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One 
Oh That Horrible Day! 

Hikaru 

Oh that horrible day! I shall never forget it, not ever. Not even if I lived long enough for the 
rain to wear Mount Shirayama down to a mere pebble. Never have I been so frightened—nor, 
afterwards, so alone.  

The day started fair—pale blue skies washed by spring tears, with only a scattering of clouds 
left behind by the night. Fragrant winds tickled the pink and purple flowers dancing by the side 
of the road. The uguisu chirped and sang as we passed from the open fields to under the trees of 
the black pine forest.  

As was proper, we were on our way to the temple of Inari, the Rice Goddess, to pay our 
respects and ask her blessings on our union. It was the perfect weather for Norihiko’s and my 
first pilgrimage together. We’d been married such a short while, even as mortals would count it: 
barely a handful of days.  

It was rare for any of the kitsune to marry—most would say doomed—but we were young and 
foolish. We believed our love was stronger than the accumulated wisdom of our people.  

I rode in a wickerwork carriage painted gold and red, fully enclosed and with three servants, 
of course. Bursts of green bamboo emblems ran across the top of the carriage, while the wheels 
spun merrily with golden spokes. Our outriders had matching bamboo emblems on their 
harnesses and saddles. They were mostly human, well-trained guards who’d dedicated their lives 
to the protection of my family and our kind.  

Brilliant white oxen drew us along at an unfashionably slow pace, allowing us to enjoy the 
scenery and the weather. The road was clear through the trees, well-marked but not rutted. Only 
a few houses lay deep in the woods, the peasants stopping to gape at the richness of our troop. 
What a magnificent sight we must have been!  

I trailed only a smidgen of my sleeve outside the carriage, letting it float and waft in the air. I 
didn’t feel the need to show off my outfit, or to impress what few travelers we might encounter 
on this quiet road. I had all that I desired that day: a devoted husband; spring breezes sweet 
enough to be perfumed; and an immortal’s life ahead of me.  

As we rode along, Norihiko would range with his mighty steed, both before and after the main 
carriage, gathering beautiful mementoes of our trip to bring to me: a tiny pinecone hanging from 
a fragrant branch, still sparkling with dew; a sprig of brush clover, full of the tangy essence of 
spring; a partly-decayed leaf, half still in its yellow fall splendor, while the other half was just a 
spiderweb-thin splay of veins—a shadowy reminder of its former glory.  

I laughed and clapped my hands every time Norihiko presented me with one of these treats. I 
crafted poems of thanks in return, which made him go seek more splendid trinkets to share with 
me.  



If we hadn’t been traveling as we were, along a public road with outriders and servants, he 
probably would have tried gifting me with kisses as well—and I would have let him.  

His last visit, he brought me a shiny black raven’s feather, comparing its sleek richness to my 
own hair. Our families weren’t close to the bird clans—none of the kitsune were. To the outrage 
of my servants, I braided it into a strand of my hair.  

Norihiko had given it to me. There couldn’t be anything wrong with it.  
I was so foolish. So young. So in love.  

# 

The attack came that afternoon without warning, during the Hour of the Lamb. We still rode 
slowly through the black pine forest, taking our time, enjoying the pleasantness of the day, the 
ease of the road.  

I had never envied my mother her gift of foresight, but that day, I wished I’d borne the burden 
of it for our family.  

Not that she necessarily would have seen this. If she had seen it, she would have warned me. 
But only some things are meant to changed. Many were meant to be, and nothing could change 
them, in the balance of things.  

Arrows zinged out of the trees from all sides, sliding easily through the lattice work of the 
carriage, one piercing my left shoulder while a second went through the ribs on my left side, both 
of them pinning me to the back of the seat.  

The shock and pain stole my breath and rendered me unable to scream. The carriage suddenly 
lurched to one side, as if a weight had been dropped on the right corner, while the oxen began to 
run, jerking and jolting the carriage behind them.  

More than enough screams came from the servants attending me. All three had been shot.  
Fuyoko died instantly, the arrow piercing her jugular. Ume wailed, her hands cupped over her 

stomach, as if trying to save the blood spilling from the wound there.  
Yukiko also cried out, her voice sharpened by pain, but she mainly shouted at the driver, 

trying to get him to stop. She had a single arrow sticking out of her left arm like an odd banner, 
and her flank bled easily. 

Was our off-balanced gait because the driver had been shot, and now hung off the edge of the 
carriage?  

The carriage tilted farther to the right. Yukiko clung to a handle near the ceiling of the 
carriage with her good arm. I was still pinned, unable to get away. I worked frantically to pull the 
arrows from my left side. The other two lolled like life-sized dolls, stripped of their magic and 
strings.  

Fuyoko fell over into my lap, an arrow sticking out from her neck like an obscene flag. I 
pushed her away like a cursed piece of wood.  

I finally found the strength to pull the arrow from my side. The crimson waterfall that flowed 
from it made me wonder, for the first time in my life, if I might die. Weakness flooded over me.  



It wasn’t the sight of the blood.  
The arrow had been spelled. I couldn’t smell anything beyond the gore filling the carriage, but 

if I could, it would have been a foul odor.  
It takes a lot to kill one of the kitsune. This arrow, and the others, had been specially made 

with that task in mind.  
How was my poor Norihiko going to survive? What sort of attack was my love under? Had he 

and his mighty steed managed to break free?  
Looking back, now, I realize there wasn’t anything that I could have done to save him, even 

with my magic and my wiles. But at the time, it was all I could think of.  
I had to save my precious mate.  
With my blood-covered fingers, I couldn’t get a good grip on the arrow pinning my left 

shoulder to the seat of the carriage. I banged on the roof of the carriage, hoping to rouse the 
driver if he was there and merely wounded. 

There was no response.  
The carriage tilted suddenly to the other side. Above the chaos and shrieks I heard a loud tear. 

I still had the arrow stuck through my shoulder, but at least now I was free of the seat cushion. 
My stomach lurched when I realized what I had to do next.  
I didn’t want to touch Ume. She flopped next to the door, blocking my exit. I had no choice. 

As I tugged her to one side, she looked at me with wide, blinking eyes, mouthing words with no 
sounds, like a beached trout.  

I looked away as quickly as I could, knowing I would have nightmares about her silent 
screams for many years.  

I pushed at the carriage door, trying to open it, my fingers still slippery from the blood.  
Yukiko came to help, adding her weight to the handle, so we could push open the left door.  
Trees rushed by the opening. The oxen raced along the dirt path, nothing impeding their 

stampede. The carriage rocked steadily from one side to the other, throwing Yukiko and me 
together, then apart, both of us crying out from our wounds.  

I think we would have jumped. We both considered it.  
However, before we did something as rash as that, risking additional injury, the carriage hit a 

hidden boulder on the left and we rose up onto two wheels.  
For a few breathless moments, we hung there, clinging to the open doorway as the carriage 

dropped to its side beneath us.  
Fortunately, this tangled the oxen’s harness enough to snap it, and the sound of the beasts’ 

hooves faded into the distance.  
The carriage slithered to a stop.  
The silence that immediately wrapped around us was a terrible thing. How could it be so 

peaceful, so tranquil, when we were so badly hurt? The uguisu resumed its song. Bamboo 
clanked hollowly in the wind nearby. A white and pink butterfly trilled across the path, as if 
nothing could disturb its day.  



The quiet oppressed us, made us hushed and still.  
It probably saved our lives.  
Without saying a word to each other, Yukiko and I freed ourselves from the carriage. She was 

shorter than me, but less injured: one arrow had grazed her flank, another her shoulder. She 
wedged one foot between the blood-stained cushions, hoisted herself up, then scrambled out the 
open door.  

I tried the same trick, and with her pulling on my unwounded arm, escaped the overturned 
carriage as well.  

We crouched beside the carriage, panting from our exertions. The pain from my injuries 
washed over me in constant waves. Silent tears streamed down my face. The arrow still in my 
shoulder stole my strength.  

I had to rid myself of the evil thing before I could continue.  
Just using gestures, I directed Yukiko to snap the end off, then push it through, out the other 

side. It burned like pure fire. I bit my own hand to keep myself from screaming.  
Once it was gone, though, I felt myself healing. Exhaustion slammed into me. I longed to lie 

down, to sleep, so that I could wake up and find that this was only a horrible dream.  
When a terrified shriek wrenched through the still air, my false hopes shattered.  
I stood, ready to run back up the road. 
Yukiko grabbed my uninjured arm.  
I shook it, trying to dislodge her, but she wouldn’t let go.  
“We must use stealth, my lady,” Yukiko whispered. “They cannot know we still live.”  
Oh, how I longed for her wise tongue not to have spoken! However, I knew she told the truth.  
Our silence had kept us alive so far.  
No one will ever know what it cost me to crawl back up the road, but I did what I must. I 

didn’t have the strength to keep us both hidden with my magic. I was too frightened to even 
consider leaving Yukiko behind.  

I don’t believe I was thinking in terms of revenge yet—truthfully, I wasn’t thinking much at 
all. However, now, looking back, I wonder if that seed had already been planted, burrowing deep 
inside me when the first arrow struck. If that long, slow crawl, being more quiet than mice, 
warmed those flames, helped bring them to life. 

The road slanted gently, something I hadn’t noticed earlier as we’d ridden so blithely along it. 
Just as Yukiko and I crested the slope, a bright flash of blue greeted us—a cold light, as if 
emanating from a frozen corpse.  

Then a swirling ball of red and gold, the same colors as Norihiko’s family crest, rose from the 
ground into the hands of a short, fat, tonsured man dressed in dark robes.  

He carefully placed the ball into a box held by a servant standing next to him, then he strode 
to his horse.  

In moments, they were gone. The road was empty. Sunlight filtered gentle and golden through 
the trees, dappling the bodies lying there.  



The time for stealth was over. I dragged myself upright and staggered as quickly as I could 
back to our party.  

I didn’t spare a look for the corpses we passed. The outriders, as well as their horses, had all 
been slain. I would light incense for them later and say my prayers.  

My eyes were fixed on Norihiko.  
He lay just a little ways up, still, too still. My brightest star dimmed and shadowed.  
It was worse than I could have possibly imagined. Foul arrows pierced his arms and thighs, 

blood pooling on the road.  
But those hadn’t killed him.  
A huge hole lay in the center of his chest, burned and ragged along the edges.  
I screamed. I wailed. Poor Yukiko tried to console me, but I knew nothing outside my grief.  
It wasn’t fair that my beloved had been taken from me. What kind of awful fate cut down one 

so young and fair, full of the promise of immortality, before he’d even reached his third decade?  
The stench of the magic that had killed Norihiko finally made me retch and break away, 

bringing me back to the coolness of the afternoon under the black pine trees.  
Norihiko’s wound stank of the ashes of graveyards. That magical blue light that had marked 

the end of the ceremony—that had also been chilling.  
Fear filled me. What had that evil sorcerer done to Norihiko? The rank odor of his wound, the 

way it dripped pus, told my waking self things I didn’t want to know.  
I shied away and let myself wallow, unthinking, in my grief instead.  
Yukiko dragged me over to a horse that had come wandering back and made me climb up on 

it. I wasn’t dressed for walking down a rough road, with my layers of skirts and underskirts and 
robes, my delicate slippers that wouldn’t last walking down a rocky path.  

We needed to find people, humans, to bind our wounds, help us gather our dead, and loan us a 
sacred space for the funeral rites and fires.  

No matter how I might deny it, I had to burn Norihiko’s body quickly. It would not decay like 
a normal body. It would solidify, like jelly, full of pus and poison.  

It was all so unfair. Both his death, and the actions I would now have to take.  

# 

Later that night, Yukiko finally agreed to leave me alone in the shelter of my room at the inn 
we’d found. She let me know that she was right outside the door, ready to burst in if I raised my 
voice beyond a whisper to call her.  

When she gathered together her blankets, I knew that she was literally sleeping on the other 
side of the door, on the floor.  

I’m not sure what she thought I’d do. I wasn’t about to hurt myself, no. Not yet. I had too 
many other things to do first.  

I blew out all the candles in the simple room—just mats on a raised platform in the corner for 
a bed, a plain wooden block for a pillow, windows overlooking the yard to the back, where the 



innkeeper kept a careful garden full of herbs.  
A sliver of moon kept me company. Its cold light gave me chills, but also, heated my blood.  
I let myself remember what I’d seen that afternoon. The moon helped me remember details 

I’d not noted at the time.  
The magical light. The coldness of it. It had been death magic. 
Which meant the sorcerer had to have been a Taoist, one of those obsessed with immortality. 
Not only had he taken Norihiko’s life, but his soul as well. That beautiful gold and red ball 

had been my love’s true spirit.  
In the quiet of the darkness, a weight settled around me. A new pilgrimage had been laid on 

my shoulders. Instead of traveling to Inari’s temple to ask for her blessing, I needed to find the 
soul of my mate and free it.  

Not so it could travel to the “Pure Land”—I didn’t believe the empty promises of the 
Buddhists, nor in their Hell.  

My Norihiko would go to Heaven, as foretold by the good deeds he’d done in his short years.  
I knew I would never join him, though, because of the deeds I was about to commit in his 

name.  



Two 
Cool Darkness Curled Around 

Norihiko 

Cool darkness curled around Norihiko, but he barely felt it.  
Nothing could soothe the kiln-like heat burning through his core. He glowed like a beacon in 

the night. He felt trapped in a land of extremes, the darkest blackness just beyond the brightest 
light, unimaginable heat surrounded by blessed coolness.  

He must still be sleeping, though. A nightmare brought on by too much sun and riding 
through the heat of the day. 

Norihiko woke himself, only to find he was surrounded by flames. Their brilliance dazzled 
him, made him dizzy, but he couldn’t reclose his eyes.  

Where was he? Were the Buddhists right after all? Was there a Hell for Norihiko and all the 
kitsune, as some of the fanatics proclaimed? 

Norihiko struggled to get away, to bow out from the dance the flames demanded.  
It was only then he discovered he no longer had limbs, or body, or even a head. He discerned 

the flames through some other sense, not sight but awareness, knowing the fire surrounded him, 
a living, cackling thing, scorching hot but not burning him.  

The flames grew brighter and the heat intensified. If Norihiko still had a body, his sweat 
would form a river.  

The attack suddenly came back to him, the arrows singing out of the woods, the screams of 
the horses and his men, how they’d tried to fight but were outnumbered, hemmed in.  

What had happened to his darling Hikaru? Had she been killed in the ambush? Was she also 
dancing in the flames? He struggled to see beyond the bright light, through to the darkness he 
could barely sense, but there was nothing else there.  

Norihiko found he couldn’t weep in this new form, though his very soul wanted to cry out at 
the harshness of his fate.  

Then the first blow came.  
Sharp pain reverberated through Norihiko’s new form. He shouted…and his shouts 

manifested as sparks.  
The pain was relentless, strike after strike, hammering down on Norihiko. He found he 

couldn’t breathe in the heat and the pain, shouting instead, more angry sparks.  
But his new form didn’t break or bleed.  
Instead, he…thinned.  
The blows forced Norihiko into yet a new shape. Longer, more slight.  
Norihiko struggled against the blows, gasping non-breaths between each volley of strength 

sapping agony.  
He heard the singing then, the words floating through the still blistering flames.  



A Taoist spell, full of enchanted poetry, crafted to seep into the core of his very being.  
Norihiko realized that his memories were being pounded out of him. He screamed from the 

depths of his soul, for his love, for Hikaru, for his family.  
The spell pouring down on him was meant to insert a new purpose for living into his soul.  
Norihiko found he now could cry—tears streaking like falling stars as they flew from him, 

sizzling as they landed. 
Unfair! he raged in his silence. His mate, his one true love—they’d never had a chance. The 

years they’d planned to spend together had been stolen from them.  
Norihiko mourned even as his love faded from his mind, saddened though he no longer 

understood why.  
Then the folding began.  
Norihiko’s torturer had thinned him to the point where he could be folded back onto himself.  
When Norihiko’s sides touched, it was as if there were two of him, foreigners compelled to 

embrace, forced to share each other’s households.  
Norihiko was this other, as well as himself. Together, they cried out in pain as the blows 

hammered down, thinning them again.  
Then he was folded again, two becoming four, though now, each was no longer completely 

distinct. They shared memories, pain, and a red-gold essence that was impossible to define.  
Norihiko found he lost more parts of himself to these others. He could no longer recall the 

smell of young pine trees, or why a raven’s black feather had been so important, once.  
Pain formed all of Norihiko’s world, coursing through his long, still rough form.  
His torturer, his maker, as he was coming to understand, continued to thin and refold him. The 

cries of his shattered soul were worse than the racket the priests made at the end of Ghost month 
to chase all the spirits back to their homes.  

All these selves bickered and tried to hold onto what each had been, while all the time, the 
chanted words of the Taoist spell replaced bits and pieces of Norihiko as fast as he lost them.  

Finally, there was no longer an “I” defined simply as Norihiko.  
There was only a “we.”  
Only then did all of Norihiko see the pattern of the reforging being forced on them by their 

maker, that they understood the rationale behind this terrible magic.  
The wielder of them had a great and terrible purpose: to unite all of Nifon under a single 

Buddhist faith.  
Norihiko’s maker meant to bind all of him to that homogeneous idea.  
Instead of each of the disparate parts of Norihiko’s soul trying to hold onto its own identity, 

they flowed together, determined to fight.  
A single man’s belief was too little a thing. A sole approach to the mysteries of life was too 

foreign to their very nature.  
Being forced to support it would make them brittle. They would break with their first stroke.  
Instead of fighting the reforging, all of Norihiko fell back on his true, wily nature. They 



listened, hard, to the Taoist spell, seeking a trick, a way out of this sure and final death.  
Finally, they found it.  
The Taoist wasn’t forging them for himself. No, he was making them for another to wield.  
Part of that wielder’s purpose was a pledge to the land; in particular, Mount Shirayama, the 

mountain where Norihiko and all his selves now found themselves.  
All of Norihiko clung to that piece—a half-dozen lines in a song that spanned hours—pouring 

themselves through that tiny crack, slipping away from the main principles meant for them and 
aligning themselves along this sideline.  

They consciously devoted themselves to protecting this land, this mountain, as well as those 
men who were the champions of it.  

They vowed to defend it to the death as their maker added sharpness to their form. A desire 
grew in them for the blood of those who dared defy their purpose.  

They were a new death being unleashed upon the world, reforged and pure, ready to feast on 
the lives of their enemy and to keep their newly chosen home, Mount Shirayama, sacred.  

 



Three 
A Blood-Red Sunrise 

Junichi 

A blood-red sunrise greeted Junichi as he staggered from the forge—an appropriate omen. 
Cool morning breezes dried the sweat still pricking his bare torso. He breathed deeply of the 
refreshing air, letting it fill and cleanse him, as his masters had taught.  

Exhaustion rolled along Junichi’s spine and pressed down on his shoulders. He locked his 
knees and put his hand on the rough wooden wall of the smithy to keep himself from toppling 
onto the trampled dirt.  

None of his followers could be allowed to see how forging the sword had diminished him. He 
couldn’t risk it. They must only see him as strong and masterful. 

Junichi glanced up again at the sky. The sun hadn’t shown her face, though a red glow now 
turned the horizon orange, like the fire he’d worked with all night. The forest that stretched 
below his compound loomed, dark and still full of biting night shadows. Pale grass covered the 
hilltop, making it wet with dew, the earth’s sweat. Beyond the smithy lay the dark barracks full 
of still sleeping servants and followers, and beyond that, his own imposing palace, the intricately 
carved wooden statues that formed pillars around the door and defined the first story from the 
second still hidden in the dim light.  

Nothing had gone right the past two days, or the previous long night, but this morning, 
Junichi finally had hope.  

First, the attack had been all wrong. His top captain had lost his head as a consequence, yet 
another example for the men of the perfection Junichi demanded. The oxen drawing the fox fairy 
carriage had been wounded, not killed. His scout had reported that the female fox fairy had died 
as a result, the coach overturning just a little down the road.  

Despite these setbacks, Junichi had managed to capture the male beast, kill its body cleanly, 
then trap its soul before the slippery thing could escape.  

After the race back to Mount Shirayama, Junichi had prepared himself for the spell. He’d 
fasted, supping on no more than water for the rest of the day as well as all the next while he 
smelted the ore—perfecting the metal—and prayed over his tools. It had been a brutal ordeal, 
and he hadn’t slept more than an hour over two days.  

However, time had been of the essence. Junichi had to be ready to do the spell when the new 
moon rose or he’d have to wait another month. The warlord Masato, Junichi’s former apprentice 
and current client, would have had some scathing words about the old man being slow if that had 
happened.  

Then the damned fox fairy soul had fought Junichi, fought the reforging. Junichi had been 
forced to use his own precious life energy during their battle, more than one lifetime’s worth.  

Luckily, he had several stored up. Though he now regretted just killing his captain the day 



before and not taking his soul for energy as well.  
This sword was costing Junichi more, much more, than he was getting paid by Masato. He 

didn’t owe his former pupil a thing, which was why he’d demanded the first half of the gold up 
front. He still should have asked for more.  

While Junichi hadn’t been surprised by the kitsune’s struggles, he hadn’t anticipated the 
beast’s strength.  

Junichi took another deep cleansing breath, willing the air to revitalize him. Just a few more 
moments to recover his strength. Then he could allow himself a proper rest. Some tea, perhaps. 
And a dreamless sleep. 

That stupid fox fairy had resisted the purpose Junichi had prescribed for it, bringing Nifon to 
heel under this Buddhist religion that Masato followed.  

The perfection of taming one so wild for the strictness of this single cause was too tempting 
for Junichi. The symmetry had seemed miraculous, if Junichi believed in miracles.  

If Junichi succeeded in reforging this beast’s soul into a sword, the deed would prove the 
rightness of his choice. That all fox fairies were worthless following their own, independent 
nature.  

They all needed to be tamed, or destroyed.  
At least the idiotic fox fairy had finally seen the aptness of Junichi’s resolution and chosen to 

at least partially align itself with it.  
But how much of the Buddhist cause did the sword now support? Had Junichi pounded out 

enough of the beast’s will to make it pliable?  
The right wielder should be able to control the sword.  
Was Masato the right master for such a beast? Hard to tell. Junichi had misjudged the boy—

no, man, now—before. He’d thought the boy would follow in his own footsteps. Had chosen him 
carefully, trained him for years.  

He’d never imagined that when he sent Masato across the sea to mainland Shina to study with 
the mystics there that the boy would find religion instead.  

A servant approached Junichi as he pushed himself off the wall of the smithy. The servant 
bore a plain wooden tray, with an equally plain, brown-clay cup filled with chilled mountain 
water.  

Junichi nodded his thanks as he sipped the refreshing drink. At least one of his servants had 
been paying attention. He’d reward the man later.  

The servant hovered, remaining after Junichi waved him away. 
“What do you want?” Junichi asked, exasperated. He needed to rest. To sleep. To recover.  
“One of the local lords, Kitayama no Taiga, wishes to speak with you, sir.”  
Junichi hid his irritation. Not many of the local lords would dare make the journey through the 

nearby forest to pay Junichi a visit. He couldn’t tell this Taiga to come back some other day—
that would show too much weakness.  

Instead, Junichi forced himself to stand straighter and taller. “I need fresh robes,” he directed 



the servant. He paused, considering. “Set up a tea service and pillows on the top of the small rise, 
just there. Invite this lord to watch the end of the sunrise with me.”  

All Junichi wanted to do was go collapse and sleep until the next moon. However, not just 
fear of showing weakness drove him to invite this Taiga to tea.  

He was also curious. What could this lord want? 

# 

Junichi’s legs wobbled as he climbed the small rise. He again cursed the sword and how much 
it had drained him. The sunrise wasn’t quite complete—the round disc of the sun still lingered 
halfway below the horizon. Birds chirped merrily from the nearby trees, making the forest seem 
cheerful, masking the dangers there. Dew still covered the pale grass, wetting the bottom of 
Junichi’s plain brown robe and soaking his feet in his sandals.  

How was Junichi going to replenish the life forces he’d squandered on beating the sword into 
submission? He would need to do so, soon. 

He was also going to renegotiate the terms of his contract with Masato. Again. This entire 
venture had been so expensive! Developing the right spells to wound the fox fairies, creating the 
box that would transport a soul, then all the metals and expensive ingredients that had gone into 
the sword.  

While Masato might maintain that he’d already paid his former master generously, Junichi 
hadn’t been compensated nearly enough for his weakness now.  

Maybe Junichi could convince Masato to pay him with the lives of his followers instead of 
gold this time. Surely he could spare a few.  

The gray head that awaited Junichi surprised him. He’d been expecting one of the nearby 
young bucks to come and offer his services to either Junichi or Masato, willing to gamble that 
they would eventually be the lords of Shirayama. That was Masato’s big vision, after all—the 
burning Buddha on the top of the mountain.  

Not that much of a gamble, really. At least, not as far as Junichi was concerned. They would 
win. He would do everything in his power to ensure it, to make sure that this vision of Masato’s 
came true.  

However, this Taiga was as ancient as the mountain he stood on. He held himself straight, 
though his face was a mass of wrinkles and his skin as thin as rice paper. His beard was short and 
trimmed, composed only of white and gray hair, all the black long since worn away.  

Junichi shivered. Though he was as old—possibly older—than this Taiga, he’d never let 
himself look or feel his age. His Taoist magic kept him young, and was worth every life he 
sacrificed to it. He would use that time properly. The ones he took it from were sure to waste it.  

Taiga was yet another omen of all the bad luck surrounding this venture with the sword and 
the fox fairy. Curse all of them.  

Junichi glanced around the small rise. Where was Taiga’s retinue? He surely hadn’t come by 
himself, had he? Or was he as cursed as Junichi, and unable to father heirs? That must be it. No 



son would let his father walk blithely into a Taoist magician’s commune. Not without taking 
proper precautions.  

Or if Taiga did have an heir, maybe he’d turned into something else, found a different path, 
like Masato.  

At least this morning Junichi’s servants had done their jobs well. Colorful purple pillows—
not the court’s purple, but close enough—were set tastefully on either side of a plain wooden 
table. An exquisitely crafted teapot and cups sat on the table, pale yellow, like impure gold. To 
the side, an iron pot bubbled cheerfully, hanging from a tripod set up over a well-contained fire.  

“Greetings to you, O master swordsmith, on this auspicious day,” Taiga said as Junichi came 
closer, bowing low.  

“May it be a fair day to you,” Junichi replied, already suspicious of where this conversation 
was leading. He bowed in return, though not as low. Not merely because Junichi didn’t consider 
Taiga an equal, but also because he remained concerned about his balance in his weakened state. 

After the servants served the tea, Junichi ordered them away, out of easy hearing range. Since 
his guest had come alone, it seemed proper to return the favor, and let their conversation remain 
private. 

Junichi wasn’t worried that Taiga would suddenly attack him. That would have been 
uncivilized, and there was nothing about this man that was common or rude. Though the style of 
his robe hadn’t been seen in court for many years, it was still finely made from the highest-
quality silk, a forest-green outer robe covering light brown pants.  

Junichi and his guest sipped their tea in silence as they watched the sun break free of the 
horizon, blazing orange and pink clouds now modestly hiding her brilliance. More birds picked 
up the chorus, sounding like chattering ladies-in-waiting. Frogs from a nearby pond added their 
bass to the song. A light breeze tickled Junichi’s neck, causing him to sigh softly as the new day 
began.  

“What would you say to commemorate such a sight?” Junichi asked Taiga as he set his cup 
down.  

Taiga thought for a moment before he replied:  

“War banners shield 

The sun, hide her from spring vows 

That come before shame.”  

Generally, men gave their allegiance to the Emperor in the spring. The association was that a 
spring vow was eternal, and would be renewed annually, like the seasons.  

Taiga’s response implied, though, that the spring vows he’d taken, or possibly were about to 
take, weren’t honorable.  

This surprised Junichi. Why would this at least once great man consider doing something 
distasteful?  



So Junichi replied: 

“Clouds, like blood, draw 

Away swiftly, leaving behind 

Mere reports of vows.”  

Implying that no matter what vow Taiga had taken, it was impermanent, and more 
importantly, always deniable. All things could be justified, explained away. Junichi knew this 
from personal experience.  

In addition, the Buddha had taught that no deed in and of itself was either good or bad. It was 
one of the things that had drawn Masato, Junichi’s former apprentice, to the religion. 

Taiga nodded and took another sip of his tea before he replied: 

“Winter leaves falling 

Lose nothing while the mountain 

And those vows still stand.”  

Was Taiga describing himself as a winter leaf? Or was he talking about Junichi, as Taoist 
magic was often described in terms of cold and snow, or death and the graveyard? 

Though Junichi would love to continue to play the poem game with such a worthy opponent, 
he knew he was too drained from his recent ordeal to play it well. Plus, he didn’t know enough 
about Taiga’s background to understand all his references.  

And Junichi never played any game that he didn’t intend to win. 
“Interesting,” Junichi replied, taking another sip of tea. “And what vows are you speaking 

of?” he asked plainly. He was too tired to peel away meaning from flowery language.  
It wasn’t a sign of weakness, Junichi assured himself. It was, rather, a signal to his guest that 

he wanted to understand everything his guest had to say. 
“Your servants claim that you performed a great spell tonight, creating a sword to protect the 

land,” Taiga said. His face remained impassive, as if merely sharing news about the weather.  
Junichi signaled a servant to come and pour them more tea while he thought. He cursed his 

slow brain. What would such an old man want with a sword? Surely he didn’t mean to wield it 
himself, did he?  

After the servant left, Taiga continued. “I’ve been the sworn guardian of this mountain for 
many seasons.”  

Junichi raised an eyebrow at this. He hadn’t realized that Taiga had been appointed to the 
duty. He’d thought Akimoto no Tayo was responsible, the sworn lord of the mountain. He’d 
already been defeated by Masato, made his peace.  

Had Masato lied to Junichi? Junichi wouldn’t put it past him, not to share vital intelligence 
like that. It made Junichi more dependent on Masato, something he’d taught the boy when he 
was young.  



 Junichi was going to have to set up a better spy network through the region. Pay more of the 
local farmers for their knowledge.  

“I’ve protected the sacred wells and temple,” Taiga added. “We live in harmony with the kami 
and the ujikami. But this war with Masato—it threatens to destroy the very rocks under our feet, 
shake the mountain until it falls.”  

Ah—so those were the vows Taiga meant. He was the keeper of the heart of the mountain, not 
the land or roads. So the mountain must have two guardians, both assigned by the Emperor.  

The other guardian, Akimoto no Tayo, had considered his duty to the mountain and the lands 
here onerous. He’d happily capitulated to Masato, with only token resistance. Perhaps he hadn’t 
been born here, and had been sent to the provinces as punishment.  

While Taiga had taken those vows to heart.  
“Perhaps the mountain needs to be shaken,” Junichi told him. The land was pretty enough, but 

it wasn’t Kyoto, the city of the Emperor. “Maybe it needs to be leveled.” Though that wasn’t 
Masato’s intent. He’d had a vision of the Buddha stepping from the mainland Shina to the island 
of Yamato, his foot landing on the top of the mountain and setting it on fire.  

“In time, even mountains wash away,” Taiga said. “That is the cycle of things.” He paused, 
then added, “And though some may claim that war is the natural way of man, Masato’s ways are 
not.”  

Junichi chuckled at that. No, they were not. Junichi wasn’t the only sorcerer in Masato’s pay. 
Masato, himself, also still dabbled, though he’d never been able to master the more difficult arts. 
“Do you know what type of magic I practice?” he asked Taiga. How much did the old man 
know?  

“You’re a Taoist magician,” Taiga said, still with no inflection, no judgment apparent in his 
tone. “You swim against the stream of life, searching for immortality. Your magic isn’t natural.” 
He shrugged, then added, “An unnatural war needs to be fought by unnatural means.”  

Was this Taiga more, or less, than what he seemed? Was he ready to justify any and all acts in 
the name of his mountain? Junichi was very intrigued. How far would this honorable man go?  

However, instead of asking about ethics, Junichi merely said, “You are very wise.”  
Taiga laughed. “No. Just an old man.”  
“Who wants to live a bit longer?” Junichi guessed. Maybe Taiga didn’t want the sword. 

Maybe he’d come to regret his childless state and wanted what Junichi could provide him—to 
live enough years to become his own legacy, instead of relying on sons and grandsons to bring 
him an unsatisfying type of immortality.  

“Me? That isn’t my wish.” Taiga laughed again, a bit harder and longer.  
Junichi noticed the servants nearby raising their heads. He guessed they didn’t often hear 

laughter in his compound. Not free and joyous like that.  
Or maybe they were waiting for Junichi to become offended and take the old man’s head. But 

this Taiga still interested Junichi. If they had lived in a different time they might have become 
friends, drinking tea together in the afternoons, wisely debating the world.  



Finally Taiga stopped laughing and added, “I’m ready to leave this vale of tears today if 
necessary. But the mountain—she isn’t.”  

Taiga put his tea cup to the side and stared at Junichi, his gaze heavy and determined. “I want 
the sword. I want a chance to defend the mountain as she should be.”  

“And what would you give me for such a prize?” Junichi asked. He didn’t hold Taiga’s gaze 
but instead, looked down and toyed with his cup. He expected the old man to offer something 
trite, like his life.  

“My soul.”  
Now it was Junichi’s turn to work at keeping his expression neutral, not allowing himself to 

show the joy that suddenly warmed him, like a welcoming sunbeam. He couldn’t afford to show 
Taiga how tempting his offer was. That would have been a bad bargaining ploy.  

However, the old man’s offer was the perfect bribe. Particularly after the long night and 
intense struggle.  

Immediately, Junichi started justifying the deal to himself. He and Masato had only talked 
about the sword containing a fox fairy soul. He hadn’t guaranteed it. It certainly wasn’t in the 
contract they’d signed.  

He could always make another sword for Masato. Right?  
Besides, how long would Taiga be able to hold such an artifact? He’d be sure to lose it in the 

first battle he had with Masato.  
And hadn’t Masato, in his latest communication with Junichi, proclaimed himself the finest 

general in the world? 
Certainly he should be able to overcome a minor lord like Taiga in order to fetch the sword 

for himself.  
That way, Junichi could both have Taiga’s soul, and Masato would have his sword.  
Junichi considered the man in front of him. He longed to drink down the strong spirit of him, 

like the sweet water that came from the hidden springs on the mountain.  
“I would only use it as the guardian of the mountain,” Taiga added.  
It took much more effort for Junichi to keep a straight face. The foolish man had just given 

the sorcerer a way to bind him. If Junichi worded the contract correctly, Taiga would never be 
able to attack with the sword. He’d only be able to use it for defense.  

The strong will of the sword might also be a good thing in this deal. It would be the final 
arbitrator, deciding whether Taiga was a fit guardian or not.  

Junichi was very curious whether or not the sword would accept Taiga.  
Taiga turned away, gazing out at the far horizon. His profile showed no emotion, no 

trembling, no doubt. He could have been carved from mountain stone.  
However, Junichi needed to be certain. “The sword contains a soul,” he said. He wanted to 

see if Taiga understood all the ramifications of his deal. A life had already been taken for the 
creation of the sword. This didn’t make the sword evil, but it wasn’t necessarily good, either.  

The only reaction from Taiga was a quick intake of breath. However, he didn’t turn away 



from the course he’d plotted.  
“I understand,” he replied. The sadness in his eyes told Junichi that he wasn’t lying. He was 

ready to accept this death for his mountain.  
No wonder he’d earlier described his vows as being beyond shame.  
Junichi called for his scribe, dictating the terms of the contract. He didn’t specify a length of 

time before he collected Taiga’s soul, but he knew it wouldn’t be long.  
Taiga didn’t flinch when Junichi cut Taiga’s hand and used his blood to sign the pact.  
His eyes did widen, though, when Junichi used his teeth to open his own wrist. However, 

Taiga didn’t say anything, and his hand didn’t tremble as he signed, using Junichi’s blood.  
When they finished, Junichi rose to fetch the sword himself instead of sending one of his 

servants. He nearly fell when he stood, his exhaustion overriding his excitement.  
However, he pulled himself straight. Even though he’d already reached an agreement with 

Kitayama no Taiga, there were still limits of what he’d disclose to another. 
Only the vaguest fire still lit the kiln. Metal shavings and tiny grains from the sparks littered 

the floor. Tools lay scattered everywhere, along with bundles of herbs that Junichi had used to 
keep the space pure.  

The sword lay slumbering. The surface of it was cool to the touch, pleasing to the eye. Its 
tears spotted its side, dappling its smooth steel skin like dew on a petal.  

Junichi had braided thin strips of black-and-gray sharkskin around its handle. The bumps of 
the skin felt like raised chick flesh against Junichi’s palm.  

The sword shivered as Junichi picked it up. It only fought against him a little as he raised it, 
pulling itself toward the earth, making itself feel heavier than it actually was.  

“I name you Seiji—the lawful one,” Junichi whispered, the name suddenly coming to him. He 
passed his hand along the sword’s surface. When it shuddered again and nicked his fingers—
questing for his blood—he merely laughed.  

He was not afraid that the sword might turn against its maker. While it might try, they were 
too intimately bound together. The sword would fail.  

Junichi used a plain black-lacquered scabbard for the sword, not to humble it, but to allow the 
beauty of the weapon to speak for itself.  

When Junichi stepped from the forge, he found that Taiga had instructed the servants to 
remove the table and place a crimson-and-gold silk pillow in its stead, between the two seats.  

Junichi presented the sword without much ceremony, stating the sword’s name and setting it 
on the pillow as gracefully as he could manage, given his exhaustion, before kneeling down 
again.  

Taiga greeted the sword properly, bowing to it reverently and speaking its name before he 
touched it.  

The sword seemed to accept him. It allowed itself to be drawn from its scabbard without too 
much effort.  

“He is beautiful,” Taiga whispered.  



For the first time, Taiga seemed overcome with emotion. Junichi couldn’t understand the tears 
that now pricked the old man’s eyes.  

Was it because of the sheer beauty of his work? Or did the sword mean more, somehow?  
However, when Taiga tried to rise, he found he couldn’t lift the sword. The old man 

staggered, but he didn’t fall. The tip of the sword refused to leave the earth, though.  
It seemed that the sword had rejected the old man. Junichi wasn’t certain why—maybe it was 

because of the pact Taiga had just signed. The sword would only acknowledge a true protector of 
the land, not one who served a second master, as Taiga now did, his soul wholly owned by 
Junichi.  

Taiga didn’t say a word to Junichi about it, claiming some sort of breach of contract. He 
understood his own lack of worth. He walked away with as much dignity as he could, dragging 
the sword behind him.  

What Taiga did with the sword didn’t really matter to Junichi. Taiga only had one, maybe two 
weeks of life before Junichi would drink him down, use the steady, strong force of the old man to 
fuel his own long life. He considered the bargain fair. 

It didn’t occur to Junichi until much, much later, that maybe Taiga had never intended to use 
the sword himself. Junichi always assumed that old men were as childless as he was, especially 
since Taiga had come to call on Junichi by himself.  

Junichi had never thought that this Taiga might have a son.  



Four 
Morning Crept In 

Hikaru 

Morning crept in on tired feet, with gray, mouse-colored clouds and a sad sun. I felt weary 
unto my bones, hollowed out by my grief, as if the slightest breeze would bowl me over. Yukiko 
watched me like a hawk, convinced, I’m sure, that I would slip away, feeling as though my 
burdens were too great to bear.  

She didn’t understand how the promise of revenge kept me on my feet. Made me rise and 
continue moving through my day.  

We supped that morning on cold soup, made from watery chicken broth and wild spring 
onions. How my Norihiko would have loved it, such simple food, such comfort for the soul.  

The silence spilled around Yukiko and me, too thick to be broken. We ate in my rooms, 
hidden from the other guests. Morning showed the thick cobwebs gracing the corners of the 
beamed ceiling, the poor quality of the sleeping mats, the lack of poems or paintings hanging on 
the walls. 

The innkeeper tottered around his garden in the back, fussing over his plants as I would 
imagine one fussed over particularly recalcitrant children. He saw us looking out from my simple 
room, I’m sure, but he gave space to grieve.  

I’d placed the tiny pinecone Norihiko had given me on the window sill, one of his many 
presents of love. The branch it clung to was still fragrant. I meant to place it on Norihiko’s 
funeral pyre later that morning. I’d lost the raven’s feather long before.  

The humans had lent us a small Shinto temple for us to conduct our rites. Trees grew right up 
to the walls surrounding the building, making the complex feel as though it was still part of 
nature. The torii was neither broad nor tall, just a simple gate with crude guardian lions merely 
carved into the wood on either side, not brightly painted or decorated. The building itself was as 
humble as its surroundings: plain wooden walls with a rounded, thatched roof.  

Yukiko and I spent little time inside, being blessed by the single priest we’d hired to chant the 
sacred prayers. The villagers respected my need for solitude, though I knew they’d be curious 
about the fine lady and her great sorrow. 

The main room of the temple held a single offering table at the front, covered with bowls of 
fine rice that Yukiko and I had donated. A bamboo door hid the statue of the kami the temple 
was dedicated to. 

If it had been Norihiko and I praying, making a side trip to visit a local temple, like any 
tourists we would have asked for the priest to open the door, to have allowed us to pray before 
the spirit itself.  

I was unfamiliar with this particular forest spirit. I didn’t know if she was a real kami, or just a 
convenient myth for the local priests, an easy way for them to be supported. The only way I 



would have been able to tell was by viewing the kami’s home directly.  
As the priest finished his prayers, he dripped fresh water over Yukiko’s and my head. I felt 

blessed by a calm I hadn’t expected.  
Maybe the kami was real.  
Once the ceremony inside the temple was finished, there was nothing to do but go to the 

funeral pyre set up outside. Oh, how I longed for the comfort of my mother and sisters at that 
time! I had insisted that the ceremony be kept short—I didn’t have the strength to endure hours 
of public grieving.  

Yet, when faced with Norihiko’s body, I was selfishly glad that I had these last few moments 
with my love, alone.  

I’d directed the priests to put Norihiko’s body in the northern-most corner of the shrine 
compound. Priests had trimmed the tree limbs directly above the pyre, so that the flames 
wouldn’t set the surrounding woods on fire. The trees still overshadowed the entire complex, 
silent guardians of Norihiko’s final resting spot.  

I wished I could see his face one last time. I had covered his entire body with the finest cloth I 
could find in this tiny outpost. But even the incense constantly burning beside the pyre couldn’t 
hide the truth: my love’s body was already rotting, spoiled with death magic.  

I imagined Norihiko clearly, though, with his eyes closed, hiding the twinkling brown, a slight 
smile on his full lips, his body which always had been so full of life and energy, relaxed and at 
peace.  

At Yukiko’s insistence, I gave a short eulogy. The words I spoke were stiff, formal, and ugly. 
I longed for more beauty, to give my love the poetry he deserved—to describe the weeping sky, 
the stillness of the sacred space, the elegance of the white mourning silks we wore.  

Yet, this ugliness had its place as well, reflecting the hidden, disastrous wounds on Norihiko’s 
body, the echoing loneliness I felt, the pitying glances cast on us by the priest.  

Many have railed against the strictness of the funeral ceremonies that those of the court must 
go through. They don’t understand—or have never experienced—the totality of grief we felt. It 
was a blessing, truly, to be told where to stand, what to say, then be led away when it was time to 
go.  

I never would have made it without Yukiko to guide me. Her solid presence gave me a wall to 
lean on when my grief became too much. Had she lost someone before, to become so well 
practiced in the rituals?  

I would never ask, though. Despite how closely I relied on her that day, she was still a 
servant.  

And keeping our roles distinct, well, that was essential to the ceremony of our lives.  

# 

Yukiko and I started our journey back the next morning. I will always think of the days during 
our ride home as dark, full of angry storm clouds and thunder.  



In truth, it was still spring, with only light showers and pale blue skies. The carriage I’d 
purchased was cheap, the hay in the cushions smelled musty, and the fabric covering them was 
rough. It was an open carriage—I didn’t care what scandal I caused traveling this way. We 
needed speed, not decorum. 

Most of the rain that fell that trip was in the form of my tears. I let myself grieve greatly all 
the way through the dismal handful of days it took to get back home. I would have torn out my 
hair and shredded my clothes, but I didn’t want to be more of a spectacle than I already was, a 
constantly weeping woman, face ash-smeared, in increasingly soiled white mourning robes.  

I hid us with magic and glamours when I could, turning curious eyes away from Yukiko and 
myself, letting us pass without notice. Too many people remembered us from when we’d 
traveled the other way.  

When I was forced to let the humans notice us, so we could get food, fresh horses, or a place 
to stay, they stared at me, pitying the weeping bride, their sorrow amplifying my own.  

It wasn’t difficult for me to grieve with all my soul as the days passed and we moved from 
forest, to field, to foothills. I knew I had to let all of my sadness out, to encourage the floods to 
come now, because I wouldn’t have time for them later.  

Generally, brides as young as I was went into mourning for a full year. They were attended 
only by their families. Not even close friends could call. A mourning bride couldn’t see any 
young men, either.  

I couldn’t be hidden away like that. It would cause a scandal, but I didn’t care.  
Norihiko’s revenge demanded that I act quickly. I had to find whoever had killed him. Find 

the caster of the foul magic.  
I also needed to finish my tears before I got home, so my mother wouldn’t try to stop me 

enacting my revenge, wouldn’t insist that I stay there with my tears.  
Yukiko stayed silent through much of our journey. She’d wailed with appropriate feeling over 

the death of her fellow servants, but after that, she lost her words. She stared grimly out over the 
horses, as if willing them to run faster.  

She stayed with me through the long days and nights, holding me as I cried, without another 
tear coming from her own eyes.  

By the end of the ride home, I’d finished my weeping and grown as silent as Yukiko. 
Particularly when I burned my white mourning robes and replaced them with black.  

I think Yukiko understood that this wasn’t the end of our journeys. I didn’t know where fate 
would lead me to seek my revenge, only that I couldn’t rest until I’d found it.  

I’d sent riders ahead of us, bearing sealed letters, so my family already knew our news. We 
arrived at the estate in the early evening, even though custom dictated that one never reached 
one’s destination until after it was fully dark, so no one could witness our exhaustion or travel-
stained clothes.  

As it was just my family, I didn’t care.  
My childhood home—though really, I suppose it qualified as a small estate—sat nestled in the 



foothills of Yoshino Mountain. Strong gates, iron and sturdy, supported by thick rock walls 
protected the compound. They were diligently maintained, though really, none could find us 
whom we didn’t want to see. The roads were all hidden and enspelled.  

Evening had settled softly across the land, hiding the sharp rocks, giving everything a green 
tint, as if covered by moss. The mountain shot up sharply at the back of our property—yet 
another safety precaution, as we never had to worry about an attack coming from the rear. It was 
a land of peace, reflecting the true nature of the kitsune. We never started any war, and would 
slip out from a trap rather than fight whenever we could.  

My two sisters, both older than I—Etsu and Cho—greeted us at the outer gates.  
My mother, of course, had taken to her bed at the news.  
I knew she would weep for me, for Norihiko, for the rest of her day. How long would she lay 

all the responsibilities for the household on my sisters’ shoulders while she mourned? Had she 
finally found the one perfect excuse, so she could hide in her rooms forever?  

Not that I wished my mother ill. But having lived with all her humors and sick spells, perhaps 
I was a bit tired of them.  

No tear tracks marred my sisters’ beautiful faces, though they wore the finest black mourning 
silks, rich and heavy. I was glad that they’d already burned the white cotton robes that one wore 
over one’s clothing at the start of a mourning period: I’d dreaded living through more funeral 
rites, as well as having to give a new elegy.  

Etsu wore her glorious, thick black hair unbound, falling around her like dark waterfalls, as 
was proper during the first weeks of mourning.  

Cho, the sister closest to me in age, still had her usual butterfly pins in her hair, the ones 
beautifully enameled with red and green wings.  

It was the only color on the three of us, the only bright spot I’d noticed for days.  
Despite my resolutions, the sight of them made me weep.  
Etsu pulled me into her arms immediately, comforting me as was her responsibility as the 

eldest. She smelled of warm, dry places, lined with leaves and fur. Of all of us, she was the most 
comfortable in her fox form.  

Mother had told us it was because Etsu was the eldest, that someday, we’d all feel the same 
way.  

I wasn’t sure I believed Mother. Was Etsu’s ease instead due to the man who’d fathered her? 
He’d been a human sorcerer, who’d specialized in changing shapes. 

When I finished my tears, we walked hand-in-hand to my rooms, along the darkened corridors 
of the main building. All the lights had been masked with yellow silk, making the spaces seem 
even more enclosed.  

In my rooms, the tatamis had already been aired out and laid on the floor, with a scattering of 
red, green, and yellow silk-covered pillows. Only a few of the lanterns had been lit, keeping the 
corners dark, hiding mysteries and shadows. The windows overlooking the formal gardens were 
shuttered, with bright red ribbons holding them shut against any ill spirits.  



Servants brought us tea, then withdrew. I knew they were waiting just outside the door, 
listening closely for any tidbit they could use in their gossip.  

I didn’t know what to say to my sisters. These rooms, where I’d spent so many years, were 
foreign to me, now. Echoes of the laughter I’d shared with Norihiko stirred restlessly in the 
corners.  

My sisters respected my silence, or at least, tried to. Cho didn’t know how to be still, though. 
Soon, she was chatting away about the spring, the way the leaves were budding, the latest 
volume of poetry she’d read, how the robins proclaimed that the summer was to be short but hot.  

I didn’t interrupt her, and I didn’t let Etsu shush her, either. It amazed me, how I no longer felt 
as though I was the youngest amongst us.  

Had I ever been as light and silly as Cho?  
Of course I had been. Until the past week, I’d been even more flighty.  
Now, the weight of my responsibilities lay heavily on my shoulders.  
Eventually, Cho’s rambling began to irritate me. I wanted to be alone again.  
I’d never been a solitary creature, but now, my soul seemed to relax only when I was by 

myself. I couldn’t explain my desires to my sisters. They wouldn’t have understood. I barely 
understood it myself. The kitsune were social by nature.  

I started yawning, a polite way of letting my sisters know it was time for them to be on their 
way. I didn’t have to feign my exhaustion, though I knew I wouldn’t sleep: too many ghosts 
lingered in these rooms. Memories of Norihiko and our poetry contests, impassioned letters I’d 
agonized over, whispered confidences as we both grew bold.  

After Etsu shooed my other sister out of my room, she paused at the door, then turned back 
and said, “You won’t have to go through this alone. We’ll be there with you, as long as we can 
be.”  

I shivered as much at her words as her deliberate phrasing. Etsu had a touch of my mother’s 
gift. What had she seen? What trials would my sisters go through with me?  

What would my revenge cost them? 

# 

With Yukiko’s help, I managed to put off my sisters and spend the morning alone. I didn’t 
have the energy to get off my sleeping tatami until quite late, well after the sun had risen and the 
chores of the day had begun. I spent time sitting on the small porch off my main room, watching 
the garden and the trees just beyond.  

I couldn’t see the mountain from my windows, a lack I’d never felt before. The budding 
greenery below was too transient, too fragile. It reminded me, the immortal, of the 
impermanence of life.  

If Norihiko had still lived, I would have composed sad poems for him. Because he was my 
true love, he would have responded in kiind, knowing better than to try to cheer me up.  

Even though it was still spring, the afternoon dragged on, the air hot and breathless. I decided 



to sleep my way through the worst of it, not just because that meant I could put off my sisters for 
a while longer.  

I dreamed I was being snugly held, encased in safe darkness. It wasn’t clear if Norihiko had 
come back to me—but I’d only felt such peace in his arms.  

Then everything began to tremble and shake, as the land does when Nai no Kami starts his 
dance to bring the mountain down. 

I awoke, shivering and sweating, chills racing down my spine.  
Yukiko knelt beside me, her hand still resting on my shoulder. Evidently, she’d been shaking 

me awake.  
“Your mother has summoned you,” Yukiko said bleakly.  
There could only be one reason why: She must have had a vision. One that involved me.  
“Has she called for any of my sisters?” I asked as I pushed myself to sitting.  
“She has not,” Yukiko said. “Just you.”  
I prepared myself as best I could, taking the time to straighten my black-silk mourning robes, 

comb out my hair, and apply some color to my face.  
My mother was certain to be hysterical and I needed to be as calm as possible. Preparing my 

face and my clothes would help give me confidence. 
I also wanted to show her that I wasn’t her baby girl anymore. I needed for her to tell me 

everything she’d seen, not just what she deemed appropriate for me, as she had in the past.  
Low moaning echoed through the hall as I approached, filling me with dread. I paused outside 

my mother’s door, taking deep breaths and calming myself, before I pushed open the shoji and 
entered.  

It was worse than the time she’d seen flood destroying the nearby farms and the ensuing 
famine.  

Not only had my mother not dressed or fixed her hair, she hadn’t bothered to get up from her 
sleeping mat. The wooden pillow block still lay to one side, discarded like a child’s toy. None of 
the windows were open and the air smelled sour, like a sickroom. No lamps brightened the tiny 
square space—it was as gloomy as a tomb.  

Mother sat on her mats, crying and weeping, moaning and wringing her hands. She muttered 
quietly, “Norihiko, poor, poor, Norihiko,” over and over again. 

I held back my sigh of exasperation. Why was she allowed such extreme grief when it had 
been my husband who had been killed? Yet I contained myself and my mourning?  

I still went to my mother, held her, rocked her back and forth and stroked her hair, as if she 
were the child and I the adult. I’d done this many time before when she’d had a vision.  

Something was wrong, though. Mother was much more upset than usual. She cried fitfully, 
stopping and starting, her forehead pressed hard against my shoulder. She smelled bitter, as 
though she’d taken a vinegar bath.  

Through her tears and increasingly loud moans, I made out a few more words: “Fire,” “Pain,” 
and “Splintered.” 



What had she seen? Was it more than Norihiko’s death? Was the estate about to be burned 
down? Was our family to be sundered? Oh that she would just control herself! Cease her 
weeping and carrying on! 

I waited, not very patiently, for her to calm down and tell me what she’d seen.  
Except, she never did. She would stop crying for a while, only to start back up again. Her 

moans cycled up and down in volume.  
My back started to ache from holding my mother for so long. I wanted to signal one of the 

servants, have them bring me some tea, but they’d all withdrawn beyond the shoji.  
Possibly they’d done this out of courtesy, but I knew better. They were lazy and knew that I’d 

be calling on them to fetch things for my mother. They’d all lived through many of my mother’s 
hysteric spells, when nothing would satisfy her or end her grief.  

When my mother’s moans had quieted enough that I could be heard, I called out for Yukiko. 
She came immediately. At least she was well trained.  

“Please fetch Etsu,” I told her. It was appropriate for the eldest to come and take care of my 
mother, at least for a while. Until she could calm herself enough to tell me what she’d seen.  

That seemed to draw Mother out of her fit, at least for a while.  
“Do. Fetch Etsu,” she said, gasping through her tears.  
“Right away,” Yukiko assured me with a nod. 
I knew Yukiko would also come back with refreshments. I was going to have to reward her 

loyalty, soon. Not a new outfit, not while we were both in mourning. Maybe a new comb for her 
hair, though.  

“Mother, what did you see?” I asked. The question was selfish. I should have asked what I 
could get for her, how to help her pain. But I had to know. She wouldn’t have called for me if her 
vision hadn’t been about me. And she’d already mentioned Norihiko.  

Mother grasped my forearms, tightening her grip until I winced with pain. Her skin took on an 
eerie light, as if a death fire burned beneath it. Her mussed hair stood out further, as if full of its 
own life. Her bloodshot eyes bored into me, seeking the depths of my soul, holding it, judging it.  

Had she finally found me worthy?  
Then she deliberately turned her head, cast her gaze to the far corner of the room where most 

of the shadows lay, her look growing distant.  
“There’s so much pain,” Mother said, her whispered words swirling around us, binding us 

together. “He’s been beaten, broken, remade.” Her voice took on more strength as she continued. 
“In the fire. In the fire!” 

With that, Mother screamed, wrenching her hands from me and covering her face as if to 
block out the sight. 

“Mother, please,” I said, reaching out for her. What had she seen? I had to know. 
“Splintered! Remade!” she shrieked, rocking back and forth. Then she turned and gripped my 

shoulders with fingers that felt like iron claws.  
“You must save him. Release his soul.” The glow emanating from her skin faded, but her eyes 



still burned with a frightful fire, deep and pitiless. “He’s all steel and sharp edges, your lovely 
soft mate. You must break the curse, free him from this horror.”  

Her words sank into my flesh as effortlessly as the arrows from the attack. But I couldn’t 
consider the pain right now.  

“Where, Mother? Where is he?” I asked urgently. She had to tell me where to go, where I 
would recover my love.  

“Court. You must go to the Emperor’s court. You’ll find your Norihiko there, recreated as a 
guardian sword,” Mother said all in a rush, pushing the words at me.  

The burden of revenge already laid on my shoulders doubled in weight. I wanted to weep as 
my mother did, scream and rage against fate.  

A sword? My lovely, kind, honorable Norihiko had been reforged into a sword? I shivered, 
the horror overtaking me. How he must have suffered!  

Then the flames Mother saw redoubled in my own heart. The sorcerer who had done this to 
my beloved would pay double now, pay with pain as well as his life. 

I must not have been paying Mother enough attention, because she suddenly shrieked again. 
“You must take heed! Or the pain, the fire, the heat, and the splintering will take you too!” 

Then she fell back on the mat. “The flames! The hammering!” She held her arms up in front 
of her and thrashed from side to side, as if trying to escape a beating.  

I grabbed onto Mother’s shoulders and shook her. “Mother!” I called.  
This was much worse than any other vision I’d ever witnessed. She couldn’t free herself from 

it. It was as if she were reliving it, experiencing the agony my Norihiko had gone through when 
he’d been reforged into a sword.  

I called her name and shook her again, but she didn’t know me, couldn’t hear me, couldn’t 
come back to this place.  

I’d seen my mother tear her hair and weep, play the martyr to what she’d witnessed, but she’d 
never been as bad as this. She pulled away from me, shrieking in pain as she cried.  

I didn’t know what to do to comfort her, how to bring her out of her vision. I felt as helpless 
as when my servants had died in the carriage, poor Ume and her soundless screams.  

Finally, Etsu came in. She was properly dressed, her makeup and hair perfectly done. I may 
have resented her taking the time to do it, however, I fully understood being prepared when 
dealing with Mother and her visions.  

Etsu’s servants carried a calm, herbal tea, as well as sage-green cloths soaked in lavender 
water.  

When Etsu called Mother’s name, she calmed immediately. Her frantic thrashing stopped. Her 
tears continued, but at least she no longer shrieked or moaned.  

Eventually, between Etsu and me, we got Mother to drink some of the tea. It helped the most, 
and Mother’s tears dried soon after that.  

Had Etsu put some sort of spell on it? She was the most magical of all my sisters.  
When Mother finally closed her eyes and went limp against the sleeping mat, Etsu and I rose. 



Mother always needed quiet to sleep, particularly after such a grueling vision. We would wait, as 
we always did, on the far side of the shoji in case Mother needed us, called us back, as she 
frequently would.  

“Wait. Stop,” Mother called before we could escape.  
I didn’t express my exasperation, but instead, plastered a pleasant smile on my face and 

turned, ever attentive.  
“Give her the box,” Mother croaked out, her voice rough and hoarse after so much screaming.  
Etsu issued a sharp order to one of her servants before she went back and knelt again next to 

Mother’s sleeping mat.  
I followed, more curious than impatient.  
We didn’t make the mistake of trying to talk with Mother now, ask her how she was or if she 

needed anything. It was better for her to rest and not think up new tasks for us.  
The servant returned. She entered Mother’s room on her knees, a square, red-lacquered box 

held above her head so her breath wouldn’t spoil its perfect surface. She presented it with a low 
bow to my sister, who in turn bowed and gave the box to me.  

The workmanship on the box was exquisite. The lacquer so polished that I could almost see 
my reflection in it. The box fit comfortably into the palm of my hand and was as light as a puff 
of down.  

Inside the box, on a pile of the finest red silk, lay a small, bead-shaped wooden amulet, about 
the size of an acorn. The wood was golden brown, and the sides were carved in an intricate 
design—like the twisted branches of a thorn bush—then filled in with black.  

The bead was warm to the touch, and felt heavier than it looked when I put it in the palm of 
my hand, as if it were carved from lead.  

Mother gestured wordlessly for me to come closer.  
I held out my hand with the bead to her.  
With just a finger, Mother touched the bead.  
A tingling shock ran up my arm. She’d just cast magic on it. The bead felt even heavier, now.  
“It won’t save you,” Mother instructed, her voice reedy and soft. “But it may keep your spirit 

and body united in a time of great need.”  
What did that mean? What else had Mother seen?  
Of course, she wasn’t about to tell me. I’d never understood why all fortune tellers could only 

tell some of what they’d seen.  
Maybe some things were too horrific to bear. Or perhaps knowing more wouldn’t change 

things.  
Etsu produced a long leather cord. After I threaded the bead through it, she tied the cord 

around my neck. I hid it under my robes, the weight an extra comfort.  
“Thank you,” I told Mother.  
She barely nodded before she passed into dreams.  
Etsu and I rose again, this time making it out of the room. Etsu’s servants set up pillows and 



brought tea for us, my mother’s lazy women nowhere to be seen.  
We stayed quiet for a while, each lost in her own thoughts.  
I knew where I had to go, what I had to do. I didn’t know the details, like how to free 

Norihiko from this terrible curse. But that would come.  
Mother had seen me meeting the sorcerer responsible for this terrible deed. I was certain of it. 

She’d also seen the danger I would be in when I confronted this man and had provided me with 
protection.  

The solid weight of my new amulet spread through my body, solidifying my bones. My love 
had been captured in steel. I would become just as hard and would fall upon those who had 
harmed him with a great, swirling anger.  

At the same time, I still worried about Mother. This vision was much worse than any she’d 
ever shared. It had soaked into her blood, blinded and overwhelmed her, unlike any other.  

I shuddered to think what it must have been like for Norihiko.  
Finally, Etsu spoke. “You will not go to court alone.”  
How had Etsu known what Mother had told me? Had she shared in some of the vision? Or did 

she already know, given her words from the night before? 
“But Mother will need—” I started to say.  
“One of her sisters will take care of her,” Etsu said firmly.  
I nearly snorted. Mother’s sisters were often just as hysterical over the least little thing.  
Etsu continued. “You need your sisters with you.”  
I wanted to protest. I wanted to tell Etsu to stay here, look after the household, nurse Mother 

back to health. Her servants needed someone to take them to task.  
However, I’d always had a greedy soul. I wanted my sisters with me. I did at least manage to 

ask, “Are you certain?”  
At that, Etsu laughed, a mean, bitter sound that shot frozen arrows down my spine, filling me 

with dread.  
“Surely you don’t think just breaking the sword is going to free him? It isn’t going to be that 

easy.”  
Etsu took my hand in her ice-cold one. “We will stay with you as long as we can.”  
I shuddered at her repeated words, clutching her hand and willing my warmth into her, willing 

our flesh to stay as one.  
I knew better than to ask what Etsu had seen. She wouldn’t tell me, being more tight-lipped 

about these things than Mother.  
However, I now feared my mother’s warning of sundering even more.  
There was nothing more to say after that. We spent the rest of the afternoon in silence, drifting 

in our thoughts like motes in a sunbeam.  
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