and get to the bridge, fast as you can.” The fox struck an heroic pose.
 
   “And I…? I am going to find my damned pants. An icy wind is blowing down the pass.”
 
   Chiri rose and ran to the edge of the hill, looking off towards the town.
 
   “I will fetch them, Sura san. With Bifuuko and Daitanishi to scout, I am safe.”
 
   “And get my sword!”
 
   “Yes. Absolutely.” The white rat tucked her hair beneath her robes, and threw a dark scarf over her head and face. The transformation was remarkable – she suddenly became almost nondescript. “And your socks and sandals.”
 
   “And my canteen!” The fox gathered up Akiko and Benten. Tonbo had already thundered off towards the inn. “Make sure you get my canteen!”
 
   The rat was gone, vanishing into the bushes with her two little elementals fanning out to scout the way ahead. Kuno ran a short way towards the road and knelt down in cover, making certain that the Raiden patrols were still back near the brothel. He crossed the road swiftly and paused, waiting for Sura to usher Benten and Akiko over into hiding. They all paused and looked back – seeing lanterns gathered outside Mama Ippongi’s brothel, then plunged into the forest.
 
   They would have to avoid the road. It would be safe enough at the very verges of the forest – the Raiden would not set traps and patrols too near the edge, where they might be found and seen. Sura sniffed, caught the scent of the river, and led the way forward into the pitch black undergrowth, prodding for pit traps with the butt end of her spear. 
 
   Holding Akiko’s hand, Benten clung tight behind Sura as they threaded off into the bushes.
 
   “Sura san! Can you find your way to this bridge in the dark?”
 
   “What? Oh sure. Trust me – I’m a fox!” Sura led the way forward through the trees.
 
   “Damn but this wind is cold.”
 
   Kuno kept his sword drawn until long after they had lost sight of the road.
 
    
 
    
 
   They gathered in a ruined farmhouse near the old bridge. Tonbo had come running, shadowing the road, carrying their packs, with Chiri joining them a few minutes later.
 
   A single pair of Raiden samurai had ridden down the road as far as the bridge, but had halted without crossing, having found no sign of any traffic. The group paused in cover, watching as the samurai scanned the road ahead – but the way was obviously deserted. The two men rode back towards the castle, moving at an unhurried pace. Clearly they believed there was nothing to report.
 
   Inside the ruins, brambles and a new-sprung tree provided perfect cover. Uncovering her hair, Chiri breathlessly unrolled a bundle and handed it bit by bit to Sura.
 
   “Here are your pants, Sura san! And little-brush!” The rat had fluffed Sura’s pleated hakama clean of dust. “And your footwear – and canteen.” It was a beautiful, gorgeous old canteen from ancient, weathered bamboo engraved with a grinning fox face. “It seems very old. It is valuable?”
 
   “Priceless!” Sura drank – and there was a sudden scent of plum wine upon the air. Sura saw that everyone was looking at her. “What? It’s from Mama Ippongi’s! Hey – I was going to share it around!”
 
   Tonbo heaved a sigh and put a hand out for the canteen. “Perhaps you had better put on your pants.”
 
   “If you insist. But you guys just don’t know what you’re missing!” Sura fumbled for her hakama in the dark, and stepped into them – found out they were on backwards, then clumsily started once again. “So – trouble in the town?”
 
   “Lights in the castle. Some Raiden samurai came into the streets.” Chiri sat herself down upon a stone. “There’s an argument going on with some of the old hatamoto – the senior retainers of the old lord. They’re at the brothel. Apparently they have been forbidden permission to leave the town.”
 
   Akiko nodded softly. “They are very high prestige customers of Mama Ippongi’s house whenever they come to town.”
 
   “Indeed.” Chiri remained in rat form, tall pink ears gleaming in the dark. “I caught only a few most distant words. But the young lord’s senior retainers are accusing the old hatamoto of fermenting trouble. I believe they feel the damage in the town is an attempted diversion.”
 
   Kuno gave a terse nod of satisfaction. “They sound like they’re falling out – old regime against the new.”
 
   “Suits me fine!” Sura had managed to gain hold of her canteen again. “Nothing is more hilarious that your enemies fighting amongst themselves.”
 
   Benten blinked.
 
   “Is that a quote by a fox, Sura san?”
 
   “No… Lao Tzu, I think. The man apparently really loved a fist fight.” Sura drank, then corked the wine. “Now then! I want to fill in a few holes. Akiko san – can you tell me what’s been going on? So you escaped the castle as a child, back when the Raiden invaded. What happened then?”
 
   The rabbit girl combed her hair back and away from her tall, elegant ears. With her true form now revealed, it was clear that Akiko’s loose skirt had been intended to conceal a beautiful short, fluffy tail bound tight beneath her clothes. The rabbit sat quietly upon a pile of stones, close by her beloved Benten.
 
   “I was quite alone, Sura san. I wandered the forest, and eventually found a path. The path led to a road, and the road went through many fields. There were many, many refugees fleeing from the main Raiden army. I dug roots from the field, and finally encountered a country inn. A woman was there – a woman in full make up, travelling in a lacquered palanquin. She was accompanied by several courtesans. I came up to them and with my most courtly manners, I offered to perform tasks for them in exchange for food.”
 
   “Ah.” Sura smiled. “And so you became a maid to courtesans.”
 
   “And as I found later – a girl being groomed to become a courtesan herself.” Akiko gratefully accepted a measure of wine poured out by Kuno. “But the madam was favourably impressed with my diction and my manner. I told her that I was the daughter of a shrine priest from far to the south – but that Raiden samurai had burned the shrine down. The women took me to a nearby town. I adopted the name Hanako – the name of my old nurse. Although the Raiden occupied the town, they never searched for me. The entire Usagi clan was declared to be dead. Our retainers and relatives scattered in far off lands tried to rally support against the Raiden. But all efforts failed when an imperial edict declared my clan to have been rebels against the throne.”
 
   Kuno listened most carefully. He held up hand, leaning forward to clarify a point.
 
   “Forgive me, Akiko hime – but the Raiden justified their attack upon your clan by saying they had uncovered evidence of a plot against the emperor.”
 
   “Lies. All lies. They manufactured their evidence after they had wiped out my family.” Akiko gripped her fan tightly between her hands. “A series of huge bandit raids had been conducted against caravans travelling close to the Raiden and Usagi lands. Raiden troops had been slain, and a fortune in copper coins had been stolen – and imperial tax officials had been slaughtered. After their invasion, the Raiden produced the coins, the heads of the dead imperial officials, and some miserable wretches that they claimed were the bandits. The emperor – grandfather of our current emperor – immediately applauded the Raiden invasion. He rewarded them with our lands – and all investigations were immediately closed.” Akiko’s eyes were hard. “I am told that the Raiden financed a great pleasure garden and pagoda at the imperial palace. They paid for it in gold.”
 
   Sura nodded, leaning on her spear. “They swapped copper for gold.”
 
   “Precisely, Sura san.” Akiko set aside her wine cup. “Now through you, Benten has discovered why my family died. The Raiden had secretly sent prospectors to the forest, and had discovered gold upon our poor lands. It was the gold they wanted. And so they engineered their ‘bandit raids’.”
 
   Chiri gave a frown.
 
   “But why have they kept the gold mine a secret, Akiko himē?
 
   “Gold is an important resource, Chiri san. The emperor is rightfully given half of all gold mined in the empire as tax. This way the Raiden can amass gold without paying tax. And they use those secret funds to fuel some dark plan of their own.” Akiko looked towards the mountains. Somewhere beyond in a great, cold fief, the Raiden kept their main strength hidden. “There is something going on here, unseen. The Raiden are part of something large and terrible.”
 
   The rabbit gave a sigh of frustration.
 
   “Lord Raiden had the key. A butcher he may have been – but he was also an orderly one. If Lord Raiden was raping this province for its gold, he would have kept records. He would want to record yearly production and yearly profits.”
 
   Tonbo thumped the butt of his tetsubo against the ground in thought.
 
   “The black ledger…’
 
   “Yes, Tonbo san.” Akiko closed her eyes. “When Lord Raiden summoned me to the castle as a courtesan, I knew that opportunity had come at last. We knew that the lord came to this fief for some reason – he did it every year, with many armed guards – but most importantly, with clerks and accountants. It could never have been merely on account of our poor taxes! So – I thought I might have the chance at last to search Lord Raiden’s rooms for account books or paperwork.”
 
   Sura made an easy gesture. “And bring him some of your herbs and medicines.”
 
   Akiko blushed to admit it. Her ears turned pink.
 
   “It – it is so, Sura san. The lord had tea delivered. My own maid distracted the girl bringing the tea, and I doctored the teapot with some of Mama Ippongi’s sleeping draft. Then we were kept waiting – kept waiting for so long that I felt certain the lord must have fallen asleep. We were about to enter the room quietly and conduct our search. But no – Lord Raiden suddenly appeared, looking extremely strange – energised, frantic and dazed. He took me into his rooms. I cannot understand why the sleeping draft failed to work.”
 
   “Aha! It didn’t work because the old man took a powerful aphrodisiac!” Sura turned to Chiri. “How do these drugs work?”
 
   This time, it was the rat who blushed.
 
   “For… for a man, these are often merely medicines that increase the force of the blood. They can be dangerous for those who suffer from a weakness of the heart. An overdose could prove to be quite fatal. It would effectively cause a heart attack.”
 
   She looked up at Sura, and the fox clucked her tongue in triumph. “Yep. The doctor works for Raiden Katsura. They just massively upped the man’s usual dose. The lord was intended to die of a heart attack while lying with you, Akiko hime. An easily explainable death in an old man!” Sura curled her tail. “But your own sleeping drug was in the cup. They were at war in him. One made him dazed and drowsy, and one gave him a raging… headache. He stayed awake long enough to summon you – but then had to dismiss you as he began to feel more and more unwell.” Sura frowned. “And so you did not get the opportunity to search the lord’s chamber.”
 
   “No, Sura san. I did not.”
 
   Kuno looked off in the general direction of the Raiden castle, scowling at the darkness. “Did the drugs kill Lord Raiden? Was he slain by his own son?”
 
   “Mmmm – I think not. No – that was the ghost.” Sura swished her tail as she pondered. “In the morning, Lord Raiden would have summoned Akiko again – either to dishonour her, or to erase his shame by punishing her. The protective ghost knew this. And so it left Akiko once she slept and slew the lord in his chamber. It struck just as it had so many times before.” Sura made an easy gesture with her hand. “The lord’s son decided that the aphrodisiac drug overdose had done its job.”
 
   The group all considered. The explanations all rang true, but nothing seemed to have been resolved. Finally Benten shook his head in frustration. 
 
   “We can do nothing to prove that Raiden Katsura tried to slay his father. His grasp upon the Raiden fief is secure.”
 
   The fox gave a nasty little chuckle. “No – but we can solve your own problem, Akiko hime, and help this town. The Raiden are in line for a swift kick to the happy sacks!”
 
   Tonbo followed Sura step by step. “The ledger. Katsura’s men were searching for a black ledger in the old man’s rooms. They do not have it.”
 
   “Yep! The fox rubbed her hands together in glee. ‘So all we have to do is go and get it!”
 
   Akiko stared.
 
   “But we do not know where it is!”
 
   “Of course we do!” Sura helped herself to the last of the wine. “Well, I do. If they wanted to find the thing, they should have asked a fox!”
 
   Benten was utterly bemused. “It is still in the castle?” He looked from one Spirit Hunter to another. “The castle swarms with troops, with servants… There is no possible way to enter.”
 
   “Oh – we should have it in hand in about – what? An hour? An hour and a half?” Sura put one arm over Chiri’s shoulder and grinned. “Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   Chiri had a vague sense that something was about to happen. She felt a prickle of worry travel up and down her spine.
 
   “Will I enjoy this?”
 
   “Oh don’t be such a baby!”
 
    
 
    
 
   In the dark hours past midnight, watch fires at the castle gates burned low. The inexplicable riots in the town had triggered off extra patrols – and yet more men had been sent into the forest to protect the gold mines. Two of the old lord’s chief retainers had disappeared, and it was feared that more trouble might be brewing. So the guards at the gates remained carefully on watch, looking out across the long road into town. In the bottom floors of the keep, the door guards were changed. A patrol of eight samurai moved out into the grounds, off to carefully inspect the battlements.
 
   Once the samurai had passed, a fox, a little white rat and a pair of tiny elementals emerged out of a drain that fed beneath the walls. The fox had a great long coil of twine fixed to her back by a knotted string. She slipped carefully over to the cover of a pile of horse manure and peered here and there across the grounds. Sura gave a signal with her tail, and the little white rat came bustling over, twittering swiftly through the weeds. Bifuuko and Daitanishi flitted along quietly at her side.
 
   They made their way past a stable filled with sleeping horses – past a barracks block crammed with Raiden foot soldiers. Past a guest house that seemed sadly underused. 
 
   The main keep stood upon a great stone-faced mound. At the base, a few small ornamental trees had been planted – all totally within dense black shadow. The massive wooden walls of the keep rose five stories up into the air. A few lights glimmered in the lower stories, but the upper floor was dark.
 
   Untying the string about her middle, Sura shucked off the huge pile of twine. She quietly turned to her fur form and sat in the shadow of one of the little trees. Bifuuko seized one end of the twine and sped off and up into the air, heading to the upper reaches of the tower.
 
   Gilded dolphins had been placed at the point of each of the eaves. High, high up at the fourth story roof, Bifuuko looped the cord around the base of a dolphin, and whirred silently back down to the ground. Sura took the end of the cord out of the little elemental’s claws, and joined the ends together to make one enormous loop reaching dizzily up into the air. She tied an old straw sandal to the lower part of the line, and gave everything a few more knots for good measure. 
 
   “Right! Here we go!”
 
   Chiri clambered into the old sandal, not entirely happy about this part of the plan. “What if the string breaks?”
 
   “Daitanishi will go with you! Hold onto him and he’ll slow your fall!” With the rat safely ensconced in the sandal, the fox began hauling upon the upper length of string. “Yoiks and away!”
 
   “I hate it when you say that!”
 
   “Shush! Action, adventure, air travel! Where would you be without me?” The fox hauled away. “Off we go!”
 
   The rat swayed and jounced her way up into the air. She sat inside the sandal with her rock elemental floating stoically at her side, cranked along through the empty air foot by foot, yard by yard. She looked down only once – seeing the dizzy drop to the stone wall below her. Chiri gripped tight to the sandal lashings and wrapped her tail three times around the string.
 
   “How do I let her talk me into these things?”
 
   Daitanishi swivelled to look at her, and gave the impression of a shrug.
 
   Upward they went, with Chiri hoping that the keep was empty of owls. The rat was winched onward until she reached the golden dolphin at the edge of the roof.
 
   Bifuuko flashed a little sparkling light to signal Sura. The fox ceased pulling at the string. Assisted by Daitanishi, Chiri gingerly clambered out of the sandal and onto the sloping tile roof that capped the fourth floor of the keep.
 
   A cold wind blew. The rat quickly ran along the roof ridge until she reached the edge of the first floor wall. The wall here was rough, harsh wood. She clambered swiftly up and settled herself upon the window ledge.
 
   The window had been equipped with hefty wooden shutters – but each shutter was pierced by arrow ports. With Daitanishi pushing at her bottom to propel her upwards, Chiri reached the arrow hole and peered carefully inside the great, dark room beyond. She stuck her pink nose through into the room, quivered for a moment – and then the rat slipped rapidly inside.
 
   The room was utterly deserted – left for the necessary spiritual cleansing to clear the room of the taint of death. The furniture was still in place – the bed folded away. Slipping down onto the tatami mats, the rat made her way through to the alcove that sat beside the door.
 
   The statue of Daikokuten, the god of wealth, squatted in the alcove, grinning wickedly into the dark. The dead lord’s bedding had been piled at the statue’s feet. Chiri scuttled about and found the man’s long wooden pillow – a pillow painted with images of the wealth god and golden coins. She tapped at the wood, and sure enough, the thing was hollow. 
 
   Sura, of course, had been quite right.
 
   Chiri sat back and changed into her fur form. Moving quietly, she searched the wooden pillow, finally finding a panel that gave slightly to the pressure of her fingers. She slid one wooden strip aside – slowly, carefully – and revealed a narrow secret storage space inside.
 
   A cotton bag had been wedged tightly inside the secret space. And inside the bag was a small black-bound ledger.
 
   Chiri carefully carried the bag over to the window, and fed it out through the arrow slit and into the hands of Bifuuko and Daitanishi. The two elementals wrestled the little book outside and settled it into the old sandal.
 
   Chiri replaced the secret panel and set the pillow back to rights. She took one last glance about the room, then turned back into animal form. She clambered out of the window, and Daitanishi lowered her back down onto the roof.
 
   Chiri climbed atop the ledger, and Bifuuko gave a subtle flash of light. In the black shadows below, Sura pulled on the cord and hauled them carefully out into mid air - down, down and finally safely to the ground. Sura picked up the rat and cherished her, then coiled in the line as Bifuuko pulled it clear of the golden dolphin far above. Cord and sandal were stuffed beneath a tree. The ledger was tied atop Sura’s back, and Chiri climbed aboard. With all safe and sound, Sura slipped silently off into the dark, her fox face flashing its teeth in a contented grin.
 
   Some days, it was a wonderful thing to be a fox!
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   Chapter 8
 
   Ayamejo castle was always seen at its absolute best in the early morning sun. The palisades and multi-towered keep were all plastered in a brilliant white, and the grounds were planted with flowers. Irises were in bloom here and there all through the hills – persimmon trees were in flower. Imperial banners streamed in the wind, while brightly dressed samurai in hunting clothes galloped out across the hills. With trees and flowers growing beside the houses and children playing in the streets, the town and castle were a model of harmony and calm.
 
   The Spirit Hunters had taken Lady Akiko and Benten far off into the north. Kuno’s imperial warrant had secured three fast horses. With the three animal spirits in their animal forms, Tonbo, Kuno and Benten had ridden hard and fast along the roads, changing horses at postal stations. They had ridden to Ayamejo, and on into the presence of Commander Hijiya. Reports were delivered, Magistrate Masura was hastily summoned from his tour of the outer garrisons, and Chiri spent two days recovering from motion sickness. Sura tended gently to the rat, played dice with guards and townsfolk, and made deep inroads into Magistrate Masura’s personal stocks of plum wine. 
 
   Magistrate Masura sent forth officers escorted by grimly armed and armoured men. Ten days later, guests and new arrivals were summoned to the great audience chamber of Ayamejo.
 
   Sura had dressed in her formal garments in honour of the day. Resplendent in eboshi cap and over-robes, she was playing a game of sugoroku ‘snakes and ladders’ with Daitanishi, watching in scheming interest as the other guests arrived. 
 
   Imperial samurai escorted impressed, awed men from White-moon Town – the elders, mounted awkwardly on horseback and staring wide eyed at the white castle filled with flowers. Sura waved, and the three old men took instant heart.
 
   The Raiden came next: Raiden Katsura with his own new hatamoto bodyguard, and an honour guard of fifty men – shepherded by twice as many imperial samurai. Lord Raiden Katsura – warlord of the Raiden clan and leader of the largest samurai fief in all the empire – was escorted grimly on into the keep. 
 
   Sura tossed away her chicken bones. Daitanishi won the final game, looking smug as they counted up the score; he led by five to four. Sura bowed, folded the board into her sleeve, and took the little rock creature up onto her shoulder. They flitted off to summon up their friends.
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, all were assembled inside Magistrate Masura’s audience hall. Kitsune Sura, Tsunetomo Tonbo, Nezumi Chiri and Asodo Kuno all sat quietly to one side of the chamber. At the wall opposite sat Raiden Katsura and several of his closest advisors. At the far end of the room knelt Akiko – now in her human form, but with her hair combed to reveal tall, non-human ears. Benten and the elders of the Usagi town were in a row behind her. From up on the dais, Lord Masura read through a report one more time, then handed the papers back to Commander Hijiya. He looked sternly out into the room, and let his gaze fall wryly upon the fox.
 
   “So, Kitsune Sura. You have come to disturb the empire’s wa yet again?”
 
   Sura was in her fur form – fox face sly and marvellously unconcerned, sat amongst the pomp and ceremony of page boys, servants, banners and armed guards. She bowed to Magistrate Masura in genial familiarity.
 
   “I thought perhaps you might be getting bored, Magistrate Masura sama! We do our best to entertain.”
 
   “Entertainment indeed.” Lord Masura cracked his fan into his hand and looked coldly at Raiden Katsura.
 
   “Raiden Katsura! My men have swept into the forest in the old Usagi fief, and have located this secret gold mine. It was in full production. It is clear that this has been a long running and murderous operation designed to defraud the emperor.”
 
   The new lord of the Raiden clan kept a stiff, sour face.
 
   The emperor’s own imperial samurai were well trained and fiercely loyal. But they were dispersed in garrisons and patrols all across the empire. In total force, they were perhaps the equal of the Raiden clan. But the Raiden were stuck fast: to be declared in rebellion against the emperor was an instant invitation for any of the the neighbouring samurai clans to lunge into the Raiden fief and plunder. And the Raiden’s neighbours nursed long and lively enmities against them.
 
   Raiden Katsura had already weighed all of his options. He made a stiff bow to Lord Masura, keeping his voice devoid of all annoyance.
 
   “My lord – I know nothing of these affairs. I have only just inherited my lands. My father was a secretive, dishonest man. I have no knowledge of any of his arrangements.”
 
   Magistrate Masura regarded the man through dark, stern eyes.
 
   “Yes. We thought that this would be your position.”
 
   He tossed the black ledger onto the dais beside him. The book thumped down, drawing every eye.
 
   Magistrate Masura took an imposing pose, opening his fan to deliver judgment. He pointed towards Raiden Katsura.
 
   “Daimyo Raiden Katsura. The Raiden clan assaulted the Usagi clan on the premise that the Usagi clan were planning treachery.
 
   “We cannot prove or disprove this claim. However, your own clan is now shown to have most treacherously defrauded the emperor of his taxes. The Usagi fief is hereby confiscated from you. We shall investigate this ledger, and confiscate the revenues from the mine. The Raiden clan is also fined a thousand acres of rice land.” 
 
   Furious and helpless, Raiden Katsura could do nothing but bow. His hands were clenched, his knuckles white. Magistrate Masura folded his fan and dismissed the man.
 
   “Go.”
 
   Raiden Katsura and his entourage arose to depart. The others in the room bowed. The new Lord Raiden seared the room with a dark glare as he swept off and out of the room, departing the keep in a controlled, cold fury.
 
   With the Raiden gone at last, Lord Masura breathed more easily. He swivelled and let his stern gaze fall upon the rabbit girl, Akiko.
 
   “Usagi Akiko. You are the last surviving member of your family. We hereby rescind the order repressing your clan.”
 
   Akiko almost swayed. She fell down into a profound bow, deeply moved.
 
   “Thank you, Lord Masura. On behalf of my family, I offer my undying gratitude.”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   Magistrate Masura sounded grimly reserved. He considered the girl most carefully.
 
   “Usagi Akiko, we must consider the needs of the fief. Your old vassals have petitioned the emperor to reinstate the Usagi as their rulers.”
 
   The Usagi town elders bowed. The magistrate examined them carefully.
 
   “Elders, I would like to abide by your wishes. However, there is one obstacle. Usagi Akiko cannot be instated as a daimyo if she has not upheld the dignity of her class.” Lord Masura stroked slowly at his moustache. “We have heard rumours that Usagi Akiko has been living as an apprentice courtesan.”
 
   Sura waved a hand, dismissing it all, looking as innocent as the dawn.
 
   “My lord, you should know better than to listen to mere rumours! I, for one, vouch that they are totally untrue!”
 
   The magistrate swept the fox with his penetrating gaze.
 
   “The code of the fox is total support of friends. The code of the samurai might be more useful at this point.” Magistrate Masura pointed his fan commandingly at Asodo Kuno.
 
   “Deputy Asodo Kuno. I look to your honour as a samurai for an answer. Has Usagi Akiko been an apprentice courtesan?”
 
   All eyes turned to Kuno. Akiko paled, but Kuno never hesitated. He bowed smoothly and gravely before the magistrate.
 
   “My lord, I have no knowledge of any courtesan’s apprentice by the name of Usagi Akiko. To my knowledge, no girl of that name has ever held such a position.”
 
   If the great lord noted the careful wording, he chose to utterly ignore it. Beneath his moustache, his face almost – almost – revealed a smile. 
 
   “The question had to be asked – and it is answered. The matter is permanently closed.”
 
   Lord Masura again took on his stern, magnificent pose.
 
   “In the name of the emperor! Usagi Akiko, your family lands are hereby restored. Rule them wisely – establish a family and clan. We grant immunity from taxation for three years to assist you with the rebuilding of your lands.”
 
   Commander Hijiya hastened to clear his throat, looking at Masura in alarm. The magistrate wavered, then waved a hand at his commander.
 
   “Ah – yes yes yes. Well, not the gold mine taxation. But fifty per cent of the gold mines’ returns should provide you with wealth enough.”
 
   Akiko inclined her head in dazed gratitude.
 
   “Yes, my lord, although gold production may be slower. I have sworn to Nezumi Chiri that we shall forswear the use of quicksilver, and care for the river once again.”
 
   The magistrate was most pleased with the day’s affairs. He arose, folding his fan, and called the audience to an end.
 
   “Spirit Hunters – this was well done.” Trailing his secretary, a page boy and Commander Hijiya, the great magistrate departed. 
 
   “Well done indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Later, out in the beautiful castle gardens, Magistrate Masura took the time to stroll slowly along with Sura, Kuno and Akiko beside him. They walked beside the castle pond, where the local ducks caught sight of Sura and wisely swam away. It was a beautiful day, the Raiden were gone, and imperial troops had departed to supervise their evacuation from the Usagi fief. It had been a day of great events.
 
   Magistrate Masura paused and looked out across the lake, admiring the perfect reflection of the castle towers.
 
   “Chugo: undying loyalty. One of the seven pillars of the samurai.”
 
   Kuno bowed. “Yes, lord. And in General Idē Yagorō’s case – loyalty. He was utterly exemplary.” The man gave a fierce nod. “Nezumi Chiri is writing it as a play.”
 
   “She writes?” Lord Masura smiled, wonderfully pleased. “A soul of many talents. I am so pleased to see her once again. I am pleased to see you all.” The lord beamed, quite satisfied with the world for a change.
 
   “Well done, Spirit Hunters. Well done.”
 
   A great, ancient tortoise swam slowly in the depths of the pond. It arose and cruised slowly along beside the shoreline, its shell glimmering with a maze of patterns within patters. They watched the creature for a while, until it tired of their company and departed into the depths again. Lord Masura watched the bubbles slowly fade.
 
   “And what now, Lady Akiko? What will you do?”
 
   The rabbit woman now stood straight and proud, as though the burden of ages had lifted from her heart. Though she now wore fine robes, in her hand she still carried her old, beloved fan.
 
   “I shall build, my lord. Your kind offer of tax relief will surely draw peasant families to settle in our empty lands. Rabbit spirits from far distant provinces will send us warriors to found new samurai families. And many of our scattered vassals shall be found. I shall presume upon your favour, my lord, and ask for the assistance of worthy administrators and capable officers.”
 
    The beautiful young rabbit woman gave a quiet bow. “I shall rule from the heart. And I shall build upon joy.”
 
   “I believe you have seen the right way forward.”
 
   On they walked, with Sura swishing her tail and watching the passing bees. They smelled the distant scent of dinner being cooked – some sort of sizzling fish, and perhaps a partridge or two for the visiting carnivores. Lord Masura let his appetite rule his steps, and he curved his path back towards the towers.
 
   “And what of that fine, loyal young man Idē Benten, now that he had taken over his father’s vow? What will you do, Lady Akiko?”
 
   “We shall marry, my lord. He shall be my consort, my protector – the right arm of our land. And we shall lead our people into better days.”
 
   “That is a most excellent decision.” The magistrate turned a glance towards Sura, who was looking well pleased.
 
   “Kitsune Sura – you are remarkably quiet.”
 
   “I am basking in triumph, my lord.” The fox woman flicked a sly glance towards Kuno, who stiffened and looked truculent. “Victory is sweet indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   A day later, the Spirit Hunters said their farewells to one and all, and wandered back out onto the road. The day was fine and sunny, with the sweet scent of grass and flowers drifting through the air. This time, their fancy took them east, off towards the distant seaside coast. Easy walking once again, ambling and unhurried – just listening to the world. They had full provisions once more, and Kuno’s yearly stipend rested firmly in his pouch. Sura had profited immensely from the new fad for playing liar’s dice, and carried strings of copper coins. Best of all, there was a fine bottle of plum wine strapped into her pack, ready to be enjoyed beside the evening fire.
 
   Chiri strolled along with her long white hair shining in the sun, a straw hat shading her fair skin. Her air elemental clung in her hair like a shimmering blue ornament, while Daitanishi rode up on the crown of her hat, somewhat sleepy in the sun. The rat girl breathed the glorious scent of blossoms, and gave a happy sigh.
 
   “I am glad all has ended well for the Usagi and for White-moon Town. And the water elementals are happy. The river will be cared for once again.”
 
   “We do good work!” Sura seemed wonderfully happy. She caught up with Kuno, sidling closer as he stoically marched along in the lead. “So, Kuno! Makoto – Absolute sincerity! The whole samurai thing – apparently you can stretch the truth when you have to!”
 
   Kuno sniffed in absolute disapproval. “I was quite sincere, Sura san.”
 
   “You and your code…” Sura waved a hand in the air, scaring a passing butterfly. “Take this Idē Yagorō! Proves my point exactly! He acted unselfishly, but still caused harm!”
 
   Kuno was having none of it. “He saved his clan, and in the long run, this entire fief. So in the long run, he did good.”
 
   The fox grumbled at this riposte, hunting for flaws but finding none. “All sounds like a pile of old kidneys to me.” She turned and pointed at Kuno. “You still fibbed to that magistrate!”
 
   Asodo Kuno was utterly serene. “Sincerity is not truth, Sura san. Truth is an exterior and sterile property. But sincerity is from the heart…” He gave a genteel bow. “… as, I believe, is the code of the fox.”
 
   Strolling along behind Kuno and Sura, Chiri joined step with Tonbo. The huge man’s armour clanked merrily away. Wearing a knotted head scarf, he was idly chewing on a straw. The rat turned to him with a puzzled frown.
 
   “Tonbo san. You are a samurai. Do you also follow Kuno san’s code?”
 
   The big man gave a warm, uncaring shrug.
 
   “No need.” He ambled along the road, quite content with his place in the world. “It takes a simple thing and makes it sound too difficult.”
 
   Kuno had overheard. He looked back with one brow raised.
 
   “Too difficult? Surely, Tonbo san, the subject of good, of morality and duty is a complex one?”
 
   Tonbo merely hunched one armoured shoulder. 
 
   “Good heart – good acts.” He gave a grunt. “Simple.”
 
   They crossed a rise and headed off toward the east, walking down amongst a great wide canopy of boughs. In the branches above, tree frogs were croaking, the sound echoing back and forth across the nearby fields. Hearing this, Sura stopped and looked up into the trees in sudden inspiration.
 
   “Oooh! Tree frogs!” She planted her spear butt-first onto the ground. “Hey! Is it my turn to cook dinner?”
 
   “No!”
 
   Her friends gathered her up and hastened her on, away from the frogs – off along the warm dirt road that felt so soft and smooth beneath their feet.
 
   In a tree nearby, a great black crow sat watching the Spirit Hunters as they passed. He watched until they had finally gone – croaked once – then flapped up and circled off into the springtime sun.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  

Third Encounter:
 
   Sea of Troubles 
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   “A great person never loses their child’s heart.”
 
   Mencius: The book of Li Lou
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   Chapter 1
 
   A cold, rank wind blew from the night-time shore. 
 
   In the salt marshes, tide waters had crept back slowly from the mud. Short, tangled trees hung low across a maze of creeks. The crescent moon reflected sullenly in oily, stagnant pools. 
 
   The wind rustled at dense walls of reeds beside the sluggish waterway. It was a place of broad, flat mud fields interlaced with rivulets: of restless oceans of reeds and treacherous, sucking pools. 
 
   The reeds rippled – restless, and ever watching. Somewhere hidden in the darkness, a dark presence seemed to brood…
 
   Two breathless, frightened fishermen waded from a creek. One man held a fishing spear, and the other a pole from his boat. Both had tied bands of cloth about their heads in a vague attempt at girding themselves for battle. They struggled fearfully forward until they found solid ground, and then came back, ushering a third person through the shallows and out onto a muddy path.
 
   The third traveller was thin but still tall: an aged woman with long white hair. Utterly blind, she felt her way forward with a stick. Hanging in her other hand was a cloth that bound a sakē jug, bowls of fruit, tea and rice, incense and a bronze singing bowl – all the items needed to make ritual offerings at a shrine. Dignified and dressed in poor, clean robes, the woman tapped at the ground and felt her way carefully forward, up onto a hummock of solid ground.
 
   The two fishermen crouched, eyes wide – starting at every imagined movement in the marsh. All around them came the slow trickle of water – horribly loud in the hot, still night. Moving slowly forward, the terrified men hunted shadows in the dark.
 
   One man scuttled forward, feeling his way through the reeds and out onto a broad, flat field of mud. The second hung back, whirling about to stare at the reeds behind them as they walked. He panted in fright, suddenly racing to catch his companions as he abruptly discovered that he was alone. The man sweated horribly in fear.
 
   The mud flats were covered here and there in hummocks of trees and dry, crackling brush. The leading fisherman walked a dozen yards out across the mud, skirting the frightening shadows of a bush. A dozen yards further on, and he froze, his fishing spear pointed at the dark. 
 
   He moved forward step by step, his spear quivering. His companion frantically tried to beckon him to come back – but the fisherman edged onwards. 
 
   A large bird flapped noisily up out of a tree nearby. The man screeched in fear, and backed rapidly away. He collided with the old, blind woman, almost knocking her into the mud. She managed to seize the man by the shoulder and make him stand tall.
 
   “Don’t stop! We must reach the shrine before the tide turns!”
 
   The spearman kept his eyes on the shadows, quite beside himself with fright.
 
   “Rokuko san! I hear something!”
 
   “We must move quickly!”
 
   The man looked at the maze of reeds and mud flats in dismay. “We will never find the path!”
 
   The old woman stood stern, keeping the two fishermen in place. She scowled and then bowed her head, reaching a hand out towards the thick, dank air.
 
    
 
   “Little sisters of the swamp,
 
   Come rise and light our way.”
 
    
 
   The spell took enormous effort. The old woman reached out and struggled, heaving against a barrier that blocked her will. Slowly, slowly something in the dark responded to her call. Swamp gasses swirled, moving around to coalesce into a little set of three interlocking balls of light.
 
   The elemental being was barely the size of a human hand – glowing slightly and sullenly in the gloom. Part air, part swamp gas, it swirled down close to the old woman. She held out her hand and touched against it, concentrating – communing as best she could. It was difficult – the creature had no wish to be here, no wish to stay. She held it in place only with sheer force of her will.
 
   “She says we are not alone.”
 
   The fishermen looked back towards the creek in fright. Both men crouched low.
 
   “Have they followed?”
 
   “I do not know – she will not say.” The old woman was tired – the effort was costly. But the will-o-the-wisp elemental drifted forward along their path, giving off the slightest, ghostly glow. ‘There. Can you see now? We dare not light a lantern.”
 
   “Yes – yes Rokuko san!” The fisherman wielding the pole bobbed his head, bowing to the elder. “It must suffice.”
 
   They moved onwards, carefully threading their way on across the mud. 
 
   With the old woman feeling her way forwards, they walked past the islets of reeds and scrub – under low trees with their decaying birds’ nests and spider webs. They walked out through tidal pools and on into an empty field of mud. But then a soft clatter of noise came from somewhere just behind. The three pilgrims froze.
 
   It came again – a soft tap-tap-tapping sound. Muffled – almost unheard. The fishermen levelled their weapons. The spearman tried to make sense out of the shadows. 
 
   “Something is behind us.”
 
   The second man gripped his pole in fright. “They followed! Did they follow?”
 
   “Impossible! They can’t have seen us leave!” 
 
   The air seemed thick and stagnant. A terrible sense of dread hung over the marsh – coalescing in the shadows and creeping slowly closer. The moonlight slowly vanished behind dark, turgid clouds.
 
   A slight tremor shivered through the reeds nearby. The spearman set his weapon, moving one pace closer to the reeds. The old woman reached out to touch him with her stick.
 
   “Something is there.” She turned her head, listening to something hidden in the dark. “Stay perfectly still.”
 
   The reeds suddenly shivered. The spearman leapt forward, stabbing wildly at the weeds. He almost lost his fish spear in the bushes. Frantically trying to retrieve his weapon, he ducked wildly aside as something lunged at him out of the dark.
 
   A frog had leapt in panic from the weeds. It landed on the spearman’s chest and then sprang away, escaping madly off into the shadows. The two fisherman stared at it in shock, goggle-eyed. Then the spearman put a hand upon his racing heart and turned to his friend.
 
   Something flashed. The spearman vanished – whipped out of sight into the dark. The man screamed horribly, then the sound abruptly cut off, leaving the night still ringing with shock. The click-click-clicking sound came subtly from the dark, now horribly moving closer all around. It echoed in the trees, coming closer and closer through the reeds.
 
   The second fisherman screamed in panic. He thrust with his pole at the shadows, turning wildly about as shapes swam in the dark. The old woman froze in place, utterly still, not daring to move. She hissed a command out across the mud.
 
   “Still! Fool! Don’t move!”
 
   The fisherman stumbled away from the old woman. He retreated, falling and scrabbling in the mud, desperate to escape. The man turned to run, then suddenly screamed. A shadow rose up and engulfed him, dragging him screaming off across the mud.
 
   The mud flats were suddenly still. There was no sound but the distant drip and trickle of muddy creeks, and the faint click-click-clicking somewhere in the dark.
 
   The old woman remained still, not daring to shift even a finger. The clicking sound moved slowly in the darkness all around her. Blind and helpless, she stood alone in the marsh, while the sounds crept slowly, stealthily closer, hungering for flesh.
 
    
 
    
 
   An outcrop of stones jutted from the reeds far back towards the creek. Squatting atop the rocks, a huge brute of a man in ragged finery watched the bloodbath on the mud. His left hand was long gone; a wicked blade had been strapped to the stump. The man scratched himself with his other hand, rattling his silver-fitted sword. 
 
   Another man wearing a loincloth and embroidered robe pushed forward through the reeds, carrying a bow. With him came a massive titan of a man – one eyed, and carrying a huge no-dachi sword seven feet long. The blade looked as though it could shear clean through an oak tree. The massive swordsman strode to the rocks and coldly watched the old woman from afar.
 
   His voice was a cold, predatory growl.
 
   “Good.” One huge hand flicked idly towards the woman. “Shoot the old bitch.”
 
   The archer nocked an arrow – but the blade-handed man waved him down. He gave a curling sneer.
 
   “No.”
 
   The swordsman growled – his eyes fixed on the old woman. “Hunt-leader!
 
   We can kill her!”
 
   “Leave her there.” The blade-handed man arose, jerking his chin towards the shadows down below. “The red ones will do it for us.”
 
   Down on the mud flats, the small elemental faded away and vanished, and the old woman was left standing helpless in the dark. The three armed men no longer spared her a glance. They went back down along the muddy paths – back towards the creek, and vanished in the reeds.
 
   In the darkness behind them, the old woman remained  unmoving, listening to the sinister clicking in the mud…
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   Chapter 2
 
   Spring was giving way to summer, and the days had become a dazzle of bright sun and clear blue skies. Flowers grew in wonderful profusion, and dragonflies whirred happily between the trees. As the road crossed up across a grassy hill, the footing held more and more fine white sand. Little white snails could be seen amongst the grasses. The air was suddenly filled with the sharp tang of the sea.
 
   Kuno and Tonbo – armed and armoured – plodded along, taking in the air. Chiri – well sheltered under a broad straw hat – walked along delighting in the alien new vistas. Her air and rock elementals drifted through the air beside her, swerving off from time to time to wander through the flowers.
 
   It was an utterly beautiful day.
 
   Sura was in her finest form – barely able to contain her spirits. Today, the fox wore a paper hat folded to represent a whale. Trailing from her spear was a paper banner, painted to show a rather startled whale sliced up into fillets. Chopsticks had been thrust through her belt like swords. The fox marched happily along the roads, her raucous singing voice startling bees out of the flowers and birds from the trees. She was having a wonderful day.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ooooooh!
 
   Heading to the seaside! I’m going to eat a whale!
 
   I’ll start over at his blow hole, and end up at his tail!
 
   I’ll munch up all his flippers, and eat till I go green!
 
   And then I’ll pick my teeth out with a piece of fresh baleen!”
 
    
 
   Kuno flexed his hands helplessly. He stomped along in Sura’s wake, hoping to the gods that no one overheard her. He was finally moved to draw up beside her and speak his mind.
 
   “Sura san! I must protest. This is unseemly!”
 
   The fox gave an easy wave of her hand. She was brim-full with the joy of the day.
 
   “What? What’s unseemly?”
 
   “You are a priestess!” Kuno, as always, was filled with propriety. “This whale-eating festival is essentially a celebration of gluttony! It does your priestly reputation no good to be indulging in gluttony!”
 
   Sura looked smug, flicking a glance at Kuno. “It’s fine! I’m not going for the gluttony!” She curled her tail. “I’m eating whales for research purposes.”
 
   Asodo Kuno rarely recognised when the fox was deliberately baiting him. He shot a dire glance at her paper banner and hat, and glowered.
 
   “What is that horrid costume you are wearing?”
 
   “It’s my whale eating ensemble! I’m celebrating local customs!” Sura pointed at herself. “Got my whale eating bib! And my whale eating hat.” She looked forward to crossing the next rise. “There’s an eating competition and everything! I can eat until I puke!”
 
   Chiri blinked, rather unsettled. “Sura san – you cannot be serious!”
 
   “Sure I’m serious!” Sura’s tail curled yet again. “Do you think we get a whole one each?”
 
   She skipped onward, chasing around and around Chiri and her elementals.
 
    
 
   “Dolphin dip! 
 
   Orca on a stick!
 
   Humpback sashimi! Nip! Nip! Nip!”
 
    
 
   The nezumi girl looked more than just a little green. “I have never eaten ocean food. I am not sure it will agree with my constitution. I am really more of a forest and river rat…”
 
   “You’re a rat! You guys can eat anything! Ooooh! I hear that blue whales taste like chicken!” Sura licked her chops, knowing how much it irritated Kuno. “I wonder what they do with the skins? I always wanted a whale skin rug! Big and rubbery!”
 
   Kuno gave a great sniff of disapproval.
 
   “I do not wish to think about it.”
 
   Kuno was vaguely aware that he was being made a game of, and in slight danger of plunging into a sulk. Sura walked happily backwards, trying to cheer him up again.
 
   “What is your problem? You eat fish, don’t you? So this can’t be a Buddhist thing again!” Hanging her spear across her shoulders, Sura ticked points off on her fingers. “Look – under your silly human customs, all wild game is edible. That’s water fowl, forest birds, fish, terrapins, boar, deer, whales, stag beetles…”
 
   “Not stag beetles.”
 
   “Well… not knowingly.” Sura shrugged. What Kuno didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt him. “But my point is, you guys eat just about anything that takes your fancy. So why are you all worried about this?”
 
   Kuno tried to maintain due dignity. “The Buddhist scriptures inform us that all souls caught upon the wheel of karma are condemned to be reborn! Any one of these animals you are constantly eating might hold the soul of someone you know!”
 
   “No one I know! The people I hang out with all know how to duck!” Sura waved her tail. “I’m helping move souls onward through lower incarnations. That almost makes it like I’m delivering a service. Sort of rolling the old karmic wheel!”
 
   Kuno gave Sura a level glance.
 
   “I am aware that you intend to bait me. It is beneath my dignity to rise to you.”
 
   “Yeah, but you really dimple when you try to keep a straight face! Chiri loves that!” Sura ambled happily along at Kuno’s side. “Plus that crimson skin tone really brings out the blood red in your eyes…”
 
   The fox decided to desist. She took on a tone of affable reason.
 
   “Look – a big part of our job involves tuning in to local legends, local customs, and gaining the trust of the common people, yes?”
 
   Kuno – a fair man – had to concede that it was so. “That would seem correct.”
 
   “Festivals are a place where different groups come together! This allows us to hear news and rumours from a wide geographical area all at once. But to do so, we have to blend in – to get a feel for the local culture! To gain the trust of the locals!”
 
   “Well – yes. Yes, I can see that.”
 
   “So we gain their trust by embracing local tradition! This is an exercise in cultural sensitivity, information gathering and investigation!” Sura struck a pose. 
 
    
 
   “When I leave aside my prejudices, I create an open mind. When my mind is open, I create a welcoming heart. And when I have a welcoming heart, I shall be at peace, and loved by all the myriad things!”
 
    
 
   Tonbo ambled along happily behind Sura. 
 
   “You just want to eat free seafood?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much. Hey – it’s high in essential oils! It’s good for Chiri’s coat! Think of how good she looks when that white fur really shines!”
 
   They reached the crest of the hill. There before them lay the sea.
 
   Sura had never before beheld the sea: the Kitsune lands were far to the north, surrounded by forests and great plains. She stood and stared in total delight at the breathtaking view, absolutely glad to be alive.
 
   They stood at the crest of a grassy hill that sloped down towards a great curving bay. The sandy path plunged to a long village that lined the beach. At the end closest to the paths and roads there were fine inns, a mansion, a bath house, shops, and an array of long, predatory boats drawn up on the shore. Further down the bay, the houses straggled, becoming plain and humble. A few fishing nets were hung up to dry, and fishing boats lay untended on the sand. But in the main streets, banners were flying and the eaves were decorated with streamers. Travelling performers, traders and mountebanks had set up their booths, and the village streets were now filled with great swarms of brightly dressed visitors. It was crowded and magnificent – a riot of colour.
 
   It was all totally overshadowed by the sheer magnificence of the sea.
 
   White beaches led to the ocean – a great blue expanse that glittered marvellously in the sun. The distance vanished into a grey haze out across the water, but there were hints of islands tantalisingly close off shore. Beyond the poor end of the village, the sand gave way to dunes and a bright clear creek. Marshes spread out beyond – a great wilderness all filled with reeds. Sitting at the far point of the marsh, like one of the islands in the ocean, there was a rugged, soaring promontory of boulders and sheer stone.
 
   The waves moved restlessly – all individual, and yet all one. Sura closed her eyes and felt it all – the surf, the wind, the grass sighing in the breeze. One world, one life, one Tao. She let the wind ripple through her fur, and felt well pleased.
 
   Chiri had grown up on the shores of the great inland lakes. She was used to great vistas of water – but not to the vanishing sense of distance. She stood with Sura and stared at the waves and at the mists, completely enthralled.
 
   “It is beautiful, Sura san. Just beautiful.”
 
   The fox closed her eyes again, savouring the wind.
 
   “A small wave saw a great, grand wave go past. He bemoaned that he was so small and so poor, while the huge wave was so magnificent. But a third wave was passing, and told him an astonishing truth: both the big wave and the small waves were all water – all joined and part of the same great restless, endless sea. Ebbing and flowing, appearing and vanishing in an endless dance. 
 
   “As he heard this, the little wave felt a great surge of enlightenment. Seen against the true scale of life, the little wave’s jealousies suddenly seemed absurd. Distinction between great and small, rich and poor vanished. Free from obsession with position, rank and wealth, the little wave could finally embrace the pure joy of being…”
 
   Sura took Chiri by the hand, as they watched the ocean together.
 
   “It is beautiful, Chiri san. I’m glad we came.”
 
   Sura held Chiri’s hand and led her down the road. Full of joy, the fox once again began to sing. Her voice carried back to Tonbo and to Kuno as they stood up at the high crest of the hill.
 
    
 
   “Majestic creatures of the sea!
 
   Served up hot and fresh and free.
 
   Crunch them up, throw out the bones!
 
   Delivered daily to your home!”
 
    
 
   Kuno and Tonbo watched her go. Asodo Kuno could only shake his head.
 
   “There are days when I feel that Kitsune Sura is going the right way for a smacked bottom.”
 
   Tonbo nodded wisely.
 
   “It has crossed my mind before.” He shouldered his tetsubo and walked on. “I think it has also crossed hers.”
 
   He marched on towards the crowded village below. Kuno heaved a sigh, hitched up his sword and followed.
 
   They walked down, down towards the waiting sea.
 
    
 
    
 
   Seaside villages could be extremely migratory things. If any local lord dared think of taxing them, if the fishing grounds were poor or if wars arose, fisher folk were apt to simply bundle into their boats and move on. As nomadic and transitional people, they were under the protection of imperial law and courtly patrons. Fisher folk – adaptable, independent and irascible – thus considered themselves to be a very different breed to farmers. 
 
   The straggling village in Idō bay seemed to have very suddenly put down roots. There were shops, warehouses and a great many drinking shacks, teetering inns, a gambling shed and a great rowdy bath house. Ramshackle but gaudy buildings thronged with visitors from peasant villages from all around, along with visiting monks, travellers, merchants and traders. There were whale banners on every corner, and streamers blowing in the breeze. Flocks of children in their festival best ran in cheering packs. The crowds shopped at booths, purchased sea products from local merchants, or listened in delight to entertainers who recited the ancient odes, or who danced and played. There were a quite startling number of prostitutes on the street, and a rickety brothel clearly turned a roaring business. There was sakē on sale, fried fish, fried squid – an omelette stall making the most amazing food all decorated with waving wisps of bonito flakes. 
 
   As they reached the village, Sura took Chiri’s hand and plunged into the crowds in absolute delight. Kuno, Tonbo and the elementals hastened after the women, ducking and blinking as the party crowds danced and swirled around them. A group of travelling tanuki spirits all walked past in their fur forms – striped tails waving and muzzles sniffing eagerly at the scents of grilling fish. At the grill itself, a family of cat spirits stood eagerly watching the cook, wide eyed with eager hunger.
 
   Idō wan – ‘migration bay’ – was definitely a melting pot.
 
   Whalers were the heroes of the day. They were easy to find: muscular men, armed with swords or cleavers and dressed in a wild motley of robes. Each man wore a bright-coloured headband, and many bore quite spectacular scars from their battles with the giants of the seas. One big man hung with gold had lost a hand: the stump was now socketed into a heavy blade. Beside the one handed man another whaler towered above the crowds – a huge behemoth with an eye patch made from a black iron sword guard. Both men were hung with gold coins threaded onto chains. Both men were also surrounded by drunken harlots who hung on their every word. The one-handed man was telling tales of great battles against whale and storm, spinning astounding pictures for an admiring crowd. Children listened spellbound to his words. 
 
   Amongst all the revelry, there were other people sitting quietly to one side – fishermen in plain robes who showed none of the whalers’ tawdry finery. It was these people who clearly lived in the modest, impoverished houses further down along the shore. They kept away from the festival and its ever-busy crowds.
 
   Swapping over to her eboshi cap, Sura waded forward and plunged in amongst a nest of trading booths. She spoke to a seller of good luck charms, and swapped some prayer papers for some coins – the coins were then swapped for a bag of rice cookies and skewers laden with sweet dumplings, piping hot. Sura came back wearing her whale hat once again, and carrying a painted wooden fox mask that she found highly amusing. She brought the snack food to her friends and sat happily with them on an old overturned boat as they ate and watched the crowds go by.
 
   A storyteller stood nearby, striking a fan into his hand again and again as he vigorously chanted out the words of an heroic, epic story. He had a pet monkey who acted out the story – a monkey fitted out with a fox mask, robes and bushy tail. He seemed to be telling a tale of the great Fox Spirit – apparently stealing the secret of fire from the Yama King… or possibly swiping a cake recipe from some sort of giant frog – the story didn’t seem quite clear on that point. The storyteller had worked himself into such a squeaking frenzy of oration that his words were almost incomprehensible. But the monkey made up for it, posturing about the place and doffing a handsome little eboshi cap. Sura was quite royally entertained.
 
   “Are you guys seeing this? This is hilarious!” The fox stripped the dumplings from her skewer with one swipe of her jaws. “We should totally get him to drop in on Kitsune Mountain!”
 
   Kuno looked at the performance in bewilderment. “Would not your people find it… well… slightly odd or offensive?”
 
   “What? Oh hell no! Hey – maybe we still even have that cake recipe?” Sura threw her stick away over her shoulder: it landed in a merchant’s hat. “This would go over great!”
 
   Sura left the performer with a coin, a biscuit for himself and another for the monkey. The little animal doffed its hat to her politely. Sura spoke to the performer about the trials and tribulations of the road as they sat and crunched their sugar biscuits. Finally she rose, tipped her hat to man and monkey, then swerved off to chatter to the musicians at another stall.
 
   Sitting on the overturned boat, Tonbo, Kuno, Chiri and the elementals watched the crowds with interest. Tonbo and Daitanishi both regarded the blade-handed whaler from afar. The man clearly seemed to be the whaler’s chief. He and his inner circle of men were adorned with gold. The one eyed giant carried a no-dachi that could have easily carved a whale like a sardine. Tonbo looked thoughtfully at the sword.
 
   “Big weapons.”
 
   Chiri flicked a wondering glance towards the ocean. “They must be very brave, to risk combat with so large a beast as a whale.”
 
   “They clearly have a high opinion of themselves.” Tonbo leaned on his tetsubo and considered. “Big money.”
 
   Over to one side of the festival, order suddenly appeared. Villagers and festival goers knelt as Buddhist priests set down a portable shrine bedecked with flowers. 
 
   Warrior monks in cowls and black-laced armour marched forward in a solemn procession, two by two, carrying heavy naginatas. They escorted an elaborately decorated palanquin carried by stiff-faced servants who wore the alien costumes of the imperial court. Maids and porters followed after the palanquin, all moving with an absolute frozen dignity. 
 
   The palanquin was set down upon a clean-swept space opposite the shrine. The whaler chief and his men came forward, kneeling down to bow to the occupant. Two servants came to flank the front of the palanquin: they solemnly knelt and drew up the curtains, then bent forward in rigidly formal bows.
 
   A court noble sat in the palanquin – a middle-aged man with an eboshi cap and embroidered suikan robes. His narrow face had high cheekbones, a wisp of beard and a serpent’s icy black eyes. He coldly acknowledged the bows of the whalers, the townsfolk and the Buddhist priests. 
 
   Sura – now in her fur form – neither bowed, nor ceased leaning on a post and munching her biscuit. She kept a calculating eye upon the court nobleman, taking great interest in the man’s cold face.
 
   “High rank. The senior priests there are all really scraping to him.” 
 
   “He must be the sponsor of the festival.” Chiri had never before seen a true noble of the court. She looked at the man, feeling a strange shiver of aversion. “He is clearly of very high rank. The village is surely fortunate to have such a patron.”
 
   “Hmm.” Sura looked to Kuno. “Have you heard of this guy?”
 
   “He carries a golden phoenix billet.” Kuno nodded to the golden sign of office carried in the noble’s hand. “He must be of the first or upper second rank.”
 
   “A prince? Like – related to the emperor?”
 
   “An uncle to the emperor, perhaps.” Kuno nodded, not wanting to be seen to be directly examining the nobleman. “High rank indeed.”
 
   Sura frowned, and dusted herself of crumbs. “Indeed.”
 
   The cold nobleman emerged from his palanquin. The chief whaler came forward to briefly confer with the man, then the noble directed his servants to bring forth gifts to the whalers – gorgeous embroidered robes. In return, the noble was presented with lacquered boxes filled with delicacies. With the exchange complete, the whalers bowed. Gongs were struck, then the Buddhist priests solemnly began to chant.
 
   It was one of those long, droning Buddhist ceremonies that made Sura so very glad to be a Taoist. She faded back behind a shed, and busied herself eating more biscuits. The crunching sound was loud enough to make Kuno frown. The festival came entirely to a halt as the Buddha was invoked in his ten trillion and umpty-tiddly-dum forms. Bells were rung, and prayers offered at the portable shrine. Sura gave a great gap-toothed yawn and occupied herself with the entertainer’s monkey, trying to teach him how to strut exactly like her own aunt Kagone. 
 
   Finally the chants and prayers came to an end. Great clouds of incense were released, blowing off instantly in the sea breeze. The crowds bowed deeply once again. The noble – escorted by armed monks, maids and servants – walked to a screened enclosure nearby, where a reception had been prepared. Sura stood up and stretched – a kink in her back clicking loudly back in place.
 
   With the ceremonials done, the crowd surged back to their feet. A sweet-seller began to call, and the festival-goers started talking once again, discussing the amazing arrival of the nobleman. The festival surged back into life, as entertainers surged in to fill the air with noise. The Spirit Hunters moved onward, wandering towards the seaside, stopping off to inspect a display of whale bones that lay beside a large, ramshackle inn.
 
   Sura delighted in wearing her fox mask, then whipping it off to reveal her fox face to passing children. The children delighted in the game, following after her, edging closer and closer until one dared to reach out and touch her tail. Sura would then run after the children, sending them squealing out into the streets. 
 
   An excited young whaler suddenly came racing from the beach, tasselled fan in hand, waving it fit to burst. He shouted wildly across the noise of the crowds
 
   “A whale! They’re coming! The lookout has seen a whale!”
 
   The crowd surged off towards the beach, following the whaler to the shore. Sura whipped out her chopsticks and gleefully stropped them on her sleeve.
 
   “Research time!”
 
   The fox was off and racing for the surf. Tonbo trundled after her, armour clanking. 
 
   “Come on. There’s no telling what she’ll eat if we don’t get there first.”
 
   Kuno, Chiri and the elementals made haste to follow, trotting along amongst a cheering, excited crowd.
 
    
 
    
 
   At the shoreline, two large galleys were casting off from a brand new wooden jetty. Long whaling boats – lean and fast, were being run down to the waterline by their crews. The fisher folk stood listlessly over to one far side of the chaos, while whalers roared and posed. The festival goers foamed out onto the beech, surrounding the whaleboats to wave and cheer. But they fell back to make an open path to the ships as the blade-handed whaler and his crowd of men came marching from the town. The whalers now held harpoons and long lances, grappling hooks and great coils of rope. They strode heroically towards the ships, waving and basking in the adulation.
 
   Once again, the noble’s palanquin had appeared. The curtain was raised, and the noble’s servants and escorts knelt and bowed. But this time the whaler chief did not kneel. He mounted the edge of the jetty, standing high above the crowds. Like a mighty warlord, he brandished a whaling harpoon and bellowed to his men. The whalers roared back to him in reply.
 
   The whaling chef turned, planted his harpoon butt-first on the planks beside him, and held out his hand. The festival goers eventually quieted their cheers, and the big man roared out to them in a huge sea-going voice.
 
   “My Revered Prince Horigawa, Minister of the Right, High Priest of Isē, Patron of the Great Nine-fold Shrine, we bid you welcome! 
 
   “Honoured guests – lords, ladies and celebrants. We bid you welcome! 
 
   “Fellow revellers – we bid you welcome!”
 
   The crowd cheered. The big whaler utterly gloried in it, thrusting out his chest and striking his harpoon against the boards.
 
   “I am Red Kenta – Grand High Procurer of Giants of the Sea – Provider to the Table of the Court and Emperor!”
 
   The crowd were deafeningly loud in their appreciation. Tonbo heard the whaler’s titles, and raised one brow, leaning over to comment into Kuno’s ear. He had to shout in order to be heard.
 
   “Those are actual titles?”
 
   “They are.” Kuno shouted back, amazed at the level of noise. “The court grants them for sending ongoing offerings of provisions.”
 
   Sura had overheard. She called back to Kuno, enjoying the energy of the crowd.
 
   “They called him that because he sent some whale meat to the court?”
 
   “They did.”
 
   “We could totally do that too! I should post the emperor something!” Sura looked happily about the beach. “What do you think I could provide?”
 
   Kuno managed to keep an innocent face. “Fleas?”
 
   Sura’s answer was lost in the great upsurge of noise from the crowd – but it did include a hand gesture and sticking out her long pink tongue. 
 
   Up on his prominence, the chief whaler was still boasting to the crowd. With the ships and boats behind him ready, he struck an heroic pose and made ready to depart.
 
   “The first whale has been sighted in the bay! So today, the whalers row forth! When we return, the first catch is our gift to you all – a gift to please the gods with our prowess and our generosity!” The man gestured grandly to the sea. “We shall sail – and then all will feast!”
 
   The whaler ran and leapt into his ship. The oarsmen began to shout in unison as the vessels surged on into the waves. Standing at the rails of their ships, the men worked back and forth at the oars, swirling blades in the water, looking eagerly towards the open sea. At the bows, men with tasselled fans shouted out the pace to the rowers. Festival goers were cheering and banners flying – it was a brave sight. The Spirit Hunters – inland dwellers to a man – watched in fascination. Chiri had seen many vessels on the great lakes in her time, but nothing to match these lean, swift boats spearing out into the great wild sea. She stood watching, her eyes wide, with Daitanishi and Bifuuko clinging close against her.
 
   Sura heaved a sigh, then pulled back away from the shoreline crowd. She turned to look along the straggling village, regarding the place with a professional eye. Red Kenta apparently had a house up on a nearby hill – a garish place with whale jaws at the gate. 
 
   “Right! Now lets go find a decent inn and reserve some space.” She pointed off to the far end of the village, where the buildings were far more plain. “No one seems to have found that end of the place yet.”
 
   The fisher-folk had been standing in a straggling group further down the beach, watching the whalers setting forth with a strange, anxious, haunted air. They moved listlessly back into their village streets, some sitting down to gaze at the sea, and others vanishing back into their homes. Sura looked the place over, tail waving softly, alert to a story hidden somewhere in the air. 
 
   “Yep. Come on – hey, maybe we can find shells on the beach! I’d love one of those big conch trumpet things some day! Can you imagine me blowing on one of those things all day long?”
 
   She walked off towards the rows of boats drawn high up onto the shore. Kuno looked to Chiri, and solemnly put his hands together in prayer.
 
   “Amida Butsu – in your infinite mercy, we pray never let it happen.”
 
   On they walked – off towards the far end of the bay.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sura dallied in the surf, chasing down to the edge of the waves, and running back out of reach as the next line of foam came chasing up the sand. She had never seen the surf before: it totally delighted her. The fox called something eagerly out to her friends, pointing at the water, but the wind snatched the words away. She finally made her way back up the beach, looking thoroughly happy, with wet sand clinging to her fur. 
 
   They walked onwards through a cold sea breeze to where sand dunes gave some shelter.
 
   Not all of the whale boats had gone forth on the hunt. One of the vessels had been drawn high up past the tide line, where it had been hoisted up on logs to undergo repairs. Further up towards the houses, a group of whalers were sitting at a fire: apparently wounded men, although they were still fit to drink and amuse themselves with a merry swarm of prostitutes. Tonbo and Sura walked along together watching the noble’s palanquin moving grandly back off towards the village, discussing the ins and outs of the court. Chiri – a rather riverine rat – peeled away to approach the great, lean whale boat to inspect it. Kuno came along beside her, interested to learn the details of such a craft.
 
   The vessel was extremely long, to fit as many rowers as possible compared to the mass of the craft. A narrow boat, with the prow end curling high. Some of the side planks had been damaged, and had been carefully cut away. Fresh planks lay amongst a mass of shavings, ready to be fitted into place. Daitanishi and Bifuuko crept out from Chiri’s hair and floated over to the damaged planks, poking about in interest, delighted by the wood shavings.
 
   A whaler – a man with a striped head band, loincloth and gaudy red robes lounged in the dunes nearby, drinking with his friends. He put away his bottle and wiped his mouth, weaving forward to shoo Chiri back away from the edges of the boat.
 
   “No no – back! You may hurt yourselves!” The man waved his bottle at the shattered planks lying on the sand. “Sharp edges, neh? Eh samurai? Quite a love-tap, hey?” The man bowed casually to Kuno, feeling well pleased. “Those are no sardines we hunt! This is a job for a man!”
 
   The whaler was uncouth, but undoubtedly courageous. Kuno gave the man a precise and graceful bow.
 
   “My respects to you, whaler. Yours is indeed a dangerous calling.”
 
   Chiri was still looking at the missing planks. Three of the heavy wooden boards had been cracked, and what had once been the boats side railing had been hacked and splintered clean in two. She was most astonished.
 
   “All this from a whale?”
 
   The drunken whaler slapped at his boat in affection. “A nudge! Just a nudge! Sometimes the prey gets frisky!” He waved a bottle towards the prostitutes waiting for him by the fire. “But worth the pay!”
 
   “Indeed.” Chiri bowed to the man. “My thanks to you. I wish you safety in your calling.”
 
   The man laughed and staggered back to his friends, who welcomed him with a fresh bottle tossed into his hands. Even here on the beach, the men carried a motley of knives and swords. Harpoons stood stacked against the huts nearby. 
 
   Chiri saw that Tonbo and Sura had walked far ahead. She hastened after them with her elementals whirring at her side. Kuno followed after her, walking around piles of boards and tools to the prow of the boat. He ducked his head and passed beneath the prow, and then frowned, turning to look at something that had just caught at the very edge of sight.
 
   A short metal shank jutted from the wood of the boat – a little piece of metal no longer than a finger’s breadth. Leaning closer, Kuno blew sand away from his find and examined it carefully.
 
   It was the shank of an arrow.
 
   A steel arrow head, well made, had pierced right into the timbers of the boat, burying itself almost completely. It had clearly been fired from a powerful bow. The arrow shaft had broken away, leaving nothing by the tang of the arrow behind it.
 
   Asodo Kuno glanced at the whalers drinking by their fire. He narrowed his eyes in thought, then walked on his way, following in Chiri’s footprints.
 
   Behind him, the whalers drank and laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
   The fishing end of the village had many nets hung up to dry – some of them looking unused and shabby. Boats lay in ragged rows, overturned upon the sands. The festival goers had not yet spread this far down the shore in search of accommodation. Sura’s practiced eye spied the broad shape of an inn – well-made and set back from the cold wind of the shore. She made her way up a step and in through the door, stamping the sand out of her sandals. The fox sat down to untie her footwear just inside, looking back out through the deserted room behind her.
 
   “Innkeeper! Ha! You have guests! Hungry, hungry guests!”
 
   Tonbo walked in, stamping half the beach out of his sandals. He was followed by Chiri, Kuno and the elementals. They looked about the great, broad inn room – a place that displayed some trophies of sea life such as shark jaws and a little carved wooden statue of Ryūjin, the dragon god of the oceans. The inn echoed to the sound of Sura’s footsteps as she walked on into the room. “Innkeeper! Hello?”
 
   There were tables in plenty – but no patrons to be seen. Sura took Daitanishi on her wrist and led him past the kitchen door. “Daitanishi, old cobble! We are going to have a hot bath tonight! It really brings out the colours in your striations.” The fox chose a prime table and sat down. “Let’s order a proper lunch! Those whalers will be lucky if they drag anything in before nightfall. I’m starving!” 
 
   Sura rubbed at her head. The sea wind had made her ears cold – she had no idea how unfurred humans could stand it. She propped her spear beside her, set aside her silly hat, and made space for her friends.
 
   Kuno unhooked his breastplate and shoulder guards, sitting them neatly on the floor beside him. Tonbo, however, rarely bothered to remove his face-hardened shell. He sat down with a great clank and clatter, planting his helmet on the table beside him.
 
   Chiri’s hair had been much blown about by the winds. Bifuuko was fussing around her, combing the long, glorious white strands back into place. Chiri sat stiffly upon a seat, letting Bifuuko go about her activities. She looked about herself at the empty inn, feeling a sudden, awful twinge of uncertainty. 
 
   “Sura san – Are you quite certain that this inn is open?”
 
   “Open?” Kuno looked about, somewhat pained. “Is it even inhabited?”
 
   “Sure it is!” Sura motioned idly to a tea pot sitting on a nearby bench. Steam rose slightly from the spout: the pot was obviously still warm. “Relax! You city folk have to adjust to the ways of we affable sea-siders!”
 
   “Hmmm.” Tonbo considered Sura – who had yet to wet herself in the ocean deeper than her ankles. “Indeed.”
 
   A wan little man suddenly came hastening out from the kitchen. The man wore a plain hemp robe – tough and faded, but still good. An apron hung down at the front, slightly askew. He bobbed and bowed, somewhat alarmed by the armour and weapons on display.
 
   “I am sorry. So sorry!” The man was quite pale with fright. “This is not a whaling inn! No no – not whaling. Just fisher folk here. Only fisher folk.”
 
   The fox gave an easy-going wave. “Nope – not whalers! I’m a priestess! We’re travelling Spirit Hunters, here to investigate local legends and pay our respects to the gods of the sea!” Sura rubbed her hands together. “We would like room at the inn, if you please! And seafood! I should love to taste fresh seafood!”
 
   “Oh yes! Ah – yes! By all means.” The innkeeper leaned through a curtain into the kitchen and called to a woman at the stove. Bottles rattled and plates crashed. A tray of sakē bottles sitting in dishes of hot water were passed through. “You shall have it, travellers!” The man came hurriedly over with the bottles, and looked at Sura in amazement. “Forgive me, Kitsune san – you are a priestess?”
 
   “I am indeed!” Sura brushed back her whiskers and fluffed out her tail. “Here to startle spirits, be unkind to monsters and to spread the pure joy of the Tao!”
 
   Kuno set his backpack and helmet aside. “How exactly does eating sea creatures spread the joy of the Tao?”
 
   “Well I’ll be enjoying myself – and I am the Tao! It’s perfect!”
 
   “Hmmm – I am not certain that your interpretation of ‘forgoing all distinctions’ would stand up to close examination.” 
 
   “Oh shush! This will be great!” Sura eagerly accepted several hot bottles of sakē from the innkeeper. “Excellent! You are a nautical hero, innkeeper san. Well done!” She called back to the kitchen as the man flitted away. “Hey! Is your seafood fresh?”
 
   “Yes, Kitsune san! We are somewhat poor – but I shall bring you the freshest! The absolute freshest there can be!”
 
   “Excellent!” Sura lounged back and poured out the sake. “The day is finally going our way!”
 
   The innkeeper hastened off to organise lunch. Sura tossed back a drink, then mulled over a second, enjoying the peace after the sounds of wind and sea. Despite its emptiness and poor décor, the inn seemed a good choice. They could rest their feet and discuss the day, then lay plans for the afternoon. 
 
   The innkeeper – assisted by a nervous grey wife – came running to the table with bowls, trays and platters. Sura blinked as the whole weird mess was placed upon the table with great pleasure and display.
 
   There were hideous sea cucumbers, their tentacles splayed out like hellish broccoli, all floating in pickle juice. There were small sea snails – raw and apparently alive – small cockle shells, and a fish that had been sliced into dozens of raw slivers. The head and tail were still in place: it was a goggle-eyed nightmare, all lips, horns and spines, with an expression of sheer insanity on its face. Sura’s jaw sagged.
 
   The centre piece came last of all: a large wooden bowl that contained great fist-sized horny balls entirely covered in spikes – the spikes all waving amidst a forest of tubular feet. The fox sat back, looking confused, and rather ill.
 
   “Oh sweet mother of monkey milk…”
 
   Chiri leaned in to peer at one of the spiky balls. It moved slowly over its companions, as if seeking the edge of the bowl. The rat backed away, her elementals recoiling with her.
 
   “It… alive!”
 
   Sura leaned forward and prodded at the spiky ball with a chopstick. “I... I think so. I guess that means it’s fresh…” Foxes had never been fans of sashimi – most of their food was cooked, and decidedly had feet. “Where’s the head?”
 
   “I… I do not think it has one, Sura san.”
 
   “Well this thing is sure going to feel spiky going down!” Sura turned to Kuno. “Kuno, have you ever seen anything like it?”
 
   Kuno looked rather pained. His eyes moved from the spiky balls down to the snails.
 
   “I am sure this is all perfectly edible, traditional fare.” He gestured to Sura. “By all means – after you.”
 
   The fox pushed the spiky balls towards Kuno. “No no – warriors first! You need your strength.”
 
   “As a priestess, surely you must take precedence!”
 
   “But since it is a festival, I must bow to the needs of the secular public!” Sura turned to Chiri. “Chiri! You look secular! Have a spiky ball thingummy!”
 
   Chiri gazed unhappily at the nearest ball with countless tube feet waving amidst its spines. She looked as though she might be sick.
 
   “I do not believe that I can eat this.” She swallowed. “Is there anything that has less… feet?”
 
   Sura prodded at a shellfish. “We have bivalves.”
 
   The shellfish clamped shut its shell. Chiri pushed it away. “Is there anything less… alive?”
 
   Sura sifted about for the great sashimi platter. She set it in the middle of the table. “Alright! Here we go – genuine sliced fish. It’s raw, it’s wet, but it has definitely 
 
   stopped breathing its last.”
 
   Chiri was hypnotised by the appalling expression on the fish’s face.
 
   “It’s staring at me!”
 
   “We’ll ditch the head! There, see? The head is gone.” Sura hastily hid the unwanted fish parts. “Seafood! There we are. Alright – raw fish – it’s a tradition. Here I am, embracing local tradition. Now eat up – you can all stop complaining.”
 
   There was rice, and sauces. Sura dipped the fish, and found it to be not so bad. She would frankly have preferred grilling a chunk of dead cow, but humans seemed to be a bit unhappy about the carnivorous side of fox cuisine. Sura made a great show of eating the raw fish, and made sure that Kuno and Chiri were both served with choice slices.
 
   “Now see? We came somewhere we’ve never been before, and we’re having a new experience. We are growing. Growth is good.”
 
   Kuno had grown up with sashimi: river fish of all kinds were part of daily fare. He ate carefully and with his usual perfect grace. “We can embrace new experiences. I merely wish your enthusiasms would not lead you to excess.”
 
   “Exuberance is merely embracing the Tao!”
 
   “What of balance?”
 
   “I am balanced in my exuberance!” Sura shovelled some rice. “Look – we need to eat sea creatures! There is nothing in that ocean that doesn’t hate us! Everything in there wants to bite you, sting you, or burrow into your urethral tract. Pure hate! So karmic law dictates that we should slice those creatures thin, fry them up and eat them! It’s a clear religious duty!”
 
   Kuno motioned towards the weird sea cucumbers. “I agree. You may now commence to eat these creatures until the karmic balance is restored.”
 
   “Ah – well.” The fox subsided. “You know – Confucius used to say ‘do nothing, and all will be well…’”
 
   A slurping sound came form the far end of the table. Kuno, Chiri and Sura looked around to see Tonbo just finishing the last of the pickled sea cucumbers. They stared as he swallowed the final creature down and gave a nod.
 
   “Good.” He reached for the rice. “Salty.”
 
   Sura passed the man a drink: clearly he was made of stern stuff indeed.
 
   The rice, however, was hot and fresh. Sura’s habit of drizzling sauce all over her rice no longer drove Kuno into apoplexy. They sat back to eat, and Sura shook an empty bottle of sakē. The teapot was also empty. She searched about for the innkeeper, but the man was nowhere to be found. Sura arose and peered into the kitchen, finally finding the innkeeper’s wife carrying wood in for the fire. The woman bobbed and bowed, and Sura waved at her with her usual easy charm.
 
   “Sorry to bother you! Can we have some more tea?”
 
   “Yes yes! At once!” The grey haired woman bowed again and again. “I shall attend to it. My apologies – we do not wish to offend a priestess!”
 
   “Oh – I’m a fox! Takes a lot to offend us…” Sura perched herself on the edge of a bench. “So do your local priests ever come here? Monks, that sort of thing?”
 
   “No, Kitsune san! We have no priests!”
 
    “Oh – you must have monks here? A shrine? Maybe a little one?”
 
   “No, honoured priestess. None.” The innkeeper’s wife hastened to put a teapot over the fire. “No shrines! No!”
 
   “Ah – excellent. Fine…” Sura held up a finger as the innkeeper’s wife began scuttling away. “Say, do the fishermen come in here of an evening? Because I’d love to hear about any local problems with…”
 
   The innkeeper’s wife had disappeared, Sura remained on the bench, feeling rather flat.
 
   “…problems with ghosts or monsters…” She heaved a sigh. “Ah well.”
 
   Sura walked back out to the dinner table and sat herself down. She looked over the empty inn and gave a scowl.
 
   Chiri turned to her. “Is everything well, friend Sura? Surely nothing is wrong?”
 
   “I’m not sure that we have the staff’s full attention.” The fox gave a sigh. “Ah well.”
 
   “Is it important that you speak to them?”
 
   “Innkeepers hear things!” The fox tried to collect sakē from the dregs in all of the bottles. “They’re a vital link in the whole monster location process!”
 
   Kuno smoothed at his immaculate moustache. “There is not necessarily anything wrong here. The last six villages had no problems more serious than disappearing oxen.”
 
   Sura immediately sat up in her chair. “Hey – that ox abduction could have been serious! That could have presaged a whole weird livestock abduction thingy! Hungry ghosts, evil curses. Ghouls from a forbidden realm preying on the mortal world…”
 
   “…and making off with cows.”
 
   The fox protested with innocent enthusiasm. “Hey, there are cattle-eating monsters!”
 
   “Yes. Undoubtedly.” Kuno carefully lifted up Daitanishi so that Chiri could clear the table. “But in this case, it was a broken fence. The creature had just wandered off.”
 
   “Well it could have been something! That’s our job – we investigate stuff!” The fox gave a satisfied wave of her hand. “Anyway, we found it! Those things are a valuable rural resource!”
 
   “Yes.” Kuno frowned. “It ate my hat.”
 
   “Well – that meant the straw was too green for hat use anyway. We’ll get you another one at the festival. A better one! Taller, with one of those really cool tufty bits at the top!”
 
   The innkeeper entered the inn through the front door. Behind him came an ancient fisherman – a creature so old that he was almost bent completely in two. The man’s long white moustache almost hid his chin. He was accompanied by another older man – this one wearing an apron and carrying woodworking tools. The innkeeper pointed Sura out to the newcomers. They thanked him, removed their shoes, and came slowly over to the table.
 
   The two old men seemed weighed down with grief. Sura arose and met them with a bow. The bent old man bobbed his head, leaning heavily upon a crooked stick. 
 
   “Priestess! Welcome to our humble village.” The old man’s voice was a bare, husky wheeze. “Please excuse us. We beg you to please perform your holy office. We beg you to pray for the souls of our dead.”
 
   Sura straightened – instantly serious.
 
   “What dead, honoured grandfather? What has happened?”
 
   The old man’s voice wheezed slowly past his huge moustache.
 
   “Two fishermen – and Rokuko san, our village wise woman.” He bowed his ancient head. “We do not have their bodies, priestess. But they are surely dead. The marsh has taken them.”
 
   The fox looked out through a window, towards the rocky isle beyond the great dark tangle of the marsh.
 
   “They went into there?”
 
   “Yes, priestess. They did not return. We know that they are dead.”
 
   Tonbo rose and scowled.
 
   “How can you know that they’re dead? Did you search?”
 
   The second man – the carpenter – looked as grey as old ashes.
 
   “No samurai. We did not search.”
 
   “Then how do you know that they are dead?”
 
   The carpenter looked at Tonbo with grief-stricken, haunted eyes.
 
   “Because nothing that goes into the marsh can live.” The man bowed his head. “Not since we scorned the gods. Not since the kami rejected us.”
 
   He looked back towards the marsh.
 
   “The Eater is there. And no soul can survive.”
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   Chapter 3
 
   The Spirit Hunters made space at their table and carefully sat the ancient fisherman down. The old carpenter was settled at his side. Tea suddenly arrived, brought by the ever-anxious innkeeper. Sura – in her fur form, fox faced and green eyed – leaned forward to listen intently to every word from the two old men.  She was absolutely engaged.
 
   “How long have you been plagued by this monster?”
 
   The old carpenter hung his head. “Five years, priestess. The Eater has become strong, feeding upon our sins.”
 
   Asodo Kuno – looking intelligent and efficient in his armour’s under robes and sleeves – thoughtfully stroked at his moustache.
 
   “You believe this monster has been created by your sins?”
 
   “Yes samurai.” The old man hung his head. “Please forgive us – our folly, our terrible failings – they have led to our punishment. Perhaps you will feel that our suffering is well deserved.”
 
   The ancient, bent fisherman gave a sigh. He closed his eyes as he spoke sadly of his people’s shame.
 
   “Samurai – this village is under a curse. A curse we brought upon ourselves.
 
   “Long ago, a kami of the ocean favoured us. A shrine to the kami was raised at a sacred rock in the marsh. We sacrificed, and all was well. The kami thanked us for our homage with a gift: our nets always held just enough to feed our families, no matter what famine or troubles stalked the lands. So long as we fished only modestly for ourselves – so long as we sought to bring harm to no other men - the sea would always favour us.”
 
   Chiri listened quietly, graciously pouring the old man a cup of tea.
 
   “That seems idyllic, honoured fisherman.”
 
   “Yes. But it is the curse of men to forever wish for more than they now have.”
 
   There was a pause as the aged man drank tea. He sipped gratefully, then set his cup aside.
 
   “When the whalers first arrived, we were overjoyed! They would use our village as a base in the springtime, and their presence would bring prosperity. Our carpenters would make and repair their ships, and we would sell them food. A great patron would be found, and he would bring gifts and protection. Festivals such as the one held here today would bring us trade and fame. And so we abandoned the sea kami’s gift, and accepted the wealth of the whalers. We ceased fishing modestly for ourselves, and attacked the sea with a frenzy, drawing forth fish to feed the whalers, and the swarms of lowlife and prostitutes that they brought with them. We gathered fish to sell for profit in far markets, netting breeding colonies and destroying them. 
 
   “The sea kami was angered. Suddenly, the marsh about the kami’s shrine became death. The kami cursed us for our greed, and that greed became embodied by what we call the Eater. Now it consumes any who would enter the marsh.
 
   “The fish in the bay have all but vanished, for the ocean now refuses to feed us. What food we now have…” The old man waved in the direction of the lunch plates. “Dregs taken from old pots and nets. We are dependent upon rice doled out by the patron.
 
   “The whalers’ promises of prosperity had other prices that were too high. So now we have neither the wealth of the whalers, not the blessing of the sea. We starve – but even more so, we now see our terrible pride, our greed and error. We are a people crushed by shame.”
 
   Chiri was saddened. She bowed quietly to the old man.
 
   “Honoured fisherman, we are sorrowed by your loss.”
 
   The old carpenter looked sadly into his teacup.
 
   “Rokuko san, our wise woman, first introduced the whalers to us. She wanted their prosperity for our village. But five years have passed, and our lives are sour. Rokuko san is blind, and she broods on our shame. She wishes to once again find favour in the eyes of the sea kami.”
 
   Chiri looked sadly at the two old men.
 
   “Rokuko san was blinded, honoured elders?
 
   The carpenter nodded, heaving a world weary sigh. “She is a shugenja, honoured guest. But her luck deserted her. She was blinded in an accident ten years ago. Thereafter, she slowly lost almost all of her powers.”
 
   The rat hung her head, one hand gently caressing Daitanishi.
 
   “I am sorry, honoured grandfathers, that your village has seen such times.”
 
   Tonbo leaned forward – the bench groaning beneath his armoured bulk.
 
   “What of the wealth? Don’t the whalers bring in a catch?”
 
   The ancient fisherman shook his head slowly, his huge moustache sweeping like a brush.
 
   “They sell their catch at the capital, samurai. Then they spend their profits whoring and gambling in the big city. We are nothing but their anchorage.”
 
   The old carpenter leaned forward.
 
   “Excuse me samurai, but as time went by, we distanced ourselves from the – the source of the whaler’s wealth. They are foul men, and we want nothing to do with them.” The man looked down at the table top. “Rokuko san, she… She said that we should return to the old ways. She wanted to sacrifice at the sacred marsh rock once more.”
 
   The ancient fisherman nodded.
 
   “Rokuko san must have gone out last night. She took two men with her. None of them have returned. The Eater has claimed them.”
 
   The innkeeper brought sakē to the table. Quiet, calm and concerned, Sura reached forward and carefully poured out drinks for the two old men.
 
   “There is no tragedy worse than dissatisfaction – no sin worse than greed.” She gently urged the men to drink. “I am sorry that you have learned such a lesson at so terrible a price. Please calm yourselves.”
 
   The elders drank quietly. Sura did not touch a drop. Her narrow fox face was serious and filled with concern – her green eyes full of compassion.
 
    “Tell me, honoured grandfathers – what do you know about this ‘Eater’? Do you know what manner of creature it is?”
 
   The ancient fisherman shook his head, his words wheezing softly.
 
   “No, honoured priestess. For the monster is quite invisible. It kills, and is never seen.”
 
   “Has it killed many?”
 
   “Before last night, we had lost four villagers to the monster’s hunger. One fisherman hunting eels. Two young women who went digging for clams – and a young man who tried to run to their assistance. In both cases, companions say they heard screams, but the monster and the victim were nowhere to be seen.”
 
   Sura sat back to ponder. She ran a hand beneath her muzzle, looking out through a window towards the tangled marsh.
 
   The fox nodded, her mind filled with thoughts and schemes.
 
   “Who’s the patron of this village? This Prince Horigawa person? We should inform him of our activities, just to make certain everything’s official.” Sura saw the two old men nod. “All right. You’re the village elders. Can you beg him for an immediate audience, please? Priestess to Prince. Tell him Kitsune Sura, Priestess of the High Clan of Kitsune Mountain, and Imperial Deputy Asodo Kuno request a few moments of his time. We’ll get this show on the road.” Sura pushed back her sleeves. “We’ll find out what’s been happening to your missing people, and we’ll fix this monster.”
 
   The two old men both immediately bowed, their faces filled with hope and awe.
 
   “You will fight the Great Eater?”
 
   Sura grinned. “Of course! We’re Spirit Hunters!”
 
   The elders arose to leave. The ancient fisherman came to clasp hands with Sura, then with Chiri. He bowed once again to Tonbo and Kuno.
 
   “Spirit Hunters – we thank you! You have come to us when we had no hope.” The old man joyously gripped his aged companion. “My friend, my friend! Please go to Prince Horigawa’s lodgings, and request an audience for the priestess.”
 
   The carpenter tottered off as fast as he could. The aged fisherman followed far more slowly, assisted once he reached the street by an anxious group of fishermen. Sura rose, dusted off her hands, then reached for her backpack. Tonbo stood and reached for his tetsubo.
 
   “So – a prince?”
 
   “A prince!” Sura opened her pack. “Time to dust off the ol’ suikan again!” The fox pulled out the stiff leather case that held her formal clothing. “Here we are! Best thing I ever stole!”
 
   Kuno looked up in shock.
 
   “Stole?”
 
   “Not in a bad way! I just slightly modified the orders to the delivery guys! I received an embroidered suikan robe of polished silk, and a certain other person may have happened to received an unlined hemp gardening outfit by mistake.” She turned to Kuno, who was staring at her in disapproval. “Hey, she was trying to steal it from someone else! I just redirected it after she redirected it! Poetic justice!”
 
   “Hmmmph.” Kuno glowered. “Indeed.”
 
   “She started it! She was from the white fox clan. A total egotist!”
 
   The samurai could only shake his head. “Surely not.”
 
   “Really! And she always did this stupid thing with her hair!” Sura bustled off, tail swishing behind her. “Right! Work to do – monsters to bash. I need a room to change in! Chiri – get those silk robes we bought you. Time to look the part!”
 
   The two women flitted off to change. Left in the inn’s main chamber with Tonbo, Kuno dusted off his robes, then reached for his breastplate.
 
   “A prince of the imperial court?”
 
   “A prince.” Tonbo discovered that Sura had forgotten the sakē bottle. He poured out the remains for himself and Kuno.
 
   “Kampai!”
 
    
 
    
 
   A loud festival for mere commoners was not to the tastes of Prince Horigawa. A mansion had been made for him far back from the village itself, upon a hill that had a picturesque view of the bay. There was a well-tended, sandy garden, and many comforts brought long miles from the capital, however the prince saw the house as little more than a drab rustic retreat. His expression as he arrived upon the porch was one of barely contained disdain.
 
   The porch had been arrayed as a formal meeting point. Four warrior monks from one of the temples that the prince endowed knelt on guard: men armoured in black with white cowls over their heads. Court servants in folded caps and short suikan robes stood in the shadows, stiff faced and immobile. Prince Horigawa came forth from the depths of the house, his robes trailing, his head topped in a formal, tall eboshi cap. Thin as a spider, the man sank down – servants smoothing the train of his robes. Jet black eyes in a seamed face glared down at the four Spirit Hunters kneeling in the garden.
 
   Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno bowed their faces to the ground. Sura bowed after the others, and nowhere near as deeply – for she was Kitsune, of the first clan of Kitsune Mountain.
 
   Prince Horigawa was far too elevated to acknowledge the bows of mere wanderers. He unfurled a fan, as though needed to refresh himself – scowling slightly as he heard distant sounds of song and laughter from the seaside festival. 
 
   The man had blackened his teeth in the style of the court – a startling look in a face already far too pale. Sura ignore the man’s hostile glare and sat up, her magnificent robes gleaming like a field of snow all about her.
 
   “Prince Horigawa, esteemed Minister of the Right – greetings!” The fox was a gloriously exotic sight. In her fur form, her orange pelt gleamed in the afternoon sun. Chiri, also in fur form, was attended by her elementals and beautifully dressed in blue silks. Kuno had his billet of imperial authority placed before him, and Tonbo… Tonbo had the world’s largest battle club. The group were wonderfully impressive. Sura gave the slightest of bows.
 
   “We are Spirit Hunters, operating according to the wishes of Imperial Magistrate Masura.” The fox pointed towards the marshes with her beautifully painted fan. “The fishermen of this village have informed us that a marsh monster has been preying upon them. We believe it would be of benefit to this community if we were to investigate the problem and banish the monster. Since you are the guardian and patron of this village, we thought it best to inform you of the problem, and of our intentions.”
 
   The prince listened with barely restrained scorn. He remained perfectly stiff and still inside his robes – like a mummy set on display.
 
   “Kitsune are renowned for their interfering arrogance. But the way of heaven is clear. ‘Do nothing, and all shall be well.’” The man swivelled his head to regard the fox.
 
   “The answer is no. I see no reason to disturb the balance of forces in this village.”
 
   Sura looked sharply up at the man, confronted by his arrogance.
 
   “My lord! The elders of the village have been most clear in their request. The monster is clearly a terrible burden upon the people.”
 
   The prince sniffed, coldly dismissing the entire idea.
 
   “Peasants lack the intelligence to truly understand such lofty affairs.” The prince turned his head again – his face seemingly swimming amongst his robes. “Interfering with the spirits and meddling in the occult has caused a curse. Further meddling will only make it worse. As it is, the marsh is easy to avoid.” The prince’s hand emerged from his robes, making a gesture as if to flick the Spirit Hunters away. “We shall let sleeping dogs lie.” 
 
   Kuno was moved to speak. He pushed forward his billet of authority for emphasis.
 
   “My lord – the marsh might conceal a deeper problem that will cause trouble in the future. Surely the essence of wisdom is to gather information?”
 
   The prince let his black eyes settle upon Kuno, taking in the details of the samurai – the tasteful beauty of Kuno’s armour lacings, and the deep culture of the man’s accent. It merely made the prince curl his lip in aversion.
 
   “You are an imperial deputy, is that not so?”
 
   “Yes, my lord. I am in service to Magistrate Masura.”
 
   The prince flicked his fingers. “Then as a chief minister to the emperor – who is lord to your Magistrate Masura – I command you to forget this problem. The marsh is none of your affair.”
 
   Kuno paled – such treatment was insulting, and such an order seemed absolutely unreasonable. Still – he had no choice but to obey. Kuno bowed low, hiding his face.
 
   “Yes, Prince Horigawa. I understand.”
 
   “That is an end to it.”
 
   The prince arose, his robes rustling. Servants smoothed out his train and the great man vanished into the dark spaces within the house. Sura gave the minimum possible bow, then instantly arose, dusting off her hands. She took up her magical spear and headed straight for the garden gates. Her friends hastened after her, pausing to bow to the warrior monks, who watched them all with careful eyes.
 
   Outside the gates, Sura met with the ancient fisherman, his friend the carpenter and several anxious young fishermen. She took off her tall formal cap as she spoke.
 
   “Right lads! Invisible monsters. I want some flour, some small paper bags, some hollow bamboo tubes, and eight basket lids. Oh – and a sack of rice crackers or old nut shells!” She was already pulling off her suikan, handing a fisherman her spear as she folded the robe. “Can you lend us a boat and a guide? We’ll need to be shown the route your wise woman might have used.”
 
   Kuno overheard all of this in disbelief. He came racing over from the garden gates, utterly aghast.
 
   “Sura san – you are disobeying the prince’s order?”
 
   The fox turned a hostile, derisive eye towards the prince’s house.
 
   “I am Sura the Spirit Hunter! Why does the opinion of some prince interest me?” She handed her robes to a fisherman to carry, and took back her spear. “Foxes advise the court. They are not advised by it.” She paused and gave a frown. “Are his teeth supposed to be black like that, or should he be seeing someone about a possible problem?”
 
   Kuno bowed his head – shamed and torn.
 
   “Sura san – I feel that I am bound by his order. If you go, I cannot follow you.”
 
   The fox was perfectly happy as she led the way back down towards the seaside inn. “No no! Remember, he said you’re to forget this problem. The marsh just isn’t your affair.” She nudged Kuno on the arm. “Now buck up! You have the orders of your sovereign lord to follow. You samurai are big on that kind of thing, I hear!”
 
   Kuno hastened after her. “What orders?”
 
   “What are your orders from your lord, Magistrate Masura?”
 
   The samurai puffed out his chest. 
 
   “To join the Spirit Hunters as one of their number.”
 
   “Fine!” Sura merrily led her friends downhill. “Well, the Spirit Hunters are going for a walk. You have to follow us if you’re going to obey your lord. Easy – see?” Sura’s tail waved merrily out of the back of her hakama. “Our walk just happens to be taking place in a monster-ridden swamp!”
 
   Sura patted Kuno on his armoured shoulders.
 
   “Cheer up! Come on – let’s go get you a pair of basket lids.”
 
   The man followed after he, quite bemused. “Basket lids?”
 
   “Trust me. This will be fun! We might even make it back in time for the barbeque.” Sura ruffled at her sleeves. “Oooh – swamp stomping! I’m going to change into some crappier clothes!”
 
   Off she went, happily moving at such a pace that Kuno was forced to almost jog after her, his armour clattering. The fishermen were already hastening off to do her bidding.
 
   Tonbo and Chiri followed behind, strolling thoughtfully. Bifuuko kept an eye upon the prince’s house behind them, her little face dark with displeasure. Chiri sighed, stroking Daitanishi in her hands, feeling troubled by the interview with the prince.
 
   Tonbo ambled along, relatively unconcerned. Chiri clung closely to his side.
 
   “I did not expect such hostility, Tonbo san. I hope all will be well.”
 
   The huge man merely gave a shrug.
 
   “At least she isn’t sneaking back to set fire to the house.”
 
   “Could that happen?”
 
   “It could happen.” Tonbo ambled off down towards the village.
 
   “Never irritate a fox.”
 
    
 
    
 
   It took scarcely half an hour to make ready for the marsh. Sura borrowed an old hemp robe, then raced into the kitchens and fussed about with weird ingredients brought to her by the innkeeper and the fishermen, before running back out with a bulging carry bag across her shoulder. She gathered her friends and slipped out of the inn through the back way, keeping low as she flitted away from the village.
 
   The innkeeper came with them, nervously pointing out a route that led off and away through the back ways of the village. They slipped past a vast pile of old clam shells, then climbed over a tall grass-covered dune that rose high above the village rooves. Sura kept to the tallest grass and thickest brush, vanishing from shadow to shadow. 
 
   They crossed over the hill, and pushed onwards through the grass. The sounds of the festival faded away as the Spirit Hunters made their way down a grassy slope to where a broad, clear creek ran slowly off into the sea.
 
   A flat-bottomed boat sat waiting by the shore. The ancient fisherman, moustache gleaming, stood by the boat. He was accompanied by a huge silent youth who wore an immense straw hat.
 
   The bowed old man nodded to the Spirit Hunters as the arrived, and waved a hand towards the youth.
 
   “Spirit Hunters! This is my great grandson, Atsushi.” The old man hobbled towards the boat. “I will pole you through the marshes! Atsushi will keep a look out at the bows.”
 
   Chiri was immediately concerned.
 
   “Honoured elder! Should Atsushi perhaps not do the poling?”
 
   “Ah!” the old man considered. “It is perhaps high time Atsushi took command of a boat. I am not growing any younger!” The old man headed myopically off in the wrong direction. “This way! Climb aboard.”
 
   Kuno leaned diplomatically across to murmur into the innkeeper’s ear.
 
   “Innkeeper san – perhaps you might keep the honoured elder company at the bows?”
 
   “Oh!” The innkeeper was clearly mortally afraid of the marsh, but he steeled himself. “I shall! Honoured elder – this way! Please please! Do watch your step!”
 
   “Watch my step? Young man, I have been on boats all of my life!”
 
   “Yes sir!”
 
   “I do not need your assistance in entering a marsh punt!”
 
   “Indeed sir, indeed!” The innkeeper managed to stop the old man from marching along a log and straight into the creek. “This way!”
 
   Sura let them sort it out. The huge youth stood steadying the boat, then helped to hand Chiri aboard – quite clearly spellbound by her delicate rodent face and long shining white hair. Tonbo waited with Sura, looking off along the creek to where it flowed into the dark, still marsh.
 
    “So – the plan?”
 
   The fox stroked at her long muzzle. “Let’s go see if we can find where the shugenja landed. They may have left a trail.” She looked off towards the rocky promontory far to the east. “And I want to take a look at that shrine.”
 
   “Good.” Tonbo strode forward towards the boat. “Watch your tail doesn’t get wet.”
 
   With all aboard, Atsushi pushed away from the shore. The boat moved slowly out into the salt water creek, cruising past great messy nests made by long, spindly herons. 
 
   Oystercatchers scuttled busily across the sands, their long legs flashing. Sura watched it all and marvelled, then turned her clever nose towards the marsh.
 
   The boat nosed between two great, ragged islands. The marsh seemed to fold in on every side, swallowing them whole.
 
   They lost sight of the rocky promontory at the far end of the marsh. Little creeks and meanders all fed into one another. Trickling brown water glittered with swamp oils. Tall reeds screened the edges of the marsh flats, and the air became close and still.
 
   Daitanishi and Bifuuko peered out from Chiri’s robes, looking carefully at the trees – the creek, the reeds. They clung close to their mistress, and seemed full of apprehension. 
 
   The innkeeper was quite terrified. He jerked his head at every slight sound. With the sun sinking lower in the sky, the shadows lengthened. The little man stared wildly from shade to shade.
 
   Tonbo put a huge, quiet hand upon the man’s shoulder.
 
   “Steady, innkeeper san. Steady.” He watched the marshes with sharp, calm senses. “Where might your shugenja have attempted to land?”
 
   The ancient fisherman hunted his moustache back and forth, seeking amongst several creek openings nearby.
 
    “The tide changes the creeks and mud flats, samurai. It has been years since anyone dared venture here.” The fisherman nodded, then pointed. “Ah – there! The broad, shallow passage. It is too wide to have closed. Atsushi chan! Take the middle passage!” The old man nodded wisely. “Yes – this should take us past the edge. But once we reach the mud fields, we must walk.”
 
   The boat nosed onwards, poled carefully along by the youth. Kuno and Chiri sat in the rear of the boat, keeping a watch over the waterways. Moving carefully, Sura made her way forward along the middle of the boat, coming up behind the old fisherman. She kept her voice low, eyes scanning at the water.
 
   “Grandfather san. So the whalers will be gone all day?”
 
   “Hmmm? Oh yes, honoured priestess. If they catch a whale, they will be back with it at sundown. If they fail to make a catch, they will set out again before tomorrow dawn. In the meantime, they will drink. There is free sakē enough to drown the entire village.”
 
   Sura wilted.
 
   “Free booze?” The fox flicked a harsh glare at Kuno. “I hope you realise the amount of mooching I’ve given up for my professional principals here!”
 
   Kuno gave an immaculate bow. “It is noted.”
 
   Sitting in the dead centre of the boat, Chiri held tightly to her seat. She was truly not much of a sea rat – she had crossed the Sano river twice, enjoying it neither time. Kuno turned to make certain that she was well. The rat nodded to him – but she clearly disliked every lurch and swell.
 
   Tonbo set Chiri’s stomach churning: he rose from his seat, looking up a side channel. His armoured bulk made the boat tilt alarmingly over to one side.
 
   “Atsushi san. Pull in there.”
 
   The punt was slowly pushed through a mat of algae and on into a strange, still lagoon. On a reeking, muddy shore there were clear marks from two separate boat keels being thrust and dragged ashore – and deep pock marks in the mud from many feet. The punt was nosed to one side of the marks, and Tonbo leapt out to wade ashore – his feet sinking deep into the muck. 
 
   One of the old sets of drag marks was from a broad, flat bottomed boat – a marsh punt. The other showed a deep keel. Tonbo carefully examined the marks, then moved forward, inspecting the footprints.
 
   “One punt, one whale boat.” He motioned to the blank mud near the water. “Far higher up the shore than us.” 
 
   Kuno was somewhat loathe to plant his feet into the mud – but over he went. He looked at the two groups of tracks – both of them merging and heading up into a bank of reeds, With the mud sucking at his sandals, he moved higher up onto the shore.
 
   “Honoured elder – how often does the tide arise?”
 
   “Hmmm? Ah…” The old man scratched his chin. “There have been two small tides since midnight, samurai. But the highest tide is at the lesser hour of the rat.”
 
   “These were made at about midnight.”
 
   Tonbo squelched forward, fighting through the mud. He pointed to the tracks.
 
   “Three sets of tracks lead from the punt. Four from the whale boat.” He pointed to another set of tracks that came back in at an angle. “Four sets of tracks come back.”
 
   Sura came pad-pad-padding over the mud. She had affixed a basket lid to each of her feet, and was spared the indignity of sinking into the mud. She walked past the others and over to the higher mud banks, pushing apart the reeds and finding slight signs of a trail. Chiri came behind her – also wearing basket lids upon her feet. Her elementals whirred on ahead, taking position in the reeds and spying out the marsh.
 
   Kuno looked over at Sura.
 
   “You could have told us why you wanted basket lids.”
 
   “You didn’t wait around to tell!” Sura readied equipment, passing each of her friends a bamboo tube filled with fine flour, and a paper flour bomb. “Right – invisible monster. If you suspect an area, throw a flour bomb, or blow out a cloud of flour. If we find hard footing, I can also throw out the nut shells. We’ll hear the thing as it walks.” She turned to the old fisherman, where he sat grandly in the bows of the punt. “Honoured grandfather. Where exactly was your shrine to the sea kami?”
 
   “At the far side of the rocky peak, priestess.” The old man pointed to the east. “The old path through the mud flats is marked with bamboo poles. Surely it is still there?”
 
   “Excellent.” Sura waved to Atsushi. “Atsushi san! This area is not safe. Please return the honoured elders to the village. If you would kindly wait with the boat at the creek after sundown, we shall send the air elemental to fetch you when we need to return.”
 
   The huge youth listened, then nodded. He bowed – first to Sura, then to Bifuuko – then to the other Spirit Hunters – then to Bifuuko again. Atsushi heaved on his pole and thrust the boat back out into the lagoon, then threaded off amongst the reeds. The boat slowly disappeared from view. 
 
   Satisfied with arrangements, Sura clomped her basket-lidded way up and away from the gooey shore, and onto the more solid mud flats up above. She fought to take off her absurd footwear, then stripped the sheath from the blade of her spear. Her companions joined her in the reeds, and they all remained quite still, looking out across the marsh.
 
   It was a narrow land – a place where open strips of mud flat were hemmed in by weeds, reeds and low, tangled trees. Great spider webs stretched between grey, lichen covered bushes. Little rivulets of oily water ran across the mud, filling the air with the slow, endless seep of water.
 
   There were sounds: distant birds, and the slow drone of insects – the far off murmur of the surf. The Spirit Hunters listened carefully, scanning slowly, seeking for any sign of the ‘Eater’.
 
   There was a weird, watchful sensation: a sense of something moving slowly, carefully and utterly unseen. Tonbo half rose out of cover, watching the reed tips for any sign of motion – but the swamps were strangely still. 
 
   Sura rose quietly, wiped her fingers along her spear, and set the blade shimmering with a magic spell.
 
    
 
   “One Tao, one sight, one world, one mind.
 
   Let the hidden souls come forth.
 
   Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…”
 
    
 
   She scanned the marshlands up ahead, the world seeming to haze and warp in a fan ahead of her spear. She moved forward slowly, circling around and around, but no disembodied creatures shimmered into view. The spell died down, and Sura tucked her spear beneath her arm, pondering the mudflats and reeds. 
 
   She hemmed and hummed in thought.
 
   “Well… No spirits. No ghosts.” The fox kept her eyes fixed on the marsh, and spoke to Chiri beside her. “Have Daitanishi and Bifuuko picked up anything?”
 
   The rat drew out her gleaming natagama. She looked at the reeds, feeling decidedly wary.
 
   “They are cautious, Sura san. Something here unsettles them.”
 
   They all looked at the marsh. Sura sucked on one fang, then walked over to a patch of relatively clean grass.
 
   “We’re going to need some stealthy eyes and ears here.” Sura moved forward carefully, red fur blending with the dead reeds all around her. “I’ll nose ahead. You guys all be careful.” The fox crept stealthily ahead. “Daitanishi? You’re with me.” 
 
   Accompanied by the flying rock, Sura threaded off through the weeds. She hesitated and sniffed suspiciously at a patch of open mud just ahead, then padded across the soft brown surface, her feet as delicate as a cat’s. Daitanishi moved silently beside her. They moved softly into cover, spied out the route ahead and signalled to the others with a wave of Sura’s fluffy tail.
 
   Kuno arose and moved forward, testing the muddy footing before moving across to a narrow band of grass. Moving softly through the reeds, the Spirit Hunters felt their way carefully forwards – on into the watchful, quiet marsh.
 
    
 
    
 
   At the head of the bay, a strong wind stirred the waves into an heroic foam. The whaling fleet – two bold ships surrounded by the lean shapes of smaller boats – shot forward through the surf. The festival crowds came flocking to the beach, but the whaling fleet had no carcasses in tow or meat aboard. The crowds cheered in welcome, even though disappointed at being deprived of their thrill.
 
   They forged in through the surf. The whaleboats arrayed themselves out behind the two great ships, making a wonderful display. The boats all surged through the waves and shot up onto the beach. Crewmen leapt into the water and swiftly raced the whale boats up onto the sand. The two whaling ships warped across to the jetty, oars thrashing. Ropes sailed through the air as the two sturdy vessels made fast. 
 
   The largest of the whaling ships had hung itself with red banners. Standing in the prows was Red Kenta, the savage leader of the whalers – his blade-hand waving at the crowds. He leapt down to the jetty and strode forward, bellowing out to address the crowds in his sea-going roar.
 
   “A false alarm! It was just an old bull – a scout!” The man was massively confident – in no way disappointed. “The main school will be in the bay tomorrow at dawn, and the whalers will be awaiting them! But tonight, we feast!”
 
   The festival goers cheered. Whale flags waved and streamers were shaken. Red Kenta posed with his harpoon before the crowd.
 
   “We feast! Tonight there is sake, rice and venison for everyone – compliments of our patron, the revered Prince Horigawa!”
 
   The prince’s palanquin was once again present in its lofty place overlooking the beach. The crowds gave a hearty cheer for the prince. Horigawa himself did not appear, but his servants moved coolly forward to lead the crowd towards a great stack of sakē barrels. The prince’s bounty was praised by one and all as the scent of grilling meat flooded up into the air.
 
   The whalers came from their boats, heading towards the pleasures of the night – enthusiastic girls, hero worship and brimming cups. But one of the warrior monks came quietly to Red Kenta, bowed, and motioned towards the prince’s palanquin. The whaler chieftain nodded, and signalled to his huge lieutenant. The two men threaded past the last of the departing whalers and moved up the beach, passing through the prince’s watchful guards.
 
   Discrete servants made certain that the conversation would not be overheard. Red Kenta and his man both knelt before the palanquin. The whaler jerked his head down in a bow.
 
   “My prince! I trust you are pleased with the festival. There will be whales tomorrow.” The whaler leaned forward, his face wicked with predatory greed. “Is there news of other prey?”
 
   The prince’s curtain had been raised. Horigawa’s cold eyes glittered in the shadows.
 
   “My agents report a foreign merchant ship is on its way. You will be able to intercept it off the cape in three days time.”
 
   The two whalers bared their teeth in savage smiles. They bowed to the prince, making ready to go.
 
   Horigawa sat back amongst his gleaming robes. He brooded, preoccupied, then turned to one of his servants.
 
   “You there! Has the kitsune been seen at the festival this afternoon? Is she drinking at the sakē barrels?” 
 
   The servant gave a deep, perfect bow.
 
   “No, lord prince.”
 
   Horigawa slapped his fan into his hand and glared at the two whalers.
 
   “There was a man here – an imperial deputy. He was accompanied by three others: a samurai, a white-haired rat woman and a kitsune priestess. They were showing an interest in the marsh.” 
 
   The prince looked to Red Kenta and his sinister lieutenant.
 
   “A fox is loose where it should not be.”
 
   Red Kenta gave a wicked laugh.
 
   “The red ones will deal with them, my lord.”
 
   “We must make certain. I will entrust you to silence them.”
 
   The whalers gave an evil bow, then arose. The huge second lieutenant slipped his immense sword down across his back, and made his way to the festival, summoning his men. Armour was brought out from the ships. Red Kenta strode back down to the sea, looking forward to a bloody afternoon.
 
   Prince Horigawa flicked a finger towards his guards. The curtains to his palanquin were lowered back into place. Surrounded by his men, the prince was borne away from the village – up towards the cold, wind-swept hill where his mansion awaited him.
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   Chapter 4
 
   Knowing you were stalked by an invisible monster could really put a cramp upon your day.
 
   The Spirit Hunters moved on into the marsh, step by step, with infinite caution, listening to every bend of the grass – every rustle in the reeds. They examined every patch of ground, every mire or stand of weeds, ready to fend off an attack. But so far, the marsh had kept its secrets.
 
   The tracks they had been following soon faded – one of the incoming tides had washed over much of the lower ground. But there were still clues here and there – crushed reeds, or the smear of a muddy footprint against a fallen log. Sura and Tonbo spied them out, following carefully along the subtle trail.
 
   Tangled trees blocked out sight of the stony promontory. But the low setting sun gave them direction. They need only head east, and surely they would find some of the old bamboo paths…
 
   …or so it had seemed.
 
   Moving softly along in fur form, Sura pushed her way through the edges of the reeds, creeping softly and as stealthily as she could. Her whiskers were prickling – sensitive to the tiniest quiver of sound. She used every measure of cunning field craft learned through countless illicit expeditions into other people’s business – and all to no avail. The marsh confounded her again and again with twists, turns and mires. At one moment, she was certain that she had found a trail of footprints – only to find the trail had utterly disappeared. Promising pathways through the mud led instead to deep sucking pools of open water, fetid with mats of decaying, bubbling green algae. 
 
   Daitanishi kept her company, flitting quietly forwards and looking carefully about – always keeping carefully hidden in the shrubs. He came back to guard her as the fox yet again ended up in a mire, her feet sinking clean to her knees in the muck. Sura thrashed and leaped for the shore, making more and more of a mess. As she hit a pocket of decaying goo beneath the mud and drenched herself, she quite lost her temper, hissing a whisper back towards her friends.
 
   “I should be at a barbeque! I had my whale-eating hat and everything!”
 
   Tonbo edged forward and seized one end of Sura’s spear, towing the fox back toward solid ground. He hauled her over to a safe landing in the nearby weeds, keeping his voice low. 
 
   “You will have your barbeque.” He patted the pouch tied to his belt. “I still have your hat.”
 
   “I want a beach barbeque! With seafood – cooked!” Muddy, wet and bedraggled, Sura had suffered quite enough. “I want to skinny dip, drink plum wine, then lie on the sand and stuff myself!”
 
   “We’ll get you a beach barbeque.” He shook her free of the spear. “Now be quiet!”
 
   From her new perch on the bank, Sura flicked mud and ordure from her feet. She looked away, and her eyes lit upon an old bamboo pole jutting from the mud at the far side of a field of reeds. She instantly turned back – rather more cheered.
 
    “Oh, hey! Found the path.” She minced her way through some weeds, trying to find a way across towards the distant pole. “All right. I’ll see if there’s a way across. Yoiks and away!”
 
   Daitanishi moved to help her find a way around the water – then suddenly the little rock elemental whirled. He scowled at a bank of weeds at the far side of the morass. Chiri instantly caught the creature’s mood, and came swiftly forward with Bifuuko shimmering and clattering at her side.
 
   Everyone else froze. Chiri, her long whiskers sparkling in her narrow rodent face, climbed into the branches of one of the stunted marsh trees. Tall pink ears flicked as she swung her head, trying to focus on an elusive hint of sound.
 
   Poised in the tree for long moments, Chiri finally came back down scowling. She crouched with the others, beckoning Sura closer.
 
   Whispering softly, the rat pointed off towards the bamboo poles.
 
   “I hear something. A clicking sound. It is very faint.” She pointed to the east. “That way.”
 
   They moved carefully on, with Sura taking the lead – her senses sifting every tiny motion in the air. 
 
   Finally there was a way across the water – a mud field dotted with thick isles of reeds. Sura tested the footing and found it soft. Thankfully, it seemed some driftwood had been sunk into the mire. Sura pressed down and found it to be firmer footing. She crept forward slowly, eyes searching every inch of the path ahead and either side. The Spirit Hunters edged out into the mud flats, moving with infinite care. Bifuuko and Daitanishi kept watch ahead and behind. 
 
   Some nearby reeds trembled. Sura instantly whirled and puffed flour from a tube, sending out a great choking cloud. The dust drifted and settled slowly over the mud. No strange shapes stood out – no invisible stalkers, no serpentine menace from another realm. Sura watched carefully, trying to sense the cold shiver that might herald a ghost – but nothing came. 
 
   Daitanishi and Bifuuko had both focussed their attentions entirely upon a bare patch of ground a dozen yards away. Chiri stayed quite still, but her eyes caught Sura’s. The fox saw where the elementals were staring, and slowly edged a flour bomb out of her sleeve. Suddenly she hurtled the bomb at a patch of empty mud. The paper packet hit the ground and burst into a choking cloud of dust.
 
   Nothing was outlined by the settling flour. Sura gave a thoughtful sigh and thumped her spear butt down against the mud.
 
   “Well, it’s not leaving footprints. Do you think it can fly?” The fox frowned, then thumped her spear against the mud once again: the taut surface boomed a little like a drum. “Hey! This footing might not be too safe…”
 
   Suddenly the mud under the flour cloud rippled like an earthquake, plunging straight towards Sura. A huge red crab two yards across its shell burst upward out of the mire. Claws like massive scythes lunged for Sura, trying to shear her clean in two. Sura tried to dodge aside, but the mud clung to her feet. Easily four times her weight, the huge crab swarmed forward, claws clashing. Sura seized her spear behind its blade and pole vaulted wildly out of the way, changing into fox form in mid air. She landed clothing, sword, fox and all in a tangle atop a tree. 
 
   The crab rampaged after her, thrusting up at the tree, claws ripping apart the branches and cutting into the trunk. The fox scrabbled to get higher, frantically clawing through the twigs.
 
   “Get it! Get it! Get it! Get it! Get it!”
 
   Tonbo waded forward through the mud. His massive iron club poised, then smashed downwards in a swing that carried the full weight of Tonbo, iron club and armour. The crab’s shell shattered and bloody ichor jetted forth. The creature staggered and tried to swing about – but a second blow struck the creature between the eye stalks. The tetsubo smashed clean through the monster’s shell from top to bottom. The creature fell with its claws still clicking and legs thrashing, appallingly unwilling to fall over and die, but its soul was clearly off for another jaunt on the karmic wheel. Sura leapt out of the tree onto Tonbo, and clung onto his helmet for dear life. 
 
   “Is it gone? It’s gone? Tell me it’s gone!”
 
   “It’s gone.” Tonbo shook his spiked club free of a grisly collection of blue crab blood, flesh and shell. “I thought you liked seafood…?”
 
   “Not seafood that likes me!”
 
   A click-click-clicking suddenly echoed through the marsh. The mud flat rippled slowly – closing stealthily inward about the Spirit Hunters. From her perch atop Tonbo’s head, Sura’s looked behind them and saw yet more ripples in the muck.
 
   “Oooooh… As an ancient sage once said: ‘I have a bad feeling about this…’!”
 
   Huge crabs erupted up out of the mire. Claws clashing, they churned forwards, charging straight towards their prey. There were at least five of the monsters – all of them immense. Tonbo hefted his tetsubo and waded forward to meet the enemy, and two crabs immediately moved to flank him, claws spread wide. The huge man spun his tetsubo, then suddenly drove forward, clashing one crab’s claw aside and then trying to pound the other monster right back into the mud. The crabs shifted back, lunging and clashing their claws. 
 
   Sura leapt clear and ran bounding and thrashing through the muck in fox form. She changed into her fur form as she reached her fallen spear, then lunged forward to hold another crab at bay. She cut beneath the monster’s feet, slicing at the legs along the creature’s left side. Her magic spear blade scythed hard: she pulled, and the crossblade cut three legs free, and then a fourth. The monster fell sideways and tried to cut her off at the knees. Sura leapt high, tail flying, fur flashing – leaping straight towards the creature’s shell. She landed spear-first on top of the monster, her spear point crashing through the shell, right between the monster’s eyes. The crab thrashed and bucked,  then died in a welter of blue gore.
 
   “Sura!”
 
   Chiri was in trouble. Two more crabs arrowed in towards her, legs churning through the mud. Daitanishi immediately attacked, bashing a crab upon the eyestalk. As the monster whirled in anger, Chiri leapt and gaffed downwards with her natagama. The razor sharp point of one weapon pierced through the shell. As the crab turned, the natagama was wrenched out of Chiri’s grasp. She cut with her second weapon, hacking off one of the crabs clattering legs – and then a back swing of the monster’s claw knocked the rat aside.
 
   Kuno lunged forward, protecting Chiri. The crab surged in, claws clashing as it tried to hack off Kuno’s head. Kuno made an elegant sideways slide, sword extended beneath the creature’s incoming wrist. He sliced back, then down, cutting away an entire claw. Sura drove the second monster back and away from Chiri, lunging sharp, deadly thrusts of her spear.
 
   Chiri threw one hand out towards the trees.
 
    
 
   “Little sisters of the trees!
 
   Bark and wood, please come to me!
 
   - dart storm attack!”
 
    
 
   Thin slivers of wood peeled away from the limbs of the spindly little trees. They flew in a wild shower at the nearest crab, ricocheting uselessly off the creature’s shells. Only a single dart stuck out of the monster’s armour, which only seemed to push the monster into a wild storm of rage. It rammed forward, trying to rip Sura’s spear from her hands, latching onto the spear haft with its claw.
 
   Sura wildly fought to snatch her weapon back.
 
   “Tonbo! Little help!”
 
   Tonbo smashed a claw off the nearest of his two crabs, making a second strike to pile-drive the creature’s foreparts half way to the earth’s core. The second crab clambered over the corpse of the first. Tonbo thrust, his huge strength crashing against the crab to flip the monster over onto its back. He left it thrashing and strode over towards Sura’s crab.
 
   Kuno stepped back from another scything cut of a crab’s claws, and once again struck with absolute precision. The monster’s second claw dropped free. He poised, pulling back his sword, then ran the creature through just below its eyes. The monster thrashed, flailing wildly, and then collapsed.
 
   The last crab clashed its claws at Sura. Tonbo shattered its legs on one side, then the other, before stoving in its shell with a single massive blow. He walked past Sura – who was naked and utterly smothered in mud, patting her on one shoulder. Crossing back to where the last crab was struggling to flip itself back over on its feet, Tonbo killed it with a single blow.
 
   With the excitement over, the huge man leaned on his tetsubo and looked over the battlefield. He gave a slow, sage nod.
 
   “Hmph. Seen bigger.”
 
   Wide-eyed and frazzled, Sura found her muddy clothes and dragged them down out of their tree. She looked at the still-twitching corpses and kept well clear of their claws.
 
   “Is everyone alright?” There seemed to be no injuries. “Ok – so I think we just solved the mystery of the invisible ‘Eater’.” Sura tied on her robe, staring at a dead crab. “What the hell have they been feeding these things?”
 
    “Surely these cannot be natural?” Chiri looked at the crabs, quite aghast. “Will there be more of them?”
 
   Kuno carefully wiped his sword upon the grass. He kept a sharp eye upon the mud flats.
 
   “They could infest this entire marsh. We must find a way around the mud.”
 
   “Well – maybe we can keep to the reeds.” Sura winced and tried to shake the worst of the filth from her fur. “They can’t be everywhere.”
 
   Tonbo nodded. He hefted his weapon and moved forward onto a flattened isle of reeds, looked off towards the east, then beckoned the others forward. Squelching across to the higher ground, the Spirit Hunters found a great mass of waving reeds, and began to push their way forwards single file.
 
   Sura took the lead once more, fending reeds aside with her spear. She glanced back at Tonbo, as he clanked along in her tracks.
 
   “Well you seem strangely undisturbed by all this.”
 
   The big man merely shrugged.
 
   “I like crab.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Slowly, carefully, they moved forward. The reed isle was separated from the next by wide expanse of mud. Sura lay carefully down and planted one tall fox ear against the mud, listening, but could hear no sounds of clicking or stirring. She spied out the shortest route between the reeds and pointed it out carefully to her friends. They nodded, then followed as she made her way quietly onward. 
 
   She led them across another soggy mire. They moved into a maze of rustling rushes, where seed heads had burst and set the air drifting with countless thousands of tiny points of fluff. 
 
   Sura followed her spear point forwards, with Daitanishi to her left and Bifuuko to the right. But the exquisite little air elemental suddenly came whirring back, sparkling in agitation. Sura instantly sank down to a halt, staring watchfully at the reeds just ahead.
 
   Tonbo nodded to her. They moved forward cautiously, side by side, until they reached a clearing.  Both halted, stared, then slowly rose to their feet. Kuno and Chiri moved carefully up beside them.
 
   A broad mud flat opened up before them. Standing in the middle of the mud, leaning upon a stick, was a tall old woman. She had heard the reeds rustling, and turned her face towards them. Her eyes were clouded and clearly quite blind. The woman held up one hand, bidding the Spirit Hunters stay in place. Her whisper carried to them, commanding and clear.
 
   “Be still, my children! Danger!”
 
   Something quivered under the mud near the old woman. Staying very still, she whispered more softly.
 
   “The monsters are underneath the mud, my children. They react to the slightest vibration!”
 
   Tonbo dealt with the matter in classic style: he slammed his tetsubo against the ground. A giant crab instantly erupted from the mud nearby and ploughed straight towards him. Tonbo spun his massive staff and crashed it down precisely between the monster’s eyes, smashing the whole forepart of the creature to pieces. He had apparently perfected his crab smashing technique. 
 
   “Big one.”
 
   Sura winced away from the carnage. She shook shards of shattered crab shell from her robes.
 
   “Damnit! Would you just for once pretend that other people’s advice is actually good?”
 
   She stamped her foot in annoyance. A second crab immediately burst up out of the mud. Sura leapt backwards in alarm, only to have Tonbo splinter the monster into ruin right at her feet. He peered at the wreckage in thought.
 
   “Mmmph. Smaller.”
 
   Sura looked at the mud flats in annoyance.
 
   “Is that it for the crabs?”
 
   Tonbo slammed his tetsubo against the mud again. The Spirit Hunters watched, but nothing moved. Tonbo swung his weapon up over his shoulder.
 
   “Should be.”
 
   Sura scooted an annoyed glance towards Tonbo. Moving forwards, she tested the footing, then edged out into the mud. She made her way carefully over to the old woman and took her by the hand.
 
   “Rokuko san. We are the Spirit Hunters. We have been sent to find you.”
 
   “You are most kind.” The old woman was almost at the end of her endurance. “I thank you, Spirit Hunter.”
 
   “This way. Hold tight.”
 
   The old woman gripped Sura’s furry hand and allowed herself to be led out of the mud. Clearly exhausted, she still turned her face towards Sura, sniffing. 
 
   “Warm fur – magic. Sun on grass. Great power…” She nodded quietly. “A kitsune! And a pretty one.”
 
   The others all crossed the mud to the next island, catching up with Sura and Rokuko to help her reach the reeds. Sura found a mossy log, and sat the old blind woman down. She took her canteen and carefully put it into Rokuko’s hands.
 
   “Here, grandmother. Drink.” She rooted about in her belt pouch with muddy fingers. “I have a rice ball. Are you hungry?”
 
   “Thank you, Lady Kitsune. Thank you.” The woman drank – she was utterly parched. “I tried to summon water, but I could not.”
 
   The old woman had kept a tight hold of a covered basket through all of her ordeals. Kuno came forward and bowed to the blind woman in respect. 
 
   “Rokuko san. I am Asodo Kuno. This is Kitsune Sura, Tsunetomo Tonbo and Nezumi Chiri.”
 
   “I am indebted to you all. Samurai?” She sensed that it was so, and gave a weary bow. “I had stood there for a long, long time. My two companions were not as fortunate as I.”
 
   Chiri knelt nearby, her two little elementals hovering beside her. The beautiful white rat gazed upon the old woman with eyes full of compassion.
 
   “We are sorry for their loss, Rokuko san. But you are very clever to have outwitted the monsters. That was well done.”
 
   The old woman turned her face away. Her voice was filled with a world-weary bitterness.
 
   “We use what we have left.” The old woman drew in a tired breath. “The blind recognise the blind, my child. Down there in the mud, they have only their ears.”
 
   Rokuko reached a hand out towards Sura.
 
   “Now come. Come let me look at you.”
 
    The blind woman gently reached out her hands to explore the faces of her rescuers, one by one. First Sura – touching her long clever muzzle, her long hair, and her eyes – sly and made for smiling. Then Kuno – tracing the smooth, handsome planes of his face. Tonbo’s stubbled jaw and massive size – a face of patience and strength. Finally her hands reached up to caress Chiri’s cheeks, feeling at her delicate features, her long whiskers and her great, fine ears.
 
   Her hands pulled back – sensing an aura tingling in the air.
 
   “A nezumi… Yes… I can feel the magic in you.” She turned her blind face unerringly towards Daitanishi and Bifuuko. “Magic indeed…”
 
   The old woman sat and recovered her strength. Moving carefully, still watching the marsh, Tonbo scanned the edges of the isle of reeds. He knelt down and brushed at a rock, then quietly beckoned Sura to his side.
 
   “Here.”
 
   Tonbo stood at a jutting of weeds at one edge of the mud. As Sura quietly joined him, he pointed to tracks and marks.
 
   “Two men knelt here… two more just there. Watching the centre of the mud.”
 
   Sura checked the field of view. “Watching Rokuko san?”
 
   “Seems like it.” Tonbo pointed back the way that they had come. “Came – watched – then left.”
 
   “Left her to die….” The fox kept carefully in cover, always watching the marsh. “Lovely.” 
 
   Chiri and Kuno remained at the old woman’s side. Chiri saw to it that she drank and ate, tending to her with great care.
 
   “Please excuse me, Rokuko san. But what were you doing here in the marsh?”
 
   The old woman leaned upon her cane and gave a sigh.
 
   “I came to sacrifice to the kami of the sea straights. He protected and provided for this village for many centuries. But we have not been able to sacrifice to him since the whalers came.”
 
   The rat girl gave a quiet bow. 
 
   “Forgive me, Rokuko san – but the elders said that the village was being punished for its greed. They said that the village had turned their back upon the kami.”
 
   “Do not think badly of the villagers, Chiri san. Like all mortals, they can be led astray.” 
 
   The old woman looked away, long hair hiding her face.
 
   “In life, we sometimes put our trust in weaker souls…”
 
   Sura pulled back from the weeds. She came and squatted beside Rokuko, her long orange tail waving.
 
   “Honoured elder – tell me more about these whalers.”
 
   The old woman lifted up her head
 
   “They came here five years ago.” The woman’s face was stiff. “They are vile men, even if they do have a long association with the court. They were supposed to be here only during the summer months – but soon they settled here all through the year, bringing other low-lives with them.” 
 
   Chiri frowned. “All year? But the whales are migratory, are they not? Do they not follow the whales?”
 
   By way of reply, Rokuko reached into her sleeve and drew forth a tiny packet wrapped carefully in cloth. She unwrapped it carefully, revealing the image of a Buddha carved from exotic jade. 
 
   Kuno took the image into his hand and turned it carefully in the light. 
 
   “Foreign. From the Middle Kingdom… Very fine.”
 
   The old woman nodded. “This was given to me in payment for my healing arts five days ago, honoured samurai. Two of their men had arrow wounds.”
 
   Kuno carefully wrapped the jade and gave it back.
 
   “Wakō. They are pirates. Whalers when it suits them, and pirates whenever they get the chance.”
 
   “Yes, samurai. Pirates and murderers.” Rokuko shook her head. “The villagers did not know of this until it was too late. And now their fates are heavy with this evil.”
 
   Chiri gave a frown. “Please excuse me – but why would pirates want to join an old fishing village?”
 
   Looking back towards the village, Kuno quietly smoothed his moustache. “It is a secure anchorage with a high-ranking patron from the court. Secure from both the magistrates and the samurai lords…”
 
   “Yes indeed.” Sura scratched at her fur. “Still, it doesn’t explain the presence of the crab monsters. Where in the name of Mozu’s outhouse did they come from…?”
 
   The old blind woman leaned heavily upon her stick and struggled to her feet. She turned to the east – away from the heat of the setting sun, and hefted up her basket of offerings.
 
   “It feels as if it will be dark soon. We must be getting on!”
 
   “Yes.” Kuno tried to take the old woman by the sleeve and guide her towards the lagoon. “Come – we shall lead you to our boat.”
 
   “No! No, young man! We must go on to the shrine! I must sacrifice to the sea kami! The kami’s power must be summoned” Rokuko began moving towards the east. “I came here to do a job. It must be completed.”
 
   Kuno blinked. “Honoured grandmother! The marsh is unsafe!”
 
   “I have samurai to guard me now! Spirit Hunters!” Rokuko was not to be stopped. She forged on through the reeds. “With you to handle the mud beasts, all will be well. This way! Come come!”
 
   Chiri hastened to take the old woman’s arm and assist her. Kuno held back with Sura and Tonbo, quite aghast.
 
   “Surely we are not taking her through the marsh. And up a rocky cliff face?”
 
   “Weeeeeell, she seems pretty set on the idea.” Sura followed hastily after Chiri. “I want to check out this whole kami thing anyway. Chiri! Let me lead!”
 
   “Yes yes – excellent.” Rokuko waved her cane. “The path is hidden. I will find something that I recognise soon, I am sure. “She called imperiously back to Kuno. “Young man! Do come along! Don’t dawdle! We have a considerable distance to go.”
 
   Tonbo shrugged and followed after the others. Kuno had no choice but to join him, hastening on into the lengthening shadows. 
 
   The tall crest of the rocky promontory still lay far ahead. With the sun sinking ever lower, the mud flats had become a place of long shadows mingled with brilliant light reflecting from stagnant waters. Sura felt her way forward, with Tonbo moving steadily in her footsteps. Chiri came behind, helping to guide old Rokuko past the briny pools. Kuno brought up the rear, keeping watch in case crabs should be creeping up behind them. He kept his gleaming sword bare in his hand.
 
   The handsome samurai caught up with Sura as she stood prodding at the footing with her spear butt. The fox flicked an eye at the setting sun, and gave a scowl.
 
   “Do crabs sleep?”
 
   Kuno wrinkled his nose in thought. “I do not believe so.”
 
   “Damn.” The fox planted her fist upon her hip. “Maybe we could scare them off?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Did you bring any of your poems?”
 
   Forever full of dignity, Kuno pointed the way on into the marsh. “That way, if you please. Exercise your wit upon the marsh.”
 
   “I’m going!” The fox squelched off  into the reeds. “Keep your helmet on.”
 
   They moved on. Sura eventually came to a maze of old rocks and boulders standing amongst rank old pools. She thought she could see a way around, but hesitated, scowling at the weeds. 
 
   Rokuko came shuffling up to her side, and laid a hand upon Sura’s shoulder.
 
   “What is it, Kitsune san?”
 
   “More rocks and pools.” The fox wrinkled her snout in thought. “Is there something we should be looking for? I’m not seeing any bamboo poles or anything.”
 
   “The tides and winds have taken their toll.” The old woman made to walk on. “We must pass the rocks. You will see a crooked tree…”
 
   “Are you certain? I mean – you are blind and all that.”
 
   “I once walked this path many, many times, Kitsune san.” The old woman quietly moved on. “I was a fool to ever stop.”
 
   It was still a fair distance to the rocky mount. Sura thought that she could see a route that avoided the worst of the open mud. She headed onwards, and Chiri supported Rokuko across a brake of tangled driftwood.
 
   Bifuuko came to settle in Chiri’s hair, her wings wagging as she kept a watch for danger in the reeds.
 
   Rokuko sensed the little air elemental. She turned her blind face towards Bifuuko.
 
   “An air elemental!” The old woman’s voice filled with gentle wonder. “Yes… 
 
   This one loves you too much to ever leave you.”
 
   Chiri flicked a glance to ensure that Daitanishi was still in place, hovering above Sura.
 
   “Bifuuko chan and Daitanishi chan have been with me since I was a child, Rokuko san. They are my oldest friends.”
 
   The old woman suddenly seemed wan.
 
   “You are a shugenja, my child. A sister to the elementals. As I once was.”
 
   Chiri’s ears gently blushed. 
 
   “I do not know if I can claim so honoured a position, Rokuko san.” The rat looked quietly to her elementals. “I do not have any power worth speaking of. I do not quite understand why I can sometimes summon help, and sometimes I cannot.”
 
   “Power of the soul comes from strength of the soul, Chiri san. Confidence and benevolence. Faith – and love. Above all, love.”
 
   Rokuko’s voice was filled with regret.
 
   “When you love, the bright souls of the world will heed you.”
 
   Chiri looked towards the old woman, and her ears fell. She reached out to take the woman by the hand, and gently lead her on along the muddy path.
 
   At the head of the march, Sura halted yet again at the edge of a broad open field of mud. She knelt with Tonbo, searching the area ahead, and mused.
 
   “I’m still bothered by the whole crab connection. Where do they fit in?”
 
   Tonbo nodded.
 
   “Clearly the whalers do not want anyone to reach the shrine.”
 
   “Yeah – but how do a bunch of whalers manage to find critters like those and bring them here unseen?” The fox gave a sudden grumble. “They have a higher duty to go and make me a barbeque.”
 
   Kuno gave Sura a glower.
 
   “You will get your barbeque!” Kuno kept his voice to a quiet hiss. “Please be quiet, Sura san. The crab monsters are dangerous.”
 
   Sura stood up and gave a great, luxurious stretch. Her yawn was full of fangs.
 
   “Crabs? Eh! We’ve got them beaten. We know how they track us, and Tonbo has the whole crab-cracking thing down pat. We solved the swamp!” She gave a great, easy-going wave of her hand. “It’s not like there’s any more surprises!”
 
   Two titanic crabs erupted from the mud – each easily three times the size of their cousins. The immense monsters thudded down to land – each with claws longer than Tonbo was tall. A claw scythed overhead, almost taking off Sura’s ears as she ducked. A cloud of shaved fox hairs whipped away in the wind as she jerked back up and stared.
 
   Kuno looked at Sura, blinking and momentarily speechless.
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   A crab stabbed its claw down at Kuno, but he dove and rolled away. The ground shook as the both crabs thundered forwards. Tonbo tried to slam his tetsubo into one of the beast’s shells, but the monster’s claw guarded its face. It slashed back handed, the claw tip tearing into Tonbo’s armour and staving in the plates, sending him flying. The crab blundered forward, then Sura streaked in, thrusting with her spear. The point took the claw precisely in the elbow joint. The injured claw hung down at an angle, as the enraged crab turned to chase after the fox.
 
   Kuno dove along the side of the second monster, his sword slicing. Crab legs flew free. But the behemoth whipped about with surprising speed, clashing with its claws. Kuno’s armour took the blow, silk laces now hanging free where the claw had sliced clean through. But the blow sent him staggering back, bruised and winded, into the mud. 
 
   Rokuko stood sternly facing the titanic crabs, and threw open her arms. 
 
    
 
   “Little offspring of the mud!
 
   Earth and water, both combined!
 
   Fly up now at my command.
 
   Strike my opponents blind!”
 
    
 
   Power flashed inward towards the old woman, then out into the swamp – but the spell shivered, lost and unformed. Rokuko strained, struggling desperately, but the spell simply began dissipating from the air.
 
   Chiri ran forward, power swirling about her and lifting her long hair in a shimmering unearthly breeze. Her magic joined with the old woman’s and flowed into the mud. A host of little creatures suddenly arose out of the mire – flat ray-shapes made of living mud. The mud elementals flung themselves at the immense crabs and smothered their eyestalks with goo.
 
   Kuno was up and onto the back of a blinded crab, anchoring himself by plunging his short sword into the creature’s shell. He hacked at the base of the monster’s claw, severing it free. The crab whirled around and around, trying to dislodge its enemy, hissing and bubbling in rage.
 
   The second crab blundered forward to find Sura, but the fox dove beneath its shell and began hacking at its feet from beneath. The monster scuttled awkwardly backward, trying to grind her flat beneath its shell – but she was out and away beneath its legs, jabbing it enthusiastically in the rear.
 
   Tonbo shattered the monster’s claw clean off. The crab turned, blundering about, clashing its remaining claw. Pincers snatched hold of the iron tetsubo. But Tonbo released the weapon and lunged right in against the monster, planting both feet against the carapace and seizing hold of its arm. He plunged a dagger into the claw joint, and ripped tendons horribly apart.
 
   Tonbo heaved. He tore the entire claw arm from its socket with bare hands, then retrieved his tetsubo from the severed limb. He strode forward as the monster retreated, slamming blow after blow against the creature’s carapace. Shell splintered, then flew. Sura scrabbled out from the mud and ran to his side, plunging her spear into the gap, ramming half a spear-length deep. The crab shuddered and suddenly collapsed, crashing lifeless into the mud.
 
   Atop his own blinded crab, Kuno managed to poise his long sword precisely, and plunge it down. The exquisitely crafted blade plunged deep, severing the monster’s brain. The crab collapsed and subsided slowly into the mud. Injured, dazed and exhausted, Kuno pulled forth his swords and slid back down onto the ground. Tonbo helped him steady himself, then leaned wearily on his iron staff to gaze at the fallen crabs.
 
   Kuno gazed at the crabs and shook his head.
 
   “I confess I am alarmed.”
 
   Tonbo shrugged.
 
   “I’ve seen bigger.”
 
   Sura – utterly elated – ran up and down in front of her fallen crab with great whoops of joy. She kicked the monster in the shell a few times for good measure.
 
   “Did you see that? Two in, two down! Pow!” She ran to a hillock in the nearby mud and looked down in triumph on one and all. “Kuno! Crab ride! That was epic!”
 
   “Yes – excellent.” The samurai felt gingerly at his ribs. “Please come down and behave.”
 
   “Behave? I am the kitsune crab crusher! Kicker of crustaceans! They wanted trouble, and they found fox! Seafood kitsune style! This swamp just ran out of surprises!” The fox began to dance from side to side. 
 
    
 
   “We do the crabby dance! Hey!
 
   We do the crabby dance. Ho!
 
   We do the crabby dance. Ha!
 
   We do the crabby…”
 
    
 
   The others were all staring up at Sura in horror. She halted her dance and looked down from the hillock in confusion.
 
   “What?”
 
   Bushes fell away from the mud to either side of her perch. Two immense eyestalks were revealed – each towering over the fox. The entire hillock slowly surged and rose, mud sucking slowly free.
 
   Sura stood upon the shell of vast behemoth of a crab – a titan as huge as a hill, with a shell two yards thick and harder than steel. The massive eyestalks focussed inward at the fox and seemed to scowl. Sura gave the creature a grin all full of teeth, leaped off the monster’s back, and ran like a hare.
 
   “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”
 
   Tonbo backed away. 
 
   “That’s bigger.”
 
   Sura shot past, heading back along the trail with her feet and legs a blur.
 
   “Run away!”
 
   Kuno drew his sword. “A samurai never retreats!”
 
   “Advance to the rear!”
 
   Kuno backed away from the crab. Tonbo threw Rokuko over his shoulder like a bag of flour and the entire group fled for their lives. The crab rose up behind them – higher and higher, towering above the swamps. Mud, reeds and bushes dropped from its shell. The creature looked slowly about itself, caught sight of the Spirit Hunters and moved ponderously forward – each footfall making the mud banks shudder. Each stride took the giant creature lurching forward, easily matching the pace of the fleeing, racing folk down below. It smashed over trees as it they were twigs, sending boulders crashing and bowling past Sura and hurtling down into the swamp. 
 
   The fox led the others past a stand of trees, then sent them doubling back, shooing everyone on their way. She flung herself flat and hid beside Kuno as the gargantuan crab thundered towards their previous trail. With trees crashing and mud shuddering, the fox yelled back towards her friends.
 
   “Alright. I have a plan!”
 
   Kuno ducked a chunk of tree flung by the crab’s passage. “What plan?”
 
   The fox ticked points off on her fingers. “Right! I’ll need a cast iron pot sixty yards across, fifty thousand gallons of boiling water – some radish, shredded carrot and one ton of egg sauce!”
 
   Kuno growled, watching as the crab swung towards them. “I hate you!”
 
   “Well what’s your plan?”
 
   The gargantuan beast opened its mouthparts and roared, its eyes fixing upon them as they tried to hide. The group erupted out of cover and ran like hell, leaping over pools. Sura disturbed two smaller crab monsters, using them as stepping stones as she fled across a mud bank. 
 
   “Out of the way! Scram!” The fox smacked a crab between the eyestalks as Tonbo leapt onto the thing. “I’m coming back for you later with dipping sauce!”
 
   She led the retreat with foxy cunning, back behind the monster and then finding a pool. She emptied her flour tubes and threw them to one and all, leaping into a stagnant pool and hiding beneath an algae mat. The others all followed suit, with Chiri helping Rokuko san. 
 
   They hid underwater breathing through the bamboo tubes. The giant monster stomped away into the marsh – further and further, eventually disappearing off somewhere near the great rocky promontory. Emerging from the water and dripping with algae, Sura peeked cautiously forth. She waded out of the pond and assured herself that the monster crab had gone.
 
   “There we are! No problem. All fixed!”
 
   Drenched, algae covered and with armour cracked and scored, Kuno surfaced from the mire. He was decidedly not amused. Sura looked at him, and was immediately incensed.
 
   “Oh what? That was absolutely not my fault!” The fox helped Rokuko up out of the water. “See? A problem arose. I solved the problem! All you have to do in life is trust the fox!”
 
   Kuno pointed back towards the west.
 
   “Just head back to the village.”
 
   Chiri sighed – her beautiful white fur now muddy and brown. She gathered up Daitanishi and Bifuuko, shook herself and gave a sigh.
 
   Tonbo helped heave the old blind woman up out of the water. Rokuko coughed, drenched through and through, flicking mud from both her hands.
 
    “Your life would seem to be quite challenging, honoured samurai.”
 
   Tonbo gave a shrug.
 
   “It is.”
 
   Mud covered and reeking, the group made their squelching way back through the swamp, while before them the setting sun dropped down behind the hills. 
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   Chapter 5
 
   As passionate and driven as she was, old Rokuko’s endurance was withering. In the marshes, the reed banks slowly turned into red-black shadows, while sunset flooded crimson across the skies. The Spirit Hunters led the old woman dripping and hobbling back the way that they had come, across pools and banks of driftwood. At a fallen tree, they finally sat her down to rest.
 
   Tonbo walked over to the edge of a mud bank. He casually crashed his tetsubo down onto a smaller-sized giant crab that came boiling up out of the mud, killing it with a single blow. He sank down beside the dead crustacean and listened carefully to the sounds of sunset, his armour almost invisible against the tall, dark reeds.
 
   Kuno came to confer, his eyes quietly searching the shadows.
 
   “Are we almost there?”
 
   “I hear the creek. Not far.”
 
   “We must let the honoured elder catch her breath.” Kuno arose and looked back towards the sea. “At least the giant monster has left us.”
 
   “Hmmm.” Tonbo nodded. “Breathing tubes. Good trick.”
 
   “The fox has her moments.” Kuno scowled. “Do not tell her I said so. It would go to her head.”
 
   Over at the fallen tree, Chiri and Sura carefully attended the tired old woman. Sura bent down and rubbed Rokuko san’s legs and feet for her – managing to be cheery even when covered in mud.
 
   “There we are! Soon get you warm, and then we can hatch a few new plans.” She knelt on the grass and caught her breath. “All’s well, all’s well.”
 
   Rokuko nodded a weary bow. 
 
   “You are kind, Kitsune san. Most kind. I shall be recovered soon. My legs…” She winced, flexing her calves. “Standing all night and all day. You understand.”
 
   Chiri searched through her robes. Her own water bottle was all but empty. “I wish we had something to warm you, Rokuko san. Sura… You do not... Perhaps possibly you have somehow remembered to carry sakē?”
 
    “I’m a fox!” Sura produced a carefully hoarded flask from her sash: the inevitable plum wine. “Here – Rokuko san? Please drink.” She made certain that the wine went down, then passed the bottle to Chiri. “Here we go.” She watched as the rat drank, then took back the bottle. “I’ll go pass this to the boys. They’re tired.”
 
   “Are you not having some yourself, Sura san?”
 
   “I’m a fox!” Sura departed with a beautiful swish of her tail. “Friends first, self last.”
 
   Off she went, merging with the dusk. Chiri sat quietly on a log, drawing in a soft breath. Bifuuko and Daitanishi nested happily beside her, enjoying the sunset’s glorious red glow. Dragonflies darted back and forth across the mud, making the most of the evening light. There was moss upon the fallen wood, and distant, drifting sounds of nesting birds. In the nearby bushes, a large and beautiful spider was making her evening web, busily clambering up and down along her silken threads. Chiri rested her mind.
 
   “Were it not for the crabs, this marsh would be quite peaceful.” She watched the spider move with infinite grace and subtlety. “Whoever thought such beauty could be hidden in a mire?”
 
   Rokuko hung her head, resting her forehead upon her walking stick. Bifuuko fluttered down to sit beside her, looking up with her little blue, intelligent face. Rokuko felt the elemental’s presence, and turned to it with her sightless eyes. 
 
   “They never leave you, Chiri san?” Her voice was soft and sad. “Never?”
 
   “Never, honoured grandmother.”
 
   The old blind woman’s shoulders bowed. She reached out a hand towards the marsh – as though trying to feel movements somehow hidden behind the light, behind the air.
 
   She let her hand fall.
 
   “I used to feel them everywhere. I could sense them always with me. The love I felt for the world made the world reach out to love me in return.
 
   “They were there for me. Always.”
 
   Chiri’s heart was wrung. She turned to look at Rokuko with tears in her eyes.
 
   “They never leave you, Rokuko san. How can something that is a part of you ever be gone?”
 
   “When you shut it out, Chiri san.” The old woman’s hands clenched about her walking stick. “Or when you turn your back upon it…”
 
   Rokuko sighed, bowed down with painful memory.
 
   “The mist came over my eyes, Chiri san. In the capital, there are great men who might cure me with their magics – but such men do not work for free.” Bitterness dripped from every word. “Money. The world around me had closed in, and all because of money.
 
   “When I lost my sight, a great many things dimmed, Chiri san. They did not return.”
 
   The rat girl listened – lost and saddened.
 
   “I am sorry, honoured grandmother. Truly sorry”
 
   Rokuko turned quietly towards Chiri.
 
   “Thank you, Chiri san. It is a long time since anyone called me that with any real affection.” 
 
   The old woman shook her head. 
 
   “I thought only of money, Chiri san, and what it could win for me. I ceased caring how it came to me. I lost my sight – but it was the smallest loss of all.”
 
   She turned away, wanting to be alone with her sad thoughts. 
 
   Chiri rose and moved to sit herself down again close to the water. Bifuuko and Daitanishi came with her, and moved to softly caress her cheek. Muddy and forlorn, the rat trailed her hand across a bed of soft green moss. Her heart felt wounded and heavy deep within.
 
   The moss shimmered. Climbing softly out into the world came a fine, plush caterpillar made of moss and lichen. It was joined by a little water elemental, and one of the elementals from the mud. They all gathered close about her, gently resting against her, comforting Chiri in the gloom.
 
   Sura joined the little creatures beside Chiri. She proffered the near empty flask of wine, but Chiri shook her head. Sura finished the bottle, and carefully slipped it back into her belt. 
 
   Sura leaned forward to caress the moss elemental, looking at it with glad wonder in her eyes. The little creature arched beneath her touch. 
 
   “Wow. I love these things.” She watched the little creatures, utterly enraptured. “I wish I could do that.”
 
   “Yours is the real magic, Sura san.”
 
   “Ha! No – this is something different.” The fox nodded softly. “This is special.”
 
   Chiri reached out to caress the elementals.
 
   “Air and Earth. Fire and Water. Wood and Metal. Each element has its spirits, great and small. The little souls of the universe.”
 
   Sura listened carefully, watching Chiri’s beautiful pink eyes.
 
   “Are there others?”
 
   “Yes, Sura san. Difficult to reach. There is Void – an element of nothingness. And it is said that in the demonic realm of the Oni, even the elements are corrupted into evil.”
 
   “But goodness calls to goodness.” Sura’s eyes were wise and deep, deep green. “They come for you because of who you are, my friend. They will always be there.”
 
   Rokuko was a bent, sad silhouette in the dark - a picture of isolation and loss. Chiri looked at the old woman, and felt cold.
 
   “Will they, Sura san?” Chiri’s voice was hushed. “You heard her. What if that happens to me?”
 
   Muddy, wet and full of infinite joy, Sura sat calmly at Chiri’s side. She lifted up the moss creature, and let it climb into Chiri’s lap.
 
   “Rokuko san’s blindness is a tragedy. But it is not a perfect world. The best and kindest of us can be hit by the most undeserved of fates. The Buddhists would tell you it is karma, or punishment for a past life. I’m not sure that their little coping strategy is much of a help. The why does not matter. What matters is the how – how we face the injustices, and how we come through them.”
 
   The fox’s voice carried gently in the beautiful gloom of sunset.
 
   “In the end, the only test of character that counts, is if we weather the worst injustices of life and emerge with our souls intact. The artist that keeps painting – the writer that keeps writing. The priest that still believes, even after the worst. Those are pure souls.”
 
   Chiri swallowed. Her voice fell to nothing but a whisper.
 
   “But do I even have a pure soul?” She looked away. “What is there in me, that could ever be stronger than tragedy?”
 
   “The simplest of things.”
 
   Sura lovingly stroked a strand of hair back from Chiri’s face, looking into her eyes – so utterly fond. She placed a hand against Chiri’s forehead, as though gently touching her soul.
 
    
 
   “There is a garden gate, and it is an old, dear gate. 
 
   There is a path, and the path is winding. 
 
   There is a tree, and it is crooked. From its branches 
 
   Hangs an old rope swing. 
 
   In the house beyond, there is the smell of a favourite meal…”
 
    
 
   Sura bowed.
 
   “You carry your own paradise within you, Chiri san. Pass through the gate, and you are there.”
 
   Chiri looked up at Sura in awe. She understood: Chiri’s pain and despair had gone. She gazed at Sura in sudden understanding.
 
   “You really are a priestess, Sura san.”
 
   Quietly fond, Sura grasped Chiri’s hand.
 
   “Don’t tell Kuno. It would break his heart.”
 
   Sura rose to go. Chiri faced her, making a profound, gentle bow.
 
   “Thank you, Sura san. I thank you for pointing out my error.”
 
   “You are most welcome, Child of the Moon. Most welcome.”
 
   The fox walked over to the waterside nearby. Kuno was kneeling behind the reeds, his eyes scanning the dark waters. He had overheard something of what had passed. He kept his eyes upon the marsh.
 
   “Is all well, Sura san?”
 
   “Yes. All’s well.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The four Spirit Hunters gathered quietly by the side of a slowly swelling thread of water. The tide had turned, and the moon was rising – a fine full moon, huge and yellow in the sky. They kept their voices low, with a constant eye open for marauding crabs. 
 
   Kuno nodded softly. 
 
   “We have found Rokuko san – but I would like to pursue a more definite resolution. The pirates must certainly be reported and destroyed.” He looked back towards the distant village. “It would be good to bring the village its luck again.”
 
   Tonbo scratched thoughtfully at his stubble. 
 
   “For luck, they need their kami.”
 
   “Indeed.” Kuno turned to the fox. “Sura san?”
 
   Sura had been sitting frowning off towards the east. She looked back at the others, and her ears lifted.
 
   “What? Yeah – the kami seems to be the heart of it. We need to contact the damned thing.” The fox was still thinking about the marsh. She was thoroughly annoyed. “The main problem is going to be that crab!”
 
   Sura mused or a while, then squatted down to brush a strip of mud clear. She made a vague drawing of the marsh, the creek and the distant rocky promontory.
 
   “Right. Let’s try this. On four feet, I’m fast enough to out-pace the crabs. The big one probably won’t even know that I’m there. So I’ll go find this kami’s shrine, and talk to the damned thing. Try and get it to help the village again.”
 
   Tonbo gave a nod.
 
   “Good. What about us?”
 
   Chiri looked from the map to the marshes. “I should ride upon Sura, Tonbo san. But we cannot risk you and Kuno san with the monster crab. You should perhaps wait at this end of the marsh to clear our line of retreat.”
 
   “Yeah.” Sura nodded. “We can’t take Rokuko san back in there anyway. Let’s get her to the creek, summon up the boat, then Chiri and I will go dodge the crabs.”
 
   They all arose, wiping mud and debris from their equipment. The sunset had faded into great bands of beige and purple light, and the marsh was a mass of shadows. Kuno looked dubiously at the dark maze of mud and reeds. 
 
   “Sura san… Can you really outrun all those crabs? Even the giant?”
 
   Tonbo spoke up “Easy,” he nodded. “You should see her at full speed. Her tail is like a fire arrow.”
 
   “Well then. Let us move swiftly.” He moved to Rokuko san and bowed. “Honoured elder – we will take you to the boat, where you will be safe.”
 
   “Yes – yes, so I heard, honoured samurai. My hearing is excellent.” The old woman heaved herself painfully to her feet. “I regret that I cannot be of much assistance to you.”
 
   “You have begun the mission well, grandmother. Please allow us to assist you by taking on the work.”
 
   “Yes, young man. Well said.” She clomped forward, straightening up. She unerringly moved towards the west. “This is the way, I believe.”
 
   They moved on through the marshes, with Sura and Tonbo in the lead. The returning tide leaked and trickled, filling the air with the slow sound of water. Night insects whirred and chattered in the leaves. Tonbo found their own tracks entering the marsh, and took a sure course back towards the lagoon.
 
   Night had finally fallen, and the moonlight transformed the marsh into a maze of black shadow and silver light. The little lagoon lay still: the muddy shore was far smaller now as the waters crept inward. The Spirit Hunters halted in the dark of the trees and looked towards the reed banks where the fishermens’ punt had landed them in the marsh. 
 
   All seemed quiet, but Kuno signalled the others to sink into cover and be still.
 
   The night insects had all gone strangely silent…
 
   Sura lifted her muzzle and sniffed carefully at the breeze. She caught a sharp, unpleasant scent of unwashed human and bad sakē coming from a stand of reeds. She silently pointed out the position to Tonbo. The man nodded and moved carefully forward, his armour invisible in the darkness. 
 
   Daitanishi and Bifuuko merged into the dark, floating off to take a silent cruise behind the reeds, reappearing long minutes later as noiselessly as they had left.
 
   The elementals returned to Chiri and communed with her in the dark. The rat spirit came stealthily over to her friends, and pointed out positions in the reeds two dozen yards away.
 
   “Twenty men – possibly more. There, behind the reed cover. Many archers.”
 
   A harsh voice suddenly crowed out from behind the reeds. The chief whaler half rose out of the distant shadows. He planted a harpoon into the muck beside him.
 
   “Hey Grandma! Grandma, you old blind bitch! How do you like the mud?”
 
   From his position in the shadows of the trees, Kuno stiffened, utterly incensed.
 
   “Disrespectful cur!”
 
   Behind him, Rokuko made a weary noise.
 
   “But he is right, honoured samurai. I am indeed his grandmother.”
 
   Sura turned to look at the woman – enlightened indeed. Old Rokuko san rose up and limped wearily forward to the edge of the trees. 
 
   She called out towards the lagoon.
 
   “Kenta chan – what is it you want with these people?”
 
   Red Kenta stood up, blade hand gleaming. He wore a looted breastplate – a ludicrously fine piece of work with embossed leather covering the chest. His huge lieutenant, no-dachi slung across his shoulders, tossed his leader a bottle of sakē. Red Kenta gave an immense laugh and drank a toast.
 
   “What do I want? Why to talk, of course! To see why strangers have abducted my dear grandmother!” He waved the bottle in invitation. “Have their spokesman come out to talk to me!”
 
   Kuno sheathed his sword and prepared to rise. Rokuko grimly stopped him, signalling him to stay in place.
 
   “Do not move, samurai san! My grandson is a murderer of the worst kind. He would shoot you down the moment you were foolish enough to rise from cover.”
 
   Chiri was quite alarmed. “Surely not!”
 
   “Stay.” Sura’s voice was soft and calm. “She knows her man. She knows him all too well.”
 
   The old woman hung her head.
 
   “The fault is mine. I gave him our village as a refuge in which he could grow into the creature you now see.”
 
   Sura nodded.
 
   “You knew that they were pirates.”
 
   “Yes, Kitsune san. He came to me, promising his men would bring new wealth to the village – and to me. It was I who convinced the villagers that Kenta’s men were merely whalers. But they have been the death of the village. We had to cease sacrificing to the sea kami, otherwise it would have wiped them from the sea. The sea kami does not look kindly upon murderers and thieves.” Rokuko san straightened her back. “Each sailor that they killed is also blood on my hands. I do not even know if the sea kami would deign to receive my prayers.”
 
   The old woman strode suddenly forward.
 
   “I take responsibility for my actions. This must all cease!”
 
   Rokuko moved before Chiri could stop her. The old woman hobbled out into the open. 
 
   “I am their spokesman, Kenta. Say your piece.”
 
   The whaler gave a sneer.
 
   “Bring out your friends, old hag!”
 
   “No, Kenta.”
 
   The old woman’s voice was calm and firm.
 
   “You are my grandson. Although your life has become a stain on my heart, I offer you this in love! Renounce your crimes. We shall find a monastery, and both retire to seek what peace we can.”
 
   Red Kenta brayed with laughter. His roaring voice carried over the swamp.
 
   “Peace? In the grave, there is peace enough!” The man drank again. “So where were you off to, you old hag? Off to call your sea kami and set things right?”
 
   “I will now atone for past mistakes.” Old Rokuko raised her walking stick to point unerringly towards Red Kenta. “Your crimes are abhorrent. By condoning them, I have become a part of them. The lives you have taken are on my head as well as yours.” The old woman walked forward. “I must make up for my sins. I must be able to answer for those lost lives!”
 
   “Then apologise in hell!”
 
   Red Kenta hurtled his harpoon. The vicious blade slammed into the old woman’s chest. Chiri leapt up and raced forward to seize the old woman as she fell.
 
   “Rokuko san!”
 
   A pair of whalers rose from the reeds and fired arrows at Chiri. Bifuuko whipped through the air, knocking both missiles aside. Chiri dragged the old woman back into cover, pulling her down behind a tree.
 
   A dozen whalers leapt out of cover. They unleashed a flickering storm of arrow fire into the shadows all about the Spirit Hunters. Tonbo hauled a fallen tree across, covering Chiri and Kuno as they dragged Rokuko deeper back amongst the brush. Arrows hissed and skittered, whipping through twigs and branches.
 
   Sura heaved a great clot of grass and soil over to a nearby tangle of brush. The archers instantly opened fire, arrows scything into the empty bushes. She slithered back down behind the trees, where Kuno and Chiri had raced Rokuko over to the waterside. Chiri brought water elementals surging up out of a nearby creek – long brown creatures shaped like eels. They plunged into the blood-smothered old woman while Chiri desperately tried to bandage Rokuko with her robes. 
 
   “It is too deep. The water elementals cannot help!” Chiri looked to Sura, stricken. “I cannot save her.”
 
   Kneeling calm and resolute, with arrows flying in the dark above, Kuno turned and bowed to Chiri and Sura.
 
   “Sura san! Chiri san! Go and summon the sea kami. Tonbo and I will guard your backs.”
 
   The fox was utterly appalled.
 
   “We can’t leave you here!”
 
   “We must all use our skills to the best advantage. Please go.”
 
   Sura looked at Kuno.
 
   “It’s ten to one!”
 
   The samurai swivelled to look towards the whalers. He turned back, and gave a bow.
 
   “They are facing Spirit Hunters.”
 
   Tonbo came forward and nodded to Sura. Torn, Sura wavered. But the fox bowed to the two samurai and planted her spear butt first into the mud. With a flash and sparkle, she changed into fox form and came wriggling up out of her empty clothes. 
 
   Water elementals did what they could, surging and shimmering – but Rokuko was dying. Lying in the mud, the old woman groped into her sleeve and withdrew a tiny clay vial.
 
   With it she caught some of her own tears. Hand shaking, the old woman stoppered and pressed the vial into Chiri’s hands.
 
   “Chiri san. These tears I shed for our village – not for myself.” She arched with pain. “Give them to the kami, and please tender my… apologies. My love.”
 
   Chiri held the dying woman’s hand, utterly ashen.
 
   “Rokuko san…”
 
   “I thank you all for showing me how to re-attain my path.” Rokuko released Chiri’s hand. “Go, child. Swiftly. Go to the crooked tree…”
 
   Chiri drew away, weeping. An instant later she was in rat form, out of her clothes, holding the vial in her mouth. She raced to Sura and leapt upon the fox’s back. Sura sped off into the marsh, vanishing into the shadows. Bifuuko and Daitanishi sped off on her tail.
 
   Tonbo and Kuno watched them go. They tightened armour, settled their helmets into place and moved forward to the edge of the trees. 
 
   In the darkness overhead, arrows flickered, whirring uselessly out into the marsh. 
 
   At the edge of the lagoon, Red Kenta strode forward towards the high ground. He turned, signalling to his men, sending them up and into the reeds.
 
   “Fan out! Drive them back against the water. Hunt them down!”
 
   The whalers raged forwards: twenty savages in looted armour, armed with bows and swords. Watching from hiding, Tonbo made a grunt of anticipation. 
 
   “Archers in front. Swordsmen back behind.”
 
   Kuno nodded beside him.
 
   “Come.”
 
   They withdrew back into the shadows and knelt beside the old blind woman.
 
   Somehow, Rokuko dragged herself upright. She breathed raggedly through her agony.
 
   “Give me a good, heavy branch, Tonbo san – then go.” The old woman’s voice was firm. “Go with the gods, my sons. I shall wait here – to regain my honour.”
 
   The old woman crawled towards the reeds. Tonbo brought her a long, heavy branch to use as a club. Kuno gave the woman a profound, respectful bow.
 
   “My deepest respects to you, Rokuko san.” Kuno held his bow. “Farewell.”
 
   The whalers were coming. Kuno and Tonbo slid off into the darkness, moving fast, watching their enemy who stood out in the moonlight. The two men eyed the enemy formation, exchanged a brief signal, then went their separate ways.
 
   The pirates forged forward into the dark, their leader and his massive lieutenant behind them. The men called out to each other, aiming to drive their prey out…
 
    
 
    
 
   Lithe and shockingly swift, Sura raced through the marsh as only a fox could, leaping high over tussocks and plunging under fallen trees. She sped so swiftly that the mud never had time to slow her. She raced over a mud flat, hearing a crab burst irritably up behind her long after she had gone.
 
   Daitanishi and Bifuuko swerved and zipped alongside her, wildly dodging through the undergrowth. Chiri clung onto Sura’s fur for dear life, somehow keeping the tear vial clamped between her jaws. She reeled, dazed, as weeds slapped at her. Great splashes of muck fountained up all around her as Sura plunged through shallows and leapt clean over the creek banks beyond.
 
   More crabs were swarming through a mud patch up ahead. The fox raced clean over them, using them as stepping stones. She laughed, tail flying behind her, dodging the occasional giant crab claw as she ran. Chiri gave a squeak of fear as a set of huge pincers scythed past just overhead, clashing uselessly behind as the fox raced onward. Sura gave a whoop of joy, laughing again as Daitanishi veered aside and smacked a nearby crab across the eyestalks. The crab hissed in annoyance, but Sura and her companions were long gone, trailing a fox’s laughter off into the dark. 
 
    
 
    
 
   In the darkness by the lagoon, the pirates waded forward through the reeds. They moved in groups, separated out by the terrain – some lagging, some surging forward. Red Kenta and his lieutenant drove them on, shouting at the groups who vanished into the dark. The men kept arrows nocked to their bowstrings, watching for the first sign of their enemies fleeing ahead. They hooted and yelled, the sounds echoing eerily all up and down through the reeds.
 
   “Hurry! Drive them to the water!” Kenta waved a harpoon over his head. “Drive them!”
 
   At one end of the line, a whaler moved forward through the darkness, arrow nocked and ready. He glared at the reeds, at the bushes, at the black shadows up ahead. A dozen yards away, his companions crashed forwards. He lifted his bow and almost fired at a shadow just ahead, but instead halted on good footing in the grass, and turned to look back to his shipmates. The whalers were becoming more stealthy – moving forward and rustling the grass and reeds – keen hunters thirsting for their prey. 
 
   The man walked on. 
 
   A crunching sound came from beneath his sandalled feet. The whaler looked down and saw little pieces of nut shell scattered all across the hard dirt. He frowned – then the grass beside him suddenly jerked. A massive length of spiked iron crashed into the pirate’s head, shattering his skull. The man dropped, stone dead, his armour clattering as he fell.
 
   The thud of the death blow made an ominous echo. A second pirate came racing through the reeds, pausing to fire at a shadow. The arrow struck something solid. The pirate dropped his bow and drew his sword, racing in to charge his target down – but clattered to a halt as he suddenly found nothing but a broken tree with his own arrow quivering in the bark.
 
   There was a flicker of movement – the sense of something huge in the dark. The pirate whirled, trying to parry with his sword as a huge tetsubo hammered straight down at him in the dark. The sword blade shattered: the tetsubo crashed through and snapped the pirate’s neck. The man fell dead, almost without a cry.
 
   Other men came blundering towards the patch of brush. Tonbo crouched down and slipped forward, now well behind their line. Tetsubo black and deadly in his hand, he moved on into the gloom. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Elsewhere in the darkness, a tight group of four pirates moved forward with steady, sinister discipline. They advanced relentlessly, trampling the reeds flat in their path. Two men stayed loaded at all times: arrows were fired into nearby shadows and stands of reeds. Approaching a stand of trees, they fired at clumps of grass and  weeds, scouring potential hiding places clean.
 
   From behind them there came the sudden sound of screams in the dark. There was a crash – a horrifying sound as if steel and flesh were being pulverised by a titanic blow. A second shocking smash rang out, and the screams abruptly ceased. The four pirates turned and stared behind them: two men half raced a few steps then halted, listening for more sounds of chaos in the dark.
 
   Kuno stepped out from a tree behind the pirates. He drew his sword in a silver blur, killing one man before he could turn, slicing down another, and then cutting through the bow of a third. The two remaining pirates desperately tried to snatch out their swords. Kuno carved twice through one man: the other turned and tried to flee, only to be cut down from behind.
 
   Two more pirates came charging through nearby reeds, firing wildly at Kuno, screaming in challenge. Their shots went wide in the dark. But as they lurched across the mud, huge crabs burst up from below. Claws flashed, and the two men screamed as the crabs dragged them down.
 
   Kuno held his sword and spun it along its axis, striking it behind the tsuba to free it of blood. He spun the blade about and sheathed it once again. As shouts and blundering footsteps came crashing through the reeds, Kuno moved forwards. He saw Tonbo twenty yards away. They signalled to each other. Both men went left, Kuno in front of the enemy lines and Tonbo behind. They faded swiftly off between swaying reeds.
 
   The pirate leaders stood at the point where the Spirit Hunters had split their forces. Red Kenta found piles of empty clothing lying on the ground and frowned in confusion. There was no sign of his grandmother – nothing but blood all across the mud. He kicked the muddy clothes aside, then whirled around, looking at the crushed reeds. 
 
   “Koro!”
 
   The one-eyed lieutenant strode forward, his titanic sword gleaming in the moonlight. He brought with him a team of nine men – the scarred, veteran swordsmen who led the pirate horde.
 
   They heard a scream off in the darkness – the sound of swords ringing. Kenta gave a vicious curse.
 
   “They’re decoying us! Some of them have headed for the shrine!” He waved to his inner circle. “This way! We’ll kill them at the shrine. Move!”
 
   The pirates moved in a group, blades drawn, marching through the dark towards the path. 
 
   Back in the reeds nearby, Tonbo and Kuno saw the pirates head off in pursuit of Sura and Chiri. Ducking low, the two men ran forward – back over terrain they already knew well.
 
   They raced ahead of the pirates, while in the dark beside them, the crabs began to stir, click-click-clicking their sharp claws.
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   Chapter 6
 
   Deeper in the marsh, things were beginning to get just a tiny bit trickier. Nothing too bad yet though – nothing a fox couldn’t deal with… Sura wildly dodged between enormous crabs, scrabbling up onto a row of rocks, while behind her, the whole world shuddered to a giant, angry tread. Sura panted – finally tiring. But a crab came scuttling at her from the side, and the pounding, crashing tread came closer. She ran on through the moonlit rocks with Chiri clinging to her back, and then felt the little rat tugging at the fur on her left side. Sura sped to the left, running, running, running. A crab lunged up from the mud ahead, and Sura leapt high overhead. An instant later, a vast claw smashed down from above, the open pincers gaffing deep into the mud to either side. The huge claw clashed shut – severing the smaller giant crab clean in two. Sura raced onwards, while behind her the gargantuan monster crab tore its claw points from the mud and gave a numbing, deafening roar. The fox charged off amongst ever-swelling tidal pools, while the behemoth came blundering on her trail.
 
   Sura plunged behind a brake of fallen brush, then took a radical right turn, racing beneath cover to head away from the crab. But a deep pool of water suddenly appeared – salty, full of silt and fresh from the sea. The fox saw more rocks to her left, and ran off between a pair of lichen-smothered boulders, heading west. She leapt upwards – towards the high top of the rocks far above. 
 
   She was tiring. The going was horrible – mud, high rocks and bushes bristling with thorns. The fox scrabbled up onto higher ground, panting. On her back, Chiri managed to jam the tear vial under one of her front legs, and looked back in panic at the monstrous crab.
 
   “It’s still coming this way!”
 
   The two little flying elementals sped forwards, showing the way ahead. Sura leapt for the top of a rock, scrabbled, got her footing, and climbed higher. “Sodding crab! I’m going to make that thing eat bricks of its own sun-dried urine!” The fox found the top of the rocks. “Any sign of the shrine?”
 
   “Not yet!” The rat suddenly saw the vast, towering crustacean shift direction and come straight towards them. “I think he sees us!”
 
   “Crap! How the hell is that thing tracking us?”
 
   Chiri blinked. “Could a magical giant crab smell magic?”
 
   The fox made a little “Oh…” of enlightenment.
 
   It was a horrible thought.
 
   Sura powered onward. She clambered through rocks, climbing ever higher, as the titanic crab ground relentlessly onward, slowly mounting the promontory, clashing its vast claws against the stones. 
 
   At least they were on the promontory at last. But the damned thing was enormous – full of ups and downs, crags, boulders and standing pools of water. Sura looked about, trying to find her way forward through the maze – when suddenly she saw several bamboo poles standing in the dark.
 
   A zigzag path led up a steep rock face, wending between boulders and straggling clumps of brush. Faced with a steep climb, Sura made a tired noise – then flung herself forwards, running hard uphill.
 
   Up, up – with the titanic crab climbing behind her. The fox burst out onto a flat crest at the top of the rock pile. All around was nothing but boulders, trees and open air. A stiff sea breeze whipped past, forcing Daitanishi and Bifuuko to fight to make any headway. Sura turned about, looking for any sign of the sea kami’s shrine, while the giant crab climbed higher and higher towards her perch.
 
   “Where the hell is this thing? Can’t they at least put up a sign?”
 
   “Sura! Left! To the left!”
 
   A knurled, twisted tree stood nearby. Chiri almost danced in excitement. Sura paused to catch her breath, then drove herself on, scrabbling beneath the branches of the twisted tree and looking madly around. Chiri held on with a grip of steel, then saw a pathway leading down to the seaward side of the rocks.
 
   “There!”
 
   Suddenly the world shook to the great, burbling roar of the massive crab. A shadow cut off the moonlight. The animal spirits and elementals looked back to see the vast crab towering overhead, clinging to the sheer face of the rocks. 
 
   “Oh for…”
 
   A huge claw swept down at them, striking boulders, rocks, bush and trees. The great wave of rubble crashed into the fox and her companions, hurtling them back and over the sea-edge of the rocks. 
 
   They plunged down a steep cliff of rocks and rubble, bushes and dry trees, bouncing and slithering. Swearing and cursing, Sura’s backside took the impact of several larger rocks and her tail was dragged through something with spines before she ended up sliding on her back down a steep slope of dead weeds and scree. Bifuuko sped past, catching the tear vial on the fly. Sura slid to a halt hard against a boulder, and was almost buried by an avalanche of dust and gravel. A huge boulder crashed past mere inches from her head, jouncing free from a cliff edge and sailing down, down, down until it smashed into a reef-strewn sea below.
 
   Sura blinked and peered over the edge of her boulder, to see a rocky cliff that plunged straight down into the ocean fifty yards below. 
 
   Chiri slithered to a halt beside Sura – her descent braked by clinging to Daitanishi. The rat goggled at the fall below, then looked back up to the crest of the cliff high above.
 
   The giant crab raged. The cliff slope was too treacherous for it to climb down. Bubbling with fury, it seemed to descend the far side of the rocks – perhaps looking for a better way around. Sura struggled out from beneath a coat of rock shards, then looked off along their cliff.
 
   A path led along the edge, leading to a great, broad recess. A red painted tori gate had been set there, with a shrine altar set back inside a little cave beyond. Limping slightly, Sura moved swiftly to the shrine, chivvying Chiri and the elementals along. She raced beneath the heavy lintel of the tori gate, and ran up to the shrine itself. 
 
   The two animal spirits swiftly sat side by side before the altar, and each clapped their front paws together twice. They bowed, then Sura sat up and loudly prayed.
 
    
 
   “Oh sea Kami, guardian of the straights, friend to the fishermen. We implore you to forgive the foolish humans and to accept their sincere respects. We implore you to come now and protect them once again. We offer you these pure tears shed by an old woman full of regrets. We offer you the tears of a pure soul.”
 
    
 
   Both animals clapped their paws again and spoke as one.
 
    
 
   “Please accept our humble prayers!”
 
    
 
   Sura opened first one eye, then the other. She peeked at the altar, and then the cave – but there was no sign of a kami. No mighty spirit arose to commune with them. There was no surge of might – no blast of power. There wasn’t even a flying fish or the ghost of a dancing prawn.
 
   From the rocks to the left, there came a great bubbling roar. The titanic crab had clambered about the rock promontory, and found the boulders that led up to the shrine. It was heaving itself up along the rocks, claws scissoring open and shut , slicing through the trees.
 
   Chiri looked from the shrine to the crab, and gave a frown.
 
   “It is at moments like this that I wish we were more diligent about having alternative plans…”
 
    
 
    
 
   Red Kenta, his huge, gnarled lieutenant and his nine picked swordsmen ran past tidal pools in the dark, heading out towards the promontory. But with the moon low behind the trees, the way ahead was a maze of black shadows. The pirates halted in a clearing at the middle of a stand of reeds, casting about to try and catch their bearings. 
 
   Red Kenta found the way, and waved his harpoon. His men began to move forward, stringing out onto the single path.
 
   Suddenly Kuno stepped out from the reeds and cut the rear man down with a single blow. He leapt forward – but his sword rang from the vast no-dachi wielded by Red Kenta’s lieutenant.
 
   The seven foot long sword scythed out, slicing reeds and razoring through a sapling. Kuno dodged backwards and tried to close, but the pirate’s massive strength made light of his blade. The no-dachi slammed downwards: Kuno tried to gliss the blow aside, but the sheer force knocked him from his feet and sent him sprawling. Pirates laughed as the lieutenant hacked down yet again. Kuno rolled aside, his armour clashing and clattering. The no-dachi blade thudded into the ground a whisker’s breadth away. A back-swing sent Kuno scrabbling backwards, struggling to his feet amongst a shower of sliced, falling reeds. The vast blade whipped again and again, driving Kuno back along the path. 
 
   The massive lieutenant gave a deep, wicked laugh. He strode slowly towards Kuno, his sword swishing through the reeds, mowing them flat. The man looked back towards his leader and gave a sneering nod.
 
   “This one is mine.”
 
   At the far end of the group of pirates, Red Kenta watched the scene and laughed. He waved his men to follow him on along the path.
 
   “The samurai’s a dead man!” Red Kenta pointed his men on towards the promontory. “To the shrine! Hurry!”
 
   The whalers raced off along the pathway to the shrine, leaving the giant swordsman to finish off Kuno. Asodo Kuno backed away from the pirate and circled, his sword up and poised, seeking an opening and trying to plan his fight.
 
   The massive no-dachi should have been simple to face; the inertia ought to have left the wielder open. But the strength of Kuno’s opponent made light of the enormous sword. He dared not meet the weapon with a parry. Kuno could only keep clear, hoping to somehow suppress the weapon and close the distance. But the huge pirate lifted his massive blade, ready to attack – keeping it out of reach until it could strike.
 
   The weapon would shear through an armoured man like paper.
 
   Kuno tensed, trying to edge forward and make the man commit to a premature strike. But his opponent was skilled: he inched slightly forward, trying to tempt Kuno into risking a sudden rush. Kuno flexed his fingers about his sword’s handle, manoeuvring for an opening.
 
   Tonbo’s voice suddenly boomed out from the dark beside Kuno.
 
   “Kuno san. Please assist our friends.”
 
   The huge samurai emerged out of the darkness – his massive iron staff thudding against the ground.
 
   “Leave this one to me.”
 
   The one-eyed giant saw his new opponent, and roared in satisfaction. He cut his blade one-handed through the air in a massive show of strength. The man came towards Tonbo, utterly confident of making the kill.
 
   Kuno looked from Tonbo to the massive pirate. Both men were moving forward, intent upon their duel. Red Kenta and his men were already far down the path, racing past the mud crabs. Kuno waited no longer; he ran swiftly in pursuit of the other pirates, armour clattering into the dark.
 
   Tonbo carefully faced the sneering, scarred pirate. He held his tetsubo beneath one arm, faced the other man and made a watchful, careful bow.
 
   “Onegai shimasu…”
 
   The pirate roared and arced his huge sword downwards, hoping to shear Tonbo clean in two. Tonbo met the weapon in mid air with the butt end of his staff, moving his back foot aside a hand’s breadth – just enough to be off line as the blade smashed down into the soil. The tetsubo flashed about in an arc – the blow so powerful that the air thrummed. But the pirate somehow parried, swarming back. Sparks flew as the weapons crashed together. Tonbo whirled and kicked the man full-force in the chest, sending him staggering back along the path. 
 
   Tonbo stalked after the pirate as the man rallied and came back on guard. 
 
   The pirate cut at Tonbo, his huge blade hissing in the dark. It struck a slender tree trunk and cut clean through. Tonbo parried, sparks flying, then slammed his tetsubo forward in a lunge. The iron staff was driven with numbing power. It crashed into the pirate and sent him staggering. Tonbo made a massive swing, but the pirate dodged back, smashing his sword down atop the staff, then trying to scythe off Tonbo’s arm. Tonbo rolled his staff and deflected the attack, but the pirate punched at him with one huge fist. Tonbo moved back, making space. The pirate struck again, then leapt wildly high – an astonishing leap for so large a man. The enormous sword whipped about with the momentum of the man’s flying body. Tonbo somehow caught the blade and flicked it up and away, the edge glancing off his helmet as it flew past. 
 
   Tonbo drove in, spinning and hammering his tetsubo down at the swordsman. The iron staff crashed again and again against the blade as the pirate parried blows that would have broken a lesser man’s arms with the shock. The sword cut back, slicing for Tonbo’s face, then hissed past in a blow that would have decapitated him in an instant. Tonbo almost idly ducked the blow, stepping in to once again slam the end of his club into his opponent’s chest, this time shattering ribs. He hammered it home again and again, driving the man back and slamming into him with a kick. The enraged pirate roared and lashed out, striking sparks from Tonbo’s helmet and finally ramming him aside.
 
   Wounded and staggering, the pirate snarled, glaring at Tonbo in hate. The man worked himself into a frenzy, then attacked again, the no-dachi flashing and hacking. The tempo was blinding – and suddenly he was leaping high into the air once more, whipping the huge sword down, throwing all of his massive strength behind the blow.
 
   Tonbo let the blade come, letting the man totally commit to the strike, then flashed backwards just out of range. His huge tetsubo arced and crashed into the flat of his enemy’s blade, driven by all the raw power of Tonbo’s frame. There was a deafening noise as the no-dachi shattered, smashed clean in two by the surgical blow from the tetsubo. The pirate gaped – but the tetsubo was already swirling in another violent arc. The weapon crashed into the man’s head, driving his helmet down and shattering armour plates and the skull beneath. Tonbo roared as he struck, then wrenched his weapon free.
 
   The huge pirate was dead on his feet. The man swayed and staggered, his broken sword spilling from his hands. He took a single step and crashed down into the mud.
 
   Tonbo left the man for the scavengers. He turned toward the distant sound of the gargantuan crab roaring in the darkness. With his huge iron staff over his shoulder, Tonbo jogged off towards the shrine, armour clashing and clattering as he ran. 
 
    
 
    
 
   At the cliff side shrine, the two animal spirits dodged madly beneath the overhanging cave, narrowly avoiding a cascade of rocks and bushes started by the gargantuan crab. The huge monster was making a slow, ill-tempered rampage along the side of the cliff, creating hand-holds by punching its claws straight into the rock and dirt. The beast was closing, yard by yard, roaring and tearing boulders from the cliff. Chiri raced scampering to the cave door, her tail twitching behind her and elementals crowding at her side in fright. She saw the crab getting closer and closer, and called back in panic. 
 
   “Sura! Is anything happening yet?”
 
   “No! Nothing’s happening yet!” The fox was losing her temper. She stood up on her back feet and shouted to the back shadows of the cave. “Hey! Hello? Oi – we’re talking to you! We need some righteous intervention here?”
 
   The rat called back. “Maybe you didn’t pray correctly?”
 
   “Pray correctly? Are you kidding me?” Sura kicked at the altar, hurting her foot. “This sea kami has only one job to do, and the damned thing’s slacking off!”
 
   Sura’s temper finally gave way. She leapt onto the altar and began jumping up and down.
 
   “Hey you! Are you in there? Oi! Come out!” She bounded up and down. “You! Yeah, you! So, what is it? Too important to have to talk to a couple of animal spirits? Think you’re too good for the likes of us?”
 
   Chiri looked back, feeling a little anxious about triggering a kami’s wrath. “Sura san?”
 
   “Right! That’s it! You’re making me shirty!” The fox smacked her tail against the altar top. “You won’t like me when I’m shirty!”
 
   The crab’s claw reached the edge of the cave, but Sura was too involved with kicking at the altar to notice. Chiri fled back from the cave mouth in alarm.
 
   “Um – Sura?”
 
   “In a minute!” Sura still raving at the altar. 
 
   “Right! That’s it! Get your flabby sea-going butt up here and help those people right now! I mean it!” The fox furiously waved her paw. “I’m going to count to ten! One! - Two! - Three! - Four! - Five…”
 
   The crab hauled itself closer to the cave. The huge claw probed inside, colliding with the ceiling. Chiri backed away.
 
   “Sura!”
 
   “Six! - Seven! - Eight! - Eight and a half…!” Sura waved her front paw in fury. “Eight and three quarters…!”
 
   With a roar, the titanic crab lunged its claw down at Sura and Chiri. Daitanishi and Bifuuko pushed Sura aside, and the massive pincer missed the fox by a whisker, smashing the altar and gouging into the wall. Sura tumbled through the rubble, surfacing to yell back at the cave.
 
   “Ten!”
 
   The crab finally had an eyestalk peering into the cave. Something about the fox and rat seemed to have definitely rubbed it up the wrong way. The monster gave a deafening screech of hatred, and plunged its claw towards the two animals. Sura snatched Chiri up in her jaws and leapt madly, landing on the back of the claw as the pinchers slammed shut just beneath her. She leapt off and ran down the cliff side path, hotly pursued by the crab. Scrabbling up the switchback trail back towards the crest, she dodged aside as the crab smashed at her with its claw. She dropped Chiri, and they fled side by side up a slithering slope of gravel. Bifuuko and Daitanishi boosted Chiri onwards, one before and one behind, shooting her up over the rise and onto the flat crest of the promontory above. Sura raced up over the edge beside her, tail between her legs as she ducked another wild smash from the crab.
 
   “Why the hell is that thing so pissed off? We didn’t even read it Kuno’s poetry!” She collected Chiri. “Come on!”
 
   Red Kenta and eight foul, armoured pirates hauled themselves up the path and onto the rocky crest. The men had swords, harpoons and spears. They laughed as they saw the two animal spirits. Sura screeched to a halt – but the giant crab was clambering up the cliff face behind her. The pirates closed in from the front, harpoons hefted. Sura immediately pointed behind the men with a look of alarm upon her face.
 
   “Lookout! It’s an incarnation of the Buddha!”
 
   None of the men turned. Faced by an armed mob intent on wearing her as a hat, Sura kept right on pointing. “Right! Time to run off to have a good think about your lives! Times running out!” She waved a paw. “Off we go!”
 
   The pirate chief turned to his men.
 
   “Kill them.”
 
   The men started forward, when suddenly Kuno came racing up from the path behind them. His sword flashed as he passed the rearmost man, dropping his target to the ground. A second man fell, then Kuno was in the middle of a furious melee, swords clashing as pirates attacked from every side. Kuno whirled, exquisite to behold, blade flashing, cutting down one man in front, then another behind. Pirates reeled back, dead or bleeding, but Kuno was driven relentlessly back towards the cliff – towards the giant crab. Chiri leapt from Sura’s back, eyes wide in alarm. As Kuno’s rear foot slipped at the edge of the cliff, he fell to his knees, and Chiri gave a scream.
 
   “Kuno san!”
 
   The rat ran forwards with power blasting up about her, swirling in a cyclone up atop the rocks.
 
    
 
   “Brothers, sisters of the earth!
 
   Come to me in time of woe!
 
   I beg you, listen to my call!
 
   Save my friend from evil foes!”
 
    
 
   Chiri’s spell hit the seaside rock-face with a pulse of power. A swarm of heavy rock elementals burst out of the surrounding stone, rising high – poised – and then slammed down into the pirates. A man was smashed off his feet and flung over the cliff, while the others fled into cover, falling as rocks dashed their feet out from under them and dented helmets. The pirate chief ducked behind a boulder, his face bleeding where it had been sliced open by a rock shard.
 
   “Find the rat! Kill the rat to stop the magic!”
 
   Sheltering from the rock storm, his men searched wildly for the rat. They glimpsed a flash of white: the fox and rat were tugging at the fallen samurai, trying to get him away from the cliff edge. The pirates crouched and moved forwards behind a line of boulders. As the rock elementals finally faded and disappeared, the pirates rose. One man hurtled a harpoon straight at Chiri. Sura saw the huge spear flickering in the night. She dove, seizing Chiri in her mouth and rolled wildly away. The spear slammed into the rocks exactly where the rat had stood.
 
   The man behind Red Kenta was smashed down by an blow from an immense tetsubo. Tonbo slammed the butt of his weapon into one man, parried a spear strike from another, then tore the spear clean out of his opponent’s hands. As Red Kenta hacked at him with his blade hand, Tonbo parried the blow. A butt stroke from the iron staff sent Red Kenta flying back to crash against a rock. Pieces of armour went flying. The man staggered back, ribs broken, weaving in the dark.
 
   Suddenly a massive claw crashed down into the middle of the fight. The monster crab had reached the cliff crest at last. The beast hauled its immense bulk half up onto the summit and gave a deafening roar. Sura looked up at the crab, and simply swore.
 
    “Oh for... That does it!” 
 
   Sura lunged in and bit the tip of one of the crab’s immense feet, snapping and gnawing in a frenzy, kicking with her feet – slightly scuffing the monster’s armoured shell. “Oh yeah? You wanna play tough? You want more of the fox! Take that! And take some of this!” 
 
   The entire whole rock summit suddenly shook to the great, sonorous booming of a gong. The note staggered everyone to their knees. Sura fell to the ground. The giant crab tried to turn, staggered, then unexpectedly exploded as some unseen force simply blew the beast apart.
 
   A huge glowing shape rose out of the sea – a vast phantasmal form shaped like a mighty whale. As shards of giant crab showered down all around, the sea kami arose to float high in the air, trails of power flashing and thundering all around it. 
 
   The sea kami looked down at the crest of the promontory – and glared. 
 
   The pirates staggered backwards, then turned, fleeing down the path. A flash of power scorched down after them, incinerating the rearmost man. Red Kenta was long gone, racing out of sight into the marsh below. Power scorched and sizzled all across the rocks, lighting the boulders with a brilliant haze. 
 
   Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo all bowed reverently to the sea kami, and the creature slightly narrowed its eyes.
 
   Sura had managed to saunter idly out of view behind Tonbo. The immense whale kami moved slowly about the promontory, drifting to where it could fix her in its gaze. The huge spirit gave a scowl, focussing upon the fox. Sura held up a paw and wiggled her toes in a wave, giving the creature a great, false, happy grin.
 
   “Hi there! So you got our message then?” She managed somehow to look contrite and innocent, both at once. “Aaaah… Sorry about the whole ‘flabby sea-going butt’ thing! Term of endearment. Really – it’s a fox thing!”
 
   Tonbo leaned in, passing the fox her folded whale eating hat from inside his robe. Sura scooted it away with her foot, hissing at him in alarm – still grinning innocently up at the whale.
 
   “Hsst! Not now!” Sura pointed towards the village and spoke happily up to the whale. “So… the villagers really need you! Just passing that on. You’ve clearly got a busy night ahead – don’t let us keep you.”
 
   Day, night, wind, wave – and foxes. Unavoidable forces of a chaotic universe. The immense sea kami looked at Sura – seemed to give a grudging nod – then suddenly turned about. It whipped away with astonishing agility and plunged into the sea far below. The ocean took on an eerie azure glow.
 
   Sura ran eagerly over to the bay edge of the summit, clambering atop a chunk of blasted crab to get some extra height. She was utterly alive with wicked glee once more.
 
   “Guys! Get up here! Hoo yeah! Oh, you won’t want to miss this!”
 
   Down in the bay, a great glowing wave arose – shimmering and shining. Festival crowds had been in the inns and at the beach, all eating by the light of countless coloured lanterns. As the glowing wave rose slowly up out of the ocean, people turned to stare, then backed away – and then fled in panic back out through the village to the high ground just beyond. Prince Horigawa’s mansion was suddenly alight with servants racing back and forth, lights threading madly through the trees. 
 
   The wave towered high – glowing with eerie light. It suddenly came surging and crashing in towards the shore. It pounded down upon the two huge whaling ships, the whaling boats and their stocks of harpoons, oars and weapons, smashing everything to pieces. Drunken whatlers were dragged screaming out to sea. Somehow the destruction left humble fishing boats utterly unscathed. 
 
   Slowly, the wave subsided. The beach was scattered with timbers from shattered boats, broken oars and huts. Festival goers came out from the inns and streets, watching in amazement as the surviving whalers fled for their lives.
 
   Up on the promontory, the fox whooped in approval, clapping her paws. The magical wave surged back into the water. Down at the edge of the beach, the fishing villagers crept forth form their houses – led by the ancient fisherman and his large son. The villagers all bowed towards the shining wave in reverence. Sura sighed, then leapt up to her feet, shaking out her fur.
 
   “Dinner – and a drink!” She lifted up on paw. “And my weapons, and some clothes!”
 
   Tonbo lifted her down from her perch – a chunk of crab leg that still twitched back and forth. “And a bath.”
 
   “Can I have sakē in the bath house?”
 
   “You may.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The steep path leading down to the marsh was treacherous underfoot. Tired and cut, not to mention bruised and battered, the four Spirit Hunters made their way carefully back to the mud flats. The rising tide trickled and gurgled, make broad pools where the light of the rising moon now shimmered. Tonbo lifted Sura and carried her beneath his arm, with Daitanishi bobbing along beside them. Chiri – her fine white pelt sadly streaked with mud – rode on Kuno’s shoulder, with Bifuuko sitting on Kuno’s helmet like a crest. They moved slowly – only now finding the old path made by the villagers, marked here and there with bamboo poles. The poles were largely missing – taken by pirates, crabs and tide - but the going was firm. Tonbo paused only once to atomise a crab with his tetsubo.
 
   As they marched past the inlet of a creek. Chiri suddenly sniffed while Bifuuko buzzed in alarm. Kuno turned, then called ahead to Tonbo and Sura.
 
   “Sura san! Tonbo!”
 
   Something lay at the creek shore, just beside a pair of bamboo poles driven into the mud. There was a stinking reek of rotten fish, and something else: a sharp, coppery scent. Tonbo brought Sura to the creek. Bifuuko glimmered, spreading a gentle glow of light, and the Spirit Hunters craned to see what lay down by the waterside.
 
   There was a click-click-clicking of crabs.
 
   Baskets had been left beside the poles, filled with fish heads and old offal. Small mud crabs the size of a human hand were clambering out of the mud, drawn by the scent of food. They nibbled busily at the contents of the baskets, ripping and tearing with sharp claws. 
 
   Sura scowled – her other senses tingling. She slipped down out of Tonbo’s arms.
 
   “Hey – can someone snag me one of those baskets?”
 
   They were hard to reach from the solid shore. The baskets were apparently delivered by boat, and fairly regularly it seemed. There were old ones, half rotted away, while others were only a few days old, filled with relatively new fish heads and bones. But there was something else in them – balls or nodules of some kind, dark red and sparkling sullenly. The crabs were nibbling upon these as well.
 
   A larger crab appeared – three times the size of its brethren, who scattered from its path. It seized one of the small balls from a basket, cramming it straight into its mouth. The other crabs kept well clear, scavenging about in the mud. 
 
   Tonbo waded out into the mud, using his tetsubo to snag one of the upper baskets. He dragged it awkwardly over – crabs and all – and plodded back to shore. 
 
   Bifuuko hovered low, then landed atop Sura’s head. The fox carefully approached the basket. Chiri joined her, as they sifted through the fish heads and the bones. 
 
   Sura touched something – one of the small red-black balls – and instantly recoiled, her skin almost burning. Something dark stabbed and churned at her mind.
 
   “Get back!” She made certain everyone cleared back out of the way. “Back – hurry!”
 
   “What is it?” Chiri stared – her fur standing utterly on end. Every instinct told her to back away from the basket. “Sura?”
 
   “Maho.”
 
   Blood magic. 
 
   Blood magic was a vile, ancient art – outlawed, abhorrent, and all but completely forgotten. The maho adept paid for power with life force in the form of their own blood – or with the blood of others. It had been the tool of terrifying sorceries in the ancient days – before the emperors, before the Oni tried to take the mortal realm by storm. 
 
   Before the warriors of the Sacred Islands had slain the lord of demons, and slammed shut the gates to hell. 
 
   Sura kept the others back.
 
   “This is blood magic. Pure evil.” She looked at the mud bank. “Someone used this to make those giant crabs.”
 
   Kuno stared at the pellets.
 
   “Who would wield such magic?”
 
   “Not the pirates.” Sura stared at the baskets. “No – this is from somewhere else.” The fox suddenly looked up. “Whup! Everybody get back!”
 
   The sea kami had not yet finished its activity for the night. A ripple of blue light came scorching along the waters of the creek, rising into a wave. The wave crashed against the mud, scorching and searing all over the mud bank and the baskets. The black balls seared, sizzled and vanished. 
 
   The wave itself disappeared. Sura blinked, rubbed at her nose and then sat down.
 
   “Well that’s it for the crab food.” She shook herself. “I suppose the giant ones will die out eventually. Or start shrinking.”
 
   Kuno frowned. “Were the crabs evil?”
 
   “Hmmm? No – not a spark of it. We would have sensed it.” The fox heaved a sigh, then suddenly leapt to all four feet. “Ooh! Ooh! Idea! Yes!” She chased everyone onwards along the path. “Right – let’s get our gear, get the boat and head back to the damned inn!”
 
   Kuno walked with her, looking down at the fox in suspicion. ‘What are you up to?”
 
   “What? Nothing!” Sura wagged her tail. “All’s well – we have a perfect mission result!”
 
   “You are up to something, aren’t you?”
 
   “Me? Never!” Sura trotted on into the marsh, heading for the comforts of the shore. 
 
   “Trust me – I’m a fox!”
 
   They walked on, squelching through the muck. Sura called back through the gloom.
 
   “Kuno – we just beat a honking great big monster. Do you have a poem?”
 
   “Of course!” Stalking through the dark, erect and proud, Kuno drew in a breath of thought, saw his poem in his mind, and sternly recited.
 
    
 
   “Giant crab monster,
 
   Gets totally blown apart.
 
   Bits fall in the marsh.”
 
    
 
   Sura walked thoughtfully onwards. “It’s not getting any better, is it?”
 
   Kuno gave a sigh. “Are we going the right way?”
 
   “Of course we are!” The fox waved her tail. “Come along! Yoiks and away!”
 
   “I hate it when you say that.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Blue light flashed deep in the marsh as the kami seared more feeding stations for the crabs. Stumbling wildly through the tidal pools, Red Kenta and one surviving pirate fled through the reeds. The pirates slipped and fell – then bolted in terror as they heard the distant roar and rumble of the sea kami far behind them.
 
   They slithered to a halt at the edge of a wide field of mud. Red Kenta clung to a tree, broken ribs raking him with pain, but sheer ferocity driving him on. The other pirate, bleeding from a sword wound, looked wildly around the shadows.
 
   “Chief! What do we do?”
 
   “We run!” The pirate chief staggered free from the tree. “We find out who survived, and we run!” The man set his teeth, gaining strength. “We can regroup on another coast. Raise more men. This isn’t the only village! We’ll take a new base and start again. The patron will help us! He knows the merchant shipping routes! He needs our gold!”
 
   A tired old voice carried clearly across the mud. Rokuko spoke from out of the dark.
 
   “Kenta chan…”
 
   Red Kenta whirled. A shape moved weakly out on the mud. His grandmother had dragged herself halfway across the mud field. Bleeding and dying, she hauled herself upright, leaning upon a broken tree branch.
 
   Red Kenta lifted his blade.
 
   “You! You brought us here in the first place!” The man’s hate burned like molten iron in his brain. “Grandmother – you have lived too long.”
 
   Rokuko fought her way onto her feet. With teeth bared in pain and determination, the old woman opened her arms.
 
   “Kenta chan. Come and share your grandmother’s last embrace.”
 
   The pirate chief strode forward across the mud, faster and faster, and then slammed his blade-hand straight into the old woman, running her through. 
 
   The old woman clung to him in triumph, seizing his robes. She took a firm grip on her tree branch, and hammered it onto the ground three times.
 
   She sagged, dying – her weight dragging Red Kenta down – and struck the branch against the mud one last time.
 
   Red Kenta heard a clicking sound from around them – and his eyes went suddenly wide in fear.
 
   Huge crabs erupted up out of the dark. Red Kenta was pulled down into the marsh, screaming as claws scythed and plunged. Mud finally closed over him, silencing him forever.
 
   Incensed at Rokuko’s death, elementals rose up out of the marshes. Mud elementals, water spirits and creatures of the moss and trees, they closed in around the remaining pirate, sparkling bright with rage.
 
   The man turned and tried to flee – but crabs were clicking at every side. Claws lashed out of the darkness. The pirate was dragged screaming off across the mud, into the black heart of the marsh.
 
   The elementals merged back into the landscape all around. 
 
   As the tide trickled slowly in across the mud flats, all was still once more.
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   Chapter 7
 
   At dawn the next day, the fishermen gathered by the seaside, attending a funeral for their dead. A pyre had been prepared. Dressed in her formal robes, Kitsune Sura presided over the service. It was not a Buddhist affair, with chanted sutras, formality and bells, nor Shinto – but instead the quiet, respectful, almost joyous words of a fox.
 
    
 
   “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 before the pyre. The dead fisherman from the marshes had been laid to rest here. Tonbo had put a folded paper image in the place reserved for Rokuko, and in places laid for all those villagers who had gone missing in the marsh. The villagers had written their prayers, and placed them atop the wood. 
 
   The ancient, bent elder came forward, with the innkeeper beside him. Together they lit the pyre. The fishermen all bowed towards the flames, then sat back and quietly prayed.
 
   It was a quiet, still dawn, with beautiful golden streaks shining through the clouds. Out in the bay, whales had indeed arrived – cruising peacefully past the headlands. And somewhere out beyond, the sea kami kept watch, guiding the whale herd on towards deeper seas. The festival goers were still in the upper village – most of them still sleeping in their inns, but the few surviving whalers had all fled, knowing they were now exposed as pirates. Prince Horigawa’s mansion stood empty: the prince had moved off in the night, leaving without saying his farewells. Sura suspected that he would trouble the villagers no more.
 
   Once the fires had died down, and the funeral was complete, Sura moved quietly off along the sands with the villagers. The ancient fisherman came to her with the village elders. They all bowed respectfully to the fox and her companions. 
 
   “We thank you, Spirit Hunters. Our curse is gone.”
 
   Sura gave a bow. “Remember the sea kami, and you will have no more troubles with pirates or whalers. But it will not bring you wealth, grandfather.”
 
   “We have the sea and the sand, and our families are at peace.” The old man nodded his vast moustache. “It is more than enough.”
 
   Standing beside the ancient fisherman, the innkeeper turned and looked at the lingering smoke of the funeral pyre.
 
   “Will the gods accept Rokuko san as a good soul, priestess?” His voice was soft and troubled. “She was ours, and she cared for us.”
 
   Sura turned and gazed off at the smoke. Air elementals danced softly in the breeze – only just visible to the mortal eye. Sura lifted up her face, and watched them fly.
 
   “Rokuko san was a pure soul. In the end, she let her principals win.” A fine sea breeze stirred softly through the fox’s long red hair. 
 
   “She fought, and found herself.”
 
    
 
    
 
   As the sun climbed towards midday, the Spirit Hunters headed off to find a perfect place along the beach. The animal spirits were in their human forms again. Daitanishi and Bifuuko gently explored the summer grass. Chiri’s long white hair gleamed in the sunlight beneath the shade of a broad straw hat, but Sura walked along carefree in the sun, her white-tipped pony tail ruffled by the breeze. She had spied a spot with shady trees near the creek – a place with sand and great heaps of handy firewood. Once more she was utterly content.
 
   Kuno and Tonbo brought up the rear – still clanking along in their armour. Tonbo moved slowly under a heavy burden laid across his shoulders. Both men wore headscarves against the sunshine. For once, they had a quiet afternoon in store.
 
   As they reached the crest of the dunes beside the creek, the group paused and looked back at the village. They saw the festival goers still at their markets – and the first fishermen working their nets out in the bay. 
 
   All seemed well at last.
 
   Chiri gave a quiet nod.
 
   “The sea represents wealth. The kami is moderation in the face of wealth. I believe that the villagers have chosen well.”
 
   Kuno bowed to her, then looked back towards the hills.
 
   “We can at least report that the pirates are gone from the headlands.” He flicked a considering scowl towards the marsh. “Will the crab monsters die out in the marsh?”
 
   “Eventually, Kuno san.” Chiri moved quietly down towards the creek. “The evil magic that created them is gone. When they breed, the result will be nothing but ordinary crabs. They are quite safe.”
 
   “And untainted?”
 
   “So it would seem.”
 
   Sura stood watching the whales far out at sea. The last of them were now moving off – occasionally cavorting high into the sky. The fox gave a scowl.
 
   “Bah! If it wasn’t for that spoilsport sea kami, I’d have one of those things sitting on a plate in front of me right now!”
 
   Chiri rolled a patient eye.
 
   “We are getting you your beach barbecue.”
 
   “Well it’s about time. I’m starving!”
 
   Tonbo thudded past. Across his shoulder, he carried an immense crab claw – taken from a six-yard wide crab he had found deep in the marsh. Ever patient, he headed down towards the creek.
 
   “You’ll get your beachside barbecue. Just let me get the fire going.”
 
   Sura bustled eagerly after him, hustling across the sand. “Ooh finally!” She ran onwards, keen to go swimming in the creek. “Did you bring the salad and the egg sauce?”
 
   Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo all called out together.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Woo hoo!” The fox ran onwards, spear in hand, heading for the water. “Oh hey! I hear up in Momoyama mountain, the goblins have this ‘wild boar’ festival! It’s all you can eat!”
 
   Chiri called out after her friend.
 
   “Sura san – I believe that the rest of us are looking forward to a little break from festivals.”
 
   The fox threw her equipment down beneath a shady tree, leaning her spear against a tree trunk. She set down a bottle of plum wine, a bottle of sakē, and what looked like a large red scarf bundled around a handful of gold coins. As Tonbo went to set up the fire, Kuno stood with Chiri, and looked towards the fox in suspicion.
 
   “Did she take money out of Red Kenta’s old quarters?”
 
   “I did not ask, Kuno san.” Chiri walked along beside him, quite happy with her day.
 
   “Some mysteries are best left unknown.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Author’s notes
 
   Spirit Hunters is not actually set in Japan. These stories are instead located within a fantasy land inspired by early 15th century Japan. There have been some wiggles here and there, but in general the culture and technology are very fifteenth century. I have kept a few anachronisms just for fun – such as western form ‘Haiku’, castle keeps and so on. And where would a fox be without plum wine?
 
    
 
   When most people think of ‘samurai Japan’, they think of the later Sengoku and Edo eras – periods shaped by the total domination of despotic warlords and the break down of the old medieval social systems. The medieval world, however, was a rather different place. Far more chaotic and colourful, lacking the social rigidity of later eras. It was a far more laissez faire place entirely.
 
    
 
   And people wore far sillier hats.
 
    
 
   Many of the things seen as ‘traditional’ Japanese ghosts and monsters are in fact creatures invented by Japanese writers of horror stories in the 18th and 19th centuries. Their creations often reflect the specific terrors of their own era. To my mind, they are proprietal – they belong to those authors, the same way Frankenstein’s monster belongs to Mary Shelley. Medieval Japanese monsters tend to be a series of very colourful ghosts, evil spirits, rogue kami and carnivorous creeps. Spirit Hunters monsters tend to build upon these themes.
 
    
 
   The ‘Oni’ – the demons of Japanese myth – are also not present in the Spirit Hunters world; at least, not yet…
 
    
 
   Taoism was a very early importation to Japan, arriving in the time of the first emperors. It remained confined to the court nobility, and was later totally supplanted by Buddhism. Many of the basic concepts of Taoism folded over into the later Zen Buddhist sects – although Sura could doubtless bend your ear for many hours about the differences between free and easy Taoism, and the baroque structures of Buddhist world views. For this setting, Taoist religious thought has survived amongst the very ancient, somewhat isolated Kitsune clans – creatures far too rooted in a love of the material world to reject it all as illusion. 
 
    
 
   Taoism celebrates the great diversity and motion of being. Kitsune Sura, however, has a rather unique take upon the entire affair. The Tao of the Fox has it roots in the merry writings of Zhuang Zhi, rather than the more restrained and esoteric thoughts of Lao Tzu. Sura’s Taoism will become more and more defined as her adventures continue. 
 
    
 
   Sura and her companions still have a great many adventures before them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Hours of the day:
 
   The Japanese day was divided into ‘hours’, each named after a zodiacal sign. These time periods were each split into two sections: each section is one of our modern hours in length. These sections are referred to as the lesser hour, and the greater hour. The ‘lesser hour of the rat’ is thus 12.00 midnight until 1 AM, and the ‘greater hour of the rat’ runs from 1 AM to 2 AM.
 
    
 
   The hours were ordered as follows:
 
    
 
    
    	Ne no koku - hour of the rat: 12 midnight to 2 AM
 
    	Ushi no koku - hour of the ox: 2 AM to 4 AM
 
    	Tora no koku - hour of the tiger: 4 AM to 6 AM
 
    	U no koku - hour of the hare: 6 AM to 8 AM
 
    	Tatsu no koku - hour of the dragon: 8 AM to 10 AM
 
    	Mi no koku - hour of the snake: 10 AM to 12 noon
 
    	Uma no koku - hour of the horse: 12 noon to 2 PM
 
    	Hitsuji no koku - hour of the sheep: 2 PM to 4 PM
 
    	Saru no koku - hour of the monkey: 4 PM to 6 PM
 
    	Tori no koku - hour of the cock: 6 PM to 8 PM
 
    	Inu no koku - hour of the dog: 8 PM to 10 PM
 
    	I no koku - hour of the boar: 10 PM to 12 midnight
 
   
 
    
 
   Hengé –The Animal spirits
 
   The animal spirits of the Sacred Islands represent a significant minority of the total population. Most large towns and cities will have communities of rat spirits. Other species have clan fiefs, or live in small holdings, often intermingled with human neighbours. Some races such as the kitsune are very powerful indeed, with their own lands, castles and formidable armies. Partnered with humanity since the oldest dawn of civilisation, the animal spirits share much of human culture – although occasionally with mores and morals very much their own. 
 
   Animal spirits are frequently found wandering far and wide across the empire. Tanuki traders and the river fleets operated by rat spirits are commonplace. The kitsune – dedicated busy bodies – have extremely ancient archives. Their own culture preserves many aspects of earlier eras of the empire – such as the survival of Taoism, barbecue recipes, and a prevalence of samurai operating as horse archers.
 
   All animal spirits can change between three different forms: ‘human-like’, a ‘fur form’, and their animal form. The change between forms is relatively swift, but is tiring if performed too frequently. Some features such as tails, a hint of skin colouring, eye colour, hair colour and a change to the shape of the ears prevent animal spirits from ever seeming perfectly human – although makeup and a wig can cover many clues.
 
   Even when in animal form, it is often hard to mistake an animal spirit for its beastly kin – an air of intelligence, purpose and often excellent grooming are immediate clues to the creature’s true identity.
 
   Species of animal spirits found within the empire include the following:
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Fox
 
   Rat
 
   Rabbit
 
   Cat
 
   Carp
 
   Mantis 
 
   Wasp
 
   Bee
 
   Bear
 
   Wolf 
 
   Seal 
 
   Tanuki
 
   Crow
 
   Falcon
 
   Crane
 
   Boar
 
   Serpent
 
   Dog
 
   Seagull
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
   The empire is also home to tribes of mountain goblins and swamp goblins – weird peoples that are also nominally subjects of the emperor.
 
   



 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   



 
  
 
  
 
  “Ri” = c. 3.9 kilometres.
 
  Mon: a heraldic symbol.
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