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	The first thing he felt was surprise. Surprise at the lack of pain, and surprise at the serene sense of stillness, certainly, but most of all, Teal was surprised by the fact that he could still feel anything at all.

	That was a nice surprise.

	The next thing he felt was his chest expanding outward, as his body worked to draw in a slow, steady breath. You couldn’t breathe properly if you didn’t have a chest, not to mention a set of working lungs. Things were getting better and better.

	The only thing he knew was that he was slumped over, his face pressed down into the dirt. He moved each of his fingers one by one, just a touch. Sore as they were, they seemed to be working just fine, and at the very least, they were all still attached. He was in no position to complain.

	He continued from paw to paw, carefully manoeuvring each wrist around before moving down to his ankles. After that, he tested both of his ears before giving his tail a tentative flick. It was agonisingly slow work, but it had to be done. The alternative was getting up, only to discover that he’d left a bit of himself behind. He would have shuddered if he thought he could risk it.

	Instead, he let his body take over the breathing, and handled everything else as slowly as he dared. There was no punishment for being too careful. Until he opened his yellow eyes, and had to face up to the aftermath of the crash, he had all the time in the world. For now, he was just a fox in the dirt. 

	Teal regretted not talking more to Melanie. Unsurprisingly, their conversations had rarely broached the subject of roadside accidents, but all the same, his brain scrabbled for any titbits the medical student may have shared with him, even in passing. It was a small comfort how much he remembered. For example, the fact that adrenaline and system shock were probably the only things keeping him lucid right now. On second thought, perhaps he’d been talking to Melanie too much.

	It was so easy to believe that if he simply lay there, and waited for long enough, he’d wake up back home in the den, flopped over his tiny undersized bed. He’d have given just about anything for it. The reality was that Teal was afraid. He had never been more afraid in his whole life. He could feel bits of broken glass underneath him, needling his skin through the fur. The stench of burning caught at the back of his throat, clinging like half-melted rubber. What if the car was on fire? What if someone out there needed help?

	Only one thing was certain. Lying there, with his arms wrapped around his head and his tail curled up tight, wasn’t going to help anybody, least of all himself. His arms and legs seemed to be working okay. It was time to put them to use while he still had them. 

	After a deep breath, he opened his eyes, only to be greeted by a faceful of moist, earthy dirt. In fact, it felt like his whole body was lying on the ground, instead of being strapped to his seat like before. Where am I? With considerable effort, he levered himself onto his elbows, and looked around for the first time.

	Glass was everywhere. Much of it was as fine as dust, glittering like early morning frost, but there were small, jagged chunks of it dotted around, crunching underneath his arms. It littered the road, extending right up to the water’s edge, beyond which there was nothing but the swirling fog.

	But what happened to the figure Teal had seen? And where was the car? As if to answer his question, there was a horrendous groan behind him. Maybe he didn’t want to know. Teal shuddered, slowly twisting onto his back.

	The Foxtail Duster was right there, submerged in the water with a single blinking headlight flashing an SOS beneath the surface. The remains of the front half were already underneath. If he didn’t know any better, Teal would have sworn he saw something in the front seat, bobbing away beneath the obfuscating ripples of the water. The thought of it made him shudder, like someone was stepping over his grave. But it was difficult to make out anything for certain. The water was so dark.

	The rear tyres groaned, teetering back and forth. The only thing keeping the battered metal monstrosity on the roadside was a net of tangled cables from the broken telephone pole nearby.

	Levering himself onto his elbows and knees, Teal managed to climb to his feet. Once or twice, his legs threatened to give way, and he stumbled. His paw shot out to grope through the dirt, or a fistful of the pink mulch that used to be his parents’ treasured savings. As he straightened up, dust and glass shards raining from his yellow hoodie, he saw that the shredded remains of the sen notes had been scattered to the wind, like pale pink ticket stubs. There must have been thousands of them.

	Somehow, after a slow count to five, he remained standing. That was a good start. Now, onto the car…

	Wiping his forehead, Teal took a reluctant step towards it. The Foxtail Duster gave a shrill mechanical whine and tilted forwards, the tyres spinning in the dirt. The black cables webbed around the boot and back wheels were barely holding on.

	‘Easy now…’ Teal’s voice sounded unreal, echoing around him. But sure enough, the teetering of the car slowed down. Even the fog seemed to linger lethargically in the air. It was just like being in a dream, the ones where everything moved at a tenth of the speed. He held out his paw and took another step. A whole swathe of telephone poles lay toppled in the car’s wake, disconnected and half-buried in the dirt. That meant that it was safe to approach, right? Right?

	The cables were so taut, it felt like they could snap back at any moment. Dark water lapped at the Foxtail Duster’s doors, scrubbing decades of dirt and grime from the red paint. A few more steps, and Teal would be able to rest a paw on the boot. Glass crackled underneath his soles. He was so close now…

	The car groaned again. This time, Teal froze. It was a deep, guttural noise that reverberated through the very earth beneath him. For a moment, all was still. Then, the car juddered forwards and nosedived into the water, taking the telephone pole with it.

	‘No!’ Teal raced after it, stumbling over hunks of twisted metal and broken license plate, but it was already too late. Helpless, he stood at the water’s edge, and watched as the car disappeared in an explosion of bubbles. Gradually, they dwindled down, until finally, with one last great gasp, the Foxtail Duster was gone. Teal was on his own.

	The water grew calm once more. The only sign that anything had been there at all was the map, which floated in a pulpy mash around the edge. Teal knelt down to try and get a closer look, but it was no good. The dark waters had swallowed everything. His suitcase, his phone. Even his own reflection.

	He didn’t know how long he stayed there, on his knees, staring at the water. There was an urge to dive deep into the murky depths to dredge it all back up. Of course, his parents’ savings were already confetti, and he’d have been cut to shreds in an instant, but still…

	Eventually, sanity prevailed. Thumbing the plasters on his fingers, Teal did the only thing you can do after being stranded alone in the middle of nowhere. He got up, brushed himself down, and followed the road.

	* * *

	By the time Teal passed his hundredth telephone pole, he stopped counting. There was no point when they all looked the same, but at least for a while, it had helped to fool himself into thinking he was actually getting somewhere. He’d tied a scrap from his sleeve around the base of the first telephone pole he could reach. As long as he never passed another pole with that same strip of fabric flapping in the breeze, he knew he wasn’t walking in circles. He checked each one when he went by. There wasn’t much else to occupy himself with.

	It was just him, the still water and the long road. There was nothing to see through the fog, and nothing to do but walk and reflect. Oh, there was plenty of time for that.

	‘I just hope I haven’t hurt anyone.’ Teal would have sworn on his life that he’d seen a figure in the road, and yet when he scoured the area… nothing. No blood, no footprints, not even a trace. That was the silver lining. Even after everything that had happened, he still had that much to hold on to.

	If his mind had been playing tricks on him, it wouldn’t be so bad. He could explain himself to the authorities, or the embassy at least, and they could make things right again. Clothes could be repaired, and cars replaced. His Cherry Logic had barely been working at the best of times.

	But if he hurt somebody, even accidentally, he didn’t know what he’d do.

	He knew one thing. He wouldn’t be doing much of anything if he didn’t get himself to a hospital before something gave out.

	He must have looked like a right state. Tattered jeans, torn hoodie, and caked from head to toe in dirt like he’d just dug himself out of a grave. It was almost like being an action star. He could picture it now: his perfectly tousled fur, a strategically placed scar across his eyebrow, a tail tragically cut short and a split bottom lip, not bulging, purple and swollen like a pouting mouth after a schoolyard tussle, but petite, precisely defined and slightly off-centre to better accentuate his million-dollar smile.

	Without his phone, or even the slightest hint of a reflection in the murky waters, Teal had no way to see himself, but he doubted the real image came close. It certainly didn’t feel close. One of his shoes clapped every time he took a step. His hoodie hung in long, unsightly strips around his stomach, and every time his grimy clothes flapped around him, brushing whatever wounds lay just underneath, he shuddered. The only things that escaped unscathed were the plasters on his fingers. The cuts had probably healed up nicely by now. At least fate had a sense of humour.

	Teal took another step just like any other, but this time, his trainer held fast, sinking deep into the dirt. Down he went. ‘Oof!’ Luckily, the only thing he hurt was his ego, but before he had a chance to be annoyed, he noticed that the dirt by his face wasn’t compact like the road. It was loose, like soil, dotted with tiny budding blades of grass. In fact, was that a… buttercup brushing his nose? He gave it a tentative sniff. It was! The sweet aroma of wildflowers was impossible to miss. What was going on?

	Teal got up and brushed himself off. Something was waiting for him in the distance. At first, he thought it might have been a bike shelter, with its two narrow walls and low roof. Fog curled between the circular impressions of tyres, and the glimmer of a chain, but as Teal drew nearer, the spokes dissolved into spirals, and the glimmer ebbed away. The shadow of a roof continued to rise, until finally, the grey curtain parted to reveal a great red arch spanning the width of the road. Its roof was flat and straight, extending several feet beyond the wooden posts, and mirrored by a second beam beneath it. The sheer size and shape of it gave him pause, but only for a moment. Then, he saw what lay beyond it. Acres of grey fields, wispy and untended, and through the fields, a well-trodden path wove from the archway out of sight, leaving the smog-choked waters behind for good. Teal could barely believe his luck. This must be the mainland. Civilisation couldn’t be much further away!

	Teal jogged through the archway with a renewed sense of hope, and a familiar scent growing in his nostrils. Cherry blossom trees! He was sure of it. He’d know that scent anywhere, even though he’d never smelled it before. That subtle floral bouquet, starting grassy and ending with sweet almond notes. Teal followed the trail, brushing over patches of grey grass so dry, it splintered instead of bounced…

	When he grew too tired to jog, he walked, and when he grew too tired to walk, he stumbled, but all the same, Teal kept to the path, following his nose through the fog. Gradually, the scent dissipated, but it was hours before Teal admitted to himself that it was gone for good, lost beyond fields upon fields of… nothing. Nothing grows here, he realised with growing consternation. No flowers, no trees. Not even weeds. There was only grass. Dry, limp grass, as dead as the dirt it was buried in.

	Teal thought about shouting for help. He tried several times, first in Britannian, and then in broken Sakuranese, but if there were ears out there to hear him, they weren’t much concerned with aid. He hadn’t passed a single lamp or street sign since he got here. Was it too late to break off from the beaten track? He could always turn around. Why? To end up right back where you started? Idiot. You’re injured. Delirious. Find help. Shelter. No one wants to stay in the Sakuranese countryside overnight.

	‘But where do I go?’

	Anywhere. Just get there fast.

	‘Okay…’

	And stop talking to yourself! You’ll make us both look bad.

	‘Sorry.’

	Teal sighed. Everything looked the same in the fog. For all he knew, these fields stretched on forever, but what other choice did he have? The sky wasn’t getting any lighter. ‘I just wish I had a sign,’ he said. ‘Any sign.’

	Unfortunately, he received no such thing. He was all but ready to carry on up the path when he felt something small alight upon his shoulder. He turned to look at it, and it took off into the air.

	‘Oh.’ It was a moth.

	Obviously, it couldn’t have been the same one he rescued at home. That would be absurd, but all the same, he couldn’t help but smile. It was the first living thing he’d seen since the crash. ‘Maybe I’m not the only one who’s lost.’ Teal stopped for a moment to watch it fly by. Beating its tiny wings, it zipped around like nobody’s business, darting between his fingers without a care in the world. It didn’t seem to know where it was going, but that didn’t matter. It could go anywhere.

	And it did.

	Teal had barely gotten used to its presence before it took off again, carving its own way through the fog. It stopped just short of vanishing out of sight, hovering in a circle over the grass. ‘Hey, where do you think you’re going? The trail’s right here!’ But the moth was insistent. It circled the air even faster. When it became clear that Teal wasn’t going to follow, it called his bluff and fluttered away. Damn it! Teal wasn’t ready to part with whatever company he’d managed to find. Even a moth. Reassuring himself that the trail was always behind him, he picked up his hind paws and gave chase.

	At first, Teal could barely keep up, but the further he wandered, the more glimpses he caught amid the endless grey. It was only vague impressions – a wingbeat here, a flutter there, but it was enough. Eventually, he caught it on the edge of a hilltop, hovering over a mound of pale pebbles from which a lone chrysanthemum protruded, still in bud. He didn’t know if it was alive or dead.

	‘There you are!’ At first, Teal tried coaxing it over to him, with little success. The moth wasn’t moving. Begrudgingly, he made his own way over to the mound, but it wasn’t easy. Small stones skittered underfoot, tumbling out of sight down the hill. It was too steep to see where they landed. Teal wisely decided to take it slow. Just one step at a time. Shift weight, step. Shift weight, step. What could be simpler? By the time he caught up to it, the moth was resting on the flower bud, lazily cleaning its antennae. ‘Now, what do you think you’re doing—?’

	Crack!

	Teal’s broken shoe skated straight over the mound. He flung out his tail as a counterbalance, but it was already too late. Each stone only gave way to yet more stones, and before he knew it, he was tumbling head over heels into the void. Faster and faster he fell, clawing at every grassy tuft only to pull them up with him as a hail of pebbles pelted his face. When he reached the bottom, he hit the ground hard. A cloud of dust rained over him as the pebbles rattled to a halt. And then… stillness.

	Everything hurt. The heel of his trainer had gone flying, but Teal was in no mood to look for it. Instead, he sheathed his claws, which were still caked in soil, and rubbed his bruised tail, his bruised elbows, and everything else that was doubtless going to be purple and extremely tender for the next few days. ‘I don’t suppose this landed me near a hospital, did it?’

	When the moth turned up, hovering a hair’s width over his nose, he resisted the urge to bat it out of the air. He was still thinking of appropriate curses for it when he noticed that its diminutive form was encircled in gold. Teal dipped his head slightly, just to be sure, and there it was. Barely visible through the fog, wavering like a candle. The best thing he’d seen all day. A light!

	‘You know what?’ Teal muttered, clambering to his hind paws. ‘I’ll take it!’ Dragging his heelless shoe behind him, he made for the glowing halo. The moth followed close behind.

	* * *

	Teal climbed over crags, edged between logs and ducked beneath branches so withered, they crumbled into ash at his touch. If he didn’t know any better, he would have sworn that they’d been burned from the inside, only they lacked the familiar musty scent that fire leaves in its wake. For wayward travellers, even the smell of smoke can be a comfort, and yet these trees were as free from scorch marks as they were from rot. If they were ever alive, it wasn’t fire that killed them.

	It was the same with the grass, and everything else Teal had come across. He was starting to realise that in a place like this, his senses could only take him so far. His ears discerned no sounds because there was nothing to produce them. His nose detected no scents because there was no air to carry them. With the atmosphere so impenetrably thick, Teal had no choice but to rely on his wiles to pick up the slack. He’d been following the light for some time now, but it never seemed to grow any larger, or brighter for that matter. It was always just out of reach. At first, it didn’t seem to be a problem, at least until he found himself treading in his own footprints. By then, it was clear that something was very, very wrong.

	Even the moth didn’t know where it was going. It appeared to have resigned itself to hovering over his shoulder and following him wherever he went, landing on his hoodie to take short breaks. Before long, Teal’s aching hind paws forced him to take a break himself. After looking around, he settled on the side of a withered stump, using his tail to dust away the dried remains of its leaves while the moth rested on his finger. Several times, he found himself reaching reflexively for his phone, only to come up empty-handed.

	Up ahead, the pale light continued flickering, almost like it was mocking him. ‘You know,’ Teal said, ‘in a few hours, that light’s going to be all we have left. Then, we’re really in trouble. If you think being as blind as a moth is bad, wait until you see me stumbling around the place. At least you can fly.’

	Nonplussed, the moth continued fiddling with its antennae. Teal sighed. ‘Now I don’t know what I’m going to do,’ he said truthfully, ‘but you’ve got to have some old branch or crevice that you could hole up in until the morning.’ The moth tiptoed along his wrist, ducking under his sleeve to poke its tiny head out. ‘Oh no, you don’t!’ Teal chuckled wearily, waving his paw to send it back into the air. ‘Not unless we can find a massive sleeve for me.’

	Eventually, after much cajoling, it settled, disgruntled, back onto one of his fingers. Then, it was back to silence. Teal watched it flex its legs, one by one. It didn’t escape him how absurd it was to be talking to a moth, but he had to talk to someone. In the long stretches of silence, there was nothing to distract from the crash – the tyres screeching like banshees, the windshield crackling like ice on a newly frozen lake. Teal shuddered.

	Leaning over, he ran a finger gently down the moth’s back. It didn’t seem to mind at all, even lifting its azure wings for him. He looked down at it with a mournful smile. Yellow bands ran along the thin black abdomen, and in the centre of each of its mottled wings, two ringed yellow dots sat, staring out like a pair of inquisitive eyes. At least he didn’t have to be alone. ‘You know, for a second there, I really thought we were going to find a way out of this place.’

	‘Chirp!’

	Teal closed his eyes and nodded, continuing to stroke soothingly along its back. He knew there was no point in feeling sorry for himself, but at the same time, he didn’t know what else to do. The futility of his journey was finally starting to settle in. That, or exhaustion was catching up to him. ‘There was so much I could have done differently, so much I needed to set right. I’d do anything for a second chance. Anything…’

	‘Chirp!’

	‘I know, I know. I talk too much.’ Wait…

	Moths don’t chirp. But if moths didn’t chirp, what was making that noise? Against his better judgement, Teal cracked an eye open. The moth was sitting deathly still on his finger, staring down at the ground like its life depended on it. Something was lurking by his hind paws.

	There was another chirp, this time even louder than before. Over the stump, Teal caught the barest glimpse of white. Barely breathing, he tried to inch his leg away, only to be confronted with the hideous rattle of a thousand bones clacking together. That was the final straw. With a yelp, Teal threw himself backwards off the stump.

	There he stayed, close to the ground with a paw over his mouth. The moth hovered uncertainly at his side while he contemplated making a break for it. That was, without a doubt, the most horrendous thing Teal had ever heard. He had absolutely no intention of making the acquaintance of whatever was responsible for it.

	From behind the stump, he heard another chirp, and then the clacking once more, which resounded through the fog like a set of deranged wind chimes. What could possibly be making that sound? Fortunately, after some faint scrabbling noises, it died down. An uneasy lull ensued. Perhaps it had wandered off. Or maybe it was just lying in wait. There was only one way to find out. With great reluctance, Teal crept to his knees, slowly poking his nose over the dead wood…

	Only to be greeted by two dark eyes and a hundred rows of chattering teeth!

	Teal shrieked, falling onto his back with a heavy thud. ‘Oof!’

	All of his breath was knocked out of him. Defenceless, he scrabbled backwards in the dirt with both paws up to his face. ‘Don’t eat me!’ he gasped between breaths. ‘Foxes are lean. There’s more dirt on me than meat!’ With his eyes clenched tightly shut, he waited for a bullock devil’s jaws to close upon him at any moment.

	But they never came.

	There was always a chance that he was being toyed with, that the moment he opened his eyes, his life would be snuffed out forever. But after a while, he began to grow impatient. Parting his fingers, he peeped out between the plasters. He’d braced himself for the worst, but he still wasn’t ready for what he found.

	It was an egg. Just an egg. Sitting on the stump, it was the largest he’d ever seen, at least the size of his head. Were it not for the countless rows of sharp, interlocking grooves, its pale, stony surface would have been entirely smooth. How on Terra Fauna did that get there? Picking himself up off the ground, Teal took a cautious half step towards it. His tail lashed behind him, daring it to move.

	But it didn’t move. After all, it was just an egg. Right? The moth was similarly suspicious. It flew a few wary circles around it, diving closer and closer each time, but never close enough to touch it. When it stopped its divebombing strategy, Teal expected it to return to his shoulder, but instead, it alighted directly upon the top of the shell. A few flaps of its wings, and it seemed satisfied. After a short victory strut, the moth returned to Teal’s side. It really was just an egg. 

	Teal breathed a sigh of relief. That was one less thing to worry about. But where did it come from? Still exercising a healthy degree of caution, he strafed around the stump, but there were no tracks leading off into the fog, and the egg itself was less than forthcoming. The pattern, which looked fine enough to be carved, seemed to be uniform across the entire shell. Teal leaned in for a closer look, and that was when the egg sat up.

	‘Chirp!’ Teal almost had a heart attack. Snatching his paw back, he watched in horror as the creature came to life before his eyes.

	It was the strangest-looking thing he’d ever seen. The interlocking grooves weren’t carved at all. They were, in fact, rows upon rows of tiny chattering fangs, the jagged points of which were now all jutting outwards, spinning in various formations like a miniature molar atlas. One of them was missing. A pair of stumpy white legs protruded from the egg-like exterior, the only part of the creature that didn’t seem to be composed of teeth. From within its centre, two round black eyes gazed at the world, teeming with wonder as the creature teetered back and forth on its own unwieldy limbs. When it spotted Teal, it chirped and jumped up excitedly.

	‘Uh…’ At that moment, Teal’s jaw may as well have been on the floor. He doubted he was in any real danger, but that didn’t stop his hoodie from slowly riding up his back until every hair stood on end. ‘Why, hello there, you little… you.’

	The fangs at the centre of its body parted slightly. Two stubby arms emerged to give a little wave.

	Teal just stood there, gawping. It still wasn’t too late to wake up on the side of the road, bleeding from the head in the front seat of the Foxtail Duster. He blinked twice, and then once more. When that didn’t work, he tried pinching himself. Nope. Still here.

	‘You… can understand me?’ he said. The creature chirped again.

	Teal shook his head and tried to clear his throat. It had been a long day. ‘Sorry, let’s try that again. My name is Teal. I’m a red fox, which I hope you can still make out underneath all the dust and scratches. What are you, exactly?’ He reached out a tentative paw.

	Despite his best intentions, the creature startled almost immediately, hopping into the air. Its limbs withdrew inside its egg-like body, the rows of razor fangs spinning vociferously, locking into place. By the time it thumped back down onto the stump, it was an egg once more.

	‘Damn it! Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.’ Teal retreated a few paces. The moth stayed close by, flitting between his shoulders, but never straying beyond his paw’s reach. It didn’t seem to know what to do with such a strange creature. After being fooled once, it wasn’t taking any chances. For all Teal knew, the moth had the right idea.

	Kneeling down, Teal rubbed his fingers together. He reasoned that a few gentle tutting noises wouldn’t hurt. They tended to do the trick when Mama Poss was walking her pet salamander past the house.

	Sure enough, curiosity prevailed. The grooves in the centre of the egg parted, revealing two furtive eyes staring back at him, black voids within its shell. A few chirps to test the water, and the stubby limbs re-emerged from behind the rows of clattering teeth. Evidently, the coast was clear. The creature scrabbled to what could generously be called its feet, taking a moment to get its balance together. It even appeared to do a few stretches, if indeed that’s what they were, starting a ripple from a single fang that cascaded around its body. The sight was curiously hypnotic, like a rolling meadow in the wind.

	For a time, Teal stood at a respectful distance, watching the creature bumble about. Then, an idea crossed his mind. He brushed the dirt from the tattered remains of his hoodie and crouched down by the stump, doing his best to make himself look less imposing.

	‘Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know your way around, would you? We could really use some help.’ The words had barely left Teal’s lips before he was second-guessing himself. This was madness. He may as well have been talking to a real egg. And yet there was an undeniable intelligence in the creature’s manner. What did he have to lose? He could hardly get more lost, could he?

	The creature certainly seemed to share some understanding of his words. It even appeared to bow slightly, though Teal wasn’t sure if his mind was just playing tricks on him. All the same, he nodded back. With a quick hop off the stump, it took a few waddling steps towards him, giving half a dozen affirmative clacks for good measure. ‘We need to get out of this place,’ Teal told it slowly. ‘Away from the fog and the dead trees, back to civilisation. Can you help us?’

	The creature’s eyes closed for a chorus of introspective trilling, rocking back and forth atop its tiny stubs. When it opened them again, they were blazing with purpose, two burning stars in the darkness. Teal took a step back. Something was about to happen.

	The rows of fangs that comprised its body rattled ominously. Suddenly, one of them stuck straight out, wavering like a jagged compass needle. It pointed directly at Teal. He ducked out of the way behind the stump. It was soon joined by another, and then another, until they were all sticking out, their jagged edges glinting in the light. One by one, the rows of fangs started spinning.

	It was slow at first, with each row clacking over the other, but before long, they were rattling violently, rotating at such a speed that it seemed inconceivable that the egg was still grounded. Sure enough, as its limbs withdrew to safety, the creature began to lift into the air. Teal squinted, shielding his eyes from the gale as fingers of dead grass whipped around in a frenzied fervour. The moth tried to fight it, thrashing its wings against the wind, but it was too strong. Teal held it close, cupping it in a paw to his chest. He staggered back, first one step, then another, before he managed to dig his heels into the dirt, his clothes billowing around him.

	Just when it seemed like it couldn’t possibly get any faster, there was a blinding flash of blue light. By the time the light faded, the creature was gone.

	Teal’s paw fell open. With the sudden lack of resistance, he stumbled forwards. He could hardly believe his eyes. It had vanished into thin air! He waved his paw over the area it had just been hovering. The moth seemed to share his disbelief, investigating the perimeter with a small string of half circles without ever straying too close. The air had a strange astringent taste to it, and smelled faintly of burning rubber.

	Teal looked around. The wind had cleared much of the fog in the surrounding area away. He could make out ridges and hills that he’d never been able to see before, gentle slopes of wormy grass and sudden drops of chalky rock, but the creature was nowhere to be found. Teal didn’t know what to make of it. Even the moth seemed confused. It darted back and forth indecisively. What were they supposed to do now?

	As if to answer his question, there was a flash of blue light up ahead. Could it be…?

	Teal jogged past the stump, waving wisps of the thinning fog from his face with a paw over his eyes. The egg creature was waiting for him, perched atop one of the many forked, wizened branches of a white tree. When it saw him, it chirped excitedly. Its pale fangs rose as if in greeting, vibrating wildly and spinning once again.

	‘No, don’t—!’

	But it was too late. With another flash, it was gone. In its wake, it left a gust of wind powerful enough to knock the branch clean off. There was a monumental creak as the old tree groaned. Teal and the moth watched what was left of the trunk slowly topple, striking the ground and splintering in a cloud of ash-grey dust. It rolled a few feet on the grass before coming to a stop at Teal’s hind paws.

	Before the dust had settled, there was another flash, this time even further away. ‘Hey!’ Teal called, stepping over the trunk with his broken trainer heel. ‘Where are you going?’

	He chased the creature from spot to spot, each time only barely making it there before another blast of wind carried it off. Slowly but surely, it seemed to be leading him through the fog, leaving spherical pockets of clarity in its wake. Where it was going, Teal couldn’t begin to guess, but it had to be better than this. Surely anywhere was better than this.

	Teal was red-faced, panting like a workhorse by the time the creature finally decided that enough was enough. He found it nestled on a tall rock, resting its eyes with its stumpy legs sticking out. It greeted him with a contented chirp.

	Four well-worn trails split off from the rock, each one accompanied by a wooden signpost. Teal’s relief soured slightly when he realised that he couldn’t decipher the writing, but he didn’t let that faze him. As far as he was concerned, he was one step closer to home.

	‘I guess I need to choose a path, huh?’ Teal said to the creature. It gave a lazy swivel where it sat, clacking a few of its fangs together. Teal shrugged, trudging over to the first trail. Straight as an arrow, it melted into the fog, a footpath carved through long-dead grass, once green, now grey as time-worn slate, broken only by a few stone lanterns lying on their sides.

	It was a melancholy sight. Speckled with dirt and tarnished with years of wear, their long, square posts bore carvings of characters that were etched deep into the stone. For most of them, the carvings were sparse, ending only a few columns after they started, but the older lanterns wore them proudly, displaying them like badges of honour from edge to edge. None now stood to attention. Only a few still wore their helmets, four-cornered umbrellas that were still poised to protect their firebox’s long-extinguished flame, even as moss blanketed them from top to bottom. 

	The second trail was much the same, only with even more lanterns. It was a similar pattern to before. They were all situated close to the rock, platoons of squat, square headstones peeking over the grass in small clusters of three or four. It seemed an unlikely coincidence that none of them were lying on their own. Not one.

	By the time Teal reached the third trail, a straight, narrow footpath through the grass liberally dotted with stone lanterns, he was growing uneasy. ‘I don’t get it,’ he said, scratching his head. He continued past it to the fourth and final signpost, whose thick, blocky characters seemed to resemble, at least to a layanimal, the writing on the lanterns. ‘All these paths look the same. How am I supposed to choose—?’ And then he saw it.

	A lone lantern sat askew in the middle of the fourth trail, leaning over a battlefield of its fallen brethren whose remains lay discarded in a great stony heap. A yellow flame burned fiercely in its firebox. Teal stared at it, intrigued. He knew this light. It was the light that he’d gone head over whiskers trying to follow. To think that all this time, it was just an old stone lantern…

	Without warning, the lantern uprooted itself from the ground, revealing a huge clawed, scaly foot. Teal watched in disbelief as it sped off into the fog, its claws hopping down the path with deceptive finesse, leaving not a blade of grass disturbed.

	‘Hey, wait!’

	Teal clambered over the stone mound in pursuit of the creature. He never lost sight of it, but only a few strides in, and it was already as far away as it had ever been, its halo blinking in the distance. This time, however, he knew better than to believe that it was just out of reach. Teal trudged back to the rock with his head held low.

	The moth lingered a few moments longer. When it returned to him, it flew backwards, still staring out after it. It seemed exhausted. Fighting against the flurries of wind that the egg creature kicked up must have been the final straw. It fluttered down onto Teal’s shoulder, and there it stayed, its poor azure wings splayed out.

	Teal sighed. ‘Now what are we supposed to do?’ The creature sitting on the rock gave an encouraging chirp. Kicking off from the side, it landed on the ground with a rattle. Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat! It waddled over to the same trail that the lantern had fled down, its fangs clacking together with every step. ‘Wait, am I supposed to go after that thing? It was so fast.’

	The creature trilled impatiently.

	‘Okay, okay, if you say so,’ Teal said. ‘You know, all this running around is a whole lot easier when you can just poof away and reappear at will. How are you even doing that? Wormhole technology? Magic potion? You wouldn’t happen to have a spare, would you?’ The creature leaned coolly against the rock. ‘Yeah, I thought not.’

	Teal didn’t know whether or not he could trust it, but right now, he didn’t have a whole lot of options. Frankly, in a place where eggs were made of teeth and lanterns sprouted legs, help wasn’t something to look sideways at, even if it came from unexpected places. On the bright side, if he ever got out of this alive, he was sure it’d make for one hell of a story, even if nobody in their right mind would ever believe him. Move over, butter knife!

	Teal moved to take his first step down the trail. Before his trainer had even alighted on the dirt, however, a death rattle sounded off behind him. Almost immediately, his hackles were up. He turned around, trying in vain to comb the mohawk of fur on his neck back down. ‘Was that you?’ he said to the creature. It stared up at him with two wide eyes, seemingly oblivious.

	After a few seconds, he tried again, but the rattling resounded once more, this time even louder than before. Teal whipped around to catch the creature shuddering violently, squatting low with its fangs stretched out. When it realised it was being observed, it stopped abruptly and jumped up, chirping away. ‘It’s a little late for that,’ Teal said. ‘I saw the whole thing. Why don’t you just tell me what I need to do, so I never have to hear that sound again?’

	The egg creature patted Teal aside with a brazen trill. It proceeded to wobble down the trail, one stubby step at a time, holding its arms up to its eyes. Teal cocked his head. ‘You want me to cover my eyes?’ he asked it.

	The creature gave another loud chirp. This time, it turned around and started tottering backwards, somehow even less sure-footed than before. At first, Teal wasn’t sure what to make of it, but when the small creature came to a stop, motioning to him with one of its arm nubs, he realised what it was getting at. At least, he hoped he did.

	He decided to follow suit. Turning his back to the trail, Teal navigated the mound of lanterns carefully, feeling out every step before he pressed his hind paw down. Luckily, he wasn’t in a hurry. Each of his steps easily covered a half-dozen of the creature’s. The moth seemed to sense that there was a long journey ahead. It hopped from his shoulder into one of his frayed hoodie pockets, where it nestled down to rest. Teal couldn’t blame it. He’d have done much the same, given half the chance.

	Together, Teal and his sole companion, the pale, unsteady egg, marched backwards into the unknown. Teal made sure to keep an eye on the tall rock they started from. It was the only landmark they had, veiled in the encroaching murk. By the time the creature finally came to a halt, spinning around at Teal’s hind paws with a victorious chirp, the tendrils of fog had claimed it completely. This, apparently, was the end of the line.

	‘What is it?’ Teal asked. Curiosity compelled him to turn his head, and there it was. The lantern! Further away than the first time, but Teal managed to catch a good glimpse of the fire burning at its heart before it fled back into the fog, its single clawed foot flailing away. Its flame floated freely, flickering in the firebox without need of candle or wick. How strange. Teal wondered what would happen to the creature if it went out. It was the only stone lantern to retain its light, after all. No wonder it was so shy. ‘Wait a minute…’ Something clicked inside Teal’s head.

	He bent down to pick up the creature. It protested with a half-hearted barrage of apprehensive fang clacks. Clack click-click-click-click clack!

	‘Oh, hush now,’ Teal cooed, carefully scooping it into his arms. It was heavier than he expected. ‘If I wanted to eat you, don’t you think I’d have done it by now?’ The fangs at its back pressed into place, locking accommodatingly.

	With that, Teal proceeded onwards, holding his free paw over his eyes to block the lantern from view. Every few paces, he glanced down to check his footing, but there was little on the path to get in the way. The stone graveyard was long behind them. Gradually, the light grew brighter, glowing around the plasters on his fingers until its yellow halo encircled the entirety of his paw. Somehow, step by step, he had managed to close the gap. The stone lantern was barely a stone’s throw away, hidden from view behind his pads.

	Teal gasped. ‘I get it now!’ he said. Turning his back to the lantern, he gently lowered the egg creature to the ground. ‘It only moves when you look at it!’ The creature chirped indignantly in response. ‘Well, how was I supposed to know?’

	Teal shook his head. ‘Never mind that. It doesn’t matter. What’s important is this: if I follow the lantern, will it lead us out of this place?’ The creature chirped. ‘Are you sure? Absolutely sure?’ It chirped again. Teal’s brow furrowed. The absurdity of the situation hadn’t escaped him. Closing his eyes, he lowered his head into his paws. ‘Can you understand a single word I’m saying?’

	The creature chirped just as enthusiastically as before. Teal sighed. ‘Don’t chirp if you can understand me.’

	The creature stood stark still, not making a sound. Not a single fang flexed on its ovate body. Its dark eyes locked with his. Teal slowly inclined his head. ‘Okay,’ he said. The creature bowed back, and they shared a quiet moment together. Without all the waddling and trilling, it seemed significantly more composed, staring up at him with those impenetrable, all-knowing eyes. Teal might have almost said proud. ‘Thank you. For everything.’

	The creature chirped one final time. Taking to the air, it disappeared with a quick spin and a blinding flash of light. Teal chuckled, shaking his head as the wind coursed through him. Something told him he wouldn’t be seeing it again. The trail was already lonelier without it.

	The moth crept from his pocket, its head craning around in seeming confusion as to why its slumber had been disturbed. ‘Don’t worry,’ Teal whispered, patting it back down. ‘It’s going to be okay. Something came along to light our way. We’re getting out of here.’

	* * *

	Shadow fell upon the land like a smog. There was no silvery moon to break through the darkness, nor the faintest hint of a star in the sky above. It rolled over fields and swept through trees, silencing any errant rustling of leaves or crinkling of grass in its infinite folds. Nothing could escape it.

	Nothing, save for an old lantern.

	Tuberous roots and clumps of earth hung from the claws of its enormous scaly foot, upon which it wove through a maze of hollow trees and desiccated shrubs, holding its firebox high to light the way. Every few steps, it came to a stop and dug its claws deep into the ground, anchoring itself to the spot. There it waited, still save for the mysterious yellow flame burning at its heart. Carvings along the stone post cast the shadows of ancient, long-forgotten characters in a small circle around it.

	Teal followed close behind, a paw over his eyes and his trainer clapping loudly behind him. At first, it had been difficult to resist making eye contact with the only source of light in the land, but over time, he had mostly gotten used to it. After a short rest, the moth returned from its slumber to join him. In the darkness, it stayed close, hovering over his shoulder with its slim, papery wings beating together by his ear.

	Each time they caught up to the lantern, they savoured being in the safety of its halo again. The firebox radiated no heat, but bathing in its glow still felt warmer than being slowly smothered by the surrounding murk. There, dark shadows cavorted, out of sight but never out of mind. Whether it was just his eyes playing tricks on him or something more sinister, Teal decided early on that he was better off not knowing. They beckoned him, promising him safety in sibilant whispers he didn’t understand. More than once, he thought he heard his name, but once the echoes died down, there was nothing to answer them.

	When it was time to move on, Teal lowered his paw, and the lantern leapt another few paces ahead, starting the cycle anew.

	Teal had no idea what was keeping him on his hind paws. After walking for hours, he should have been exhausted, but he wasn’t. If anything, he was more determined than ever. It could have been the adrenaline. Maybe, but something told him that it would only have taken him so far. Beyond that, the only thing he had left was hope.

	That was a nice thought. Hope had helped him at other times when he felt like he had nothing else. Perhaps it was helping him now. If nothing else, it was certainly helping him to deal with the broken heel of his shoe, which had been driving him close to madness for a while now.

	Luckily, the stone lantern took them to what looked like a gorge. Here, the trail finally ended. There was no more dirt or dead grass for his heel to sink into. Only a narrow, stony corridor, surrounded by rising walls on either side, which seemed to lead up, and up, and up through the fog. Where it went, Teal couldn’t have said. For all he knew, it climbed into the very sky itself. But it was somewhere, at least. After being lost for so long, somewhere was good enough for him. With the lantern scrabbling along on its claws, Teal took his first step inside. It echoed around them, a tinny, hollow flapping. Unimpeded by obstacles, the exertions of their movements carried far and wide in the darkness.

	Teal slowed down, taking advantage of the lantern’s bright, wickless flame to look around. At first, there wasn’t much to see beside the gnarled walls on either side, but before long, messages began appearing, carved into the rock. The accents and tails of the characters seemed to bend to the prevailing light, growing longer in its absence as though they were trying in vain to cling on to any semblance of life.

	The messages were spread far apart. Some towered so dramatically over Teal’s head that it seemed inconceivable that any living animal could etch them without assistance, and yet others clustered together at his hind paws. Most of them were solitary, but a few seemed to stand in answer to others. Teal wished that he could read them all. Even the moth appeared to be curious, zipping from carving to carving as though they were more than just scrawlings from a bygone age. They looked old. Who knew how much history was contained within them?

	The crags and crevices of the surrounding walls may not have been home to insects or birds, but small paper charms soon found their way inside, crumpled together or hanging loose with their strings flapping in the breeze. Teal ran his fingers through them, wondering why they were flailing like flagellum tails, and he was surprised to see his breath fogging in the air. He could hardly feel the cold at all.

	Higher and higher he climbed, and the carvings and paper charms climbed with him, growing in number until the rock wall was lost behind their colourful designs. So numerous were the charms that they pooled together on the floor, skittering over one another like restless crickets in the slightest breeze. Unable to dig into the hard rock, the lantern contented itself by burying its clawed foot beneath them, out of sight. Teal found himself having to tiptoe around them to avoid being ankle-deep. The moth did much the opposite, making a game out of divebombing the mounds where the charms lay thickest.

	The only thing that didn’t seem to be growing were the walls around them. At the entrance, they had towered over everything with no end in sight, but the further Teal ascended, the shorter they became.

	It wasn’t long before he could make out the peak underneath the unsteady light of the lantern. From what Teal could ascertain, squinting behind his paw, the flame was flickering more wildly than ever. He prayed that it wouldn’t blow out before they reached their destination. Just how high up were they going?

	‘Chirp!’

	What on Terra Fauna? Teal looked up, following the sound, and who should he find perched atop the walls but three of the fanged, egg-like creatures from earlier. ‘Well, hello to you too!’ The larger two were sitting down, their idle fangs chattering away while they watched the third totter precariously along the edge, holding its nubby arms out for balance.

	Teal wondered if any of them was the creature that had helped him earlier. Somehow, he doubted it, but it was difficult to tell. They all looked strikingly similar.

	At that moment, a heavy gust of wind blew through the rocks. The creature on the edge lost its footing. Careening over the side, it plummeted to the ground with a squeak. Teal sprinted forwards to catch it, but its fangs were already grinding away in the air. Before it could hit Teal’s outstretched paws, the creature disappeared in a flash of blue light. Teal blinked, staring blindly through the empty space.

	When his vision returned, the stone lantern was standing in front of him, its flame barely holding on in the breeze. For a moment, it was still, save for an imperceptible tilt of its firebox. Teal’s eyes widened. Without hesitation, the old lantern took its chance, jumping up on its claws and disappearing up ahead.

	‘Hey, wait!’ Teal called. But it was to no avail. With the wind whistling in his ears, he raced after it. The lantern was the only light he had.

	Following the stone corridor, Teal squinted through the gaps in his fingers, desperate to catch sight of the flame, but no sooner had he seen it than it was already gone again. ‘Idiot!’ he told himself, feeling his way along the walls in the darkness. ‘Don’t look at it. You’re helping it to get away!’ But it was easier said than done. Finding something was a lot harder to do when you weren’t allowed to see where you were going.

	Onwards and upwards he crept, wading through charms that spilled over his laces. Surely there wasn’t much further it could go. At this altitude, even the fog was thinning out. Teal felt like he’d just climbed a mountain.

	Finally, he glimpsed a hint of the lantern’s yellow glow on the wall up ahead. Its firebox was poking around the corner. Quick as a shot, it snapped back and hopped away. Teal paused to listen to its claw scraping down the rock. One step, two steps… but the third step never came. Why? Had it finally stopped? Teal followed with his eyes close to the ground, slowly patting his way along the inscriptions in the wall. The toes of his trainers slid forwards one step at a time, parting an invisible sea of charms. He could hear the moth’s wings flapping by his ear.

	The dull reflections of light on the rock revealed that the corridor had taken a sharp turn. Teal tried to feel around it, but the walls receded, and he found his pads swiping through thin air. His breath misted out in front of him like a cloud. At long last, he’d reached the top.

	The lantern stood ahead of him, its claws buried deep in the centre of a long, narrow stretch of tall green grass. The ground on either side fell away to swirling nothingness. It was a long drop, without even a blanket of fog to break the fall. Teal suddenly realised why. He’d finally broken through it. It was a sobering thought. Even the fog didn’t reach this high.

	At the edge of the grass, there stood the most serene waterfall that Teal had ever laid eyes upon. It was like nothing he’d ever seen. It reached so high into the sky, Teal had no comprehension of where it could possibly begin, and it continued so far down, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that if he fell, he would never live to see the bottom, if indeed one even existed. The silvery water was perfect, unbroken from one end of its colossal stream to the other. Nary a drop was out of place, not so much as a single bead of moisture dripping from the long blades of grass that dipped into it.

	Were it not for the brilliant glimmers of light that danced over the narrow walkway, Teal would have been forgiven for thinking that the entire waterfall was frozen. After all, as enormous as it was, it made not a single sound.

	On the walkway, the lantern swayed gently back and forth without a whisper of wind, as though the exhaustion from the trip was finally catching up to it. Even its yellow halo had dimmed. Teal tried his best not to look, but a single glance was all it took. Its clawed foot sprang up from the ground. In three quick hops, it tore down the grass and threw itself through the waterfall. With an anguished hiss, the fire fizzled out, and the old stone lantern smashed into pieces on the other side.

	What was Teal supposed to do now? Go back? There was nowhere to go back to. If he truly needed to follow the lantern, then there was only one option left to him.

	Taking a deep breath, Teal pushed himself from the edge of the rocks. It was so high. A gentle breeze rustled through the grass, carrying with it a scent that Teal had almost forgotten. Nothing about it was especially notable. It was moist and fresh, a dewy, vegetal summertime balm that the land of worm’s grass and cadaver trees could only dream of. He’d taken it for granted his whole life, but as he held his arms out, marking his progress one inch at a time with his tail lashing behind him, Teal made the decision to commit it to memory.

	The moth was more concerned with survival, clinging onto his shoulder as though it had forgotten the very wings on its back. The walkway was barely wider than the span of Teal’s arms. He couldn’t help but laugh in the face of it all. This was madness.

	When Teal drew close enough to the pearly wash that he could reach out and touch it, he nudged one of the stone chunks with his shoe. It rocked back and forth. One half was jutting out, crushing a small patch of grass, but the other disappeared behind the water. There was a small gap in the walkway through which the water cascaded.

	Something lay beyond the waterfall. Whatever it was, he couldn’t say, but the stone had to be leaning on something. Squinting through the water, Teal caught glimpses of the broken lantern on the other side. The walkway continued, following such close symmetry with the path he’d just trodden that he would have been mistaken for thinking it was only a reflection. If he’d seen himself on the other side, holding a bandaged paw up to his eyes, it may well have been.

	‘Here goes nothing,’ Teal whispered to himself. His nose was inches from the rushing water, and yet there wasn’t the slightest hint of mist coming from it. The air felt no colder. Teal raised his arm, slowly turning it over in the silvery light. Reflections from the waterfall danced across his body. ‘Hey, you might want to stay close for this.’

	Unzipping his hoodie, Teal held the inside pocket open, but the moth was nowhere to be found. He craned his neck back, but it wasn’t sitting on either of his shoulders either. Where on Terra Fauna was it? He turned around.

	The moth was hovering in the middle of the walkway. It didn’t seem to be doing much. It just stayed there, beating its wings, level with Teal’s eyes as though it was waiting for something. ‘Come on, then,’ Teal said, jostling his pocket to encourage it closer. ‘It’ll be fine, I promise. You won’t get wet.’

	But the moth didn’t seem to react. ‘You are coming, right? I can’t imagine why anybody would want to stay in this place.’

	The moth continued to stare at him, doing nothing. Its answer came only in the dry, repetitive wingbeats that kept it airborne. For whatever reason, it wasn’t coming with him. Teal sighed. ‘I guess this is it, then.’

	Reluctantly, he held his paw out. It alighted obligingly on the centre of his palm, where it trotted a small circle before looking up at him, its tiny antennae twitching away. ‘You know,’ Teal said, ‘it might seem crazy that I’ve been talking to you this whole time, but I think we both know it’d be crazier to pretend you don’t understand me.’

	The moth flicked its wings lazily. The flash of the yellow eye markings on each wing looked as though they were winking at him. ‘Now I don’t know who or what it was that sent you. Whether it was luck, some benevolent force up there, or even if… you know what, never mind. But thanks for sticking with me, whatever you are.’ Teal gulped. Why was there suddenly a lump in his throat? ‘And you take care, you hear?’ he added. ‘No matter what happens out there, you never give up, even if you find yourself on your own like I did. You’ll find another way out. I know you will.’

	With that, the moth lifted gently from his paw. Teal sniffed. It looked like he was on his own again. He turned his back to the moth and gazed up at the colossal waterfall before him. ‘And say hi to Mum for me.’ Teal closed his eyes. If he gave himself enough time to consider what he was about to do, he might never do it. It was now, or never.

	He counted to three in his head, taking a deep breath each time to ease his thumping heart. One, breath, two, breath… three. Teal filled his lungs, holding the feeling deep in his chest. Then, muzzle closed and fists tightly clenched, he crossed the threshold.

	Streaks of light danced behind his closed eyelids. Everything was muffled. His shoulders braced, expecting to feel the weight of an entire waterfall pressing down on him, but it was nothing of the sort. The water was so light, it almost felt like it was cascading upwards along his body. He tried to open his eyes, but they burned so fiercely, he had to jam them shut again before he could catch so much as a flash. Blind, Teal drifted aimlessly, sweeping the water this way and that with his pads like he was swimming through the air. It wasn’t cold. It wasn’t even wet. It was just… just…

	Suffocating. Red spots flashed in his vision. He couldn’t hold his breath for much longer. Teal flailed through the water, kicking out with his legs, but it was impossible to tell how fast he was going. Was he even moving? It felt like he was inching forwards, but there was no way to tell. It all looked the same from the inside. Teal wasn’t even sure he was still facing the right way. How much further did he have to go before he reached the other side? Was there even another side? 

	That wasn’t a question that needed answering. He just had to keep going and going, holding his ears down and pressing on with his tail swishing like a rudder behind him. His chest was burning. His heart, which had been pounding like a drum, was already slowing down, like it had given up.

	No, not yet. Not when he was so close. Just one more stroke, and he’d make it. See, the shimmering was getting lighter. Just one more stroke, and then another. Why was everything so quiet now? He had this. Just one more stroke. Everything was going to be okay after all, even as the entire world was shrinking down to a speck. Just one more stroke. He couldn’t give up. Just one more stroke. Not when he’d come so far. One more stroke. Not when there were still so many wrongs to right. One more stroke. Not now that he’d finally found someone who might love him back. One more stroke.

	A shadow crossed the light of his eyes like a dull blur. Teal swam left, and the shadow swam left. He swam right, and the shadow swam right. He tried to move past it, but his every movement was mirrored. Even holding his paw out had the shadow match it. Sensation was dulled in the ethereal waters, but it seemed to be solid, at least as solid as Teal was. And it was determined not to let him pass.

	Teal fought back, to no avail. He reached out to try and grab it, but his arms wouldn’t move. When he tried to breathe, nothing came in. He was sorry. He was sorry he couldn’t have been better. But he’d tried. Nobody could say he hadn’t tried. Maybe next time, things would be different. Things would be better. Next time…

	His body was drifting now. The shadow slipped away, as though its work was done. After so much pain and fear, there was a welcome sense of peace. It was an embrace like nothing Teal had ever experienced, a comfort only conceivable when one’s very soul is cradled. He’d done everything he could, and now, at the very end, he could finally rest. Rest didn’t seem so daunting a prospect anymore. Wait… 

	As quick as it began, the embrace ended. There was a sharp movement at his back.

	And then the cold air hit him.

	Teal broke through the waterfall, landing flat on his face with precious little to cushion the fall. It hurt. A lot. His paws combed feebly through the grass as his lungs worked to rake in more air than he’d ever breathed before in his life. Even as his chest was heaving, he gasped for more, pushing the peak of his breath further and further until it felt like his ribs were ready to pop out, one by one. Everything burned. He was shivering, rattled to the core, but very much alive. More than that, he was bone dry.

	Silvery droplets poured from his clothing and fur. Instead of tumbling down, they shot straight up, leaving streaks in the air like raindrops on a windscreen. Teal could feel them trickling up the sides of his cheeks, cascading along his hoodie and dripping from the tufts of his hair. Gasping, he swiped a claw through the droplets and watched them divide in the air, spiralling into progressively smaller trails of dewy symmetry which, despite hanging momentarily, were inevitably bound for the sky.

	It was only then that Teal realised that the waterfall wasn’t falling at all. Or rather, it was falling, but it was falling in the wrong direction. Still catching his breath, he shambled to his knees and cupped his paws together in the glistening stream. It ran along the back of his wrists, arcing to close the narrow channel he had opened. He reversed his paws, cupping them to face the ground. This time, water pooled in his palms. Before long, they were overflowing.

	Teal withdrew his paws from the waterfall, careful to maintain the cup even as thin ribbons snaked through the gaps in his fingers. On the count of three, he threw it skyward. The water soared into the air. Breathless, he stood with his arms at his sides and watched it rise ever higher, sparkling under the luminescence of the waterfall, until finally, with one last twinkle, it joined the millions of other pinpricks dotting the night sky. ‘Pinch me if I’ve ever had a dream like this,’ Teal caught himself mumbling. Wait a minute…

	Teal rubbed his eyes. No, he wasn’t hallucinating. There were stars in the sky, and a moon. A big, bright, beautiful silver moon. That certainly wasn’t there before. Seemingly swollen to fill the sky, its chalky crags and scabrous craters were as clear as Teal had ever seen them. The lower edge was hidden, clipped by the top of the mountain. Gazing down the rock, Teal took stock of where he had landed for the first time.

	There wasn’t a whisper of fog to be found, even through the waterfall. The narrow stretch of grass, which seemed contiguous with the path on the other side, wound down the rocks to fields of rolling hillocks glowing in the moonlight. Clumps of pollen rode the wind like falling snowflakes. One alighted upon Teal’s nose. He plucked it gingerly from his fur and rolled it between thumb and forefinger, thinking of the moth. Beyond the untamed hills, herds of bushy trees dotted the horizon, butting heads with neatly tilled patches of farmland. In the centre of it all, a tower overlooking a small, homely village of straw-roofed houses sat within high walls, all illuminated in fiery orange against the night sky. There were no cherry trees, but Teal could hardly bring himself to care. He was somewhere again.

	Beside him, the old lantern lay in pieces. Kneeling in the grass, he placed a paw on the cold stone. Its heart was dead. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered. It didn’t seem enough, but it was all he could think to say. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you…’

	Dragging his broken shoe behind him, Teal hopped down the rocks. It didn’t take long to clear a path. The natural curve of the hills brought him back to Terra Fauna at a breakneck pace, forcing him into a shamble of a run. Before he knew it, Teal was laughing into the night sky, holding his arms out and gliding past wisps of bushes that whipped by. It felt like a lifetime ago since he last laughed like that. He didn’t know how much he’d missed it.

	Teal skidded on patches of bare earth, punting pebbles into the air, and where the slopes were at their steepest, he slid along them, surfing down long tracts of blushing maiden grass that tickled at his ankles. The moment his trainer threatened to catch on the lip of an overhanging tree root, he kicked the blasted thing clean off, laces and all. And good riddance to you! Any self-respecting animal would have blanched at the clacking of fangs in the wilderness, but Teal couldn’t have been more delighted. The egg creatures from earlier had returned in their droves, vanishing and reappearing with concentrated puffs of pale-blue wind that flattened the surrounding grass. The only thing louder than their chirping was the humming of contented insects in the night time.

	Teal couldn’t blame them. The trees were tall, the fields were burgeoning, and the air was clean and fragrant, tinged with the distant scent of burning firewood. There was a moisture and movement to all things, even the cool soil that crumbled between his toes. Compared to where he’d been before, it was a whole other world.

	Before long, he came upon an old dust road that carved through the grassland. Barely wide enough for two cars, it lazily scribbled up and down the landscape, eventually terminating at the great iron doors that stood, tantalisingly ajar, at the village entrance. Pricking up his ears, Teal caught the rheumatic wheeze of heavy cart wheels turning. Further afield, drums were pounding, porcelain was clinking, and rambunctious shop vendors were hawking their wares to the amusement of the crowd. Strangely, there were no cars, and Teal didn’t spy anything as advanced as a power line on the horizon, but he didn’t mind. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. Come the morning, there would be much to do, but for now, he just needed a safe place to lay his head.

	Along the road, he passed one of several makeshift signs. This one had been crudely hammered in at an angle, but all of them said the same thing. ‘Anzen,’ Teal read off the board, its arrow pointing squarely at the ground. It must have been the name of the village. Perhaps Teal had found safety after all. He patted the sign as he went by, righting it a moment before it could hit the ground.

	He was still thinking about it when a piercing whistle sounded up ahead. It came out of nowhere, wailing like an air-raid siren. Ph-ooooooooo! Ph-ooooooooo!

	Teal dropped to his knees on instinct, folding his ears in on themselves for all the good it did. The shrill call cut through the clement evening air like a knife through butter. It just wouldn’t stop. Ph-ooooooooo! Teal braced, half-expecting a ballistic barrage to drop from the sky at any moment, but nothing followed. Sure enough, the only things above his head were stars.

	Ph-ooooooooo!

	Peering through the grass, Teal watched a host of tiny dots desert their carts and rakes for the safety of the village walls. Some of what he’d initially assumed to be trees revealed themselves as distant guard towers, whose decks were cleverly integrated into the trunks and canopies. If the flocks of fleeing warblers were anything to go by, they weren’t ungenerously manned. Teal had never seen so many birds in the sky. An uneasy thought prodded him in the gut. What if one of them had spotted him, and sounded the alarm? What if this was all for him?

	After what felt like a minute, the whistle trailed off abruptly. It seemed to take most of the sound with it. There were no more clattering cart wheels, no more drums. The last of the laughter melted away into the soft rustling of grass, and the chattering of fangs behind him. Then, the death rattles started. Teal gulped, and slowly turned his head.

	The egg creatures were racing down the fields, stumbling along on what little legs they had. The larger ones vanished almost immediately in flashes of blue light, but the smallest were left to fend for themselves, chittering obliviously. Something was giving them chase, something that emerged from the rocks that crowned the mountaintop. It rolled down the hills like shadow given form, melting over grass and dripping from the boughs of the trees.

	In seconds, it had already swept across entire meadows, leaving nothing in its wake but curling crops and a dead, smoking plain. And the worst thing about it? It was as silent as the grave.

	Teal didn’t look away. He couldn’t. He tried to take a step back, but his lone sole caught on a stray stone, and he fell to the ground. The fall seemed to break the spell. He thrashed backwards in the grass, his claws throwing up clumps of dirt. Pure animal panic shot through him. He may not have understood what was going on, but he knew death when he saw it.

	Somehow, he managed to scramble to his hind paws. Without wasting another second, he turned tail and bolted down the road, making for the village. Every other step became a leap to compensate for his missing trainer. Behind him, a congregation of death rattles rang their fatal chorus, but he dared not look back for fear of joining them.

	Only a few fields from the village, Teal ran across a lone farmer tending to their crops. It was the first animal he’d encountered since the crash. Everybody else had already fled. A woven basket sat at their side, home to four soil-encrusted green onions and not much else. ‘Run!’ Teal called as he raced by. But they didn’t seem to hear him. ‘Something’s coming!’ he yelled again, but the farmer’s head stayed low beneath the wide brim of their straw hat, their hooves brushing back and forth over the dirt. Whatever they were doing, it occupied their attention completely.

	Still running, Teal glanced back at the solitary figure bent over the earth. Behind them, the wave of the shadow swept the land. Its crest was so close now. He could have thrown a stone and watched it dissolve into ashes as the air suffused with sulphur. And yet his heels were already digging into the dirt. He couldn’t leave them. In six long strides, he closed the gap.

	‘Hey, you! We’ve got to get out of here.’ Teal grabbed their arm, knocking the hat from their head. Underneath the enormous hat hid a short, startled goat. It was only a kid. Peering up meekly, Teal saw that his right horn was missing, only extending an inch or so past his locks. The white robes he wore over his lily-white wool were as plain as could be, complete with a few ears of wheat through his sash, and yet the modern-looking trainers adorning his hind hooves were immaculate. For all Teal knew, those Capras were fresh off the shelf.

	‘Ow, I’m sorry! What did I do this ti—?’ the goat began. But the moment he saw Teal, he stopped dead. His wide eyes drifted down to Teal's hoodie. ‘Oh gods, you’re new,’ he said in horror. His Opus City accent grew more pronounced the longer he spoke. He was Britannian. ‘You’re like me.’

	‘Sure I am,’ Teal grunted, pulling him up by his arm. It wasn’t difficult; even at his full height, the goat stood at least a foot shorter. ‘Now move! If we make it out alive, we can have a nice chat about it later.’

	‘But my onions…’ The young goat groped for the basket with his free hoof.

	‘The world’s got plenty more onions,’ Teal said, dragging him along the road. ‘There’s only one you.’ His bare paw caught on a tendrilous patch of purple shoots, driving a stone right into the claw of his big toe. Teal muttered minced oaths into his shoulder, cursing the absence of a shoe that he never thought he’d miss. He tried to shrug off the pain by breaking into a run, but the goat stopped him in his tracks. He wasn’t moving at all. He just stood there, staring out at the smouldering devastation before them. Petrified. ‘Come on!’

	‘I’m s-sorry,’ the young goat bleated, his words beginning to slur. His legs were quivering like leaves in a stiff breeze. ‘Run…’

	Teal span him around and looked him right in the face. The whites of his eyes were showing. ‘I am,’ Teal said. He grabbed onto his wrist and shook it. ‘Are you with me?’ The goat didn’t respond, so he asked again, wilfully ignoring the tide rising over the goat’s single horn. ‘Are you with me?’ The irises of the goat's eyes slowly drooped back into place. When they recognised Teal, the pupils widened. The goat blinked back.

	It was good enough for him. Teal tore down the road, half-guiding and half-carrying the kid like his life depended on it. ‘Whatever you do, don’t look back!’ The goat floundered behind him, kicking up clouds with his hooves like his body had already given up. Behind them, the woven basket slowly melted in the wake of the encroaching shadow. The onions had already wilted into soot.

	Up ahead, the heavy iron doors announced their intentions with an onslaught of pained metallic screeches. They were beginning to close. Paper talismans plastered the doors’ studded dimples from bolt to hinge, all colours of the rainbow. The soft sibilance of their rustling on the wind seemed almost akin to whispering, as though they were speculating on whether or not the desperate fox and goat were likely to make it in time. As they approached the entrance, Teal descried the panicked keening of the farmers’ rabble within. They were too close to falter now, at the final hurdle.

	‘Hey, we’re still out here!’ he yelled. But the doors continued their slow and steady swing, scraping loudly against the ground. ‘We’ve got to go faster if we’re going to make it,’ he muttered to the goat. ‘Can you speak Sakuranese?’ The goat just stared at him. Teal turned back to the road. ‘Please, if you can hear me, keep them open! We’re still out here!’

	The right door hit the centre with a hefty thud. Unseen mechanisms locked it into place, but the left one drew to a tentative halt. It stopped a few feet shy of closing off the village completely. That’s okay, Teal thought. A few feet were enough.

	To his relief, the goat finally seemed to snap out of his daze. While he’d never be as surefooted as his mountain cousins, the rolling patter of his hooves rivalled the horses Teal had grown up with once he found his rhythm. As long as he held his nerve, there was no risk of him falling behind. Navigating a minefield of discarded tools, upended produce baskets and still-turning cart wheels, Teal began to hope against hope that there may still be hope. They might even make it, provided they didn’t look back. Knowing how close you were to oblivion would be enough to stop anyone in their tracks. But it was so quiet. There was no way of knowing whether their next step would be their last.

	When the end was quieter than a flashlight-wielding fox kit reading deep into the night, how could you tell when it was coming for you? Teal realised too late that he’d answered his own question. You’d know from the silence. The total, abject silence. And behind the two of them, he heard nothing at all.

	Two lookouts were stationed on the wall. One for each door, they circled each other, feral as a pair of blood-scenting wildings. Though he was too far away to make out their words, only barely discerning the bobbing of their identical metal helms in the torchlight, Teal knew exactly what they were arguing about. He wondered which one they’d owe their lives to if they made it through the night. The entrance couldn’t have been more than twenty paces away. He gritted his fangs and counted them down in his head.

	Twenty, nineteen, eighteen…

	By the time he reached ten, the left door had started moving again. But it couldn’t close now. They were already halfway there! Beside him, the goat’s teeth were chattering as he rattled his way through a long, increasingly tenuous list of regrets. Several times, he apologised for being too slow, even as his own strides threatened to outstrip Teal’s. If his hoof hadn’t been fixed, vice-like, around Teal’s own twitching digits, he would have made it through with time to spare, but for some reason, he refused to let go.

	Ten, nine, eight, seven, six…

	The gesticulations between the lookouts grew wilder, but that didn’t slow the passage of the heavy iron door. If it closed before they could get inside, they were dead. It was as simple as that.

	Five, four, three…

	The door was only open a crack, but that was all they needed. Hooking a fist through the white robe’s sash, Teal threw the goat ahead of him. The kid was heavier than he looked. A drunken airborne semi-corkscrew was the most the goat could muster, gazing back with wide-eyed astonishment before the impact on the other side knocked the breath from his body. They’re still open, Teal told himself, even as the left door was inches away from clashing with the right. They were still open, but not for much…

	Two, one…

	Longer!

	Teal leapt after the goat, throwing himself sideways between rows of paper talismans. Three of them slipped off, destined for safety or destruction depending on which side of the iron doors providence whispered them to. Teal’s arms and legs grazed the iron studs, snagging seams in his already-threadbare hoodie, but somehow, sailing through the air, he managed to squeeze through. The instant his tail crossed the threshold, the doors were slammed shut and bolted behind them. Inside, the village was in an uproar.

	For a while, it was all Teal and the goat could do to lay in a heap on the road, panting quietly amid the madness. The farmers were quite content to step over them, arcing their carts around them on the busy street in their efforts to address their ire at the true culprits – the guards on the doors and the lookouts on the wall that had risked hide, hair and more for the sake of two nobodies. A brusque bull armed with a rusty horn pick and an equally severe topknot muscled the duo aside like a sack of midge-infested millet, but they barely felt it. Both seemed to be in stark disbelief that they were still alive. ‘Sorry about throwing you,’ Teal said. Rolling over, he slowly picked himself up.

	‘Sorry? You saved my life,’ the goat replied.

	Teal helped him to his hooves. Aside from a little wobbling, he seemed to be okay. ‘In that case, you’re welcome.’ Teal looked around, breathing heavily. To his inordinate relief, the iron doors were holding firm. Bells rang out somewhere in the distance, obscured beyond rows of thatched roofs, stone lanterns and sliding paper doors. If he concentrated hard enough, Teal could make out what the denizens of the village were saying. That didn’t seem right. A rural Sakuranese village speaking exclusively in Britannian? I don’t think so.

	‘Look, what was that thing? And what is this place? I don’t know about you, but I could really use some answers. You don’t have your phone on you, do you?’

	The goat just shook his head. He looked terrified. ‘Why did it have to be me?’ he mumbled to himself. ‘It could’ve been anybody else. Anybody.’

	‘What do you mean anybody?’ Teal was so confused.

	The goat stared him up and down, seemingly fixated on his tattered shoe, jeans and hoodie. Then, he looked him in the eye for the first time. The young goat’s eyes were crystal blue, and they were wide with fear. Not for his own sake. For Teal’s. ‘You really don’t know?’

	‘Don’t know what?’

	‘I’m so sorry.’

	‘Sorry about what? Look, what’s going on here? Why can’t you just tell me? I only came here because I needed help. I have to get back home. Something… happened.’

	‘I know,’ the goat said. His voice grew heavy, and he had to look away, his long ears drooping over his face. ‘It’s the same thing that happened to all of us.’

	‘What do you mean?’ Teal asked. But part of him already knew.

	The goat tried to speak several times, but every time he opened his muzzle, he swallowed back his words. Eventually, he took a deep breath and shook his head. When he returned, there was a renewed focus in his eyes. He walked up to Teal and reached up to place a conciliatory hoof on his shoulder. Each word struck the fox like a thunderbolt.

	‘I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. But whatever happened to you, you didn’t make it. You’re already dead.’
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	‘Already… dead?’

	Teal stepped back, and the goat’s hoof fell from his shoulder. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said. ‘Do you have any idea how crazy that sounds?’

	‘Trust me, I know. But isn’t it even crazier that the more you think about it, the more it makes sense?’

	Before he could reply, Teal’s mind shot back to the smoking remains of the car. He couldn’t recall seeing a single drop of blood. That was strange for a car crash, wasn’t it? All those supposed wounds, and not a single drop? It seemed like he’d been lost in that fog forever. ‘I… look here…’ he stuttered. His mind was racing.

	‘Hey, it’s okay!’ The goat smiled. He looked up at Teal with those clear blue eyes. ‘You’re doing great. You’re taking it a hell of a lot better than I did!’ There was no judgement concealed within his gaze. Only understanding, and something Teal feared a whole lot more. The faintest hint of pity.

	‘It’s spreading around the perimeter!’

	‘Reinforce the doors! We need a Shrine Keeper at every corner of the village! Lady Umeboshi’s orders!’

	A troop of animals bearing staffs rushed by to the peal of the bells. All around them, farmers’ wives were affixing charms and paper prayers to the doors of their thatched cottages and storehouses. A stout Amami rabbit barged past the two with his burgeoning wheelbarrow of cabbages, clutching a straw hat to his head. Sacks of talismans jostled to and fro atop the crops, spilling out into the road. ‘Outta my way. I’m needed at the entrance!’

	But one look at the great iron doors, and the farmer dropped the handles with a shriek. Cabbages pooled into the dirt as he hopped away, the siren whistle sounding in his wake, louder than ever. Covering their ears, Teal and the goat both turned to the entrance. For a moment, it looked like it was raining. But then Teal realised what was really going on.

	Shadow dripped from the exterior edge of the door frame, streaking into the air like ebony tears along an invisible windowpane. And it wasn’t just at the doors. All around the village walls, a silent torrent rose higher and higher into the sky, so heavy that in some places, it started blocking out the very stars themselves. Nothing could escape it.

	Onlookers pointed up at the night sky and wailed in terror as the last of the countryside dribbled out of view. Even Teal felt his stomach drop. ‘This isn’t real,’ he told himself, the colour steadily draining from his cheeks. Had it always been this cold? ‘None of this can be real.’

	‘We’ll be fine,’ the goat shuddered, reluctantly tearing his eyes away from the impending shadow. ‘Nothing can get in while Lady Umeboshi’s here. Right now, I’m more worried about you. I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. Me and my big, stupid mouth! We need to go find Linn before something really bad happens. He’ll know what to do.’

	‘What are you talking about? I’m fine,’ Teal lied. But something was indeed very wrong. His insides were on fire, bristling his fur from the tips of his toe claws all the way up to his quivering fingerpads. ‘Look at me,’ he said, holding out a paw to demonstrate. His palm shook even more than his voice. ‘Fresh and fine as a fall-time fox. I just need to lie down for a minute. Just need to…’

	He tried to take a step, but one of his legs gave way, and he found himself stumbling into empty space. Flailing wildly, he grabbed for the only thing in arm’s reach – a stone lantern, one of many lining the street. Suspended, its yellow flame whipped around inside, just like the lantern back at the waterfall, but no writing adorned its base.

	Teal moved to lever himself up, but no sooner had he dragged himself to his hind paws than the lantern dug out its stone claws, shrugged him onto the ground and promptly tottered off, haughtily replanting itself a few feet away, safely out of reach. Teal just laughed. Rolling onto his back, he stared up at the night sky. Whatever was left of it, at least. What a strange dream this was turning into. ‘It moved. Of course the lantern moved.’

	‘Well sure it did.’ The goat edged into view, nervously gnawing on a knuckle. ‘Can you blame it? How would you feel if a stranger tried leaning up against you? Now I’m sorry, but you’ve gotta take my hoof. There’s an inn not far from here. If you can still walk, we might be able to make it…’

	The goat was still talking, but Teal could no longer hear him. Everything had grown muffled all of a sudden, like he was swimming through custard. He didn’t remember the ground being wet either, and yet he could feel the slick fur of his tail matted to his back. In fact, both his hoodie and his jeans were clinging to him, weighing him down where he lay. Was he sitting in a puddle? No, he couldn’t be. The street was as dry as a bone.

	Teal looked back to find the kid with the broken horn standing over him, offering his hoof. There was something admirable about the way his spindly shoulders were hunched together, ready in earnest to try and lift someone so much larger than himself. His hoof practically glowed in the moonlight, snowy wool as soft and pure as a newborn lamb’s. Teal raised his own paw, but it was black, matted with dirt and bits of twig. Invisible against an increasingly starless sky, so he held it up to the moon instead. Now that was a sight to behold! Each of his pads as large as the crags and craters seen around the world. A shaggy wrist haloed in white. He hoped he remembered it when he woke up.

	The goat’s blunt digits closed over his, but when he tried to pull away, they slipped right through. Ah, well. It didn’t matter when everything was drifting away. Consciousness was a prow dipping below the horizon. Before long…

	The goat spoke again. Teal only heard the low, dull vibrations, but watching his muzzle move, he managed to make out the last few words. ‘Do you trust me?’ Strangely enough, he did. Grunting from the effort, Teal reached for his hoof. Water poured from the folds of Teal’s sleeve, glistening, pale as milk under the moon. He blinked…

	And suddenly, Teal wasn’t in the street anymore. He was… floating? Icy water gushed from every direction, seeping into his fur and splashing over his face, but try as he might, he couldn’t move. Something was holding him down. Cracks spread along the dashboard like spider webs, and as he turned to the sound of the passenger window caving in, struggling to keep his chin above water, the map floated slowly past his face. Red ink was bleeding down the page.

	With an ear-splitting groan, the car lurched forwards. Teal gave up on his seatbelt and braced for impact. Everything was going under. Holding his breath, he closed his eyes as a fresh wave rose to meet him…

	And opened them again to find himself gasping in the middle of the road, clenching the goat’s hoof like a walnut ready to crack. He was drenched to the bone.

	‘I was… drowning…’ he managed to splutter out, water sluicing down his cheeks. The goat just nodded, murmuring words of comfort as he heaved him from the sodden ground. ‘Not here. The other place. The car. Oh my god, the car! I was back in the Foxtail Duster. How was I back there?’

	‘You weren’t.’ Somehow, Teal’s trainer managed to find purchase. Beside it, his bare hind paw squelched in the dirt. ‘You’re not drowning either. You’re just confused, like me. Your head’s going back to the last thing you remember.’

	‘But it was so real. I could move and look around like it was still happening. I was still alive, damn it! I was still alive…’

	A bead of water trickled down Teal’s fringe into his eyes. He winced. For the split second before he reopened them…

	He was back in the wreckage. He could still hear his own haggard gasps for air, still feel the bitter chill lapping at his waist, pressing him to the seat. His tail felt like it was about to snap off behind him. He reached past the mangled car seat to untangle it from the mess of buckles and straps, his paws trembling from adrenaline, the cold, or both. There was a sudden jerk as the seat rest shot back, and then with a sickening snap…

	He was on the street again. Teal’s head was reeling. Leaning on the goat’s shoulder, he grabbed for his tail, frantically pulling it around, but it was… fine? Thoroughly soaked, and heavy as a throw rug, but otherwise unharmed. It even gave a reassuring wag in his paw, and yet the pain rang loud and clear, twisting his stomach as though he both had his tail, and lost it at the same time.

	‘Okay, I take it back,’ Teal said. ‘This is real. All of it. No dream’s ever felt like this.’

	‘That’s exactly why we need to keep moving,’ the goat replied. Wrapping Teal’s arm around his neck, he carved a path down the road, one plodding step at a time. Water soaked through his white robes.

	‘You should find cover. It's not safe. I’m only going to slow you down.’

	The small goat snorted. ‘Like I slowed you down?’ Grinding his hooves into the dirt, he picked up the pace with a huff. That, apparently, was the end of that.
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	With every blink, Teal found himself back in the car, so he did everything in his power to keep his eyes open. 

	‘What’s going on?’ he asked, limping past identical rows of farmhouses. For once, nobody looked twice at him. Those that hadn’t given in to despair were busy nailing talismans to every square inch of their homes. Everybody else had already packed their worldly possessions into wagons, ready to be carted off to the nearest shrine. Next to the end of the world, a drenched blue fox and goat were just two more faces in the crowd. ‘Why is this happening to me?’

	‘Because you’re impossible,’ came the inexplicable response. ‘You shouldn’t even be here right now. Oh, thank The Shepherd! Some of the kiba-kibas made it out okay.’ 

	Teal glanced up from the road. A few egg creatures were congregating around a nearby well. They squatted by the broken bucket to watch them pass, trilling mournfully all the while. The remnants were still smoking, faintly blue. They must have arrived recently. ‘Look, the last thing you remember is the last thing that ever happened to you, but at the same time, you’re here, so your head doesn’t know what to do. It’s all screwed up, trying to pump everything out like your second chamber after a bad patch of clover. Don’t tell anyone I said this, but… you drowned, right?’

	Teal flushed. ‘How am I supposed to know? I don’t remember. Why does it even matter if I’m already dead?’

	‘Because if your spirit can bring the water back, I don’t know what else is coming!’

	Teal wiped a bead of brackish sluice from the corner of his mouth. Both of his ears were sopping, drooping threateningly over his eyes. He brushed them aside before they could steal another blink from him. ‘I thought you said it wasn’t real.’

	‘It’s not,’ the goat replied. ‘But you don’t know that yet, or we’d both be dry right now. You said something about a car. Are you sure you weren’t sitting on a train, or something bigger? There are still planes in your time, right? Big metal flappy things with engines?’ The goat imitated a bomber to better illustrate his point, complete with armed turrets. Teal nodded. The goat’s eyes widened. ‘Are you gonna drop a plane on our heads?’

	Teal shook his head. ‘No planes,’ he said. He was pretty sure there were no planes, but it was getting harder and harder to concentrate. At any moment, he could find himself underwater again. ‘It was just me on the road, I think. A long road, with still water on either side…’

	The goat breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Good,’ he said.

	‘Good?’

	‘Just trust me on this one, buddy. Drowning’s not a bad way to go. There are plenty of worse things you could be reliving over and over again. Plenty of worse things…’ Taking a step, the goat slipped on a stray cabbage leaf. Teal’s eyes slammed shut…

	And suddenly his lungs were burning in his chest. The water was high, and only growing higher with each passing second. Though he was still strapped firmly to his seat, he could feel his legs lift free from the cushion, floating in the water. He couldn’t feel his tail at all.

	The first wave hit his face, but the second pulled him under. Everything went quiet. He tried to squint through the murk at the belt buckles, but his eyes stung so much. He could barely make out…

	His own paws in front of his face, clear as day under the light of the village lanterns. They were still shaking as the goat hauled him up like a piece of quivering vulpine cargo, his legs dragging uselessly behind them. Teal recalled the goat’s words with dread. There were fates worse than this? He wasn’t sure he believed him. ‘I don’t want to go back,’ he whispered. ‘How do I make it stop?’ The goat was hesitant to reply. ‘Look, whatever it is, I’ll do it! Just tell me.’

	For a time, the pair limped on in silence. The goat seemed to know where he was going. Within a few turns, they left behind the winding tapeworm roads and dusty rows of thatch for the main thoroughfare, where the marketplace was set up. There, Teal received his answer. ‘It’s simple,’ the goat said. ‘You have to stop thinking about being dead.’

	‘Oh, well that’s great.’

	‘I know.’

	‘Easiest thing in the world.’

	‘I know.’

	‘Do you have any idea how hard it is not to think about something when you can see it every time you—?’

	‘I know!’ he snapped. Teal recoiled, and the goat heaved a heavy sigh. ‘I’m s-sorry,’ he said. ‘But trust me, I know. It seems impossible, but you have to try. Think about something else.’

	‘Like what?’

	‘Anything. Your home town, your favourite flavour of ice cream… anything to take your mind off it. Actually, yeah, tell me about your favourite ice cream.’

	‘Are you serious?’

	‘Do I look like I’m joking? Throw me a scoop. I wanna hear all about it. Where you buy it, what it looks like. By the end, I wanna be able to taste the sprinkles.’

	The dirt path ended at the spokes of an enormous overturned wagon. Teal and the goat edged around it, slowing to a snail’s pace on the paved road. The thoroughfare was truly impressive, wide enough for four bustling lanes of traffic, and yet the only vehicle was abandoned, split down the middle with a gash too great for the likes of claws and axes. The wagon’s cargo, if it ever existed, was long gone.

	Festival banners billowed beneath strings of bouncing paper lanterns, illuminating wooden stalls of every shape and size. Hot oil melded with incense, malt, spices and spun sugar in an irresistible tango of aromas, but even that couldn’t distract from the fact that while the wares were plentiful, the patrons were not. The roadside was a ghost town of forgotten instruments, deserted portrait canvases, discarded chopsticks and ownerless kites skittering down the paving slabs like tumbleweed. The loudest sound was the faltering clop, clop, clop of the goat’s steel-soled trainers.

	There wasn’t a single windowpane to be seen, and yet Teal could feel glass crunching underneath his hind paws. It took a moment for him to realise that it was coming from the windscreen. It’s not real, he reminded himself, but the constant deluge putting his hackles on end was harder to ignore. He swatted it from his forehead, resisting the urge to blink out the drops. ‘The south side is falling!’ he heard a distant voice squawk behind them. ‘Protect the southern wall! All reinforcements to the south side!’

	Sure enough, a flock of villagers answered the call, clutching quivers to their breasts and casting long shadows on the streets below that mirrored their furious wingbeats. Above them all, the shadow rains continued to rise, doming the village. ‘Come on,’ the goat urged Teal, pressing them both forwards. His arms trembled, but whether it was from fear or exhaustion, he didn’t let it show on his face. ‘How about that ice cream?’

	Teal took a deep breath. He could hardly believe he was about to do this. ‘My favourite flavour of ice cream is blue raspberry,’ he began. He stopped to rub his eyes…

	And with the most satisfying click he had ever heard in his life, the seatbelt buckle snapped back, releasing the pressure on his tail. He was free! Holding his breath, he fought with the door handle, but it was already too late. The battered frame refused to budge.

	Three times, the windscreen crackled like breaking ice. On the third, it burst inwards. Something blew up and hit his head, and as the world went dark, the maelstrom swallowed everything…

	It’s okay, Teal told himself as he opened his eyes. Everything was fine. He was back. The goat’s hooves were plodding along just like before. Bells still rang, wooden signage still creaked, and the fires from the marketplace spits continued to crackle, even without their owners to tend them. Shaking his head, as though the gesture alone would suffice to dislodge the cobwebs of the past, Teal picked up from where he left off.

	‘My favourite flavour is blue raspberry,’ he repeated. ‘Always was. Even when I was a kit. But I never, ever ate it in public, because I knew the other kids would tease me senseless about it. They always did. So every time the Mucha Mucha Mondo van came around, I’d hide around the corner and give my pocket money to my friend. He’d always come back with an ice cream that cost twice as much as I gave him. We're talking sprinkles, flakes, strawberry syrup, chocolate fish… the works.’

	‘He sounds like one hell of a friend.’

	‘He was,’ Teal said. ‘The best.’ His free paw clenched into a fist at his side. ‘And I’m never going to see him again.’ The sickly squelching of their steps filled the silence. What started as a trickle had turned into a flood, bubbling down the stones. Torn pieces of the map floated in the puddles they left in their wake. Teal’s head felt so light, and yet his legs were barely moving. His shredded clothes clung to him like shower curtains, still grimy. All the water in the world couldn’t wash it out…

	‘Hey, stay with me buddy! Don’t think about that. Tell me more about those chocolate fish.’

	‘I’m not talking about ice cream.’

	‘Something else, then. Why were the other kids teasing you, huh? Why was that?’

	‘Because I’m blue,’ Teal uttered through gritted fangs. ‘I know, right? A blue fox with a name like Teal? What a laugh riot.’

	‘Shh, keep your voice down! No one’s allowed to know your real name – it’s forbidden. You’ll get in trouble… even more trouble, I mean.’

	‘I don’t see how that’s possible.’

	‘Trust me, it just is. You think you’re in trouble now? Shepherd’s beard! This is green pastures next to where you’d end up. You’re lucky I can keep a secret…’

	‘Alright, alright, I get it! I’m sorry. Lesson learned. But since the fox is already out of the bag, you may as well tell me yours.’

	‘What?’

	Teal lowered his voice. ‘I have to call you something,’ he said. ‘This way, at least we’ll both get in trouble. Safety in numbers, right?’ The goat looked taken aback. It was the first lesson herbivores learned.

	‘Allie,’ the goat whispered, after a pause. ‘You can call me Allie.’

	‘Nice to meet you, Allie. I guess we’re partners in crime now. Sorry about that, but if it makes you feel any better, you’re not the one drowning on dry land, miles away from the nearest body of water. Decades from now, historians will marvel at how I did it. If you promise not to tell them, I’ll promise not to ask what a poor Opus City kid’s doing with a brand-new pair of silver Capras.’

	Allie chuckled, but his knees were quivering under the strain. They both knew the small goat could only take so much. ‘We’re not going to make it to Linn, are we?’ Teal grunted.

	Allie cursed under his breath. ‘Damn it! For once, I wish Kapp was here. Never thought I’d say that. The world really is ending.’ The goat picked up his voice. ‘Hello, is anyone out there? Please, we need help. Souls are at stake! The non-permanent kind!’

	Across the road, the hemp carry case of an upright shamisen peeled open. Mossy digits pried apart the instrument’s banjo-esque strings like window blinds, revealing a dozen verdigris eyes in the fingerboard. ‘Are you nuts?’ the unseen figure barked at them. Its voice was bushy and unkempt, riding the wind like fresh hedge trimmings. ‘Get yourselves to the nearest shrine, you clods! The gods are raining hellfire on us. You'll be left picking up the pieces, if you're lucky enough to be left behind, that is…’

	Before the goat could respond, the case snapped shut, rocking the shamisen fiercely enough to twang it onto its side. A mossy tuft fell from within, alighting in the long stream behind them. The green strands curled in on themselves, and they watched the wet clump float gently down the thoroughfare and out of sight.

	‘Okay, hold on tight…’

	Allie disentangled Teal’s arm from around his neck. The weight almost dragged him down there and then, but he managed to totter over to a ceramic stand, where Teal was lowered to the ground. A chorale of clinks greeted them as Allie propped him up against the side, water sloshing up to his trainer straps. The goat winced. Crumpled banknotes issued from Teal’s pockets, mushing into a pulp on the paving stones.

	‘What are you doing?’ Teal said.

	‘It’s pointless. We’re not getting anywhere like this. By the time we make it to the inn, you’ll be repeating, and I think you’ll agree that dying once is bad enough already without being stuck that way forever.’ Forever? Teal blanched. He gave Allie a short, sharp nod. ‘Linn’s the only one I know who might be able to help. After all, he helped me. If you wait here, I can bring him right to you.’

	‘But I’m fine, I swear!’ Teal protested. ‘The visions have stopped. Just watch…’ He tried to lift himself up, but his wrist slipped underneath him, splashing in the water. The ripples dissolved the mush of banknotes into silt between his pads. It must have been the cables tripping him up, the cables on the side of the road…

	‘I am watching. You can barely move. To be honest, I’m kinda surprised you can still talk. You’re a tough cookie, stranger. Way tougher than me. I know it's not saying much, but…’ Allie smiled, offering Teal another soggy shoulder pat. It definitely felt like pity now. ‘Just remember, no matter how scary it seems, it can’t hurt you now. It’s all just memories. Transient ankhs, as Linn used to say. Now you stay put, and I’ll be back before you know it. Billy Scout’s honour!’

	The goat saluted to cement the promise. Standing proved a greater challenge for him, but it wasn’t until Allie had turned his back, breaking into a zigzagging canter up the thoroughfare, that his shoulders truly sagged. Teal watched him go, stranded in a glass-specked puddle, purportedly, of his own making. As if that made it any better. Without another soul in sight, the deathly rains continued their dark work around the village perimeter. Helpless didn’t even begin to describe it.

	‘Please don’t leave me!’

	Steeling himself, Teal reached up to push himself off the wooden stall. It was an excruciatingly protracted struggle, with the pottery clattering loudly in protest, but at long last, he managed to drag himself back onto his hind paws, despite barely being able to feel them. Unaided, he meandered back into the moonlight, trembling like a reed. Teal’s hoodie billowed around him as wind whistled down the empty thoroughfare, tossing lanterns to and fro. ‘See, I told you I was fine.’

	The goat turned around. His jaw dropped open.

	‘What? What is it?’

	But he wouldn’t say. He just stood there, rooted to the spot with the whites of his eyes showing. It was just like before in the field.

	‘Seriously, this is getting weird.’ Teal looked around, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. He tried to follow the goat’s eyes, but they were just staring at the road. So he looked down. His paws were clean off the ground. He was floating.

	Teal kicked his hind paws underneath him, but all it did was make him sway back and forth. Slowly, inch by inch, he was rising into the air. His mouth agape, Teal stared first down at the ground, and then at Allie. Allie stared at Teal, and then down at the ground, and then back at Teal. The mounting madness of the day had rendered them truly speechless, and by the time Teal found his voice, he was already several feet off the thoroughfare.

	‘A little help?’ he cried hoarsely, but Allie did nothing of the sort. His pale muzzle trembled, but no sound emerged. The poor kid was paralysed. ‘Come on, I can’t get down by myself!’ But Allie was in another world. Teal doubted even the shadow rains could reach him in there. The initial flutter of rollercoaster giddiness was quickly turning into cold dread, which pitted Teal’s stomach like a stone. ‘Allie, please!’

	Hearing his own name finally seemed to snap him out of it. Allie knuckled his eyes with a limp hoof. It was like he’d just woken up. The other patted around his broken horn like he was looking for something. When he saw Teal, they dropped limply to their sides. ‘’Scud, I wasn’t dreaming after all…’

	‘Quick!’

	It all happened so fast. Allie half-vaulted, half-fell over the pottery stall, stretching his hooves as far as they could possibly go. Teal swung around to grab them, but it was too little too late. Allie’s hoof nails barely clipped his claws, sending him careening forwards. Somersaulting uncontrollably, Teal scrambled for something, anything to hold onto, but there was nothing nearby. He rose into the air, higher and higher over the streets of Anzen, and there was nothing to stop him. There was nothing between Teal and the beckoning sky.

	
 

	3

	CANNONBALL

	 

	Everything was spinning. The entire world was a nauseating mess of colours and shapes all blurring together. At this speed, Teal caught only the briefest glimpses of the village below, blushing dimly with its orange smears of light, before it span out of view, leaving nothing but a dark void broken up by tiny streaking pinpricks, and an enormous white smudge.

	He felt like he’d just been shot out of a cannon. The only difference was that all the cannonballs fired throughout history had eventually come back down. For him, there was no such guarantee.

	Panic was setting in. Teal did everything he could to slow himself down. He stretched out his limbs like a skydiver, beat his tail like a rudder and even wrapped himself into a ball, but nothing seemed to work. Carried by the wind, he sailed over marketplace banners and road-bound kites like his strings had been cut. A white blur followed closely underneath, careening into stalls in its effort to follow the thoroughfare up the hill towards Anzen’s peak.

	The cold wind buffeted Teal’s ears relentlessly. It was difficult to make out much of anything above the clamour of the bells, which was why, even spiralling through the air, he was relieved to hear a familiar voice down below. ‘Hey, are you okay up there?’ Flying over the streets of Anzen, Teal couldn’t have imagined a more welcome sound. He shouted back.

	‘I think I’m going to be sick!’

	‘Thank the gods, you’re still awake! Sick is good. It means you can still feel something. Hang onto it! I’m gonna try and get you down.’

	‘How? Why am I floating now?’

	‘I have no idea!’

	‘You have no idea how I’m floating, or you have no idea how you’re going to get me down?’

	‘Exactly!’

	Teal sighed. ‘What happens if I keep going?’ he called. The night sky wasn’t getting any smaller.

	‘I don’t know!’

	‘But I’ll stop eventually, right? I’ve got to stop eventually. It’s not like I could just keep going forever…’

	For a few seconds, the ground below was conspicuously silent. When the hoarse reply arrived, it came between pants. ‘Just hang in there!’

	Teal shuddered. Allie’s answer was even worse than he’d been expecting. With each passing moment, his list of options grew shorter and shorter. Even if they could figure out a way to make it stop, at this height, it didn’t look like it would make for a very pleasant landing. There was an old legend about two foxes that flew too high into the sky. It didn’t end well.

	When he was younger, Teal’s father took him to their local Krispy Kadets every year for his birthday. At the end of the meal, they made a point of releasing his complimentary helium balloon into the sky. Teal insisted upon it, to let his mother know that he was okay, and that he’d be staying for another year. As a kit, Teal had always felt so sad, watching it gradually waft out of sight. He couldn’t help but wonder if this is what it felt like to be one of those balloons, cordless, captive to the prevailing winds. If it was, he vowed to himself, he would have stopped the tradition a hell of a lot sooner.

	Something whistled past his ear, dragging Teal sharply back to the present. What on Terra Fauna? He looked around to see what it could be, but it had already hurtled past. Am I being shot at? There was another one, and then a grey blur that swept right between his ears. Teal only realised it had been a rock when another, more angular specimen, made a vindictive beeline for his thigh. ‘Ow!’ he grunted, outraged. He patted the tender spot with his paw and glared at the white blur beneath him. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

	‘Slowing you down!’ came the reply. ‘S-sorry, by the way!’ Sure enough, Teal seemed to be spinning a little slower. He almost wished he wasn’t, and when the third lucky shot amid the next dozen or so stones struck his chest, there was no doubt about it, even in the midst of a seemingly endless stream of apologies from down below. Allie was lucky he was still too high for a volley or two of his own, especially as he levelled out.

	Without the disorientation of being in his own personal wash cycle, Teal was able to look around properly for the first time since he left the ground. Unfortunately, the dizzying heights proved just as great a horror as the confusion.

	The village laid itself out before him, a quaint network of farmers, merchants and artisans under lantern light, their paved roads and dirt tracks neatly bisected by the winding vein of a river. By the great iron doors, the flat, roughly hewn rows of farmhouses gradually gave way to the colourful marketplace at Anzen’s heart. Shrines sat at each of its four corners, impressive on their own, but trifling compared to the enormous shrine at its centre, inside which most of the terrified villagers appeared to have taken refuge, praying, chanting, or simply kneeling in contemplative silence. Everything was enclosed within the village’s troublingly thin tiled walls. Outside, the looming shadow waited. It was only from up here that Teal realised just how dramatically it towered over them all.

	At the southmost corner, the wall was already succumbing to the pressure. The battalion of defenders stationed there were a swarm of ants from so far away. From what Teal could gather, their efforts were only slowing it down. Teal prayed that they’d be able to keep it at bay. If not, then maybe the sky was the safest place after all…

	On the ground below, Allie was racing across the narrow red bridge that separated the marketplace from the main district, holding a hoof over his head to shield it from falling drops. Here, towards the back end of the village, the buildings grew taller and more ostentatious as the slope of the hill became more pronounced. Everything seemed to converge upon the hill. There were gilded inns, teahouses, and Teal even spied a colossal black forge belching smoke into the air, seemingly oblivious to the chaos going on around it.

	But it was the top of the hill that Teal was slowly floating towards. Once he saw it, it commanded his undivided attention. It was as though he was being drawn to it.

	On the highest point, a lofty red tower stood alone. Nothing lay beyond it save for a small lake, and the village walls themselves. The base of the tower may have been overgrown, but it did nothing to diminish its commanding presence in the village, over which it leaned imperiously. Each of its nine balconies overlooked the intricately tiled, umbrella-shaped roof of the floor beneath, and hanging from the corner of every square roof was a paper lantern. Together, the lanterns flickered in the breeze, almost like distant stars, but Teal had something else in mind. From his vantage point, the rows of lights looked uncannily like a landing strip.

	‘That’s where Lady Umeboshi lives!’ he heard Allie shout from below. Teal was about to reply when it suddenly occurred to him how loud and clear the goat’s voice was. It didn’t sound far off at all. Confused, he wrenched his eyes away from the tower. Before he knew what was going on, there were walls on either side of him.

	A washing line materialised over his head. Barely a moment later, he was forced to duck under a soap-sudded street sign that came out of nowhere, but alas, he was too slow. The corner clipped his ear, sending him spiralling through the air once again. Teal’s surroundings were growing taller by the second, even faster than he was ascending.

	It was the hill, he realised dizzily, groping for a handhold and finding less than nothing as he corkscrewed around. He cursed himself for not grabbing the street sign when he had the chance. The natural slope of the village was rising to meet him, and from what he could make out, Allie was dead ahead. At least, he hoped the white blur was Allie. At any rate, he was set to crash right into it.

	‘It’s okay!’ Allie blustered, in a voice that suggested things were anything but. Between revolutions, Teal caught flashes of him dancing back and forth in a blind panic, wildly waving his hooves over his head. ‘I’ve got you! This time, I’ve really got you!’

	The goat reached out to him, and as he drew nearer, Teal extended his own paws, holding his breath as he silently counted down the spins. He could hardly believe it was almost over. They were so close now. Far behind them, the shrill siren whistle sounded, followed moments later by a distant cry. Teal wasn’t sure what it meant, but he knew that whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. His clothes whipping around him, Teal felt the fur at the base of his neck curl up. He turned to face the sound…

	And just like that, the wind direction changed, and Teal was sent careening off towards the edge of the village. Aghast, Allie shambled after him. ‘No, no, no, no, no!’ he called.

	 But Teal could barely hear him. The wind was blowing so fiercely, there wasn’t anything to be done. Tumbling head over tail, he found himself sailing down the middle of an increasingly narrow street, away from the tower and the main district and towards the slums, where the shadow rains were waiting.

	There was an impenetrable wall of death around Anzen, and Teal was heading right for it.

	His heart sank in his chest. Fortunately, it wasn’t over just yet. ‘Do you see the tailor's up ahead?’ Allie called from down below. Teal looked around.

	It was an old rake of a building, positively teetering in the breeze. The village walls were only a few doors further down. Its sign was askew, a giant plush needle and thread amid a shower of tacks, and its three emaciated floors looked about as sturdy as a house of cards, but the longer Teal stared, the more he wondered if the state of disrepair was just a front. Beyond the gnarled balcony posts, cloth mannequins stuffed with straw were adorned with garments the likes of which put shame to even the most luxurious boutiques in Opus City. Maneys, eat your heart out. ‘I see it!’ Teal shouted back.

	‘Good. Aim for the roof!’

	‘I don’t think I’ve got much of a choice. But I’m too high. If the wind keeps up, I’m going to sail straight over it!’

	‘Hey, let me worry about that!’ As Teal completed another revolution, he watched the kid race over to the door and beat its frame to splinters (or at least he would have, if size and strength had permitted) before falling back out of sight. Somewhere behind the door, the dull, repetitive clunk of hammering rang out. Anxious, Teal watched the stars sidle by, waiting, listening intently. When he heard the door eek open, accompanied by a quiet voice, he craned his head to try and get a better look. In the back, the hammering continued.

	‘Allie, thank the heavens you’re alright—!’

	‘We can talk later. Right now, we’ve gotta get him down.’

	‘What? Who?’ Head over heels, Teal caught sight of a tall sable standing in the doorway. She was dressed in a simple floral kimono, neatly tied with a golden sash. A string of thimbles hung from her neck, and loose threads trailed from her sleeves. One of her arms was wrapped protectively around Allie, along with her long brown tail. She held the other paw up to her eyes, staring at the sky and brushing aside the single lock of hair that wasn’t pinned behind her ears with chopsticks shaped like knitting needles. When she saw Teal, the arm noodled in disbelief. ‘Little buckling, what did you do…?’

	‘Kon, there’s no time!’

	‘Right.’ Kon nodded resolutely. ‘Head to the second floor at once, and see if you can reach him from there.’

	‘Where’s Peito?’

	‘Busy.’

	The tailor disappeared inside without another word. Allie quickly followed suit, his hooves thundering up the staircase. Through the window, Teal watched Kon dart from ladder to ladder on the back wall, rummaging through rolls of material. ‘Peito, we could really use a wing right now!’ the sable shouted, casting measuring rods and foot-long fabric scissors aside with increasing urgency. But there was no reply. ‘Peito?’ Nothing to break the silence. ‘Peito, please. He’s only a kit!’ Just the sound of hammering.

	Meanwhile, Allie burst through the door on the second floor. For the first time since Teal left the ground, they were face to face. The small goat was a sight to behold, red-faced, panting and drenched to the bone, but that still didn’t stop him from breaking into a nervous grin as he leapt for the balcony.

	To his surprise, Teal found himself smiling back, although it didn’t last long. He was close enough to make a grab for Allie’s hoof, but the arc of the spin was all wrong. Allie made it to the edge just in time to watch Teal sail up and over the balcony posts, hitting the wall with a thud. The breeze was the only thing pinning him to the building. 

	But the kid was undeterred. With no time to lose, he threw himself back inside as the second floor fell out of sight. Teal could no longer make out what was going on. There was nothing left to him but the open air and a long, crooked wall, along which he revolved helplessly, higher and higher, always rising. He listened to the goat’s shoes clatter up the staircase, a fast, frantic and occasionally stumbling patter against the slow, methodical hammering in the background.

	Desperate to catch hold of something, he flailed wildly, but his pads and single trainer only grazed the wall. His claws bounced harmlessly off the wood, scraping along the side, and then, without warning, the scraping stopped, and Teal found himself swiping through thin air. This must be the third floor. He looked up past his thrashing tail to see the thin, patchy roof of the tailor shop, and beyond that, only the open sky.

	There was a loud crack within the building. Upside down, Teal strained his neck to watch Allie emerge onto the third-floor landing, untangling himself from a sheet of cashmere that made his own snowy coat look like steel wool. He threw it to the ground just as Teal drew level with him. ‘You’re not getting away that easy!’

	Despite bumping into half the stalls at the marketplace, Allie managed to avoid every last obstacle in his path. He scrabbled underneath work tables, and threw himself between mannequins to get to the balcony. ‘I’ve got you!’ he said, shimmying onto the narrow ledge, where he teetered back and forth on the tips of his trainers. If he stretched his scrawny limbs any further, they would have been out of their sockets. ‘I’ve got you, I’ve got you, I’ve got you…’

	Teal reached out to him for all he was worth. They were only inches away. No, not even that. Allie must have been standing on the very nail of his hoof, but somehow, impossibly, even with his legs quivering like jelly, he managed to close the gap.

	Teal’s paw grazed the edge of Allie’s hoof. They’d done it! They made contact. His fingers scrabbled for purchase over Allie’s large, clumsy digits, but there was nothing to hold onto. Nonetheless, Teal clung to the little he could reach as his legs and tail continued past his head, pulling him skyward. For a few precious moments, Teal was anchored to the ground, swaying in the wind. Water twinkled down his sleeve, a stream of diamonds in the moonlight.

	Then, his paw began to pull away. They stared at each other fearfully, but there was nothing either of them could do. Millimetre by millimetre, his fingers slid up Allie’s hoof, and when there was no more hoof left, there was no more tether. ‘It’s okay,’ Teal said softly, rising over the roof. The straw rustled pleasantly in his ears. What a cruel time for the wind to die down. High above, the silent void was waiting.

	Allie made one last desperate leap for him, but this time, his hoof fell short. He hit the balcony hard, bouncing off the ledge with a bleat. The goat was left hanging off the side of the building, with only a creaky post standing between him and the long fall. With his free hoof, he reached wordlessly up to the sky, his remaining horn scuffing up the wall.

	Teal closed his eyes. I’m sorry, Allie. For once, he truly didn’t know what was going to happen next. Forces larger than life and death were at play. Maybe it was all going to be okay, after all. Perhaps dying a second time wouldn’t be so bad. What can a spot of rain do to me that hasn’t already been done—?

	‘No one else is dying today!’

	Teal opened his eyes. The sable clung to the edge of the roof like her life depended on it, a spool of brilliant red ribbon over her shoulder. The golden sash around her waist billowed in the breeze. Unspooling a few lengths of ribbon, she began to whip it around her head. A rock was crudely tied to the end of it.

	As Teal continued to rise, carried by the wind, she followed him up the roof, her claws digging deep grooves into the straw. ‘Mark my aim carefully, stranger. We have time enough for one attempt, and the cost of failure is steep. Are you ready?’ 

	‘I’m ready!’ Teal lied. If the sable had waited a hundred years to ask him, his answer would have been equally false. There was no time in his life (for lack of a better word) in which he’d be ready for a moment like this, but it was now or never.

	Kon sacrificed several valuable seconds to line up the shot, holding a pink thumbpad in front of her eyes. ‘Here goes nothing,’ she said, chewing her lip. ‘The gods be good…’ The rock whistled around her head. Once, twice… and then on the third spin, she volleyed it up into the air.

	Teal could only watch as the stone sped towards him, leaving a lifeline of red ribbon behind it like a bloody trail. For a split second, it looked to be a perfect shot, but then it started to dip. It was going to fall just a few inches short. 

	Luckily, the arc of Teal’s spin carried him forwards. He swiped through the air with his claws, and the ribbon managed to snag on the claw of his index finger. The rock hung down. Quick as a bolt, he plucked it out of the air and wound the ribbon several times around his wrist. Teal clung to the ribbon until his claws cut fissures into his palm, but the only liquid that issued forth ran clear. The long crimson line gradually grew taut.

	He bounced once, then twice in the air. Then, at long last, he felt himself come to a standstill, wavering back and forth in the breeze. It was over.

	Far below on the ground, the sound of the hammering had stopped.
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	TEA BREAK

	 

	‘Thank you.’ Allie nodded his appreciation as Kon passed him a steaming teacup. Somehow, despite holding it upside down, the liquid remained within the vessel. The young goat was wedged between the back wall ladders on a plump cushion, buried within the thickest, fluffiest towel that looms had yet devised. Only his face and hooves were visible.

	Water dribbled slowly from his wool. Kon attended him carefully, using a dry rag to dab up every last drip, much to his dismay. Teal had never seen anyone so concerned about a little water. ‘I dunno what all the fuss is about,’ Allie sniffed, lifting the teacup to his muzzle. Each time he came close to taking a sip, he hesitated and lowered it again. ‘I’m fine, really! You can stop worrying now.’

	‘There’s no such thing as too much worrying where you’re concerned, little one,’ Kon told him. ‘Especially in times like these. What did any of us simple souls do to deserve such boundless ire? If that whistle blows again, I swear I’m going to have to roll up my sleeves, march past those wretched doors and deal with it myself. To think that you were outside the walls when it all started. Just the notion of it makes the memory of my blood run cold.’

	Kon shuddered. ‘But enough of that. You’re still here with us, and that’s what matters. I can’t imagine what the workroom would be like without your face brightening it up.’ She bent down to pinch his cheek, laughing when the goat wrinkled his nose up at her.

	‘Well, you’ve got T—’ But Allie caught himself just in time. ‘I mean, him. You’ve got him to thank for that.’

	‘Is that so?’ The sable turned to Teal, who sat swaddled in his own fortress of towels, a loop of the lifesaving red ribbon still dangling from his wrist. The towels were the only thing keeping him down. After soaring helplessly over so many rooftops, he never wanted to take them off again. It was only after the eighth one that he finally felt his tail rest flat on the ground.

	Allie nodded. ‘He’s the only reason we made it in before the doors closed. Bleating sentries wanted to lock us out. I almost let them. When I saw the… the… When I saw…’ But Allie couldn’t bring himself to say it. The merest recollection of the day’s events clouded his eyes over. The goat grew uncharacteristically still, shrinking into his towel. Eventually, he gave up altogether, retreating behind his teacup with a shudder.

	‘It was the shadow,’ Teal said. For a moment, the room went quiet. Even the crackling of the fireplace seemed to abate. Perhaps that was why it suddenly felt so cold. ‘Allie froze up when he saw it rolling over the hills. I don’t blame him. I did the same thing. I think anybody would.’

	‘But not everyone would have stopped to help him,’ Kon replied. ‘Much less a stranger. I don’t know where your parents hail from, but around these parts, that makes you a friend any day. We may never know your name, but the Tack and Thimble’s doors are always open to you. If ever you find yourself wanting, you need only ask.’

	From within his leaning tower of towels, Teal felt himself turn a distinctly unteal shade. ‘You’re too kind,’ he blushed.

	Kon smiled. ‘There’s no such thing. Kindness deserves itself. As well it might, or the whole ruddy world would be at a deficit. Now you must excuse me for keeping you waiting. I know it’s poor form to serve your guests one at a time, but in my defence, we’ve been running on fumes for days. With ethre as low as it is, you get used to brewing your tea by the cup. I won’t, however, apologise for its flavour. Ask around if you like, they’ll all tell you. Nobody makes a cup of tea like Kon.’

	Dabbing Allie’s brow one last time for good measure, the sable got up to wring the rag out of the window. Bars of milky light crept in through the shutters, illuminating tabletops cluttered with bobbins, shears and scraps of fabric. There wasn’t one square inch of the workroom that wasn’t occupied by one thing or another, but somehow, that only made it cosier. Despite the run-down exterior, Teal felt safe here.

	The Tack and Thimble was a refuge for half-folded blankets and musty old books, piles of downy pillows and colourful pin cushions. Three in particular drew Teal’s attention, though he couldn’t say why. There was an orange koi, with its gigantic puckered lips and impressive moustache, and a fluffy green hammer that didn’t look half as threatening as the hundred gleaming points sticking out of it. Teal even spied one in the shape of a sable kit. It was small, tucked away in the far corner of the room with a long, cream-coloured neck, and large imploring eyes. The sable kit was the only pin cushion not to have a single pin in it.

	The back wall housed the workroom’s only fireplace, which smouldered brightly enough to avoid the need for lanterns. An iron kettle lay nestled in the coals. Curiously, its spout was pointing at the ground, but as it started to whistle, the only thing that issued from its tip was a waft of pale blue smoke. Wiping her paws dry on her kimono, Kon hung the rag from her sash and strolled over to check on it. She parted the lid on its underside, tossed in a few herbs and left it to simmer. Then, after pinching a log from the basket nearby, she patted down her kimono and knelt by the hearth.

	‘I’m afraid I’m in a bit of a hurry,’ she said. ‘We have guests waiting, so if it’s not too much trouble, would you mind giving the kettle a good boil?’ Teal was just about to ask who she was talking to when the fire answered back.

	‘Depends,’ it fizzled with a voice like charred mahogany. Sure enough, a yellow flame emerged from the coals, lazily licking the hearth’s square, stony walls. ‘What’s in it for me?’ Rolling her eyes, Kon retrieved the log from behind her back. The flame gasped in delight, reaching out with tiny cherry-red tendrils to take it from her. ‘Yeah, yeah, that’ll do nicely!’

	‘I had a feeling it might.’ The fire flared up before her, crunching into the log like it was savouring the first bite of an apple. Before you could say conflagration, the kettle was singing merrily.

	Teal was still staring at it when Kon pressed a piping-hot teacup into his paws. He barely even noticed it was there. He was too busy watching the flame nibble contentedly along its prize, hypnotised by its flickering, ever-changing features. He’d never seen a fire grin before. ‘Is this the first fire spirit you’ve come across?’ Kon asked him. Teal nodded. ‘Strange as it may seem, I’ll wager it’s still far from the strangest thing you’ve seen in these lands.’ After thinking for a moment, Teal nodded again. Kon smiled. ‘All the same, I apologise for my lodger’s bluntness. Irori can be… temperamental, sometimes.’

	‘Hey, I heard that!’ the fire hissed back. Its features became even more distorted as it puffed itself up, casting a bloody hue over the workroom. It was still scarcely taller than the coals. ‘Temperamental? Who are you callin’ temperamental? You kiss your maker with that mouth? There ain’t nothin’ temperamental ’bout me. If anybody disagrees, drag ’em over here, and we can shake on it!’

	Kon sighed. ‘Elemental spirits are proud by nature,’ she said to Teal. ‘At times, they can seem awfully self-centred, but in truth, they mean no harm, and it’s a great honour for one to choose to live with you. They’re very particular creatures. Which reminds me, do make sure to enjoy your tea before it gets cold. It would be a shame for Irori’s hard work to go to waste, though between you and me, I doubt there’d be many complaints if the old spark got another log out of it.’

	‘Oh, sure. Thank you!’

	Teal inspected the porcelain teacup in his paws. Much like Allie, he’d been handed it upside down. Was it just him, or was there a faint glow around the rim? What sort of tea was this? His nose twitched. Whatever it was, it smelled delicious. The aroma was sweet, spicy and fragrant, almost unctuous. The only thing it didn’t resemble was tea. Teal looked to Allie for clues on how to drink it, but the young goat had already finished his cup.

	‘There isn’t much wrong that a little ethre can’t make right,’ Kon said. ‘I know you two have been through the wringer today, but I promise you that after the first sip, you’ll feel as right as rain. We already brought you down to Terra Fauna. Once you’ve had some rest, and a few more cups of tea, we’ll see what we can do about keeping you there. Just make sure that whatever happens, you don’t—’

	But it was too late. In his curiosity, Teal had already upended the cup. The three of them watched as steaming blue liquid spiralled into the air. Splattering on the ceiling, it pooled in the rafters. By the time Teal corrected his mistake, only a few scant drops were left. One of them wormed its way along the rim, dribbling up his finger only to splash in the small glowing puddle over their heads. Teal sat there in stunned silence, while the rest of the room watched with bated breath. It was just like the waterfall. ‘I’m… so sorry,’ he said, once his senses found him. ‘Where I come from, drinks usually work the other way around.’

	He got up to try and clean the mess, but two of his towels fell off, and a third flopped over his eyes. He ended up completely blind, hovering an inch or so over the ground. Kicking his hind paws seemed like a good idea, but far from righting himself, all it accomplished was sending thread reels flying.

	‘Don’t mention it,’ the sable chuckled, ducking underneath a reel as she reached for the mop. Still wrapped up in his enormous towel, Allie tottered over to help. ‘We won’t if you don’t!’

	Once Teal was back on solid ground, they switched half of his sodden towels with fresh ones, piling them up until he could barely move. Allie went about collecting the loose thread reels, while Kon swabbed at the ceiling. Teal had never felt more useless in his life. All he could do was watch and apologise, and contemplate which of the two was worse. ‘Sorry again about the tea…’ He didn’t know what ethre was, but it sounded precious.

	Kon just smiled. ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘This isn’t the first spill I’ve mopped from these rafters, and I’ll be damned if it’s the last. I’m always forgetting to pour one out for the gods. This is just another excuse for a brew. No doubt Irori will be pleased.’

	The fire spirit certainly didn’t lack for enthusiasm. ‘More logs, more logs!’ it chanted. ‘Good thinkin’, stranger. Keep this up, and we can split the good stuff fifty-fifty. Hope you like cedar!’

	Allie shook his head. ‘I told you before, animals don’t work that way,’ he said. ‘He’s a fox, Irori. Foxes don’t eat cedar.’

	‘I knew it!’ The fire spirit crackled. ‘More of a spruce guy, am I right? You can always tell. I had him pegged the moment I laid eyes on ’im.’

	‘What? No!’

	Kon laughed. Allie’s righteous indignation was enough to make even Teal smile. He was already preparing himself for the tirade that was certain to follow when all of a sudden, a crash beneath them brought the proceedings to an abrupt end. Irori wasted no time retreating behind the smouldering coals, casting the room into shadow. Nobody moved. Something crunched in the darkness. It may have been glass, or ice. Or teeth. Muffled footsteps emerged from the floorboards, quiet at first, accompanied by a metallic jangling. The footsteps drew closer.

	The sable cleared her throat. ‘Where are my manners?’ she said, turning to Teal. ‘As you already know, my name is Kon. I'm your humble tailor and tea extraordinaire, and this… this is my work partner and good friend, Peito.’

	Just when it seemed like the footsteps couldn’t grow any louder, the cellar door flung open.
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	A crane in a leather apron ducked through the doorway. There was a stout hammer in his wing, and a gleaming jacket of mail over his shoulder. He was tall and unnaturally lean, supported by solid ribbons of sinewy muscle, and he walked with a gait that suggested that nothing short of a steel wall was going to get in his way. He went straight to Kon, shouldering past Allie like he didn’t even know the kid existed. ‘Are you hurt? Did it touch you?’

	‘Not a scratch,’ Kon said. At first, it didn’t look like he believed her. The red crown of feathers at the back of his head stood on end, but as she stared into his eyes, patting them back down into a crude sort of ponytail, his shoulders flattened with them. He grunted back.

	‘Put the kettle on, would you? I’m almost done here.’

	Marching to the nearest table, he brushed aside the loose rolls of fabric to lay his handiwork flat. ‘Can I get a light? Damn thing broke my okubi lamp.’ Kon handed him a calcified black lantern with a blue flame. In lieu of a glass chamber, its fleshy, phosphorescent innards were concealed behind ebony molars. The crane muttered his thanks. ‘Warm glow, gentle glow, if you’ll be so kind,’ the crane intoned into the lamp. ‘And keep your fetid breath from nostrils, eyes, ears, mouth and mind.’ The teeth folded like piano keys into soft, pliant gums, bathing the jacket in spectral firelight.

	The crane wafted the lantern from ring to ring, carefully inspecting the links. At first glance, the armour may have seemed plain, just a simple jacket of black mail, but over time, details began to surface. Colours arced around the flicker of the flame like rainbows in an oil slick. Likewise, the seemingly smooth surface of the rings gave way to rows of engraved symbols. They were too small and shallow for the unaided eye to read, if indeed they were words at all, but stranger still was the realisation that their lines of symmetry continued not only from ring to ring, but link to link.

	For a time, Peito had eyes for nothing else. With a little coaxing from Kon, Irori emerged from behind its coals, bringing some much-needed light into the workroom. Allie asked the crane if he needed help with the lantern, only to be met with silence. From the methodical manner with which he went about his work, Teal suspected that he was seeing far more than even the blue flame let on. Not a single link appeared to be bent, wrinkled or otherwise out of place, at least to a layfox, and yet the crane’s eyes moved at a crawl.

	It was only when the workman was truly satisfied that he gave another grunt of approval. Patting down his grease-stained wings, he spotted Teal’s mound of towels for the first time. ‘That the kit?’ he said.

	Kon nodded. She was tending to the kettle by the fireplace. ‘He was a brave soul up there,’ she said. ‘They both were. I’ve never seen the like in all my years. He was just drifting, lighter than one of your feathers in an updraft. I had to climb onto the roof to pull him down before the rains could take him. Even then, we barely made it in time. If I didn’t have my ribbon on me…’

	Some things were better left unsaid. When the kettle sang, she poured two cups and passed them both to Peito. The first he drained in a single gulp. The second he slipped underneath the mail jacket, upturning it with a flourish. The armour absorbed all traces of the liquid. In the spots where the tea met the mail, the rings briefly glowed a pale blue, before returning to their base colour. Peito was evidently pleased. His beak even creased into something resembling a smile. Extinguished, the lantern was returned to its shelf. ‘Good thing you were there, then,’ he said to Kon.

	Screeeech!

	The shrill ceramic whine stopped the conversation dead in its tracks. The room turned to find Allie’s hoof resting on the rim of his teacup. Simmering in the folds of his towel, the young goat was less than pleased. ‘It’s a shame you were busy,’ he said quietly. His eyes were downcast. ‘Sure would’ve been handy to have a pair of wings out there. Could’ve flown there and back in ten seconds flat. What is that? Two thunks of the hammer? Less time than it takes for a tea break.’

	Peito shrugged. Placing his great hammer aside, he drew a set of scissors from his belt and began cutting back the leather trim beneath the links. ‘I was working,’ he said. The scissors snipped away quietly. ‘You know how it is. Once I’ve started something, nothing in this world or the next is going to stop me until it’s done. I don’t make the rules.’

	Kon used the lull in conversation as an excuse to refill everybody’s cup. She saved the last for Allie, hushing him gently all the while. Allie thanked her. Raising it to his muzzle, he hid his growing smile behind the steam. ‘I bet you’d have stopped if Kon had been up there…’ Peito shot him such a look that the goat nearly dropped his teacup.

	‘Please, you two! It’s not like there aren’t more pressing matters to be dealing with right now…’ Kon shook her head. The growing animosity was enough to get the sable pacing back and forth, rolling the thimbles on her necklace between her claws. Unattended, her teacup languished on the table nearby, steam steadily depleting. Teal couldn’t recall her touching it once. ‘The whole of Anzen’s under attack from forces unknown. Who knows how many of us have already fallen prey to its touch? How many friends, neighbours…?’

	‘Tax collectors,’ Peito interjected.

	‘Kindred spirits,’ came the riposte. ‘If that’s not bad enough, we have someone in desperate need under our roof.’

	‘Not much we can do about the attack when the festival’s still going,’ Peito muttered. His attention was still fixed upon his work. ‘But if the Shrine Keepers want to try anything, we’ll be the first to know.’ He rustled the mail under his wing. ‘They’ll be stopping by for this.’

	‘My thoughts exactly. But we may still be able to help our friend here.’

	Teal scratched the back of his ears. ‘I’m sorry, but… what festival?’

	‘The festival,’ Peito repeated blankly. Even Kon stared at him like she didn’t quite understand the question. Luckily, Allie recognised his confusion.

	‘It’s okay,’ the young goat said, ‘I hadn’t heard of it either. I think it’s called… Sebutan. Or was it Setabon? Tetsubun?’

	Kon smiled. ‘Setsubun,’ she whispered politely.

	‘That’s the one! Setsubun. It’s the time of year when our world and the spirit world come the closest. Back in Sakurai, they put fish heads on spikes, and throw beans to drive away demons and wandering spirits.’

	‘Fish heads?’ Teal shivered. Why did that sound so familiar?

	‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure. Dunno why, though. Maybe it’s the smell. I mean, if I were a demon, I wouldn’t want to haunt anywhere that stank of grilled sardines either. Look, the point is, the festival’s all about keeping spirits out. But here, Anzen takes care of them, giving them a place to stay for the day. The village is a safe haven, after all. It’s illegal not to let everybody in until the festival’s over.’

	Peito snorted. ‘It’s not illegal,’ he said. ‘It’s far, far worse than that. It’s rude.’

	Allie crossed his arms, wrapping his towel even tighter around himself. ‘Around here, hoofers with bad manners get treated like criminals anyway, so what’s the difference?’

	‘If you do something illegal, the good citizens of Anzen will take you out back. If you do something rude…’ Peito grinned, taking the time to really relish the moment. ‘They expect you to have the decency to do it yourself.’ Allie’s grip tightened on his towel. ‘It’s not rude to keep spirits out, or we’d be dust by now. It’s rude to turn them away. Can’t turn them away at the front door if you don’t meet them at the door.’ Teal still wasn’t entirely sure what the difference was, but the distinction seemed to be important.

	‘It’s strange though,’ Kon muttered, almost to herself. Her tail fluttered behind her as the sable paced the length of the workroom. ‘Spirits of this magnitude tend to be extremely shy. They spend their days unseen, content to hide in the mountains and fords that make up their home. What could have possibly possessed it to act this way? What changed?’

	‘I’ve got a few ideas,’ Peito said. Clicking his beak, he glanced up from his work. His eyes settled briefly on Teal. Once again, it felt like he was seeing something that nobody else was. Even when he blinked, and the cloudy nictitating membrane slid into view, his gaze was no less piercing. Then, he looked away, and Teal could breathe again. ‘But what do I know? I pound steel for a living. You got a name, stranger?’

	Teal shrugged. ‘Only the one my parents gave me.’

	‘Come on then, Only The One My Parents Gave Me. Let’s take a look at you.’ Brushing flecks of leather from his apron, Peito strolled over and casually flicked the towels away. Teal’s stomach dropped. Floating just like before, his body went into full panic mode, and he began to flail, treading water in the air. Icy droplets flew everywhere. In his mind, Teal was transported back to the rooftop. He didn’t want to fly off again. Anything but that…

	Luckily, Peito held out his wing. Hyperventilating, Teal latched onto it with both arms, his legs kicking out underneath him. ‘It’s okay, fledgling. I’ve got you.’ The crane dragged a table over. Ducking under Teal’s legs, Allie helped to bring them down while Kon watched the spectacle through the cracks in her fingers. ‘Just hook your claws underneath the crossbar there. That’s it. By the gods, you’re lighter than gosling down! Kon wasn’t kidding…’

	The sable was less than impressed. ‘Peito, you could have warned the poor child first!’

	‘Aye,’ Peito admitted. ‘I could have. But I’m afraid he’s no child.’ The crane chuckled. ‘This fox here is fully grown. From the same place as the kid too, judging from his manner and… interesting rags. No younger than eighteen years, I’d say.’

	‘But definitely no older,’ Teal was quick to add.

	‘It can’t be.’ Kon looked baffled. She strode up to the table to take a closer look. With Teal’s hind paws hooked firmly under the crossbar, his heart was finally slowing down, even with his tail standing straight as a compass needle behind him. Nothing in this world or any other could persuade him to let go of Peito’s wing, however. If any of the feathers clenched between his claws tried to withdraw, he’d be taking them with him. ‘Just look at those string bean legs. He hadn’t even started filling out yet. Are you sure?’

	‘Pretty sure,’ Teal muttered. He wasn’t offended. He knew there wasn’t a malicious bone in Kon’s body. He was more confused that so far, nobody had deemed it worthy to mention his blue fur even once. The idea that it might somehow be normal here made him feel weirder than any of the playground insults ever did.

	Tugging at the loose threads of her sleeve, the sable continued to stare at him searchingly. ‘Has it really been that long since I last saw a youthful face?’ She looked to Peito for an answer, but didn’t receive much in the way of consolation. Only a grunt and a shrug.

	‘We’re stuck in the arse end of nowhere,’ he reminded her. ‘Don’t exactly get a lot of new faces here.’ Allie coughed loudly. ‘None worth seeing, anyway,’ the crane added with zest. Teal could have sworn that he heard the goat growl back.

	Kon conceded with a weighty sigh. Her mind appeared to be elsewhere. ‘Such is the passage of time. Allie, could you be a dear and gather your friend’s towels together before our floorboards start to complain?’ Allie nodded, and went to work immediately. In the meantime, Kon turned to Teal. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, stranger, how are you feeling?’

	Teal sniffed, ignoring the tickle from his drooping whiskers. Sopping wet, clinging to Peito’s wing inches above the ground, what wasn’t he feeling right now? Nervous? Oh, there were nerves alright. Confused? There was more than a hint of that. Embarrassed? Without a doubt. Even now, he fought the urge to conceal his face behind his paws. There weren’t many worse things in the world than being caught wet in public. He’d rather have been bleeding from the eyes than soaked to the bone.

	‘I don’t know,’ Teal said. It was the truth. At this point, he wasn’t sure what feelings were anymore. None of this felt right. That was the only thing he was certain about. ‘Scared. I don’t know if I can feel my tail. That’s never happened before. Apart from that, a little cold, I guess.’ He shivered. ‘And maybe a little run-down too. It could just be hunger. I can’t remember the last time I ate something.’

	Kon and Peito exchanged a look with each other. ‘And do you see anything when you close your eyes?’ the sable asked. ‘I understand your concern, but it’s quite alright. You’re safe here. What you see cannot hurt you, and you need not share it with us.’

	‘Though it certainly don’t hurt to hear it neither!’ the fire spirit added behind them. ‘’Specially if it’s a story worth hearin’…’ 

	It was with great reluctance that Teal allowed his eyes to close, and even greater relief that he saw only darkness behind them. ‘Nothing,’ he grinned. ‘I see nothing, and I hear nothing. That’s got to be good, right?’

	Kon frowned. ‘I don’t believe it’s any worse. If memory serves me right, there should be a period of rest before it returns. We ought to head out before it does. We wouldn’t want the whole district flooding.’ Teal’s eyes widened. Did he hear her correctly? The whole district? 

	Kon continued. ‘But right now, I’m not sure there’s much more you can do. Even when I caught you by surprise with that cup of tea, the apparition of water never stopped. It was still going strong, soaking right through my towels, and that gentle firmamental draw never left you either. At this rate, keeping your mind distracted isn’t going to be enough. We need help. Rumour has it that some savants learn to ground themselves using nothing but prayer and meditation, but that takes time and expertise, neither of which we have at our disposal.’

	‘I was going to take him to see Linn,’ Allie said. ‘I mean, he’s the one that rescued me.’

	‘Oh, Allie.’ Kon patted his head with a sigh. The goat’s cheeks flushed. ‘I know what you were thinking. He has a kind heart, but I wouldn’t trust that hermit with an empty hearth. No, short of Lady Umeboshi herself, the only animal that might be able to help us now would be a priest well-versed in the transitory arts.’

	‘If that’s true, ain’t it damned lucky that five of them are on their way?’ Peito grunted. He cocked his head, squinting at Teal hanging off the side of his wing. ‘Just so we’re all on the same page, you choked it underwater, right?’

	‘Peito!’

	‘Well everybody’s thinkin’ it! Floating around in the air like that, what else could it be? Unless it was wind. It’s not wind, is it? Mind you, I wouldn’t put it past you lot. You mammals are strange things.’

	‘Peito, I wouldn’t expect this of a newborn.’

	‘Of course you wouldn’t. Wouldn’t expect a newborn to get to the bottom of it, neither. Better to keep him coddled under suckling cloths, and hope it all just goes away. He made it through the interlands, Kon. As far as we know, he did it on his own, so who’s to say he knew what he was doing before he crossed over?’ Peito turned to Teal. ‘Don’t be afraid, son. We only wanna know what happened. We can take it from there.’

	‘I don’t remember,’ Teal said. He hesitated to cast his mind back. Spectres lingered in the past, intransigent as tombstones, that he wasn’t yet ready to see. ‘It’s all so murky. There was an accident in the fog. I’m pretty sure I was alone… I hope so, anyway. All I remember is waking up on dry land, and finding my way here through the waterfall.’

	Kon’s ears perked up. ‘Waterfall?’ she asked.

	Teal nodded. ‘Yeah. The biggest waterfall I’ve ever seen.’

	‘Then you came from Kanmon Mountain?’

	‘The one with all the paper stuck to the rocks? I thought it’d never end.’

	Kon walked up to him. ‘Listen to me,’ she said. Her urgency infected the room. ‘This foggy world you came from – how long were you lost there? Days? Months? Years? Tell me!’

	‘I don’t know! I have no idea…’ Teal’s hackles shot up. When did this suddenly turn into an interrogation? Hanging onto Peito’s wing, he felt as lightweight and helpless as a leaf. All the crane had to do was step outside and flick his feathers, and he’d be off into the night. ‘But it was daylight when I woke up, and pitch black by the time I found the waterfall, after one of those egg things—the kiba-kibas—helped me. So… twelve hours, maybe? No more than a day.’

	‘A day? Are you certain?’

	‘Yeah, definitely.’ Teal nodded emphatically. ‘It could only have been a day, max.’

	‘And which rites did you perform?’

	‘Rites?’

	‘Yes, yes, the rites. Before you crossed the waterfall, which rites did you carry out?’

	‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Peito and Kon glanced at each other again. ‘Why, is that bad?’

	Kon rushed over to the back tables. ‘I don’t know,’ the sable admitted, hastily scooping possessions into a hardy satchel. ‘I truly don’t have the faintest notion, and that scares me more than anything. I knew something was wrong the moment I wrapped those towels around you, stranger. You shivered, like you do it all the time. Like you didn’t even realise your mistake. Spirits don’t feel the cold. In fairness, we don’t hunger or fatigue either, but this… this is something else entirely.’

	‘Those talismans on the mountain weren’t just for show, son,’ Peito told Teal as his work partner spiralled. ‘It’s like… a stopper in a basin. All manner o’ dregs swirl in that wretched sink. If you don’t perform the rites, and leave something holy behind to keep ’em out, you might just find one of ’em coming back with you.’

	‘What are you saying?’

	Kon looked up. ‘He’s saying that you need to keep your head down. We should have left ten minutes ago. There’s only one spirit that can help you now.’

	Tink, tink, tink…

	It was the wind bell by the entrance. Kon stopped dead, silently raising a claw to her lips as it chimed. The whole room went quiet. Even the fire shrank itself down to an ember. ‘The five-headed dame is coming to play,’ the spirit crackled, slipping behind its trusty glowing coals. ‘Only question is, are you dancin’ with her, or is she dancin’ with you?’

	You might have heard a pin drop, though neither Kon nor Peito comported themselves as though they had dropped a pin in their lives. Across the village, bells continued to ring, but closer to home, a troupe of muffled footsteps assembled, hooves, talons and pads free from the slap of shoe leather, the chime of welded soles and the crunch of woven straw.

	Dropping down, Kon glided across the floor to the entrance, her long tail swishing behind her. Peito gestured to the basement door, but the sable pointed at the window between them and shook her head vigorously. Instead, she pressed her ear to the door frame. A moment of intense scrutiny was enough to satisfy her curiosity. She raised her paw and held up four fingers to the workroom. Teal was still wondering whether the fingers were a head count or a countdown when one of her pads curled down. Three to go. Countdown it is, then.

	Tink, tink…

	Peito laid Teal underneath one of the tables, heaping towel after towel over him. ‘Not a peep out of you,’ he hissed as the company approached. ‘Don’t even think about it. I’ll be clucking at the blue cheese moon before I take on the Shrine Keepers for a scratching stranger.’ Shadows flitted across the windows, foreboding breaks in the moonbeams, but it wasn’t until the final towel was down that Teal’s body rested flat. He was well and truly covered. Another finger fell. Two to go.

	Tink, tink, tink, tink, tink…

	Meanwhile, Allie had shrugged his own towel off. Crawling on his hooves and knees, the panicked goat mopped up as much water as he could reach, catching himself on more than one table leg as he wriggled his way around roadblocks of pillow piles and bunched-up blankets. He managed to wipe away the glistening trail that led to Teal’s burial patch just as the penultimate finger lowered. Only one to go.

	Tink. Tink. Tink.

	Kon’s free paw felt its way to the edge of the sliding door, ready to draw it open. There were no further footsteps, only the gentle, pleasing tinkling of the wind bell. They were here.

	The final finger of Kon’s paw curled down. She leaned back to pull the handle, and Allie suddenly spotted Teal’s trainer sitting in the porch. With no time to lose, he volleyed his towel over. It landed in a perfect heap over it. Kon nodded approvingly. She drew the door back just as Peito dragged the last towel over Teal’s eyes. Entombed in hot, heavy cotton, everything went dark. Teal held his breath, and waited.

	Silence followed. Then, to Teal’s surprise, an amused chuckle. ‘And here we had barely raised a claw to announce ourselves. It appears that the rumours are true, Kon Sable. You do have a sixth sense for hospitality.’ The speaker was articulate, but arch, clipping each word down to its necessary components, and not a tut or glottal stop more. From the click of their beak, Teal deduced that they were likely a bird of prey, though it was difficult to be certain. It had been a long time since he last set foot in an NFZ, or no-flyover zone.

	‘Only a good set of ears and an open hearth, I’m afraid,’ he heard Kon reply. ‘But all the same, my humble home is yours. Arashi, Koishi, Shizuku, Toushin, Tamashi…’ There was a respectful pause between each name. ‘Won’t you come in?’

	‘Very well,’ came the arched response from the first speaker. There was a procession of soft footfalls as they filed into the workroom, one by one. ‘But not for tea. Alas, we cannot stay for long. Tower business. You know how it is. Do you have what we need?’

	‘Wouldn’t be very good vendors if we didn’t. This way, l-ladies, if you please,’ Teal heard Peito stutter. He was surprised to hear the crane so anxious. The workroom was accosted by the rancour of metal on stone. ‘Just gimme a sec. No, not even that! The pieces are all done, see, I just have to find ’em all. I’ve been working day and night since you commissioned it all them years ago. Finished up the jacket only a few moments before you walked in, as a matter of fact. Funny, that.’

	There was a new voice, this one silky and smooth like honey. ‘Very timely,’ it said. ‘The Lady of the Tower does say that if the Shrine Keepers were male, we would all be roosters.’ The owner of the voice laughed. ‘It’s supposed that even at birth, no Shrine Keeper can be born prematurely. The rest of the world is just late.’

	Teal’s ears were starting to burn. Laid flat against his head, they ached to be flexed. He cocked his head ever so slightly to adjust them, and an imperceptible crack appeared between the towels. Frozen in place, he peered through. Disappointingly, though it should have been a relief, there was little more to make out than the woven mat beneath him, but another calculated nudge, and more of the workroom wrinkled into view. Through the gap, he saw the Shrine Keepers for the first time.

	There were five of them in total, all female: an eagle, a Sakuranese shorthorn heifer, a sika deer, a black bear and a squirrel. They lined the back wall, a funereal procession of muted robes that lay knotted at the waist, folded over their right shoulders. Their talons, hooves and hind paws were clean but bare, whisper silent on the floor mat, and their only adornments came in the carved wooden prayer beads that hung from their necks. But it wasn’t their jewellery that Teal found himself staring at. It was their fur, or to be more precise, the lack of it.

	Each of them was as naked as the day they were born. Pale as plucked chickens, the wrinkles of their skin ran deep, trenches of unfathomable wisdom and experience without the modesty of wool, fur or feather to cover them. Teal had no idea why he found it so shocking, but he couldn’t look away. Even at gunpoint, he wouldn’t have dared to hazard a guess at how old they were. Bereft of the shelter of their natural coats, their silhouettes were smaller, shrunken, made uniform only by their robes. It should have been laughable. By all rights, they looked like raisins, but the way they carried themselves told a different story. They had shorn themselves of the concerns of the flesh, monastic disciples for whom the comfort, vanity and intimidation afforded by one’s natural-made design were no longer necessary.

	Whatever feelings the Shrine Keepers inspired in Teal, they were being experienced tenfold by Allie. He sat cross-legged by the fireplace, gnawing on his hooven digits as his eyes darted between them. For now, the strangers’ attention was reserved for the armour set that Peito was hastily assembling on the work tables. The only Shrine Keeper with the presence of mind to comment on Allie’s distress was the black bear, whose silky voice Teal had heard earlier. ‘You okay, kid? You seem nervous.’

	‘Mm-hmm,’ Allie replied. ‘All good! Right as rain, me…’

	‘Right as rain, huh?’ The black bear smiled. ‘Not like that rain, I hope,’ she said, gesturing to the window. Allie grinned back robotically. ‘In any case, you must allow me to make it better. Nothing soothes nerves like a nice, refreshing cup of tea. I see there’s still a little glow peeking out from under the kettle lid, though I rather suspect there’d be more if some unlucky soul hadn’t gone and spilt theirs.’

	In his panic, Allie forgot to be meek. ‘What?’

	The black bear nodded at the glowing mop in the corner. ‘It’s a nightmare getting ethre stains out. Arashi Golden Eagle says she’ll have my claws for chopsticks the next time I spill a pail. Try rubbing it with a round of gobo root dredged in soapwort. The ethre should come right out. Which of these five cups is yours, by the way?’ 

	Allie reluctantly handed her his empty teacup. The black bear turned it over in her ample claws. ‘Marvellous!’ she said. ‘Never hurts to have a few spares when you’re entertaining.’

	One or two ginger prods of the coals, and the fire spirit emerged to investigate. The walls of the workroom glowed. Irori quickly took a shine to the bear, which turned into adoration when she pulled a green stick of cherry wood from inside her robes. ‘We passed one of your cousins on the way here, you know,’ she said teasingly. ‘Sanoki sends their regards.’

	Unable to furnish its stone fireplace with saliva, Irori imitated a spit. ‘Bah!’ the fire spirit hawked. ‘What does that old spark want with me?’

	‘That old spark wanted you to know that it just smashed your record for boiling a sho of salted cooking water,’ the black bear replied. ‘Forty-three seconds. Pretty impressive, wouldn’t you say? Of course, if an uncultured smokestack like Sanoki can reach such heights, it’s difficult not to wonder how much better you’d fare…’

	Irori flared up. ‘Wonder no longer, lady!’ the fire spirit proudly proclaimed. ‘Just gimme a taste of the good stuff, and I’ll have that kettle singin’ so hard, you’ll wish you’d never met me!’

	The black bear smiled. ‘Perish the thought,’ she said.

	Once the brew was boiling, the black bear topped up Allie’s cup. True to the fire spirit’s word, the kettle sang louder than ever. Its singing, however, was nothing compared to Irori, who, much to the luck of the Tack and Thimble’s new captive audience, had decided that harmonisation was in order. Teal had no idea that fire could sing. As far as the room was concerned, the jury was still out.

	‘Hush,’ Kon muttered, flushing. Sorting through the basket of logs, she plucked out a reinforced leather rag and tossed it over the fire spirit, leaving its reduced form to wriggle underneath. ‘There’s no need to show off in front of our guests. I’m terribly sorry, everyone! It’s been quiet. These streets are usually empty around festival time.’

	But the black bear just laughed. ‘It’s quite alright,’ she said. ‘Us Shrine Keepers aren’t so divorced from reality that we can’t still enjoy a good tune. On another day, I may even have danced along, if only there weren’t so many sodden towels strewn about. I can’t help but wonder what could possibly require so many of them.’

	‘You really want to know?’ Kon asked. Teal’s heart skipped a beat. Picking up the poker, the sable gave the writhing rag a nudge. ‘You’re looking at it,’ she said. ‘When the biggest threat to your afterlife’s work is your lodger, you learn to keep a bucket of water handy.’

	‘It pays to choose your lodgers carefully,’ the black bear said. ‘Lest they end up proving more trouble than they’re worth.’

	‘I’ve never met a lodger that wasn’t worth the trouble,’ Kon replied. ‘And in my experience, they’re the ones that choose you.’

	‘Indeed.’ The black bear’s gaze seemed to linger on the mound of towels. For a moment, Teal could have sworn that she was looking at him. He stared her directly in the eye through the tiny gap, not daring to move a whisker. But then her honey eyes drifted past and returned to Kon. Even then, he didn’t dare to breathe a sigh. It was too close.

	‘Here we are!’ At long last, Peito had assembled the fruits of his labour for all to witness. Stuck so close to the ground, it was impossible for Teal to see what all the fuss was about. All he could do was watch the reactions blossom on the faces of the Shrine Keepers. Even Allie was amazed. The eagle gave a curt nod, the heifer a sigh of relief. The sika deer looked delighted, and the black bear impressed. The squirrel alone was unperturbed, staring through the table with seemingly unseeing eyes.

	The crane was practically hopping with excitement. ‘I know, I know, it’s a thing o’ beauty, but you’ll never believe that it’s also lighter than this here apron. It gets its density from its wearer, see. Hey, maybe the goat should try it on.’

	‘Try this!’ Allie groped around for ammunition, eventually settling on a thimble. Peito chuckled. He caught the thimble out of the air and tossed it to Kon, who returned it wordlessly to the table.

	‘Yup,’ the crane continued, ‘you don’t see craftsmanship like this on the other side. That’s half a dozen lifetimes of dedicated metalwork right there. The joins in those rings are unimpeachable. Unimpeachable, you hear? I don’t mean invisible, or imperceptible, or indefectible, or uncorrectable. I mean they never existed in the first place. Don’t believe me? Point one out, just one, and I’ll remake the set from scratch…’

	‘No need,’ the heifer said, running a hefty hoof over it. ‘And no time, anyway. This is perfectly adequate.’

	‘Perfectly adequate…?’ Crestfallen, the crane patted his ponytail of red feathers. He staggered back like he’d just been punched.

	‘You heard me,’ the heifer said, barely concealing her amusement. ‘Sufficient to requirements. Isn’t that enough for you blacksmiths?’

	‘I’ve told you lot before, I’m not a blacksmith.’

	‘You can say that again.’

	‘Sheesh, someone’s cranky to get back to their salt lick. Maybe you’re just annoyed you finally found something your tongue can’t whittle down—’

	‘Peito Red Crown!’ The eagle marched forwards.

	‘Arashi…’

	As tall as he was, Peito seemed to shrink before her. Teal didn’t blame him. The eagle was like a storm in a bottle. Pink and pale as any of the mammals, with sharp, all-seeing eyes sunken into her face, and goose pimples down her neck. Her wings were gone. Instead, a frail collage of paper feathers had been attached in place of the real ones. ‘There’s a brave warrior waiting for us at the southern wall, willing to make the ultimate sacrifice should the defences fall before midnight. If he’s not wearing your marvellous armour, he won’t be able to contain this malevolent spirit now, will he?’

	‘No.’

	‘And if nobody’s there to contain it, Anzen will fall, and the ebon tide will rend us all to ash, so unless there are more pressing matters than the minutiae of your occupation, you can save your petty squabbles for the road.’ She made for the door without another word. The others followed swiftly behind, the heifer last of all. Grunting, Peito left to pull his talon boots on.

	‘I suppose you’ll be needing me too,’ Kon said. ‘Peito can adjust the mail, but if the fit of the leather isn’t skintight, your warrior doesn’t stand much chance against a free-flowing foe.’

	‘We’d be happy to have you,’ the black bear smiled. ‘If there’s no good reason to stay…’

	Kon hesitated only momentarily, her eyes grazing the towels in the corner. Her paw crept up to her thimble necklace. ‘Allie, hold the fort.’

	‘But Kon—’

	‘No buts, mister! The Tack and Thimble’s no Shoganai Tower, but if it’s hanging on by a hope and a prayer, that’s only because hopes and prayers were built into the foundations. You’ll be as safe here as you would be in any shrine. Speaking of the tower…’ Pulling her satchel over her shoulder, Kon addressed the Shrine Keepers directly. ‘It’s strange not to see Lady Umeboshi with you. On a night like this, you’d expect her to be leading the vanguard.’

	The eagle clicked her beak. This time, it was the deer’s turn to answer. ‘This isn’t, uh… well, I wouldn’t deem it prudent to be repeated outside this room,’ she said, ‘but Her Ladyship was missing for most of the day. We’ve been organising Anzen’s defences in her stead.’

	Kon looked shocked. ‘Why would she leave?’

	‘She won’t say. All we know is that she was looking for something. Maybe someone.’ The sika deer bleated nervously. ‘It may seem strange to leave Anzen unguarded on a day of such import, but questioning the Lady of the Tower is not, ha, well… a mistake one has the luxury of making twice. If you’re ready, Kon Sable, the road awaits. We would be honoured if you would grace us with the pleasure of your company. Anzen may not stand without it.’

	‘Then I guess we’d better get a move on!’ Strapping a leather band to her arm, Kon threaded it with needles. Then, after checking one last time that her necklace was still there, she joined the others at the door. ‘Although if I ever needed help myself,’ the sable added loudly, ‘and I didn’t have the luxury of a Shrine Keeper escort, I know exactly where I’d go. I may be a humble tailor, but there’s no one in Anzen wiser than the Lady of the Tower.’

	The deer agreed. ‘I’m sure Her Ladyship appreciates your faith in her.’ 

	‘Aye,’ Peito said. ‘I’d probably take the cart too. You know, lay low and stay out of sight.’

	‘Indeed.’ The deer frowned, nodding in confusion. ‘This way, please.’ Kon followed Peito out, but not before giving a sly wink to the room as the door slid shut behind her. For twenty seconds, the workroom was as still as a grave. Then Teal burst through the towels, sucking in his first breath in what felt like minutes.

	‘I thought they’d never leave!’

	‘You’re tellin’ me.’ Irori crawled out from under the fire rag, red as a cherry and not much larger. ‘Well? What are ya waitin’ for? You heard the lady. Early spark gets the forest!’

	Allie helped Teal doggy paddle to the window. Together, they gazed out past the mantle of nearby houses, over the eaves of shops and the crooks of shacks, all the way to the back of the village, where the leaning tower stood. It was difficult to shake the feeling that it was staring back at them, somehow. Teal sighed. ‘Well, it isn’t getting any closer. But I’m not going anywhere like this.’

	Allie nodded. ‘One sec. I’ll see what I can do.’ He ran to the basement door and promptly disappeared down the staircase. When he returned, he was dragging an old, musty cart behind him.

	Teal’s eyes widened. ‘You can’t be serious,’ he said. ‘I’m not getting in that.’

	Allie grinned.
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	‘Comfortable?’

	‘Comfortable? Get over here, and I’ll show you comfortable—’

	‘Zip it, we’re getting close!’

	Teal grumbled to himself beneath the cart cover. Cramped as he was, he forced himself to keep still, resisting the urge to wriggle. The towels underneath him were sodden through, squelching whenever he tried to adjust himself. It was bitterly cold. Two lengths of rope around his waist kept him secured, digging into his ribs with every jump and jostle of the cart wheels on the road. Padding the sides of the cart were yet more towels, penning him in on all sides, and at his hind paws, two rusty iron buckets clattered back and forth.

	If Teal had a choice, he would have taken even the Foxtail Duster over this.

	Most of the journey went by without a fuss, but in all the upheaval, things could change in an instant. More than once, the cart was forced to grind to a halt while they waited for unseen figures to canter past. Though he strained his ears, Teal was unable to discern much about these engagements through the cover. Allie had already warned him several times that it was too dangerous to risk a peek.

	‘You were zipping through the sky like Peter Hamm just a minute ago,’ the goat said. ‘We can’t be the only ones that know you’re here. Old featherbrain said to lay low. If they’re on the lookout for someone to blame for all this, you’re first on the chopping block.’

	‘But this is madness. Being smuggled around town in the middle of the night. I feel like a piece of contraband,’ Teal said. ‘Just like Captain Cormorant with his big wagon of sprat flakes.’

	‘Oh my god…’

	‘What?’ Teal whispered. But there was no reply. ‘Allie? Allie?’ He felt his body tense up like a spring. Cart wheels rumbled in the silence. Then, he heard a laugh.

	‘Captain Cormorant! I remember him.’ Teal let out the breath he’d been holding in. ‘Frosted Sprat Flakes – they’re criminally good! Those adverts were everywhere when I was a kid. It was the only thing worth adjusting the aerial for. Old Pesky the Pelican and his dastardly plots. He’d fleece his own nan to get his hooves on the captain’s precious sprat flakes, but he always found a way to screw himself out of them by the end. They were the dumbest thing. I loved them. We never ate the stuff, obviously, but the adverts always made me curious. Every time my parents sent us out to the corner shop, I stopped by the cereal aisle, just to check if they were there. Some days, just seeing the boxes piled up was enough to get my belly rumbling.’

	‘They’re alright. They still make them, you know.’

	There was a sharp intake of breath. ‘They don’t…’

	‘They do! There are dozens of different flavours too, but since I never liked the others, my dad only ever buys the original. Bought,’ Teal corrected himself. He closed his eyes. ‘He bought.’

	If the goat meant to reply, his words caught in his throat, and there they stayed. The wooden frame of the cart heaved under the strain, creaking in grumbling compliance. Allie’s hooves clomped in the dirt as he pulled it along. Far away, the shouts of strangers mingled with sonorous chiming.

	‘I’ve been thinking,’ Teal said eventually, blinking blindly under the darkness of the cover. He picked at his finger plasters self-consciously. ‘Kon said that spirits weren’t supposed to feel cold, or tired. If this is the time of year when both worlds come together, maybe I’m not supposed to be here. I remember getting lost in the fog. Who’s to say I didn’t cross over by mistake? And if I’m not… you know, then maybe there’s still a way to get home.’

	Teal heard a sniff. ‘Maybe.’

	‘Hey, we can hope, right?’

	‘Oh, sure,’ Allie said quickly. ‘Definitely. We can hope.’

	‘Hey, you!’

	The cart juddered to a halt. ‘Allie, what is it?’

	‘Shh,’ the goat muttered under his breath. ‘Trouble.’

	Teal swallowed his reply as the strangers approached. It was impossible to tell how many there were. In lieu of conventional strides, they pattered and sifted, crackled and whistled. Their voices were indistinct, an inorganic chorus of thin burbles gesturing vaguely towards speech. Teal gave up counting after the first dozen.

	‘Oh, it’s just some kid.’

	‘What kid? Anzen don’t got no kids.’

	‘Yeah it does, you drip. You’re looking at ’em!’

	‘It’s the one Linn dragged back with him. The one that works at the inn.’

	‘What inn?’

	‘Chiri Inn, I think.’

	‘Don’t sound like much of an inn to me.’

	‘Yeah, but what’s a puddle like you know about inns, anyhow?’

	‘Yeah, kid. What’s a puddle like him know about inns, anyhow?’

	‘I… I…’

	‘Typical mortal.’ One of the voices tutted. ‘All about himself.’

	‘I-I thought you were supposed to be gone by now,’ Allie said. ‘The celebration was hours ago.’ The sudden change to the goat’s voice and manner was striking. He sounded just the way he did when Teal first met him.

	‘Can’t wait to be rid of us, eh? Don’t worry, we don’t like it any more than you do. We’ll be back in our ponds, crags and fronds just as soon as the rain lets up. But enough about us. What are you doing on your own at a time like this?’ one of the spirits asked him. ‘And with a cart, too?’

	‘The S-S-Shrine Keepers sent me,’ Allie said quietly.

	‘Aw, did you hear that? The S-S-Shrine Keepers sent him.’

	‘Yeah, right!’

	‘Tell another one, stumpy!’

	‘What would the Shrine Keepers be doing with a reedy little eel like you that never mattered nothing to nobody?’

	‘I’m small. Less chance of being s-s-spotted.’

	‘Really? Well that blew up in your face now, didn’t it? Why don’t you save us all some time and just cut to the chase? What’s under the cover? If the Shrine Keepers have anything to do with it, it’s gotta be good, and unless there’s someone round here to say otherwise, I reckon it’s as good as ours now. Consider it our fee for letting you on your way, woolly.’

	Something thumped the base of the cart. Under the cover, Teal almost had a heart attack.

	‘Whoopee, what a haul!’

	‘But a haul of what?’

	‘Better not be heavy, if you know what’s good for you. I ain’t haulin’ no haul, ’less it’s a haul worth haulin’.’

	‘You big drip, you wouldn’t be haulin’ it anyway! Just criticisin’ the rest of us while we drag it out the door.’

	‘Ethre, it’s gotta be ethre. Does anyone else think it’s ethre?’

	‘It’s not ethre,’ Allie said.

	‘What is it then, squirt? Come on, spit it out, or pretty soon, we’ll have you spittin’ dust!’

	‘That’s it, you’ve got it,’ Allie said. ‘It’s dust.’

	The revelation was followed by a round of snorts and fizzles of derision. ‘Dust?’

	‘Yeah. Not everyone managed to get back inside before the s-s-shadow took over, you see. Lady Umeboshi wants the remains so she can lay them to rest. You know, when Anzen’s s-safe again.’

	Around the cart, there were glugs of dismay. ‘By the gods…’

	‘You dirty, rotten, connivin’ little liar, you!’

	‘It’s okay. I can show you if you don’t believe me.’ Teal listened to him trot over. With horror, he watched as the cover began to draw back. ‘Just be c-careful none of it blows in your face. You know what happens if this stuff touches you. The wind’s pretty heavy out.’

	‘No, no, no…’

	‘We believe you, we believe you!’

	But Allie insisted. Tucking the cover back down, the goat lifted the handles and wheeled the cart from spirit to spirit. They tripped over each other in their efforts to escape.

	‘I think I’m gonna be sick…’

	‘You stay away from us, you… pond scum!’

	‘Stagnant seabed! Arid airhead! Foul malignant caterwauler!’

	‘How dare you disrespect the immortally wounded! What kind of creature lacks such honour? Away with you!’

	‘If you insist…’

	It was a while before they left the offended would-be offenders behind for good. Even when it had long since fallen silent, and the last of the stones and minced oaths had been slung, Teal half-expected one of the spirits to cotton on. It wouldn’t have been difficult to catch up to the cart. But when Allie dropped the handles for the final time, he threw back the cover to reveal that they were indeed alone. Teal emerged blinking into the moonlight. He laughed. ‘I can’t believe that worked. Allie, you’re a genius! Why did they believe you?’

	‘Because I’m a reedy little eel that never mattered nothing to nobody,’ Allie replied. All hints of the stutter were gone. ‘Why would someone so small and defenceless lie? Runts like us get plenty of practise talking their way out of trouble. But you can thank me later. We’re here.’
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	‘When you were talking to the spirits earlier, were you genuinely terrified, or are you just that good an actor?’

	The goat scratched his horn stub. ‘Yes,’ he said.

	Allie guided Teal up the stone path. With iron buckets tied around Teal’s ankles, upturned like stilts, each step was a struggle, but they did their best. The last thing Teal expected to think was that the tower had seen better days, but the closer they clattered, the more it appeared to lose of its initial majesty.

	Thick, tuberous roots clung to the base, obscuring the foundations from view. Time had dug its claws deep into the nine square roofs, leaving vast swathes of bare wood where once tiles glittered in the light. The painted beams may originally have been a violent red, but they too had lost their lustre, leaving only languored brown. Even its slight tilt over the rest of Anzen no longer seemed imperious. Instead, the tower looked weary, exhausted even, as though the effort of standing alone was enough to drain it of its vitality. The glowing lanterns hanging from the corner of each roof were the only sign that anybody had visited it in years. This was a relic, a monument from a bygone age around which a village had subsequently sprouted, and left in the dust.

	‘Amazing! We shouldn’t even be seeing this right now,’ Teal said. Even with his tail bobbing against his head, arched as it was towards the sky, pulled as though by invisible strings, it was difficult not to be impressed. He had to fight to keep his arms down, but at least the water had diminished to a drip. Outside, it was cold enough already.

	‘Why not?’ Allie asked.

	‘Because it doesn’t exist. I should know, it’s required reading for one of my history modules. The last authentic nine-storey pagoda fell centuries ago. It’s hard enough finding them with five floors, one for each element. They burn down easily, you see. Ironically, the elements aren’t very kind to them, which is a shame, because their flexible cores are built to withstand any earthquake you could throw at them. How this is still standing, I couldn’t tell you. Frankly, it’s… impossible.’

	‘Impossible?’ Allie just shook his head and laughed. ‘Welcome to Anzen, buddy!’

	As they followed the steps up to the twin doors at the entrance, Teal spotted a smaller door on the side of the tower. It was only open a crack, small enough that even Allie would need to crawl to fit through it, but no sooner had he laid eyes on it than it suddenly snapped shut. A shiver ran up his spine. If Allie noticed it, he didn’t say anything.

	There was nothing immediately obvious barring their entry into the tower. The smooth, boxy panels lacked a lock and key, and the latches that would have held a wooden bar were empty, but nonetheless, the doors refused to open. Situated to the side was an iron tube which, starting from around head height, continued up the wall, disappearing into the roof above. Allie had to stand on the very tips of his trainers to reach the opening, which was sculpted in the shape of an enormous asagao flower. He took a few deep breaths before leaning into it. Teal even saw him practise first, silently mouthing the words to himself.

	‘Excuse me…’ Allie began. It was a good start, but barely two words in, and noise was already emerging from the head of the tube. He shut his muzzle abruptly and held his head up to listen to it, nodding along. ‘Uh huh, uh huh…’ Occasionally, his overzealous nodding clipped the tube with his left horn, sending the impact echoing up to the unlucky recipient. His right horn suffered no such issue.

	Teal watched him, trying not to fidget while he waited. Having a roof over his head felt safer, but not by much. His hind paws swayed an uneasy inch or so over the base of the buckets. It was awfully thin rope to be tethered with. Then again, the braids could have been as thick as his wrist, and he’d still be shuddering every time they creaked. The breeze cut through his soggy clothes like a knife. To distract himself, he gazed down at the village, past the puddles they left behind. It was quite the sight from the top of the hill. Fortunately, it didn’t appear that they’d been followed, and yet Teal never felt like they were truly alone either. More than once, his instincts compelled him to check on the miniature door around the corner. It didn’t move again.

	‘I know, I know,’ Allie said, teetering back and forth on his hooves. ‘But I didn’t know what else to do.’ He paused, lifting a floppy ear to the giant vibrating petals. ‘Yeah, I can think of a few. Floating, for one. That’s right, floating through the air. No, he’s not a bird. He’s a fox. That’s right, two arms and two legs, just like The Shepherd—I mean the gods—gave him. You heard me right, normal arms. No, I don’t think he’d be very interested in talking to you about his mother. Hello? Hello?’

	There was a new voice at the other end. Teal couldn’t make out much of what was being said, but it was obvious that the tone of the conversation had changed completely. ‘Oh, hello…’ For one thing, Allie’s cheeks had turned bright red. ‘Good evening to you too, Lady… Yeah. Yeah, that’s the one. No, he wouldn’t. Thank you! You won’t regret it, I promise…’ Allie waited for a moment. When there was no further reply, he pushed off from the wall with a sigh.

	‘So? What did they say?’ Teal asked him. ‘Are we going up?’

	Allie smiled. ‘One of us is,’ he said. Flakes of brown paint whittled away as the twin doors parted of their own accord. ‘I’ll give you two guesses which one.’

	The ground floor of Shoganai Tower was empty. In fact, when Allie and Teal eventually mustered the courage to poke their noses around the corner, what they found was little more than a humble, hollow shell. The floor, walls and ceiling were bare, save for a thick carpet of roots that covered almost everything. There was a staircase towards the back, but it lay in ruin, leaving huge chunks of blackened banister to litter the boards. The only original feature of the room that was still intact was the central pillar, which looked to run through all nine floors to the very top. Beside the pillar, an unassuming wooden compartment waited on a rope, seemingly untouched by the degradation around it. Teal’s heart sank when he realised its true purpose. The lift barely looked big enough for one.

	Drawing back the collapsible bamboo doors, Allie helped Teal inside. Clunk, clunk, clunk, echoed the buckets, already sloshing up to the halfway mark. They were fighting against the clock. Luckily, there were no electrical devices at risk of shorting out. In fact, there didn’t seem to be much in the way of lift operating mechanisms at all. Just a red, waist-high pulley in the corner by the entrance.

	‘There’s some stuff I kinda forgot to tell you about,’ Allie said, double-checking that the rope outside was secure. ‘Important stuff.’ Teal was surprised to feel his ears brush against the top of the compartment. He looked up, but the ceiling wasn’t getting any lower. Instead, the pull to the sky was growing stronger. ‘But we’re out of time, so you’ve just gotta listen to me.’

	The rope tethering Teal to the buckets was perfectly taut, biting into his ankles, and the pitter-patter of water was already turning into a steady stream. He stifled three sneezes in quick succession, then apologised. Teal may have been frozen to the bone, but what really scared him was the spectre of rushing water in his inner ear. At first, he thought he was only imagining it, but there it was, as loud and clear as the morning rain during his last day in Lower Britannia. Hiding in the fractions of a second between blinks. Is this what Allie was talking about earlier? Am I repeating already? 

	‘When you get there, call her Lady Umeboshi unless she says otherwise. Do whatever she tells you, and don’t do anything dumb. Or rude. Some of the things she finds rude won’t make sense to you, so if you have to pick between rude or dumb, take it from me, it’s better to be dumb. Aside from that, just use your head. Foxes are supposed to be clever, aren’t they? They didn’t build the empire for nothing.’

	‘But what about you? What are you going to do?’

	Allie shrugged. ‘Not your problem,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about stupid old me. I’ll go back to the Tack and Thimble, maybe. You know, wait out the rain by the fire.’

	‘Are you sure? I don’t know if it’s safe for you to be out on your own.’

	‘Course it is! Haven’t you seen me? Good company, big towels, nice cup of tea. I’ll be better off than you!’

	‘I hope so,’ Teal said uncertainly. He offered his dripping paw. For all he knew, this could be the last time they’d ever see each other. ‘Thanks, Allie. For everything, I mean. You didn’t have to help me.’

	‘Don’t mention it,’ the small goat mumbled, reaching up to shake hooves. His arm was instantly drenched, but he didn’t seem to care. ‘You didn’t have to save my life. Still did, though. All I did was drag you through town in a cart. Although if you liked it so much, I could always take you back in it…’

	‘Not for all the money in the world!’ Teal shuddered. They both laughed, and Teal felt a twinge in his stomach. The water in the buckets was rising. ‘I owe you one,’ he said.

	‘Nope,’ Allie replied. Tugging twice on the pulley, he hopped out of the compartment just in time. ‘That’s still me.’

	Before Teal could think of a reply, the shutters closed, and the lift was off.
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	UPTAKE

	 

	‘Always call her Lady Umeboshi, do what she says, and don’t be rude. Always call her Lady Umeboshi, do what she says, and don’t be rude…’

	The compartment inched its way up. From the way it complained, croaking and heaving like it was suffering from a terrible bout of indigestion, it was a wonder that it hadn’t tried to spit him out yet. Teal crossed his fingers. Bobbing uncertainly above the buckets, there was little more he could do than watch each level slowly rise and fall out of view through the gaps in the shutters, flattening his ears to stop them crumpling against the low ceiling.

	The first few floors may have been unoccupied, but they were far from empty. Enough of their original contents remained to hint at why they were now untended. They appeared as though they had been abandoned in a hurry. Tables were upturned, rugs were disturbed, and vases in various states of disarray were sprinkled throughout, but the most prominent feature of the rooms couldn’t be seen. It lingered in the air, fresh and fragrant. It was green moss, and brown must, and pink succulence. Every inch of them teemed with life.

	Vines wove through deep fissures in the wooden beams, and the vases were the only place where the flowers would not grow. Where parts of the walls and floor were missing, huge swathes of honeysuckle had bloomed, almost like nature itself was patching up the ravages that time forgot. But there was only so much it could do.

	It all came to an end on the fourth floor. There, there were no more flowers to be seen. In fact, there was nothing at all. Absolutely nothing. Teal stuck his fingers through the shutters, pulling himself down for a closer look. He’d never seen an emptier room in his life.

	It was grey. If ever it had known paint, pigment or hue of any sort, all traces of it had been painstakingly clawed away. Even the wooden floorboards had been dug up, stripped bare. Exposed. The only feature of the room was a thin, bitter wind, which rattled away despite the fact that there was no exposure to the open air. There were no windows, and no doors. No way in, and no way out. Teal shuddered, retracting his fingers. There was something bad about this room, something he knew he wasn’t supposed to see. The lift couldn’t have moved past it fast enough.

	Splash!

	Teal glanced down in dismay. Both buckets were brimming underneath him, water cascading down the sides, leaving the compartment floor gleaming. For just a moment, before his eyes focused on his reflection in the puddle, he could have sworn he spotted a chunk of license plate floating past. He tried to push it out of his mind. Why was it taking so long? Surely the lift could go faster than this. He gave the pulley a tug, waited a while, and then pulled it again, but nothing changed. There was no indication that it was even connected to anything. The water was already inches deep.

	‘Hello?’ he called, reeling back at the way his voice bounced off the thin compartment walls. ‘Anybody there?’ He gave the shutters a rap for good measure. Real clever, T, he caught himself thinking. You’re alone in a tower, suspended god only knows how high up in a wooden cupboard. Who exactly are you expecting to answer you?

	Teal sighed. He wished Allie were still with him. He was the only one who seemed to understand how strange everything was. None of this is right, he reminded himself, turning back to the shutters as an acrid scent wafted in. All the while, the water was steadily rising.

	The next floor looked like it had just survived a terrible fire, if survived was even the right word. Dust lingered in the air. Thick enough to choke on, it hung in great drapes, freckled like old sheets in the attic. Much of the ground had given way, and even the central pillar had been eaten back. The little that remained was caked in ash. Hunks of the back wall had fallen free, through which Teal caught flashes of the torch-lit village far below. It was only now that he realised just how high up the lift had taken him. The night air whistled through the holes, but it had little to do with how much his fur was standing on end, even as it left everything else strangely undisturbed.

	Then, the room fell out of sight. The lift was silent once more, save for the rising water and the muted creaking of the rope above. That rope was the only thing separating Teal from a long fall. But even if it broke, there wasn’t much a fall could do if he was already dead, right? Right? Sniffing, he hugged his arms around his sopping sleeves. He wasn’t so sure anymore.

	The floor above looked much the same as the previous one, if not slightly worse for wear. While he watched it sidle on by, the chill of icy fingers slid steadily up his ankles. He kicked out instinctively, only to bounce harmlessly off the ceiling and plop back into the water. The last bubbles of air from the iron buckets broke on the surface with a pitiful warble. If it rose much higher, he’d be next. Bracing himself on the back wall for leverage, Teal grappled with the shutters, but they staunchly refused to budge. He turned his attention to the pulley, only to face the opposite problem. One firm yank, and it came clean out of the ceiling.

	‘Hello? Is there any way to stop this thing? The place is filling up!’ But just like before, there was no reply. He really was alone.

	Something deeper than mortal fear bubbled up inside him. Teal had been here before. It urged him to unsheathe his claws, to fight the rising danger tooth and bone, but he knew that if he succumbed to it, he’d turn into a mindless beast, howling and thrashing as the walls closed ever tighter, until nothing was left. Animal instinct hadn’t saved him last time. Instead, he swallowed it back down, and forced himself to think. What would Melanie do? The answer came almost immediately. Look for a hatch that opens to the outside, dummy! There was nothing on the ceiling, but there had to be one around here somewhere. After all, every lift had a hatch. He knew it was true, because he needed it to be.

	Using his ankle ropes, Teal drew himself down into the cold water. The shock was immediate, but short-lived, like the first time he went swimming. A brief bout of juvenile panic, and he could breathe again. See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? At least you’re still alive. On second thought… It scorched his lungs and gnawed at his fingertips, but still he persisted, scouring the compartment from corner to corner. Unfortunately, the wooden walls were smooth and bare, and his pads glanced uselessly off them. There was definitely something down there, however. He may not have been able to see it, but he could feel it. Even if his fingers couldn’t.

	When he dredged it up, a few thousand sen notes melted to paste in his palm. ‘What isn’t real can’t hurt you, Teal,’ he muttered to himself, shivering. He wiped his paw clean on his jeans as the map floated past his face. ‘What isn’t real can’t hurt you…’

	Was the water even draining? Teal had a sneaking suspicion that it wasn’t. When the ashen room fell out of view, taking the stench of burning with it, he dipped his paw underwater and poked it through the shutters to the other side. The empty lift shaft was completely dry! That does it… Muttering a hasty apology, he unsheathed his claws and made a clean swipe through the compartment wall. Slash! Unbelievably, the water continued to rise, bubbling over the gash like it wasn’t even there. This was no accident. Otherworldly forces were at work. What was he supposed to do now?

	‘Help, I need help! Can anyone hear me? I know you’re out there. I don’t know what you’re playing at, but that’s enough. If you don’t want me to cut the rope, I order you to stop this lift right now!’ And just like that, the lift stopped.

	Teal froze. Propped up against the ceiling, with the water sloshing up to his waist, he waited. The compartment groaned. Swaying to and fro, it dipped smoothly like the bow of a ship. Through the shutters, he caught a glimpse of blue light from the floor above. The rest of the lift was suspended in darkness, creaking in protest against a disquieting calm. Unabated, the water crept over his chest. ‘Thank you,’ Teal said. Clenching his jaw helped to stop his fangs from chattering. He wasn’t sure who he was speaking to, though he had his suspicions. ‘Now if we could just drain the water, we still have time to stop the lift from floo—’

	That was as far as Teal got before the compartment jolted up, and a solid wave of water rushed to meet him. Before he knew it, he was under. It thundered in his ears, turning him head over heels until the only way to tell up from down was to feel for the direction his ankle ropes were pulling him. Unlike the Foxtail Duster, the water that flooded in was warm, pleasant even, and clearer than crystal. By the time he stopped spinning, the entire compartment was full.

	Submerged, the relentless skyward tug finally dissipated, and Teal found his hind paws gently alighting on the floor beside the buckets. Even his tail stopped pointing up, though it still hung uselessly behind him. Holding his breath, he pounded on the walls as the compartment continued to rise. The walls began to shimmer, dancing with an austere blue light. He turned around to see where it was coming from, and his fists slowly unfurled. Bubbles trickled from his open muzzle.

	The entire floor was underwater. It was all perfectly preserved, like a town in a snow globe, or a ship in a tower-sized bottle. The tables were laid. There were brushes for writing, cushions for sitting, and even artwork on the walls. Crude paintings of idyllic rolling hills encircled an ever-narrowing central pillar, upon which grubby pawprints of various shapes and sizes could be discerned, their colours muted in the boundless blue. Everything wavered back and forth with nary a ripple, serenely warm, peaceably quiet. The open inkwells should have been bleeding like smoke into the air, but somehow, it made perfect sense that they didn’t. After all, it wasn’t like the floor had just been flooded. Water was as fundamental a fixture of this diorama as the furniture.

	Teal was almost sad to see it go. Watching it sink beneath the compartment floor with his heartbeat slowly thrumming in his eardrums, it suddenly dawned upon him that he hadn’t taken a breath since the wave hit him. Somehow, the revelation didn’t provoke panic. A few more bubbles escaped his nose, rising into obscurity as the strobing patterns on the walls faded, taking the blue light with them.

	By the time the next floor inched into view, the light had returned. To Teal’s surprise, it was just like the last one. The only difference was that the walls were bare, the tables had been turned upside down, and there was a magpie sweeping the floor. Even after a day like this, Teal still wasn’t sure he believed what he was seeing. He paused to rub his eyes, but sure enough, when he opened them again, brushing his trailing whiskers aside in the water, the magpie was still there. Cheeks bulging, Teal lifted his paw and gave a little wave.

	When the magpie saw him, he returned the gesture, giving a slow, respectful bow before returning to his duties. If the magpie held his breath, or had even the slightest awareness of his nonsensical surroundings, he didn’t show it. He was happy to go about his work, for all the good it seemed to do. Each time his brush connected with the ground, Teal felt the dull vibrations undulating around him. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant. There was a oneness here. All things flowed together.

	The lift began to move on. Teal found himself drifting to the bottom of the compartment, just to keep the magpie in sight for a little longer. He didn’t want him to go. But his lungs were burning in his chest, and his vision was starting to blinker. He raised a fist to the nearest wall, but by the time it connected, the blow barely registered. He lazily slashed at it with a claw, but it retracted partway through, and refused to come back out. I guess this is it, then…

	Staring up at the ceiling, Teal watched the colours meld together. The world was so hazy all of a sudden. He wondered how much longer it was going to take. He’d already passed, what, at least a hundred floors by now? And waiting was very tiring work.

	Just as he let out his final breath, a bright light appeared at the top of the compartment. He barely had the energy to question what it was, until the churning mass of bubbles broke at the top. It was a waterline, as straight as if it had been sliced through the air itself. For some reason, water couldn’t pass through it. Down it came, slowly but surely, and although the world was darkening, with the water rushing in, the light only grew brighter. 

	The moment it fell over his eyes, Teal thrust his muzzle up and guzzled as much air as he could before the water in his lungs slopped out. He had just enough time to roll onto his side before the convulsions started. There he lay, gasping and spluttering like a newborn kit, until the last of the water had drained away.

	As the lift drew to a halt, the bamboo shutters parted. Soft, glowing bars lit up the compartment around him. Blinking blindly into the light, Teal felt himself rise from the floor, the slack rope around his ankles gradually tightening once more. At long last, he had reached the top of Shoganai Tower. This was the ninth floor.

	It was like the lift had transported him back in time. Every inch of the room was resplendent, bursting with detail. It was all too much to take in.

	Great tapestries of crashing waves, burgeoning treetops and huge dancing koi lined the walls, gilded in golden thread alongside only slightly more humble pieces of wall-length calligraphy. Poems, ancient histories and even older fables were recounted upon them, all brushed with a deftness lost to time. Below the tapestries, and alongside an enormous golden shrine in the corner, intricately carved chests of innumerable drawers stood proudly, home to antique vases bearing flowers that, despite looking exquisite, lacked any scent at all. There was something cold about them.

	And yet the air was so warm and welcoming, carrying with it a sweet, spicy and somewhat familiar aroma. Teal looked for the source, and found it in the centre of the room below a hanging black pot of incense. A steaming teapot rested upon a small table. The thin trails of blue steam and dark incense intermingled under the light of the yellow lanterns high above. Everything else was illuminated by the lustrous silver light of the full moon. The room ran from one end of the tower to the other, and both sides were open to the sky.

	But there was something else too. Something strong, bitter, and unmistakeably earthy. Almost like… tobacco? Teal followed his nose to the rightmost balcony. Sure enough, someone was standing with their back to the room. A slender cigarette holder lay nestled between long, clawed fingertips. Teal’s breath caught in his throat, but it had nothing to do with the smoke.

	The figure must have been half his height, silhouetted by the enormous orb in the sky. And yet they stood there, sleeves pooling out over the balcony in such a dignified pose that for a time, Teal couldn’t be certain that they were anything more than a statue casting an impressive shadow over the rest of the room. Eventually, however, they lifted their cigarette holder and took a lengthy drag. The embers glowed red at the tip, and with two quick taps, an inch of pure white ash fell from the railing, crumbling into dust in the air.

	‘Come along, then,’ she said, taking another puff. ‘I suppose we ought to take a look at you. After that, we can talk about the terrible plague you’ve wrought upon my village.’
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	RECUPERATION

	 

	‘It’s about time. I hope the lift didn’t give you any trouble.’ With one last tap of the cigarette holder, the Lady of the Tower turned to greet her guest.

	Teal’s eyes may have been drawn to the Sakuranese bobtail’s ceremonial headdress, her labyrinthine weave of long grey hair, liberally pocketed with jewel-encrusted combs and chopsticks. They may have glanced over her whiskers, which drooped lower than those of any cat he’d ever seen, or fallen upon the finery of her silk dress, whose innumerable layers boasted every colour under the sun, along with a few that even the light of day had never graced. They may have noted how sharp her fangs were, tempered behind a regal smile, or how deeply laughter lines etched the white fur of the old cat’s face.

	All these things and more he may have seen, or would yet come to notice, but from the beginning, it was her eyes that commanded his attention. One was golden, the other pale blue, but both seemed to stare straight through him. Even in the moonlight, they were bright, and when she stepped into the glow of the lanterns for the first time, her long sleeves trailing behind her, it was all Teal could do not to retreat to the back of the compartment and tug the pulley cord to threads.

	If only it hadn’t been lying in tatters on the floor, next to the dirty old buckets he was wearing for anchors. ‘Trouble?’ Teal repeated with a gulp. Is this a trick? The first test of my decorum? He resisted the urge to glance back at the mess he’d made of her nice compartment walls. ‘I… don’t think so, Lady Umeboshi. Nothing I couldn’t handle.’

	‘That’s what I like to hear,’ she said. ‘And please,’ she added with a smile, ‘call me Ume.’

	The Lady of the Tower glided across the floor. With a snap of her claws, a bamboo stepladder unfurled itself to roll beside her. ‘We’d have longer to talk if you’d been here on time, but such is my hospitality that I’ll shoulder a portion of the blame. If I hadn’t allowed myself to be distracted by such trivial matters as the calamity assailing my walls, you’d have floated right up to the ninth floor balcony without a fuss. Of course, once the warning conch sounded and you disappeared below the rooftops, well, that was the end of that.’

	‘Wait, so you were the one controlling the wind earlier?’

	‘Evidently.’

	Passing the table, she reached over the teapot and assorted confectionery to pick up a small platter of rice balls, along with a gleaming set of golden chopsticks. The bamboo stepladder continued rolling, seemingly oblivious. Looking closer, Teal realised that there was a small lump underneath the floor mat, nudging it along. ‘Manipulating the elements is no mean feat, and who else would stand to benefit from your arrival at my tower? But enough chit-chat. We have a serious matter to address.’

	Another snap, and the stepladder eased to a halt outside the lift. The lump under the mat promptly dispersed. With four graceful paces, the Lady of the Tower ascended to the top step, drawing level with the floating fox. For the first time, the enigmatic host and unwitting guest were whisker to whisker.

	Clicking her chopsticks impatiently over the platter, Lady Umeboshi wasted no time scrutinising every inch of him, from the limp tufts of his ears right down to the laces of his single sodden trainer. Teal held his breath as she did so, his heart racing. Up close, her perfume hung in the air, cloyingly sweet. She was so small. So why did it feel like her eyes were two laser beams burning into his skull? ‘Child, how heavy were you in life?’

	Teal blinked. It felt like his ears were playing tricks on him. ‘How… heavy was I?’

	‘No, you’re quite right,’ Lady Umeboshi said, brandishing a grin that showed off her sharp, pearly canines. ‘What a perfectly foolish question. How heavy did you think you were?’

	‘How heavy did I think I was?’

	‘Oh dear. Here I was, under the impression that I’d be crossing claws with a fox tonight, and yet all my guest seems capable of doing is repeating whatever he hears back to me. Are we quite sure the gods didn’t send me a parrot instead?’

	Flushed, Teal looked away. ‘Sorry, Lady Umeboshi.’

	‘Ume, please.’

	‘Ume…’

	‘That’s more like it. Still repeating after me, I see, but at this late juncture, I’ll take whatever I can get. Have you an answer to my question or not?’

	‘About how heavy I am? Or used to be, or…’ Teal was so confused. Breathing through his muzzle, he closed his nose to her strong perfume and tried not to let the platter of rice balls distract him. There were six of them, as plain as Teal could imagine, but that’s exactly what made him suspicious. You see, they were all perfectly uniform. Not one grain of rice was out of place.

	‘Self-perception. It’s not complicated, dear. When you looked in the mirror, did you see a whale, a twig, or something in between?’

	‘S-something in between,’ Teal replied.

	‘Marvellous. I assumed as much.’ The chopsticks pushed the sixth rice ball to the back of the platter. ‘I was erring closer to twig myself. Even aside from the excess buoyancy, you look like someone a stiff breeze could throw over its knee. And how resilient were you against personal tragedy?’

	‘I’m sorry?’

	‘Personal tragedy,’ Lady Umeboshi repeated with a patient sigh. Her chopsticks hovered over the fifth rice ball. ‘You know, disease, starvation, crippling devastation… the rest of it. When tested, most animals will either hold fast until they snap, like bamboo, or bend like a reed in the slightest wind. So which one were you? Reed, or bamboo?’

	Teal thought for a moment. The question was more difficult than he anticipated. ‘A reed,’ he eventually admitted. In the silence, the ping-pang of drops into the ever-filling buckets echoed around the room.

	‘Excellent!’ The chopsticks pushed the fifth rice ball away. ‘Now I assume your parents raised you properly, and taught you all about the dangers of talking to strangers, and especially taking food from them?’

	‘Of course.’

	She nodded. ‘Very sensible advice too, because I’m a stranger, and I’ve got four rice balls with your name on them!’ Lady Umeboshi clacked her chopsticks together with glee. ‘Remember to chew thoroughly, and don’t let a single exalted grain go to waste. If you do, I bear no responsibility for the next time you decide you want to join the stars. The firmament is no place for dreamers. Even the gods may not be able to reach you up there.’

	The first rice ball was the hardest. Though the texture was familiar, the rice ball itself had absolutely no flavour, sucking every last drop of saliva—or whatever passed for saliva in the spirit world—from his muzzle. Heeding her words, Teal did his best to chew with his mouth shut. Every motion of his jaws felt like it could spell disaster. But sure enough, by the time he swallowed it down, there was already slack on the ropes. The second rice ball he managed faster, and the third faster still.

	By the time he gulped down the fourth and final rice ball, his hind paws had alighted into each of the iron buckets with a splash. There were no words for the wave of relief that followed. For the first time in a long time, Teal felt… real. Substantial. There. He no longer heard rushing water when he closed his eyes, and though he wasn’t eager to test it, it seemed like the water issuing from his clothes had slowed down too. He didn’t even feel cold.

	There was a brief stab of panic when something brushed his back, only to be replaced with embarrassment when he realised that it was nothing more threatening than his own wagging tail. Teal was overjoyed! No longer was it hanging numbly in the air like some grotesque possessed appendage. He pulled it around to hug it, but it wagged so vigorously, he could hardly keep it still. Evidently, it was just as happy to see him. ‘Thank you so much, Lady Umeboshi! Is that it? Am I down for good?’

	‘Unless you start growing feathers,’ Lady Umeboshi said drily. Placing the platter down, she reached into her deep, billowy sleeves and drew forth a paper fan. The other paw she placed in the centre of Teal’s chest, where it squelched against the fabric of his hoodie.

	‘Don’t – you’ll get wet!’ he warned her, but she just smiled.

	‘My dear, everybody knows that water in this world doesn’t fall. It rises, just like everything else. There’s no water here. Just a memory.’ Lady Umeboshi flapped her fan once. The resulting gale blasted through Teal like a tornado, leaving him bone dry. He turned around to find a distinctly fox-shaped impression of drops on the compartment wall. ‘And memories are best left in the past. Now if you’ll kindly place this stepladder back, you may join me at the table,’ Lady Umeboshi said. Teal bent down to untie his ankle ropes. ‘We have much to discuss.’

	Both buckets went in the corner of the lift, along with Teal’s singular trainer. As he rolled the folded stepladder past her, the old cat lowered herself into a kneeling position on the floor mat. She sat straight, with the upturned soles of her hind paws painfully parallel with the floor, and yet her face betrayed no discomfort, even with a headdress that easily weighed as much as she did. Finn would have been proud.

	Before he stacked the stepladder against the wall, Teal snuck a quick glance over the balcony. To his relief, the shadow rains had yet to climb this high. He wondered what Lady Umeboshi had been staring at when he first arrived. There wasn’t much to be gleaned from the back of the village. Just a few hot springs at the foot of the northern wall, and a small lake far below. Beyond the walls lay the eviscerated remains of the countryside. Teal forced himself to look away. Peito’s words were burning in his ears.

	Lady Umeboshi nodded, her eyes narrowing momentarily through the wisps of smoke and incense as Teal joined her at the other end of the table. She watched him silently as he attempted to mimic her stance. But it was impossible. His ankles felt like they were on fire! After a few well-meaning attempts, he settled for crossed legs. She seemed satisfied. ‘Tea?’ she asked, proffering the ceramic teapot.

	Teal’s hackles flinched. Something about the way she said it rubbed him the wrong way, but he’d been told not to refuse anything from the Lady of the Tower. Besides, he was already four rice balls deep. If she truly meant him harm, the damage was already done. He nodded.

	‘Excellent choice,’ Lady Umeboshi said. Placing the spout within the small hole at the bottom of Teal’s cup, she filled it in a smooth, practised motion before pouring her own. Back and forth she went, steadily adding a little more to each cup until they were both steaming. Despite the speed, not a single drop was spilled.

	‘You should know that it was a trick question anyway. Tea is never optional in Nahashi, and that cup of tea is better than any of the swill you’ll find outside these walls. Bold, piquant and refreshing, if only you’ve got the palate for it. Pure ethre doesn’t need spices to mask its natural flavour, and you’ll never find it over anything as primitive as a flame either. It’s hotter than any natural fire, and anathema to all but mortal souls. It’s heating itself in your cup right now.’

	‘That sounds… incredible,’ Teal said. It did. ‘Probably wasted on me though,’ he added apologetically. ‘Knowing me, I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference anyway.’

	Lady Umeboshi smiled, but Teal caught one of her eyes twitching. ‘Perhaps not,’ she said. Her bobtail bristled behind her. ‘I have also prepared an assortment of candied victuals.’ She gestured to the colourful platter by the teapot. There were jellies, candies, sweet buns, and tiny delectable squares of cake. ‘As you can see, no expense was spared. Feel free to help yourself.’

	‘Thanks. I will.’

	Lady Umeboshi studied Teal carefully. Somehow, she seemed unsurprised when he didn’t reach for one. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to try something? All the favourites of the living are here. Yokan, higashi, manju…’

	Teal gazed upon the lavish arrangement uncertainly. In a world where manners were life and death, an outright refusal would be a terminal error. ‘It all looks so good. I think I need a little longer to decide.’

	‘Suit yourself,’ Lady Umeboshi said, and she swiped up a generous pawful of goodies. Mixed seeds indented the hard candy shells. ‘Like you say, you probably wouldn’t be able to appreciate it anyway,’ she added with a sly crunch. ‘Well? Are you going to take a sip, or are you waiting for your teacup to somehow make its own way over to your lips?’

	‘Sorry,’ Teal said. ‘Thank you for the tea, Lady… Ume.’ He glanced down at the teacup. It smelled delicious, but he knew better than to trust his nose outright. There was an otherworldly heat emanating from it, even more so than with Kon’s tea back at the Tack and Thimble. The very air above it seemed to warp, and the blue steam eking from the bottom was somehow thicker than normal. Waving his paw over it, he could feel the tendrils of steam pushing back, like it was made of denser stuff. Maybe it was. Either way, it hardly made him more inclined to drink it.

	The old cat rolled her eyes. ‘Very well,’ she said. She lifted her own teacup to her muzzle. Holding it with both paws, she quickly drained it in one, returning it to the tabletop with a delicate tink and a smack of the lips. ‘I hope this proves that there is nothing untoward going on in my teapot. Now will you please try the tea? What exactly are you afraid it’s going to do? Kill you again?’

	‘I don’t know. Could it?’

	‘I don’t know,’ Lady Umeboshi said. Her eyes glimmered. ‘Could it?’

	Teal’s fingers curled around the ceramic body. The heat from the teacup was palpable, but not uncomfortably so. It was an odd design, enclosed at the top. Blue steam emerged from two hairline cracks in the white porcelain that circled the cup, respectively one third and two thirds of the way up. The two small handles on its side suggested that it came apart in some way, but Lady Umeboshi was extremely unforthcoming in the manner in which she drank. Her teacup had scarcely left the table. Teal looked to her for clues, but it was obvious that he would find no answers there. At any rate, he knew better than to turn it over like last time.

	‘That’s the spirit,’ Lady Umeboshi said. ‘Now just make sure to—’

	But it was too late. As he lifted it, the top third of the teacup came clean off, leaving the lower segments still on the table. Just like last time, Teal watched in shock as the steaming blue liquid dribbled into the air, collecting on the ceiling.

	‘Hold the bottom…’ Lady Umeboshi concluded, as he spun it back around and caught the last few drops on the rim. She held her forehead in her paws. ‘Ethre rises, as you’re no doubt aware. The teacup comes apart to give you somewhere to drink from. Otherwise, you’d have to lap at the hole where the spout goes, and well, we’re not barbarians, are we? Are we?’ 

	Taking a deep breath, the Lady of the Tower composed herself. ‘Fear not,’ she reassured Teal, ‘I’ll have my magpie take care of it. You should consider yourself lucky, you know. The ceiling is the only area of my extravagant study that ethre is incapable of harming.’

	‘I’m… so sorry!’

	‘It’s fine. The look on your face alone suffices for payment. But ethre commands too high a price to waste. You will tell me what you think of the taste. Go ahead, child. Furnish the roof of your mouth with whatever you didn’t furnish my beautiful ceiling with.’

	‘Okay.’ Teal raised the top part of the cup to his muzzle. Very slowly, and very carefully, he tilted it. A few stray drops wriggled inside. They trickled upwards, climbing his palate like tiny worms, but he forced them down with a gulp. The sensation was otherworldly. It was neither warm nor cold, and yet it burned, as though a searing flame had been captured, frozen, and thawed slowly. There wasn’t much in the realm of taste, and yet it seemed to nourish parts of Teal that he’d never even noticed before, a liquid fire that set his limbs ablaze, and stood his fur on end. ‘It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced,’ Teal spluttered, returning the cup to the table.

	Lady Umeboshi collected his teacup with a smile. ‘I suppose they do say that everything’s better in moderation,’ she said. ‘It warms my heart that you enjoyed your drop of tea, it really does. But now I fear we must get down to business.’

	Reaching underneath the table, she pulled out an old umbrella with a polished wooden handle. Sheathed in a battered iron cover, it didn’t appear to be anything special, but the manner in which she laid it across her lap suggested that there was more to the umbrella than meets the eye. In a single gesture, the entire atmosphere of the room had changed. Lady Umeboshi wasn’t smiling anymore. 

	‘This has all been a most enjoyable game,’ she uttered in a voice that suggested it was anything but. ‘I’ve played along just as you wanted, but now I must insist that you tell me exactly who you are, and what it is you’re doing.’

	‘I don’t understand.’

	‘Come now, Tan. I’ve played an hospitable host. I invited you within my home, served you ethre from my own stocks. The least you can do is repay my courtesy with a soupçon’s honesty. Perhaps it’s one of your little friends instead. The suit is very convincing, I’ll give it that.’

	Dread settled like a pit in Teal’s stomach. ‘The suit?’

	‘The guise. Your form, your glamour, whatever you wish to call it. I may have called it possession if I hadn’t blown away any possible phantasms with my fan. The only reason you furnished my study with the contents of your cup is because you knew it was a test. Nothing born outside the mortal realm can stomach ethre. It’s pure, undiluted spirit, poison to all creatures that have never known a body. But you knew that already, didn’t you?

	‘You didn’t so much as sniff at my assorted confectionery either, which any real fox would have jumped at in a heartbeat. Perhaps you grew up without a sweet tooth. Understandable. Or, more likely, you’ve never had much of any tooth at all, because you failed to do the most rudimentary research on transient life before slapping this meagre facade together. Admittedly, I don’t know how you’ve managed to keep the rice balls down for so long, but you’ve been quivering like a willow tree since first you arrived, so I wouldn’t hold my breath in that regard. You see, real mortal spirits learn to savour sensations in life, the sounds, smells, tastes, passions, victories and defeats, which I highly doubt you’d understand the first thing about. You wouldn’t know good taste if it walloped you across your imposturous taste buds!’

	‘But—’

	‘I know, I know. It’s incredibly generous of me to tolerate your presence, but that’s only because I have a reputation to maintain. The good citizens of Anzen look up to me for a reason. But don’t think for one moment that I’ve forgotten what you’ve done. There was a real fox out there once. I should know: I spent the better part of an afternoon searching for them. Some poor, confused, innocent little mite, lost in the interlands for gods know how long before you came upon them. Even my Shrine Keepers can’t tell me what happened. Only that nothing now remains.

	‘As if imitating my ill-fated quarry wasn’t enough, you thought it would be clever to ignore centuries-old traditions when you crossed over, unleashing that… plague upon us. I really don’t care whether it’s Tan I’m speaking to right now. You could be a demon, an oni, a trickster spirit, a witch’s fox, or any other conjuration one would care to scrape from the bottom of one’s heel in this accursed realm. Mark my words. I will make you pay for what you’ve done.’

	Lady Umeboshi’s long claws tightened on the handle of her umbrella. As she drew the cover back, all hints of colour and light evaporated from the study. Lightning bolts began to spark, great jagged forks of azure, and the air itself grew sulphurous and heavy. In the darkness, her eyes burned like two stars. ‘You aren’t entitled to a hearing. If anyone in this village has come to an ounce of harm on your account, the claws of the gods themselves won’t be quick enough to stay my own. Anzen is my court, and I preside over it as sole protector. So, I will ask you one final time: who are you?’

	‘I’m me!’ Teal cried. ‘Please, just listen to me. I’m not a trickster or a demon, or any of the other things you talked about. I’m just a fox, I swear! A fox that lost his way.’

	Lady Umeboshi’s laughter echoed like a thunderclap. ‘Do you seriously expect me to believe that a lone fox spirit could evade my sight, navigating the interlands by itself in only a few scant hours?’

	‘I wasn’t alone. One of those egg creatures helped me.’

	‘What? A kiba-kiba revealed itself to you?’

	‘Yeah! And a lantern with one leg led me through the forest when it got dark. There was a moth as well…’

	‘When it… got dark?’ The lightning bolts fizzled into steam. Lady Umeboshi’s claws rested on the handle of her umbrella. One of her knuckles cracked. ‘Are you sure about that? I must warn you – lying to me will be the last mistake you ever make.’

	‘I promise,’ Teal said. ‘I’ll swear on whatever the hell you want. I came here to get help. I’ve got no reason to lie.’

	Teal stared into Lady Umeboshi’s blue and yellow eyes, silently pleading for her to recognise the truth in them. Sure enough, the unbridled fury that once ignited them melted away into mild irritation. She frowned. ‘Ah,’ the Lady of the Tower said. She slid the iron cover back. In an instant, the study was back to normal. She placed her umbrella to one side. ‘Then it appears you have much explaining to do.’

	Lady Umeboshi poured herself another cup from the teapot and took a long, measured sip. ‘You might want to try your paws at a second cup, child. We may be here a while.’
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	INTERROGATION

	 

	Lady Umeboshi attended Teal’s story carefully. The only time she spoke was to offer thanks to the magpie for tending to the ceiling. By the time he bowed out of the room, carrying a glowing mop over his shoulder, she had confined herself to silence once more. Moments of amusement were overshadowed by minutes of concern, but for the most part, she kept her thoughts and feelings to herself, tightly under lock and key.

	‘You see, after Kon and Allie helped me down, I couldn’t take it off,’ Teal explained. He held his paw up, but the loop of red ribbon shuffled down his sleeve. ‘I don’t know where I’d be without this ribbon, you know? Well, I guess you probably do.’

	‘Mmm…’

	Cigarette smoke curled around the old cat’s eyes. The confectionery had long since vanished from the table. Lady Umeboshi had made short work of it, leaving the trays stacked neatly to the side. All that remained was the teapot, whose impressive plume of blue steam had gradually depleted over the course of Teal’s increasingly inexplicable tale. Reaching for her teacup, the old cat took a deep draught. It was empty by the time she placed it back down. Teal wasn’t sure how many cups that made it. He’d lost count.

	‘I don’t like your story,’ she said at length. ‘I don’t like it for many reasons. It’s overly long, lacking in detail and implausible to the point of absurdity. But most of all, I don’t like your story because somehow, against my better judgement, I find myself believing it.’

	‘I think you’d know if I was lying by now. You could have fried me a dozen times already.’

	‘True.’ Lady Umeboshi rose to put her cigarette out over the balcony. ‘Very true. And still could,’ she reminded him. ‘But you’re right. Unfortunately, I do believe you. It’s one fanciful tale, though. You must have many questions.’

	‘You have no idea.’

	She chuckled to herself. ‘Perhaps more than you’d think,’ she said. ‘If only we had the time. But alas, you took longer than I expected. When the clock strikes twelve, I’m needed at the entrance, so here is my proposition.’

	Lady Umeboshi glided to the golden shrine at the back of the room. Rows upon rows of incense sticks sat in stamped boxes. She rattled through them until she found a stout one with nine short ridges, which she inserted into the hanging incense burner at the three o’clock mark. With a click of her claws, the tip of her cigarette holder burst into flames.

	‘Hey, what am I lightin’ here?’ Clinging to the edge of the metal, the tiny fire spirit seemed surprised to have been summoned out of nowhere. At least, until it saw Lady Umeboshi. ‘Oh, heya plums!’

	The old cat gently inclined her head. ‘Good evening to you.’

	After sizzling the end of the incense stick to a crisp, the fire spirit gave an exuberant bow to the room. ‘And that, ladies and gentlefoxes, is how you do it!’ With another click, the spirit vanished. Lady Umeboshi sighed. Drawing a small cloth from her sleeve, she wiped the scorch marks from her cigarette holder as smoke began streaming from the cherry-red end of the stick. Strangely, the incense carried no scent that Teal’s nose could detect. It was just like the flowers.

	‘We have until the stick burns down,’ Lady Umeboshi told Teal, once she had joined him back at the table. ‘You may ask me as many questions as you wish, on any subject you care to name. I will answer them all.’

	‘Really?’ Teal’s eyes glimmered at the prospect of answers. Finally…

	‘I wouldn’t be so eager if I were you. If it were up to me, I’d leave it at that, but you don’t get anything in this world for nothing. For every three questions you ask, I’d like one in return. You are my guest, after all. Three for one seems like more than a fair trade, wouldn’t you agree?’

	‘Depends,’ Teal said. ‘Is that a question?’

	‘Only if that is.’ Refilling her teacup, Lady Umeboshi took a measured sip. ‘I’m pleased to see that we’re on the same page after all. Perhaps there’s hope for you yet. By all means, proceed with your first question. But be warned: I can only promise you answers. I can’t promise that you’ll like them.’

	Teal nodded. He was unprepared for the uncertainty that followed. Questions, so many questions. He was drowning in them. Just when he seemed to settle on one, a dozen more appeared out of the blue to blindside him. After everything he’d been through, where in the world was he supposed to start? An expectant silence from the Lady of the Tower didn’t help. It felt like the makings of another test. ‘What is this place?’ he said eventually. It seemed as good a place to start as any. You can’t land on your feet until you know what they’re standing on, Teal reasoned.

	‘This is Shoganai Tower,’ Lady Umeboshi began. Was it just Teal’s imagination, or was the old cat frowning? Probably not a good sign. ‘You’re sitting in the middle of my study, which occupies the ninth floor…’

	‘No, but I mean this place. This village, this land, this… whole crazy world, where fire can talk and lanterns can walk, and eggs are made of teeth, and I don’t even know what else. It’s making my head spin just thinking about it, so I’m trying to stick to what I know. Like history. I don’t know much, but I know my history, and this village looks like it jumped right out of one of my textbooks, from the architecture to its position along the river. The population of artisans and reduced dependence on agriculture places it somewhere around the seventeenth century, I’d say. Everything fits, except for this tower. It predates the rest of Anzen by centuries, and yet the location makes no sense. It’s almost like the village came first, and the tower was added later. Why else would it be stuck on top of a hill, when everything else is built to withstand mudslides and earthquakes?’

	Glancing around the room, Lady Umeboshi smiled. ‘It certainly makes one wonder.’

	‘And the eaves outside aren’t just decorative either, which makes this a true nine-storey pagoda. From what I remember, they were gone by the eighth century, well before the turn of the millennium. But I guess that can’t be true, can it? If that’s the case, then where are we sitting?’

	‘Is that your third question?’

	‘No. Wait, what?’

	‘Well that certainly is. To answer your second question, you’re correct. The last nine-storey pagoda was indeed destroyed over a thousand years ago, and none were ever rebuilt. As for the third question, I rather hoped that the evidence of your eyes, ears and posterior would prove sufficient, but after recent events, I suppose we’re lucky that they still function at all. You’re in Shoganai Tower, child, a true pagoda and sanctorium for wayfarers and residents alike. I must say, that was a terribly squandered first round. I do hope the conversation picks up before providence permits us to part ways.’

	Teal’s jaw fell open. ‘I thought you were supposed to be helping me.’

	Lady Umeboshi coolly sipped at her tea. ‘You can’t help someone that won’t help themselves,’ she said. ‘I’m not a charity. The less time you have for questions, the more I have for answers. Now listen closely. I know you’re not from around here. Your turns of phrase are strange, your clothing stranger still, but I wouldn’t need any such clues to deduce that you’re not a native Nahashi. It would have been obvious to me, even if you’d stumbled into my study naked and mute as the day you were born.’

	‘How come?’

	‘I believe I was the one asking questions.’ Teal bit his lip. This was a cruel game. He was going to have to get better at it if he wanted to leave any wiser than he went in.

	‘Nobody from Nahashi would have dared to cross the threshold of a sacred place with their shoes still on. Well, shoe in your case. Not even the Sakuranese would dream of such a thing.’

	Teal stared sheepishly at his trainer from across the room. He hadn’t even thought about it. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to cause offence. To be fair, I was up in the air until a few minutes ago. I never took a step.’

	‘A distinction that I’m sure means a great deal to a non-Nahashi.’ There was a glint to the old cat’s blue and amber eyes as her lips curled into a grin. ‘Now let’s see here. I’ve never been much for the sea, but I’ve circumnavigated my fair share of it, and I’d know that accent from anywhere. There’s only one place in the world you could possibly hail from, a vulpine kingdom far from here that shares its shape with you.’

	Teal tried not to look surprised. He wasn’t sure he succeeded. ‘This kingdom comprises multiple nations,’ the Lady of the Tower continued. ‘Gaelynd, Britannia and Haedria, though judging from your expression, I doubt I need to ask which one. So here, child, is my question. Are you surprised at the speed with which I ascertained that you were from Britannia?’

	This time, it was Teal’s turn to smile. ‘No,’ he said simply, ‘because you’re wrong. I’m not from Britannia.’ Technically, he wasn’t lying. After all, Britannia hadn’t existed for decades. Not since the empire was still around.

	Lady Umeboshi stared at him in disbelief. Her long claws crept up the cover of her umbrella. ‘You liar.’

	‘I’ll swear on anything you want. I’m not from Britannia. I think that means it’s my turn now.’

	‘I suppose it does,’ Lady Umeboshi uttered through gritted fangs.

	Teal thought long and hard before he spoke again. He only had three questions left before his turn was over. An errant phrase or misplaced word, and the entire thing would be for naught. And yet he couldn’t take too long. With each passing second, the incense stick burned down just a little more. He could have sworn there were more segments a moment ago. ‘If I were to ask you to helpfully summarise the history of Anzen and the nature of the spirit world to a total outsider, how would you do it?’

	Lady Umeboshi leaned back. Beneath the gleaming golden headdress, her face was inscrutable. ‘Better,’ she said finally. Teal breathed a sigh of relief. ‘I said better, not good,’ she added. Teal’s shoulders sagged. ‘You see, the framing of the question offers too much room for manoeuvre. How I would do it is an entirely separate proposition from what it is I’d be doing. But since you’re learning, I’ll grant you this one concession. Let it never be said that Lady Umeboshi is not a gracious host. Ahem…’ She paused to clear her throat.

	‘Anzen, which has a long and storied history, is the world’s last refuge for wayward spirits and wandering souls. There used to be settlements just like it across Nahashi and mainland Sakurai, but over time, they… fell away.’ Teal was surprised to hear Lady Umeboshi’s voice catch in her throat, but she moved on quickly.

	‘You see, when the vast majority of animals die, their essence travels into the great thereafter, and that’s the end of it. Their fate, if one exists, is beyond our purview. But for a select few, their story isn’t over. They’re left behind, to wonder and to wander unto wonder’s untold wonders, until they’ve earned their passage.

	‘Over time, rituals were contrived that could bind one’s essence to the spirit world. Entire villages gathered to perform them, such that upon death, they might be better placed to protect the living from those that would wish them harm. Once the next generation came along, their vigil was over, and they could pursue an existence of selflessness and introspection until the time came to move on. But those rituals are long forgotten. Anzen was the last village to perform them, over three hundred years ago. It was during the civil war. Anzen fought valiantly on the front lines for Nahashi’s independence.

	‘This village was constructed in the same place Anzen fell, and where other villages have no doubt sprung up since. After all, the lay of the land for one world is the same for them all. The realms of the dead and the living reside alongside one another, in the space between the spaces. We exist in the impressions of the waking world, in every pond and every stream, every mirror and in the reflections of every eye. We are the residents of a dreamerless dream. Both worlds can never touch, but under the right light, one may cast a shadow upon the other.’

	‘Okay…’

	Lady Umeboshi rolled her drooping whiskers thoughtfully back and forth between the pads of her thumb and forefinger. ‘Do you require a moment? You wouldn’t be the first.’

	‘No,’ Teal said quickly. He needed more than a moment. ‘So… this isn’t heaven, then. Or something like it.’

	‘Does it feel like heaven?’

	‘I don’t know. I’m not sure what heaven would even feel like, if it’s something you could feel at all. If it’s something you’d be allowed to feel.’

	‘That’s a fair point.’ Lady Umeboshi laughed. ‘This isn’t heaven, but it’s a fair point. Could the same not also be said for hell?’

	Teal hesitated for a moment. ‘It’s not hell,’ he said quietly.

	‘How would you know? Have you thought long and hard about it? Why are the greatest advocates for rationalism always the first to stoop to wishful thinking when reality elects to be inconvenient?’

	Teal’s throat felt very dry all of a sudden. ‘I believe it’s still my turn.’ He reached for his cup, and knocked back a sip that knocked him for six.

	‘Only for as long as we still have time to burn,’ Lady Umeboshi reminded him. ‘Your flame is fast dwindling, child. If you have questions remaining, make it quick and word them well.’

	Teal nodded. He’d done well not to waste another question, but there were so many things he still needed to know. And one thing that he couldn’t afford to know, no matter how relentlessly it nagged at the back of his head. He just had to say something first, in order to rid himself of the temptation to ask. ‘You mentioned a terrible plague earlier. What were you talking about?’

	Lady Umeboshi’s face darkened. ‘A plague that rode in on your back, let us not forget. A blight that haunts these very skies as we speak.’

	‘Of course.’ Biting his cheek, Teal stared down at the floor mat.

	She sighed. ‘Scorn,’ Lady Umeboshi said. ‘The spirit has no name, but its nature is scorn, and all things deserve the courtesy of being recognised for what they are. Everything in nature possesses a spirit. It may once have been a tree sprite, or a mountain shade. It might even have been the spirit of moss, or a waterfall whose river was diverted or dried up. That matters little now. What’s important is the spirit’s ultimate destination: the interlands of Bardo, a lonely, desolate expanse where even things that cannot die go to wither.’

	Teal shuddered. He harboured no great love for his time there. ‘I remember,’ he said. ‘Those fields went on forever. I came across a white tree. It was the tallest tree I’d ever seen. But it was dead. Everything was already dead.’ Lady Umeboshi stared at Teal like he’d just sworn in front of her. 

	‘You may have waltzed across those plains in an afternoon, but don’t think for a second that it means you understand them. The liminal fugue of Bardo is a fate one wouldn’t wish on one’s worst enemies. Nothing lives there. No plants, no wildlife… no moths. Mortal souls can lose decades retracing their steps, doomed to recount passages from their old life for as long as they can bear to remember them. There are no words for such isolation. Anzen may be at the brink of annihilation, but beyond these walls, Scorn knows not what it does. It’s no different from a wounded wilding acting out of instinct. For all we know, you were the first soul it had chanced upon in a thousand years. Imagine the difference laughter, a smile, even the simple patter of footsteps might make after centuries of being alone. It’s little wonder Scorn latched so tightly onto you that its shadow blanketed the land.’

	The fur on Teal’s forearms stood on end. He understood now. ‘It was never night time there…’

	‘There is no day and night in the interlands,’ Lady Umeboshi told him. ‘There are no stars, no seasons and no moons. You were followed by a spirit so desperate for your company, it loomed over you like a storm cloud. It was the praying mantis trying in vain to embrace its prey with scythes for hands. And now it’s here.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ Teal said.

	‘I know.’

	‘Did it hurt anyone?’

	‘I’m afraid I couldn’t possibly say at this time.’

	‘Then… is there anything I can do?’

	‘Absolutely not. A waste of a question, as freebies go, but at least it had some gumption to it. So this is who you are. Even after your brief excursion into oblivion, your thoughts still dwell on others. If there was something you could do to help, even if it placed you in immortal peril, you’d do it without a second thought, wouldn’t you?’ Teal nodded. Lady Umeboshi laughed. ‘The naïvety of youth! I won’t patronise you by suggesting this is bluster, but it would be wise not to risk your eternal soul before you know what it means to have one.’

	Lady Umeboshi lit up another cigarette and took a slow, deep drag. ‘Gods, I miss tobacco,’ she muttered to herself. Smoke streamed from her nostrils. ‘My child, nobody in your shoe would be capable of mending the screen doors you’ve put your foot through. But when the day is done, you’re more than welcome to stay behind and gather the pieces together. It’ll help to ease your mind, if not your soul. Now if I’m not much mistaken, I do believe I’m owed another question.’

	‘You just asked one,’ Teal said. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t count it. If I played the game the way you wanted me to play it, we might as well not be talking.’

	‘Quite,’ came the reply. ‘Which is just as well, because my next line of questioning isn’t so much for my benefit as yours. Brace yourself, child, because this won’t be pleasant. You didn’t arrive in this world of your own accord, and I’d hope you’re not naïve enough to think this was all an accident. Everything I’m about to say stays within these walls. Are we agreed?’

	Teal nodded. Lady Umeboshi leaned over the table.

	‘It’s my personal belief that you were tricked into coming here. You mentioned earlier that when you were travelling alone in your metal wagon, a mysterious figure forced you off the road. In the days leading up to the accident, do you remember encountering any such strangers? If so, what did they say to you? Was there anything unusual about them?’

	Teal scratched the back of his neck. It was a hell of a question. ‘I don’t know what it was like in your time,’ he said, ‘but when you leave a country like mine, security doesn’t exactly make it easy for you. You have to talk to plenty of animals you don’t know.’

	‘No, this one should stand out in your memory. It should be unusual.’

	Teal cast his mind back to the events before the crash. It all felt like a million miles away now. ‘Well, I suppose there was this one pudú that got into trouble on the streets. But it wasn’t like he asked for anything. Nook was just an eccentric old homeless deer that nabbed my lunch. We barely even spoke. Aside from that, the driver that picked me up acted a little strange, but that was it.’

	‘Did he ask you for your name?’

	‘I’m sorry, which one—?’ But before Lady Umeboshi had time to answer, the cogs were already whirring. It didn’t even occur to Teal that she was still asking questions. ‘No, wait. The homeless guy did ask me what my name was. I gave it to him too. But the driver didn’t. We were in too much of a hurry to leave. Even on that long journey, Ki never once asked me, and yet somehow, he… he knew it. It was the last thing he said before he drove away, dumping me in the middle of nowhere.’

	‘Did the two sound at all similar?’ Lady Umeboshi asked him. Teal’s heart stopped. That was the final piece of the puzzle.

	‘Identical,’ he breathed. The queasy nausea of knowing rolled over him. ‘I couldn’t put my paw on it at the time, but they sounded exactly the same. I knew I recognised his voice from somewhere!’

	‘Just as I suspected.’ Lady Umeboshi leaned back, satisfied. ‘You didn’t arrive here by mistake. That spirit was likely watching you for a long time before it made its move. It may even have contrived that exact scenario in order to get close to you. There are entire strata of spirits that can change their form at will. Ordinarily, that would make an investigation inconveniently difficult, but your account has narrowed things down significantly. If I were a betting cat, which I’ll take the opportunity to remind you that I’m not, my money would be on Tan.’

	Tan? Teal knew that name. Lady Umeboshi had mentioned it before. ‘He’s a tanuki, a dangerous trickster known in these parts for his careless nature, insatiable appetite and predilection for hoarding gold. Whether this crime was committed for financial gain, carnal amusement or something even more nefarious, one shudders to think. It would be inadvisable to speculate at this time.’

	But that didn’t stop Teal. He knew. ‘The driver had a string of coins around his waist,’ he said. Teal felt numb. Utterly, utterly numb. ‘I didn’t even think to ask why. I just thought… I… I…’

	‘It’s alright, child. What’s done is done. Nobody can hurt you here.’

	‘But why me? Of all the animals in the world, why choose me? I never hurt anyone. I’ve never been anywhere, or done anything. I’m a nobody.’ The truth of his words didn’t sink in until they were already free. By then, it was inescapable. ‘I’m a nobody.’

	For the first time in decades, Lady Umeboshi was bereft of wit and cutting insight. Coils of smoke trickled from the glowing, ever-diminishing end of the incense stick. Sitting there, the two of them watched time burn in silence. ‘That may well be why.’

	Teal looked up. The old cat’s head hung low. Her headdress teetered precariously atop the curled locks of grey hair. Shame had carved deep lines into her face. She wouldn’t even look him in the eye. ‘Forgive me,’ she said quietly. ‘It was a terrible thing that was done to you. No punishment is too great for the spirit responsible, and neither is salvation waiting. This is why, when someone wishes to live in Anzen, they must first cast off the shell of their former life. The past is behind you, and behind you is where it belongs. What matters is that you are here.’

	‘What am I supposed to do now?’

	‘Now? You continue to ask questions, of course. You continue to ask questions in the knowledge that you are safe and welcome within these walls for as long as you choose to stay. Our resident trickster will never fool you again. On that, you have my word.’

	‘And you promise he’ll never do it to anyone else?’

	For a moment, the old cat hesitated. But her eyes were resolute when she gave Teal a decisive nod. ‘Tan will harm nobody,’ she said.

	Teal sniffed. ‘Okay.’

	‘Good. Now that’s settled, is there anything else you wish to know? I’m quite prepared to wipe the slate clean for a new round.’

	There were hundreds of things, for all the good it would do him. What’s the use of questions now? It’s not like they could change anything. Teal had half a mind to blow it asking where the nearest cherry blossom tree was. No, what Teal needed more than anything was a cool, quiet place where he could lie down, close his eyes, curl his tail over his nose and be still. Maybe just for a moment. Maybe for a whole lot longer.

	‘For a while, I thought this was all a bad dream. So much about it seems familiar somehow, but it’s all wrong.’

	‘If you’re about to ask me whether or not this is real, I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappoint you.’ Lady Umeboshi flashed Teal a sombre smile. Upon realising that his teacup was empty, she promptly refilled it. ‘My answer is meaningless, child. If we were momentary curios in the daydreams of giant flying turtles, I’d be as much a fixture of the scenery as the furniture.’

	‘No, it’s not that.’ Teal reached for his steaming cup. Numb curiosity prevailed over caution, and he downed the lot. He was relieved to discover that it didn’t burn nearly as much as the last cup did. He could get used to this. It said a lot that it took something hotter than fire to start putting the feeling back in his limbs. ‘I wanted this to be a dream more than anything, which is why I’m so sure I’m awake. But there’s one thing I still don’t understand. If this really is a rebellion-era village, straight out of warring, feudal, isolationist Sakurai—’

	‘Nahashi,’ Lady Umeboshi corrected him.

	‘—Nahashi,’ Teal repeated hastily, ‘then how is it that I can understand you? Nobody back then was speaking Britannian, and I can’t speak Sakuranese.’

	‘Well, that’s perfectly simple.’ Lady Umeboshi took a leisurely puff of her cigarette. ‘Neither of us are talking right now.’

	‘Oh.’ Teal’s brow furrowed. ‘I don’t mean to sound stupid, but this feels a lot like talking to me.’

	‘I’m sure it does,’ Lady Umeboshi said. ‘And yet talking is as much a function of the body as walking or breathing is. You won’t say much worth hearing without a good tongue, palate, cheeks and teeth, all of which sap blood from the body like a hydrangea draws water from the soil. As something rather less than corporeal, that’s a bit of an issue, wouldn’t you say? Tell me, did you never question how you were able to see with eyes that never need to close? Or how your sense of balance keeps you rooted to a ground that, as you’ve helpfully demonstrated, cleaves less strictly to one’s toes than one’s shoes?’

	Around the study, the gilded tapestries ruffled in a gentle breeze. Teal felt it on his skin. It was the sort of breeze you could only appreciate from a great height, cool and refreshing, with just a hint of bite. Only… it wasn’t really there, was it? Or was it Teal that wasn’t really there? His fur only stirred when he noticed that the wind was blowing. His clothes didn’t move at all. He tried to feel out the creases of his hoodie, the cheap polyester lining, long past its prime, and the raspy seams of blue thread that he’d used to patch up the interior breast and elbow. Where did the muddied denim of his jeans stop, and the soft rushes of the tatami mat begin? Unless he actively focused on it, they all seemed to blend together.

	As the incongruity of his own senses became more and more apparent, Teal’s head started to spin. ‘I… I guess…’

	Lady Umeboshi shook her head. ‘Don’t guess, child. Just know. You’re not detecting the subtle nuances of my perfume and cigarette smoke because your young nose is as sharp as ever. You’re an animal. From birth, your senses were the only tools you possessed to navigate the world around you, and because of that, they became your world. Not dissimilar to a prison, really. It’s the reason sights, sounds and smells still feel so real, while thoughts remain nebulous. You mentioned earlier that during your ascent of Kanmon Mountain, you were unable to decipher the prayers that pilgrims left behind.’

	‘That’s right.’

	‘A mountain so tall that by all accounts, you should have frozen to death long before you reached the summit, but don’t let’s worry about that now. By the time you reached Mukizu Pass, you were reading the signs along the way. Do you remember what they said?’

	‘Anzen,’ Teal recalled.

	‘Indeed,’ Lady Umeboshi said. ‘But not in Sakuranese, any more than we’re talking Sakuranese right now, flapping our bloodless lips about. We all come from a single source, which recognises itself in all its disparate pieces. Because of this, it isn’t words we’re using to communicate as much as meaning itself. After all, words are such messy, primitive tools, what with their jagged edges and mucilaginous grammar, and the way the cut of your fangs and the arc of your ears can change them so completely. A sound is a slippery thing when a thousand listeners will hear it a thousand different ways.’

	‘So it’s like… a universal language,’ Teal said, resisting the urge to verbalise every new thought into a question. His mind was racing.

	‘Oh, very much so. The language newborn kittens communicate to their mothers with, and the language trees use to warn each other of approaching swarms. It’s pure understanding, although after a lifetime of yapping, it’s little wonder that you’re still framing it as a conversation. I appreciate that it may sound a little strange at first, but the simple reality is that this world operates by different rules. Spirits feel no hunger. There’s no thirst, exhaustion or nausea to be found, and yet you’ll still find yourself blinking and breathing simply because living things are creatures of habit. A mortal spirit will never die from a fall, no matter how great. In fact, very few things can harm them, and fewer still can kill them. But perception is important. If you believe yourself to have endured loss of limb, or stayed underwater for too long, you’ll suffer the consequences, which is how I can watch a fox swim across the night sky without a drop of water in sight.’

	Lady Umeboshi smiled at him, but Teal just looked away, intensely self-conscious. ‘Shrine Keepers will do their best to align your perception with the immaterial truth, but it can be a lengthy process. As long as you remember what it was like to be alive, that life will be the basis for your reality.

	‘But it need not define you. With age comes wisdom, and with wisdom the death of convention. Over time, you may discover less fallible ways of navigating our funny little plane of contradictions. For example, would it surprise you to learn that there are spirits out there that can taste truth in the air the same way your tongue tastes sweet and sour? That there are spirits for whom malice can starve or sate an appetite, or for whom the entire world is a bauble on a brocade of spinning discs, which they can observe from beginning to end with nothing in the way, because there is nothing in the way, and no beginning or end to begin with? What say you to that, eh?’

	‘I’d say that it was a hell of an answer for one question. I must be learning.’ Teal wasn’t lying. In less than a minute, Lady Umeboshi had made Teal alarmingly cognisant of so much of his experience that hadn’t made sense, even if part of him knew that she was only using the opportunity to show off. It was so much worse than being told that you were blinking and breathing at the same time. It was more like being made aware of how many individual bacteria there were wriggling in your gut, and he wasn’t sure he liked it one bit.

	Of course, there wasn’t really any bacteria in his gut. Teal didn’t have a gut. Or did he still have a gut for as long as he remembered what it was like to have a gut? If so, would there still be bacteria in said gut? He was certain about one thing. If he thought about any of this a moment longer, he was going to start bleeding from the nose.

	‘I can only apologise for the tangent,’ Lady Umeboshi said. ‘Studying the foibles of mortal souls such as yourself is just so fascinating to me. It’s become something of a hobby as of late.’

	‘Wait, so you’re not mortal?’

	The Lady of the Tower flashed another of her signature grins, showing off her showroom fangs. ‘I am many things,’ she told him. ‘When you’ve traversed the constellations as I have, it ceases to be convenient to count. A peruser of the fine arts, a scholar, a practicing altruant, an historian, an elemental spellcastress… You need not concern yourself with them all. Would you like to know why?’

	‘Why?’

	Lady Umeboshi laughed. ‘Because the business of others is not your own! I was rather hoping you wouldn’t fall for that. You really ought to pay attention, child. It’ll serve you well in the next life, by which I mean your current one. As always, your third question disappoints, and my turn beckons once again.’

	‘No, wait! You didn’t answer my question. Are you mortal or not?’

	Lady Umeboshi’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’ll forgive your rudeness as a momentary oversight,’ she said, ‘but my nature is nobody’s to impugn, yours least of all. Have you any comprehension of the sheer magnitude of power contained within the tip of my daintiest claw, just waiting to be unleashed? Mortal spirits are pitiful. They require constant protection, from others or from themselves, and as you can clearly see, I’m fine, which means that you’re fine, and the rest of Anzen is just fine too. The last thing I want the world to hear is that we are a village in great need…’

	But Lady Umeboshi trailed off, distracted by the lanterns above. Their flames were fluttering in a sudden breeze. Shadows in the study whipped wildly back and forth, and then stopped. The air grew still. ‘Guard yourself,’ she warned, as the lanterns went out one by one. Darkness fell upon the tower. ‘We are not alone.’

	Lady Umeboshi slowly rose to her hind paws, her long sleeves unpooling from the floor mat without making a sound. She turned to the golden shrine in the corner.

	Below the shrine’s many resplendent carvings, statuettes and incense burners, a simple rosary of prayer beads hung over four plain wooden bowls. Something was rising from the furthermost bowl, a thin, sparkling trail of what looked like green crystal shards. They tinked together faintly in the air, wavering like they could drop back into the bowl at any moment.

	Without looking away, Lady Umeboshi reached for her umbrella. ‘Get behind me,’ she said. Teal scrambled to obey. ‘You will do nothing without my express permission. Is that clear?’ Teal nodded.

	‘Is it Tan?’ he whispered.

	‘No.’ She cracked a knuckle on the cold iron of the umbrella cover. In the silence, the incense burner swung to and fro, wailing on its hook like a demon possessed. ‘It’s something far, far worse than that.’ Lady Umeboshi’s grip tightened on the handle, her eyes burning with concentration. She managed to steel herself. Then, breathing out, she smiled, and paced up to the balcony she had been smoking from only a few minutes prior. Teal watched her leave, realising too late that something was already there, waiting for them both.

	‘I arrive.’

	
 

	3

	SOLICITATION

	 

	It was gigantic. A single green eye, fierce as fire, broken only by a thin ebony slit that was taller than Teal was. He could have walked right into it, and he wouldn’t have touched the sides. Whatever it belonged to fell out of sight beyond the tower columns, though Teal spied a whisker thicker than his torso dancing above a row of emerald scales. The eye examined the room, its single translucent lid blinking ponderously.

	‘Midori!’ Lady Umeboshi exclaimed, spreading her arms. The enormous pupil widened as its attention settled upon her. It blinked once more, and then, in a slow, booming voice, it answered.

	‘The night… burns brilliant bright… with the scales… of my kin…’

	Understanding came haltingly to Teal. The sound was easy on the ear, as natural as the crashing of waves or the sifting of sand, but the words themselves came out strange, as though they were tumbling from the jaws of something ill-used to speech. Teal found himself slowing down as he listened. It was only with patience that meaning could be teased from the otherwise alien rolls, rumbles and rests.

	‘Blindingly so,’ the old cat swiftly replied. She leaned over the balcony and gave the corner of the eye a good rap with her umbrella. ‘We can scarcely look up at such splendour for fear of going blind, and spending the rest of eternity bumping into things. Isn’t that right, my friend?’ The whisker twitched in the air as the pupil turned its gaze upon Teal. Lady Umeboshi jabbed him sharply with her umbrella.

	But there was no reply. Teal was utterly transfixed. The longer he stared, the more the weight of its unfathomable intelligence pressed upon him. It was crushing the life out of him, unfeeling as a mountain, and yet lighter than the synaptic sparks from which all ideas ignite. It was cold and alien, abstract, yet tangible, demanding, but incuriously so, incalculably…

	‘Ouch!’ A second prod to the ribs did the trick. Just like that, he was back in the room. ‘Oh, y-yeah,’ Teal stuttered, staring past the eye. It helped not to face his gargantuan audience head-on. ‘I’ve never seen a more, uh… resplendent sky.’

	The scaly hide around the great eye wrinkled; it seemed satisfied. The voice thundered once more. ‘I beseech you… mortal souls… to listen to my plea. You are in great need. I… the elemental Midori… have heeded your call… and in my immortal power… I am duty-bound to serve. In what manner may I assist you—?’

	‘No need!’ Lady Umeboshi interjected with a hasty cackle. ‘You’re terribly kind, but I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. As you can see, we’ve got it all under control!’

	The great eye narrowed. ‘A carrion shadow swoops beyond the walls… clawing at your eyrie of dreams. It will not leave of its own accord…’

	‘Well, you know me. I enjoy a challenge.’ Lady Umeboshi’s smile waned ever so slightly. ‘Once again, I must thank you for your generous offer. You and your kind really are, well… too kind, but Anzen has always been a safe haven for us temporal souls, and that’s not about to change. As the festival draws to a close, there must be plenty of spirits in greater need beyond our humble, and yet assuredly sturdy, walls.’

	The great eye blinked slowly. ‘One would think…’ the voice boomed back. ‘Is this will shared by the others? Your nestkin…?’

	After a short pause, Lady Umeboshi gave Teal another prod. ‘Oh, yeah!’ he jumped. That one smarted. ‘I’m pretty sure Lady Umeboshi’s got it covered, but thanks anyway! Thank you for everything. You’re just…’ But Teal was speechless. ‘I… don’t know if there’s even a word for it.’

	‘Midori…’ the voice rumbled.

	‘That’s the one.’

	The giant eye blinked again. Its whisker drooped a little, and beyond the balcony, there was a noise like a peal of distant thunder. ‘Very well. I depart…’

	Its gaze drifted forwards. Giving one last lazy wink to the room, the eye disappeared beyond the columns as great unseen limbs danced through the air. Whiskers whisked by, leaving an endless wall of twinkling emerald scales in their wake. Faster and faster it flew, rumpling tapestries and rattling lanterns a storm as Lady Umeboshi and Teal watched on in silence. Finally, with a tail flick that sent the old cat’s papers flying, the spirit was gone. Over by the shrine, the green crystal fragments trickled back into the bowl.

	Lady Umeboshi sighed. Propping her umbrella up against the wall, she drew out her long cigarette holder and snapped her fingers. This time however, the fire spirit was wise enough to read the room, and kept its silence. Leaving the brisk night air, she wasted no time relighting the lanterns one by one, grumbling all the while.

	Still on the balcony, Teal craned his neck to get one last look at the departing spirit. Before it disappeared around the corner, he caught the end of a long green tail corkscrewing through the air. It was riding the wind, or perhaps the wind was riding with the spirit. It was difficult to tell where one began, and the other ended.

	Lady Umeboshi was still muttering about it when he joined her back inside. ‘Sixteen hells, Midori!’ she cursed. ‘You’ll do anything to help besides take a day off. Always more trouble than you’re worth. But I suppose that’s what you get with dragons.’

	‘Dragons…’ Teal repeated after her, incredulous. So that was a dragon. I’ve just seen a dragon.

	‘Aye,’ Lady Umeboshi said, snapping a lantern shut. Reaching for her teacup, she failed to share his wide-eyed wonder. ‘Bloody troublemakers, more like, at least until they’re old enough to “burn brilliant bright” with the others. Now don’t misapprehend me, we all had our favourites growing up. I spent many a night with naught but candles for company, devouring legends of the great Akaikasai, Saidaikasai and the rest of it. 

	‘Unfortunately, the truth rather pales by comparison. Forget everything you think you know about dragons, child. They aren’t gods of charity, or demons from the sea. They’re just… transients, if you like. Vagrants between jobs. Offering their services is how they join their brothers and sisters among the stars, and most of them have had plenty of time to work at it.’

	‘How much time is plenty? A hundred years? A thousand?’

	‘Oh, it’ll be thousands of years for most of them. Except old greeny, of course. Midori’s barely a twinkle in the eyes of the cosmos, which is why it was so determined to earn its scales. The small ones are often like that.’ Teal’s eyebrow arched. Small?

	‘But dragons come from a place before places, born during a time outside time. Make no mistake, their nature is not the same as ours. They can never die. Mortal concerns like pain, comfort and sanity mean nothing to them, so if a dragon ever comes to you offering help, even the kindest, most well-meaning dragon this side of the moon, you turn around and run as fast as those spindly legs of yours can carry you. Hopefully, you’ll survive with your tail still between them. If they wish to beg for their constellation, they can do so outside, where their panhandling stands less of a risk of endangering mortal lives. As if the attack and the tea shortage weren’t misfortune enough for one village. Do you understand?’

	‘I do.’ Teal nodded. He thought for a moment, and then he smiled. Lady Umeboshi glared at him suspiciously.

	‘What is it, child?’

	‘You said their nature is not the same as ours.’

	‘Yes, that’s what I said. What of it?’

	‘And earlier, you called us both temporal souls.’

	‘That I did. Am I supposed to be impressed at your ability to recall conversations that are still taking place?’

	Teal stared at the smoking gun across the table. Lady Umeboshi had just sipped from it. ‘It didn’t hit me until I remembered what your tea was made of. Ethre. Anathema to all but mortal spirits, that’s what you said. I guess that means you’re mortal too.’

	Lady Umeboshi’s left ear twitched. Lowering her cigarette holder, she snuffed out the flame with her bare claws. ‘We’ve got work to do. Get down and help me with these papers before I give in to temptation, and throw you off the top of my tower.’
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	CORROBORATION

	 

	‘I shtill don’t shee why thish ish nesheshary.’

	‘Hush now!’ From atop her stepladder, Lady Umeboshi peered down imperiously, pulling Teal’s muzzle this way and that under the light of the moon. Every now and then, she paused to record a note in her book, an enormous black tome whose thick golden chain rattled against the golden binding. ‘It’s very simple,’ she said. ‘When first you entered my study, I was under the impression that you were attempting to deceive me. Knowing what I’m dealing with is only half the battle. It’s about time I learned who. Do try to keep still, by the way. I’m in no mood to lose fingers tonight.’

	Teal wasn’t sure how that was even possible, but before he could ask, Lady Umeboshi had curled her fingers around his lower fangs and wrenched his jaw even wider. Laying his head flat, she studied him with all the intensity of an archaeologist on their first excavation. The only thing she lacked was the delicacy. Not a single nook, cranny or ingrown fur tuft escaped scrutiny. Teal caught snatches of her muttered observations while she worked. ‘Average red male with irregular regal-blue colouring and black accents. Measured six shaku from the tips of the ears. Suspiciously underfed…’

	‘Where I come from, we ushually meshure height from the toph of the head,’ Teal interjected. Growing up, he’d never had particularly long ears, and no matter how many times teachers told them that the length of their ears, antlers and horns didn’t matter, that never stopped comparisons in the classroom. Finn had always been a vocal proponent of the ear height argument, for obvious reasons.

	‘Really? That’s fascinating,’ Lady Umeboshi replied. ‘Where I come from, we don’t.’ And she re-entered his mouth to continue her observations. ‘Seemed to be healthy with all his teeth intact. That being said, there appears to be a small fracture towards the back. Some sort of altercation, perhaps, one I’d hope with a love rival or mortal enemy, and not the edge of a dinner table. I’ll be charitable, and call it a sparring injury.’

	‘How do you know about that? That wasch yearsh ago! If I phorgot about it, how doesh it shtill exshisht?’

	‘The mind isn’t the only faculty that possesses memory, child.’ Lady Umeboshi tutted. ‘My, my, your diet went by the wayside in your early teens.’

	‘I wasch shtreshed!’ he said. But Lady Umeboshi paid little heed to his protests.

	‘Not a natural smiler,’ she muttered. ‘And with progressively less smiling as time wore on.’

	‘Maybe there waschn’t ash much to shmile about.’

	‘Perhaps.’ Without closing his mouth, she moved on to the rest of his head. She rolled the soft tips of his ears back and forth between her fingers. ‘You never waited for your ears to dry properly before going to bed.’

	‘It takesch too long.’ Teal’s muzzle was really starting to ache, but whenever he gave his jaw a little slack, Lady Umeboshi thrust them apart again. He groaned. Was he a patient being treated, or prize livestock being appraised?

	‘Weathering a cold takes too long,’ she said. ‘Especially for a tod of working age like yourself. Now where would I place you? Six, no seven…’ Pinching a wad of cheek fluff between her pads, she jostled it about. ‘Aha!’ Lady Umeboshi exclaimed. She relinquished his fur with relish. ‘Eighteen it is!’

	Teal rubbed his cheeks with a wince. ‘And how exshactly can you tell that?’

	Because the face you’re wearing is too weary for seventeen, yet still too optimistic for nineteen,’ she said simply. She picked up one of his paws. Pressing the fingerpads, she inspected each claw individually. ‘Excellent craftsmanship,’ she said to herself. ‘Though not superbly maintained.’

	‘Look, I phile them onesh a week like everybody elsch.’

	‘You filed them?’ Flexing her own claws, Lady Umeboshi grimaced. ‘What a primitive nation you hail from.’ Alighting from the stepladder, the old cat softly padded away. ‘You can close your mouth, by the way. We’re finished here.’

	‘Thank god.’ Teal straightened up, cradling his aching jaw. He thought it might be comforting to remember that the pain was only in his head, but if anything, that made it worse. He was doing it to himself.

	‘Just one last thing, and we can both be on our way.’

	‘Great! What’s that?’

	Lady Umeboshi’s paw hovered over her great book, brush in hand. Beside the open pages lay a small rectangular dish of black ink. It was… moving. Looking closer, Teal discovered that the ink was composed of countless miniscule characters. He wasn’t sure they were alive, but they didn’t let that stop them. They danced and chittered in the air, crossing paths to create phrases whose significance eluded him in the instant before they splashed back down. The Lady of the Tower looked up at Teal and smiled.

	‘Just your name,’ she said.

	A drop of ink fell from her brush to blot the paper. The smudge was still wriggling on the page, splattering a messy perimeter of accents an inch from the long column of notes that Lady Umeboshi had written up. A rough portrait of Teal sat to the side of them.

	‘Oh.’ Teal’s tail lashed behind him. ‘I… don’t know if I can say. Someone warned me not to tell anyone my name.’

	‘Oh? And who might that be?’

	‘The same animal that told me how I ended up in this world in the first place.’

	Lady Umeboshi looked up. ‘Somebody told you about your predicament before you came to see me? So you didn’t intuit it for yourself? Who was it? Was this the same time your hind paws left the ground?’

	Teal bristled. He knew immediately that he’d made a big mistake. ‘I don’t know who it was,’ he lied. ‘Just one of the villagers, I guess. They didn’t stick around. I wouldn’t recognise them if I saw them.’

	‘Is that so?’

	‘Yeah.’

	‘Hmm…’ Lady Umeboshi dipped her brush in the ink dish. She swirled once, then twice. When she brought it back up, the head was black. Squeaking flecks of punctuation clung to the bristles. ‘Well, they weren’t wrong,’ she said. ‘A proper name is a thing of substance here. We are rather less than that. To know the name of something is to know its nature, and if you know its nature, its nature becomes yours. Hence my Folio no Shinzo.’ She gave the hardbound book a pat.

	Ornamental pieces beset with jewels protected each of its four corners. The cover itself was an exquisite relief of stars, swords, orbs and angelic wings. The golden clasp, over which the heavy chain had been draped, was shaped like two interlocking talons, although in its separated form, the claws looked rather more to Teal like teeth. ‘This impressive volume contains the true name of every soul in Anzen. For as long as I hold them here, they need not fear that any spirit take them, because—’

	‘They’re already yours.’

	The old cat chuckled. ‘Would you rather they be yours instead? I’ll warn you, it’s a heavier burden than holding someone’s life in your paws. Mortal lifespans are worthless next to the jaws of infinity. A mortal’s eternal essence is not, but alas, someone has to hold the reins.’

	Lady Umeboshi nudged the book towards him. ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Take it. Keep it safe for the next fifty years, and then the next hundred. See if you can make it all the way to a thousand.’ The end of the golden chain slipped from the table. Teal flinched as it thumped hard against the underside, ringing loud and clear into the night. He took a step back. ‘Why not? Don’t you trust yourself with your own existence?’

	‘No,’ Teal admitted. ‘But I wouldn’t trust anyone who told me they could be trusted with it either.’

	Lady Umeboshi smiled. ‘Very astute. I dare say I agree with you. But here’s the bind: I’m not telling you I can be trusted with it. I’m a stranger surrounded by strangers in a strange land; throw our strangeness to the wind. The truth remains that somebody must have it. If it won’t be yourself, it must needs be someone else. Try to imagine yourself under my headdress for a moment. If you chanced upon a kitten playing by itself in the road, oblivious to the dangers of tavern drunks, pelt snatchers and the fast-approaching wagons, would you deem it wise to leave them to their own devices? Would it be conscionable, even if the kitten thought it knew best?’

	Teal didn’t like where this was going. ‘I suppose not,’ he said.

	‘And thus, you see my predicament. I’ve been watching over Anzen for a long, long time. I’ve seen countless spirits like yourself strut through my doors with their name close to their breasts. None of them are here now. I’ll leave you to ponder why that may be. In a way, I suppose it’s lucky that most animals aren’t adept at hiding their true nature. You may think otherwise, but all the signs are there, if you know how to read them. Even for you.’

	Teal’s eyes widened. ‘You’re not a liar, child, even if you spent your lifetime living in the things unsaid. You wear an honest face, because it cannot help but reflect who you are. It’s more than just skin deep, wouldn’t you say… Teal?’

	Teal flinched at the mention of his name. ‘Hush now,’ she continued, ‘it’s quite alright. I’m not going to do anything with it. It’s very simple. Do you trust yourself?’

	‘No,’ Teal said.

	‘And do you trust anyone else?’

	‘Of course not.’

	‘Then it’s settled. One cannot stand on both sides of a doorway when the door slams shut, and closed this door must be. Closed and bolted. Quickly now, snap to it!’

	Lady Umeboshi lowered her brush. Half a dozen of the inky figures clambered down and waddled into place on the page, forming what Teal could only assume was his true name. A quick blow to set them into place, and Lady Umeboshi closed the book with an almighty thump. The talons interlocked, and the golden clasp snapped shut. ‘See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? You didn’t feel your very soul eking out of your body?’

	‘No,’ the blue fox said. In fact, he didn’t feel any different.

	‘So what was your name again?’

	‘That’s easy. It’s… It’s…’ It was on the tip of his tongue. He knew it. The blue fox knew that he knew it, because he’d known it for as long as he’d known anything. It fitted him as snugly as his own skin. And yet for some reason, it just wasn’t coming to him. It was right there, hiding in plain sight, and yet somehow it wasn’t. He eyed the Folio no Shinzo warily.

	‘Safe,’ Lady Umeboshi concluded. ‘Your name is safe, and as long as I’m the only one who knows it, safe is where it will stay. But it wouldn’t do for you to go wandering about like some forgotten nameless thing, so you’ll need a new one.’

	‘I don’t know about that. I don’t think I could give myself a new name…’

	‘Agreed. After all, any name you choose would still reflect the essence of the fox within. Your new name is something you must don, like a mask, or an illustriously fashionable ceremonial headdress.’ Lady Umeboshi paused to brush a lock of grey hair from her eyes. It must have fallen loose during Midori’s visit. The rest were in perfect curls. ‘What say you to Shiro?’

	‘I don’t know,’ the blue fox said. ‘I don’t think I like it.’

	‘Good,’ Lady Umeboshi replied. ‘If you did, I’d have to change it. I’m hardly in love with it myself, but if nothing else, Shiro is a blank slate. It can be a new beginning, much like mine was all those years ago. The fact that it means nothing to you will keep you safe. The final choice is yours, but before you answer, remember that this name is only a veil. Never trust a beautiful disguise. Trust one so mundane, it inspires nothing in you. No hope, no dread, no wonder. In the right hands, indifference can be a more powerful tool than fear.’

	The blue fox thought long and hard before he gave his answer. He hadn’t been nameless for long, but already, unease was setting in. It was difficult to explain. The blue fox wasn’t sure he fully understood it himself. It was like standing in the middle of a bustling street, and not being seen. All things deserved to have a name. Even the weeds that grew from the cracks in the pavement had names. It didn’t have to be long and prestigious. It didn’t have to be beautiful, memorable, or even roll off the tongue. It just had to exist.

	‘Okay,’ Shiro said. He could tell that this was going to take some getting used to. ‘Now can we please go and take care of the shadow while Anzen is still standing?’

	‘Aren’t you forgetting something, child?’

	‘I don’t think so…’

	‘The incense is still burning.’

	Impossible! Shiro’s eyes shot to the hanging pot. Sure enough, a few millimetres remained of the incense stick’s ninth and final ridge. Smoke sputtered intermittently from the end. ‘Our time is not yet up. It’s still your turn, and I believe you have a question for me.’

	‘I do?’

	‘We both know that you do.’

	‘Do we?’

	‘If you think for one moment that I’ll sanction this lazy attempt to run down the clock, you haven’t been paying attention. There’s something you’ve been meaning to ask me from the beginning, and neither of us are leaving my study until it’s been answered.’

	‘Okay.’ She was right. Of course she was right. The words were there, but Shiro didn’t know if he had the strength to say them. ‘Do you, uh… Do you reckon there’s… I mean…’

	‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Lady Umeboshi said. ‘You may think you don’t want to know, but you do. They all do. It takes a while for them to come around, sometimes days, sometimes weeks, but eventually, everybody ends up right back where they started with the same question dangling from their lips. For your own peace of mind, you may as well let it fly. The next stage of your journey awaits. Ignoring a bloody stump won’t make the limb grow back any faster.’

	Shiro breathed a sigh of relief. Lady Umeboshi wasn’t a mind reader after all. She thinks I’m asking about myself. I guess she doesn’t know everything. He changed his mind about the question. He wasn’t ready to break his silence about that yet, but at least he could get the other thing over with. He took a deep breath. Just because it was easier doesn’t mean it was easy. This was the big one. The question that had been looming over him since he arrived.

	‘See, I thought maybe there was a chance I crossed over by mistake,’ he began. It was a good start. ‘What with the festival, and our worlds being closer together. If that was the case, maybe I could just… go back the way I came. I don’t know. I guess what I’m asking is…’

	‘Yes?’

	Shiro closed his eyes. It wasn’t any easier. ‘You know what I’m asking,’ he said.

	‘And you know my answer,’ came the reply.

	* * *

	Shiro opened his eyes. The old cat was staring back at him from across the table. The room looked much the same. Only moments had passed. Sucking air through his fangs, he counted to three, waited a little longer for luck, then hissed it out again.

	‘So that’s it, then?’ he said. ‘I don’t even get to say goodbye?’

	Lady Umeboshi’s willow tree whiskers curled into an apologetic smile. The sight unnerved Shiro far more than her earlier outburst; sympathy ill-suited the esteemed Lady of the Tower. ‘I’ll say this much, child. When Anzen rides the wind like the early autumn leaves, and we take tea on the crest of the moon itself. When great koi swim through the skies with all the ease of the cranes who seek to land them. Perhaps then.’

	Shiro sniffed. ‘I understand.’

	‘Good!’ she said. She hopped up from the table with aplomb. ‘Because the hour grows late, and there’s a malignance in need of despatching. Are you coming or not?’

	‘I—’

	‘That’s what I like to hear!’ Lady Umeboshi flicked the dead end of the incense stick from the pot like a stray cigarette butt. Drawing a new one from her collection, she lit it and nestled it behind her ear. ‘Put your best paw forward, keep up, and don’t ask any foolish questions.’

	Gliding to the study’s only doorway, where the staircase to the tower ought to have been, she tapped her umbrella twice on the mat. When she drew it open, a gale blew across the room. One last quick adjustment of her headdress, and she stepped through. ‘Quickly now, Shiro!’ She gestured impatiently for him to follow.

	But Shiro was still struggling with his laces. For some reason, the loops kept falling apart between his fingers. ‘And for heaven’s sake, leave the shoe!’ Lady Umeboshi shouted after him. ‘If I needed you presentable, we’d be here all night.’

	Dazed, Shiro kicked his trainer off in the lift. What am I thinking? Leaving the buckets behind, he ducked through the door frame…

	Only to find himself standing at the top of the hill. There was the main district, with the pop-up marketplace over the red bridge, and the long stretch of thatched farmhouses far below. ‘But weren’t we just—?’ Shiro turned around. He was back at the base of Shoganai Tower, standing outside the same small door that had been open before. Peering through it, he could still make out the wisps of smoke issuing from the cigarette holder at the end of the table. All he had to do was reach out, and he’d be back in the study.

	But the Lady of the Tower had already started her descent. With another tap from her umbrella, the door swept shut behind them. ‘What did I tell you about keeping up?’

	‘Sorry…’

	The magpie from earlier emerged from the main entrance, bearing a standard with the tower’s insignia. Two wings enclosed a shooting star. The magpie was quick to join his lady at her side. But even as Shiro ran along the path, following the hill down after them, his gaze lingered on that unassuming door…

	
 

	5

	DETERMINATION

	 

	Adulation followed Lady Umeboshi wherever she went. Windows from seemingly abandoned shopfronts suddenly lit up, doors inching their way open to see what all the fuss was about. It was a chorus of gratitude, fear, and floor-length bows.

	‘Lady Umeboshi?’

	‘Thank the gods, it’s Lady Umeboshi!’

	‘Please help us, Lady Umeboshi…’

	In no time at all, a crowd had swelled around her, congregating behind the standard like the flag held power over life and death. Farmers clung fearfully to their sickles while scholars hid behind their notes, many of which had yet to dry in the crisp night air. There were moles plastered in clay, ashen spirits fresh from the forge, and even a troupe of foxes in dark clothing. The foxes kept a careful distance from the others, watching from the shadows over the eaves of rooftops, their faces obscured behind black masks.

	By the time they reached the shrine at Anzen’s heart, it felt like the entire village was marching with them. The magpie was welcomed with open arms. There was rather less certainty afforded to the bedraggled, barefooted stranger marching with the Lady of the Tower. Shiro didn’t blame them, but offerings were nonetheless laid out before him. Flowers lined every step that Lady Umeboshi took. The magpie’s path was laden with smooth stones and feathers, invariably plucked directly from the source, and Shiro’s approach was pre-empted with sprinklings of sweet-smelling grass. 

	Unsure of what to say, Shiro smiled and nodded his thanks, only for them to turn away and whisper of power and strange tidings. Allie was a welcome face in the sea of strangers, but when Shiro beckoned him, he shook his head. Not now, his face seemed to say behind rows of jostling elbows. Not now, and not with her. The goat regarded the Lady of the Tower with an awe that bordered on the religious. Shiro could only hope there was more wonder in those wide eyes than fear. Their reunion would have to wait.

	Taking the incense stick from behind her ear, Lady Umeboshi proffered it to her companion. A heady green smoke swirled from the end, voluminous and regal. ‘Shiro, with me.’

	Shiro looked over his shoulder to see who she was talking to. It took a little longer for it to sink in. Oh, that’s me. Embarrassed, he accepted the smoking stick and held it aloft as the company continued to grow. The magpie nodded at him approvingly.

	The moon could no longer be seen in the skies above. Instead, there hung a vast void ocean, imposing in its stillness, which domed the walls from all sides. After swallowing the stars, it seemed certain that the village was next, but Lady Umeboshi didn’t rush. With her umbrella in hand, she strolled as calmly and deliberately as if she was leaving her tower to smell the roses, the long, vibrant sleeves of her dress trailing like butterfly wings behind her.

	Even as they approached the bowing southern wall, which the Shrine Keepers were desperately fortifying with blessings and buckets of salt, she barely batted an eyelash. Shiro, on the other hand, could hardly contain himself at the familiar sight of Kon and Peito by the Shrine Keepers’ cart of supplies. They were busy adjusting the helm of a truly gargantuan warrior, who was concealed within Peito’s own resplendent black suit of armour.

	‘Kon! Peito!’

	If it wasn’t for an irritable flutter of his tail feathers, Shiro would have been forgiven for thinking that Peito hadn’t heard him, but the sable at least was delighted to see him again. ‘It’s so good to see you…?’ Kon started in earnest, trailing off only after she realised that she had no name with which to greet him.

	‘Shiro,’ Shiro said.

	‘Shiro!’ Kon laughed, packing a pair of fabric scissors away in her satchel. Her long tail swooped behind her as she ran up to meet him. ‘And with both legs on the ground at that! I don’t know what kind of tea they’ve been giving you, but it’s done wonders. I dare say I may have some competition after all. Promise you won’t go swooping off again anytime soon?’

	Shiro smiled as they embraced. ‘I promise,’ he said.

	Following Kon back to the cart, Shiro was astonished to discover that the warrior Peito had been tending to was sitting on the ground with their legs crossed. Even sitting, they stood head and shoulders above all else. At the sound of the approaching masses, the enormous helmet turned, and the titan rose to their full glory.

	The finished set was a sight to behold. Nothing in Shiro’s books could have prepared him. Inch-thick plates of engraved obsidian lay over the shimmering mail like rows of ribs. The fangs of the ornate mask protruded like hungry knives, while its expression straddled the line between unbridled rage and raw bestial craving. Craning his neck, Peito gazed upon his work like a proud father. Not a hint of flesh was exposed behind the intricate arrangement of rings, plates, straps and joins, all blacker than pitch. Were it not for the heaving chest, and the growling emanating from within, it would have better resembled a carving from ancient legend than a living thing.

	Shiro had never witnessed an animal of such stature in his life. Not the tallest elephants, nor the stoutest rhinos. Its solid arms were tree trunks, and within the gauntlets, its monstrous paws looked like they were broad enough to pop heads like berries. The shape of the helmet suggested to Shiro that it was probably a wolf, but everything else told him that it didn’t matter in the slightest what species lay beneath the armour. If it wanted something dead, that thing was as good as dead, armour or no. The fact that it lacked for scabbard, holster, and even a belt said it all. The only weapons it needed were attached at the wrists.

	The helmet made a slow, predatory sweep of the crowd. As the view from the closed visor passed over him, Shiro felt a primal pang of fear, like a bullock devil had just set him in its sights. Judging from the concerned murmurings behind him, he wasn’t alone.

	Lady Umeboshi, however, was utterly unperturbed. The diminutive cat marched straight past the giant’s two-toed armoured boots to address the Shrine Keepers directly. So absorbed were they in their work that they scarcely noticed that the rest of Anzen had come to visit, until Lady Umeboshi announced their arrival with her standard bearer at her side. ‘My brave Shrine Keepers!’

	Four of the five of them jumped, and the heifer almost dropped her salt pail into the dirt. The squirrel was the only one who lacked the virtue of surprise. ‘Anzen thanks each and every one of you for your service in my absence. Arashi, you’ve led them well.’

	The shaven eagle bowed deeply, rustling the paper feathers of her wings. The sika deer looked delighted for her, while the heifer just rolled her eyes and tossed another hoof’s worth of salt at the wall. ‘However,’ Lady Umeboshi went on to say, ‘if you’ll kindly join me at the iron doors, I do believe it’s time someone brought this festival to an end. As you can imagine, this means your contingency plan is no longer necessary.’

	Lady Umeboshi turned around to rejoin the magpie on the main thoroughfare. Before she could take a step, however, the warrior’s boot slid in her path, kicking a huge cloud of dust into the air. Silhouetted, the two found themselves at a standstill. The rest of Anzen watched from a safe distance.

	The hulking figure loomed over her, so ludicrously large that even with her headdress, the old cat barely skirted the thick armour plating of its knee. Hot breath billowed out from behind the mask like smoke from a dragon, condensing in the night air. Its blazing, white-hot indignation was palpable. And yet, when Lady Umeboshi lifted her slippered hind paw, arched it forwards and calmly pressed it down, it was the warrior who took a step back.

	‘Your bravery is unquestionable,’ she said. ‘In fact, I’d venture to guess that for a beast of your standing, nobody has ever dared question it before. But I’m afraid your services are no longer required at this hour. It’s really that simple, dear.’ Setting the tip of her umbrella in the dirt, she leaned on the handle like a cane. ‘There will be no fight tonight. That is, unless you disagree…’

	Behind them, the captive horde of heads pivoted from the Lady of the Tower to the warrior. Its heavy armour rattled as it broke into a sudden charge. Thump! Thump! Thump! Shiro’s hind paws left the ground with the impact of every stomp. In no time at all, the impossible mass of muscle and metal had bridged the gap between them. It seemed inconceivable that anything could slow it down, and yet it stopped just shy of crushing Lady Umeboshi underneath its heel.

	There it paced, growling and huffing, stomping, snorting and howling, but the wily cat merely waited, quietly attending the display. Ropes of white froth issued from its tusks, dribbling down to its boots where it pooled onto the dirt. This was an indignity of agony beyond Shiro’s understanding. The warrior could have reached down, plucked Lady Umeboshi from the ground and crumpled her up like a piece of old parchment. Instead, it grappled with its right paw. It grew more and more frustrated with it, until finally, it wrenched the black gauntlet off and threw it at her feet. She smiled.

	The warrior turned tail and marched away without a word, carving a trench through the onlookers wise enough to flee at its approach. Grumbling incoherently to itself, it continued to tear free from its armour prison. Shiro caught a flash of yellow eyes and auburn fur when the great helm went flying. Peito followed close behind, anxiously collecting the pieces as he went. The two soon fell out of sight behind the storehouses, though the warrior’s furious mutterings could still be heard long after.

	Every soul in Anzen seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief. Even Lady Umeboshi allowed herself a moment to adjust her headdress, checking that her perfect hair hadn’t fallen out of place. She plucked the incense stick from Shiro’s paw, returning it to her ear. Then, without further delay, she reassumed her place at the head of her congregation, and with five Shrine Keepers at her side, they were on their way once more. The southern wall bulged ominously behind them.

	
 

	6

	ADJUDICATION

	 

	Something was waiting for them by the entrance, lurking at the foot of the great iron doors. Hunched over, it veiled itself in a patchwork of blue rags. Lady Umeboshi rapped Shiro’s shoulder with her umbrella, commanding him to wait with the others. The Shrine Keepers kept close to her back as she marched out to meet it. ‘Uso-Uso, how fares the night?’

	‘You’re a touch early,’ it answered with a sandpaper rasp. Sure enough, the bells rang out around them. It cackled. ‘Ah, the bells, the bells! The hour is come.’ Its long patchwork dragged on the ground, supported at the top by four points that hung loosely in the middle, like a soiled sheet draped over a crooked four-poster bed. At what Shiro could only assume to be its front, the rags had been pulled back, exposing a rusted iron arm holding a lantern aloft. The pale light illuminated not a face, but an orange eye as big and round as Shiro’s head, with a slit pupil straighter than the horizon.

	Lady Umeboshi wasted no time ascending the stone staircase that overlooked Anzen’s perimeter. The magpie followed doggedly along, holding his lady’s standard high, and the Shrine Keepers each assumed strategic positions along the village walls, bearing their own tools of purification. Guards mirrored their formation on the ground. A host of rabbits, civets and wolves, they clung to their ill-fitting helms and feeble wooden weapons with all the desperation of someone preparing to bat away the oncoming tide with a toothpick. Nonetheless, they held their ground. In the meantime, the orange eye turned its attention upon Shiro.

	‘New fox?’ Uso-Uso crooned. The prostrate patchwork dragged itself up to him, rattling with a curiosity reminiscent of a rattlesnake. ‘Come, new fox. Kind fox, friend fox, foe fox? You may think you know, but how can you know what you are until you know where you’re going? Brother, sister, lend me a thread, and I’ll show you how it spins.’

	Shiro looked around, but everybody’s eyes were fixed on Lady Umeboshi atop the wall. Reluctantly, he held out his paw. Out of nowhere, two bony arms shot out from behind the rags to grab it. There was a sharp intake of breath. ‘Murderer,’ it whispered.

	‘What? No, I’d never hurt anyone.’

	He moved to pull back, but the grasping arms held firm, gripping his paw so tightly, the plasters on his fingers started to splinter. Shiro wasn’t sure how that was even possible. They’re not real, he reminded himself. A second pair of arms, similarly greying and cracked, crept out to join the first, holding his paw steady at the wrist. Uso-Uso’s cycloptic orange yolk of an eye narrowed knowingly. Dark shapes danced in its pupil. ‘But you already have,’ it accused, ‘Blue in Name and Blue in Nature. It may not be written on your heart, but the stitch is sewn. You claim to be mortal?’

	‘Y-yeah,’ Shiro said.

	The spirit hissed. ‘You lie!’ Dilating to a crack, its pupil revolved faster than the eye could see. ‘You are no fox. A fox is a line with a beginning and an end. Yours is but a circle that goes round and round, and round and round and round—’

	‘Shiro? Where are you? This night started with you. It must end with you too.’ It was Lady Umeboshi. Shiro wrenched himself free, but even as he fled up the staircase after her, the spirit looked on, satisfied. Its wizened arms retracted into the blue patchwork, leaving only its single eye to wrinkle, blazing with unknown purpose.

	Clinging to his battered hoodie, without a pair of shoes to his name, Shiro watched the wall of shadows writhe beside the Lady of the Tower. All this trouble, only to end up right back where I started. Minus one shoe. The denizens of Anzen waited below, contemplating their fate with bated breath. Lady Umeboshi gestured for him to come closer. In the torchlight, the layers of her exquisite silk dress were a prism, casting shards of rose, lapis and emerald onto the stone. ‘You didn’t talk to Uso-Uso, did you?’ she murmured. Her incense stick was burning low.

	‘No,’ Shiro replied, a little too quickly. The old cat stifled a chuckle.

	‘Well, I hope that’s a lesson learned. Are you ready, Shiro?’

	Shiro gulped. He hoped the fluttering in his stomach was only butterflies. ‘Am I supposed to be?’

	‘Yes,’ Lady Umeboshi said. She smiled. ‘But then, the ocean doesn’t ask how ready one is. Fall overboard and fail to paddle, and it’ll swallow you all the same.’

	Standing on the parapet, gazing up at the darkness that swallowed the sky, the Lady of the Tower spread her arms and spoke thusly: ‘You come before the iron doors of Anzen, the last great sanctuary and holy refuge of Nahashi. As its guardian and sole protector, I, Lady Umeboshi, Lady of the Tower, Student of Amaterasu Omikami and Reikonic Folio Magister, do humbly request audience on this day of renewal. Scorn, I name thee. Assume thy chosen form and speak.’

	At first, it wasn’t clear whether her words were falling upon deaf ears. Either unable or unwilling to hear them, the undulating mass continued to assail Anzen’s invisible dome of protection, all without making a sound. Loose prayers and paper charms fluttered from the walls, turning to smoke long before they could graze the smouldering surface.

	Soon enough, however, bubbles began to form. They churned from the centre, more viscous than oil slick blisters, retreating from the walls as the shadow worked to coalesce itself under the light of the renewed moon and stars. Greater and greater it grew, forming first a simple torso, before dozens of seedling limbs dribbled down to support itself. Before long, it stood as tall as the iron doors, but it didn’t stop until the black plague over Anzen had receded, and it towered over the walls, darker and more terrible than ever in a wasteland of its own creation.

	Shiro shuddered. Even straining his neck, he struggled to make out where it ended. At its full height, it may even have eclipsed Shoganai Tower. All of Anzen was in its umbra.

	The form it eventually assumed was restless, indeterminate. The only feature it lacked for was a head. Inky jets issued from its body like open wounds, pooling shadow at its feet only to begin the slow journey back to the limb from whence it came. With everything in motion, it was impossible to tell which crude approximation of animal life it was intended to resemble. Were those hooves it was standing on, or razor-sharp talons? Were the branches dripping from its waist-high shoulders arms, wings, horns or fins? It seemed to Shiro that it was trying to be everything all at once, and in the process became something else entirely. While its intentions may have lacked for malice, the effect was deeply unsettling all the same. Unlike oil, the shadow reflected no light, and nothing could be seen through it. No light could escape it, such was its all-encompassing dark.

	Just when it seemed like it couldn’t get any worse, it started to speak.

	It would be a lie to say that the emissions that issued from the shadow resembled traditional speech. Many noises were produced. Its chest gyrated to induce a succession of squelches and gurgles, while its weighty limbs provided the rumbles and swoops. Sucking in on itself, it gargled like quicksand, and cracking its appendages together, it was able to shatter them, like ice. Before long, it became apparent that language was the only sound the creature’s mass was incapable of simulating.

	From start to finish, Lady Umeboshi listened intently, her long, ornate sleeves dancing in the wind like they were communicating in their own way. Occasionally, she would incline her head, but while the contents of her mind may have filled a thousand pages, she shared not a word of it until the reverberations from the final howl had faded away, at which point the disconsolate behemoth slopped to its many knees, awaiting her response. The Shrine Keepers stared at their leader uncertainly. Shiro suspected that they understood about as much of the shadow’s tongue as he did. It didn’t fill him with confidence.

	‘Scorn,’ Lady Umeboshi began. Every word was measured. ‘Your tale is long, and full of woe. While we sympathise with your plight, you will find no sanctuary here. Our farmlands have been ravaged, our watch towers rendered to dust. Once, you may have been welcome, but centuries of suffering have rendered your very touch a poison of the cruellest and most corrosive sort. Sharing your pain with us will not lessen it, I swear. It will only spread it further, until the entire land is a smoking ruin, and still you will be left to wander this plane alone. If you truly desire help, return from whence you came without delay.

	‘When the time is right, I will seek you out, and with the help of the last Shrine Keepers of Anzen, I will do everything in my power to undo the damage that has been inflicted upon you. But you will not pass these doors, nor find succour beyond our walls, should you insist upon this senseless assault. You will only make an enemy of me, though you will not live to regret it. There are less painful ways to beg for oblivion. What say you, stranger of the interlands?’

	The shadow pointed a colossal dripping finger at the parapet. From the void in its neck, there emerged an accusatory rumble that set Lady Umeboshi’s whiskers on end. Even through her white fur coat, the old cat looked pale. ‘What? Him? He’s but a mewling babe still on the—’

	She was interrupted by yet more rumbles. ‘Yes. Fine, fine.’ She turned to Shiro. ‘The spirit wishes for you to speak.’

	‘What?’ In an instant, the butterflies in Shiro’s stomach had turned to hornets.

	‘It wants to know why you led it here, with your promises of warmth, life and laughter, only to spurn it on the doorstep like so many before you.’ 

	‘But I didn’t lead it anywhere!’

	‘I’m not the one asking, child.’ Lady Umeboshi gestured at the shadowy giant with her umbrella. ‘I can’t speak on your behalf. You’ve amassed quite an audience for yourself, so whatever you choose to say, say it well. For as long as you’re under my protection, you represent not only my good name, but every soul in this village. Try not to disgrace us all. Are you a known orator where you hail from?’

	Shiro snuck a glance behind himself. That was a mistake. Hundreds of eyes burned into his back, confused, fearful and judgemental all at once. ‘I mean, I’ve done one or two presentations before.’

	‘And was the punishment for failure death?’

	‘It often felt that way.’

	‘Excellent. You should have little trouble, then. If all else fails, you’re a fox. Foxes don’t land on their feet. Foxes don’t land at all, unless they so choose. You’ll think of something.’ Lady Umeboshi tapped her umbrella twice against the stones. The village of Anzen fell to an otherworldly silence.

	Shiro cleared his throat. Then, he cleared it again. You could have heard a pin drop a pin in the stillness. He almost wished that he did, as his taut ears twitched back and forth like nervous radar dishes. He thought back to the advice his father gave him, all those claw-gnawing nights before a group project or spoken word essay was due. He could hear his voice like it was yesterday.

	Stand straight. Breathe deep. Never look your audience in the eye. Instead, look slightly above them or to the side. Always above, or to the side. And if that doesn’t cut it, just picture them naked. Always worked for me. It’s a good thing I never worked with any lookers.

	Shiro smiled. His chest fluttered at the memory. If he could still stand before death itself and smile, maybe there was hope after all. Arching his shoulders, he breathed deeply, then relaxed. There was no chance of averting his gaze, not when the giant encompassed the entirety of his vision, but at least he didn’t have to meet its eyes. It would need a head to have eyes.

	‘I’m sorry,’ Shiro said. Perhaps unintentionally, he found himself mimicking Lady Umeboshi’s manner of address as his voice carried over the parapet. He could have sworn he heard the shadow squelch back, but he pressed on. ‘I’m new to this world, and its rules. I made a terrible mistake coming here. I didn’t mean for you to follow me through the waterfall, and I take responsibility for everything that happened. You didn’t know any better. Maybe you still don’t.’ He hadn’t been interrupted or dissolved yet. That was a good sign.

	‘But you’ve got a choice,’ he continued. ‘You didn’t choose to be alone, any more than I chose to put myself here. Nobody chooses to suffer. Suffering’s like lightning. It strikes, or it misses. But when it’s over, you get to decide what happens next. Nobody else. Only you. You alone can choose to be cruel or kind, vengeful or forgiving. The world put you through hell, but that doesn’t mean you owe the same to others. I don’t know what you plan to do next. I’m going to stay here in Anzen, and try my best to undo the damage. If that means accompanying Lady Umeboshi to the interlands to heal you, then I’ll help with that too. If you’re not already sick of me.’

	The spirit raised a claw where its chin would have been. It may have been pondering Shiro’s offer, or gesturing for him to continue.

	‘If I could leave this all behind and return to my own world, I wouldn’t, and not because I don’t want to. It’s because it’s the right thing to do. It’s because, when you realise you’ve done something wrong, even if it’s like for like, you know in your heart that it isn’t true justice. You can either sink your heels in, turn them away, or own up to your mistakes and try to make things better—’

	The shadow screeched. Raising its barn-sized fists, it bellowed and protested, making all manner of ear-rending noise, but the Lady of the Tower stood firm. ‘Hush now,’ she said, ushering Shiro aside. She spoke with the same tone of voice that a mother cat would use with her unruly brood. ‘The child was more than fair. Setsubun is over. Our festival is finished for another year, and frankly, you’ve overstayed your welcome. Since I have it on good authority that you haven’t caused irreparable harm, I will allow you to go on your way. I pray you have a more restful night than the one you inflicted upon us. Godspeed, stranger of the interlands.’

	Seemingly satisfied, Lady Umeboshi turned her back to it. Shiro let out the breath he’d unknowingly been holding in.

	The shadow was furious. It beat its oily limbs bloody against the ground, coiling its torso like a snake and lashing a huge serrated tail from side to side. But Lady Umeboshi was already gliding down the staircase. Shiro scrambled after her, ducking under the magpie’s standard. ‘No irreparable harm?’ he whispered. ‘I don’t know if you’re aware of the kiba-kibas it mowed down in the field, but I was there. I saw it.’ Even now, the memory of so many squeaks being silenced was vivid in his mind. 

	Lady Umeboshi just shook her head and laughed. The long train of her dress descended gracefully after her. ‘Of all the emotions capable of inflicting a scratch on those ancient wardens,’ she said, ‘do you seriously believe Scorn would be counted among them? My child, you have much to learn. We’re the only mortal spirits here.’

	There was another thunderous roar behind them, but before Shiro could investigate, Lady Umeboshi swatted him sharply with her umbrella. ‘Don’t feed it the attention it craves,’ she commanded. ‘It could be hammering down the walls right now, but it isn’t. This is no battle cry. ’Tis but a tantrum. Step down.’

	Time proved the old cat to be correct. While seemingly endless, the roar eventually subsided into a croak. Where once its great limbs relentlessly pummelled the smoking earth, the shadow now knelt, its body oozing and weeping from a thousand invisible wounds. There was a final half-hearted, closed-fisted thump from its least malformed digits before they fell clean off at the wrist, dissolving into a simmering puddle.

	The other limbs soon followed suit, and while its neck stump swivelled from side to side, watching its tentative frame succumb to soup, it emitted a troubled whine, until even its neck was dripping down. At that moment, all noises ceased. The once-hulking figure of shadow melted before the great iron doors of Anzen in deafening silence. 

	When at last the mass of its chosen form was gone, vanishing amid an undulating black sea, the spirit slunk away, oozing across the tortured landscape. There was no hint of the life that had so vibrantly sprouted from it only hours prior, but when the Shrine Keepers gave Lady Umeboshi a decisive nod from atop the walls, Shiro knew at long last that the village was safe.

	The Lady of the Tower raised her arms. All eyes turned to her. Relishing the unbearable silence for a few moments longer than was necessary, she proudly declared to the heavens: ‘It is done!’

	
 

	7

	EMANCIPATION

	 

	The villagers of Anzen received the news with a hail of cheers. There were bellows and guffaws, swoonworthy sobs, and sly exchanges just quiet enough to get away with. Kon jumped into the wings of a bewildered Peito as he rejoined the fray, spinning faster and faster in a merry blur of fur and feathers. Kiba-kiba trilled from the rooftops, and spirits composed of water, gemstones and clumps of bark materialised from the backstreets in their droves, finally able to leave.

	‘Knew it,’ Uso-Uso yawned.

	Lady Umeboshi herself seemed relieved for the ordeal to be over. The old cat was basking in the glory with her customary toothy grin. Having petered out the last of its green smoke, the incense stick nub behind her ear was flicked into the night.

	The Shrine Keepers descended from the stony steps, joining their leader with stoic smiles as the magpie soared overhead, bearing her standard in his beak. Straightening her ceremonial headdress, the Lady of the Tower cleared her throat to speak, dwarfed as she was by her many adoring onlookers. ‘Citizens of Anzen. Though the festivities may be over, at the end of this year’s Setsubun, I do believe—’

	Bang!

	Screams rang out as a missile rocketed through the crowds. Villagers fell to their knees as it hurtled past their ears, leaving a sulphurous black trail in its trajectory over sickle, fan, basket and outstretched wing to its true target: the Lady of the Tower. Quick as a flash, she unsheathed her umbrella and thrust it open with a cry. The spherical missile bounced harmlessly off the canopy, ricocheting into the air where it exploded in a shower of white sparks. It was a firework.

	One by one, the sparks melted into the starry sky. Then, all was still. Nobody dared speak. Multiple heads moved in unison to track it back to its source, but the smoke was already dissipating. An almost imperceptible nod from Lady Umeboshi, and the Shrine Keepers leapt into action. Wielding their tools of purification, they vanished into the night.

	The old cat sighed. Brushing the remnants of gunpowder from her silk dress, she appeared, at least to Shiro, to be more displeased by the interruption than the attack itself. ‘Though the festivities may be over,’ Lady Umeboshi started once more, ‘I do believe a celebration is in order. This includes, as some of you have been so kind to remind me, fireworks…’

	A nervous titter ran through the assembly. ‘Break out the ethre, I say,’ she told them. ‘Break out the ethre, and let the skies shine bright! Just remember that the next spirit to take liberties with the aim of their fireworks will be lashed to the back of the following ones.’

	There was a loud cheer, followed by a round of whistles as the first of the ethre wagons rolled up. ‘Before we commence, does anyone know where I can find Allie?’ Lady Umeboshi was quick to enquire before she lost her audience to the revelry. ‘Allie the goat? He’s a myotonic cross, if memory serves. The billy’s new to our shores.’ Working together, the crowd herded the terrified goat to the front faster than sheepdogs.

	‘Whatever I did, I’m s-sorry, Lady Umeboshi!’ Prostrating himself before her, he kept his eyes planted firmly on the ground.

	‘Nonsense,’ Lady Umeboshi said. She pulled the kid up by his sleeve before he could protest. ‘Get up, get up. The ground ill-suits you, child.’ Dusting himself off, Allie continued to stare obstinately at his trainers. Her eyes narrowed. ‘But your apology is accepted. I’d like to introduce you to Shiro. As I’m sure you remember, this poor fox spirit was grazing the stars not too long ago.’

	Deathly pale, as though any movement would give him away, the goat twitched a nod. Shiro nodded back.

	‘Some yarn-headed fool had the brilliant idea of outing his… predicament to him, before my Shrine Keepers could see to the damage. Now I have little time to ruminate on who it might be, so until I can trot out an investigation proper, someone must needs take responsibility for him. Who better to lead him by the horns than the newest member of our herd?’

	‘I—’

	‘Marvellous! You’ll find him a place to stay without delay, and tomorrow, you will show him our ways, and answer his questions to the best of your ability. That’ll be atonement plenty. There’s work to be done in the wake of Scorn’s offence, and I cannot spare a guide. Shiro, I hesitate to say I’m placing you in the best of hooves, but you’d be hard-pressed to find ones more sincere. Should trouble arise, you know where to find me. Otherwise, I expect you two to comport yourselves beyond reproach. Anzen deserves no less, after her trial of sound and fury. The first day of spring marks a season for new beginnings. Use yours well. May your emancipation be as placid as your footfalls are light. Just not too light, eh…?’

	Promising to take good care of him, Allie tugged Shiro’s arm and led him from the hustle and bustle of the thoroughfare. Lady Umeboshi watched after them, leaning on her umbrella with a twinkle in her eye. No fewer than a dozen dusty farmhouse rows stood between them before the goat finally came back to life, looking up from the dirt. Despite being a clear foot shorter, he still nearly bowled the fox over.

	‘Shepherd’s beard, what a night! I thought we were goners for sure. Can you believe that thing? Bigger than any picture house monster I’ve ever seen, and twice as ugly! It could have crunched us up for cornflakes, and still had room for more.’

	Shiro flushed. ‘It’s good to see you too,’ he said.

	‘I can’t believe you spoke to it! What did it feel like, being up there with Lady Umeboshi watching you like a hawk? Your knees weren’t wobbly or anything.’

	‘Really? They should have been. I’m sure it’s just shock. They’re still getting used to being on the ground.’

	Allie jumped back. Looking Shiro up and down, he bleated nervously. ‘Oh yeah, I knew I was forgetting something. Welcome back to Terra Fauna! Sorry again about the… well, you know.’

	‘There’s nothing to apologise for.’

	‘If you say so. Shame about the buckets. They were a good look.’

	‘We could always trade. My buckets for your silver Capras?’

	‘You wish! I’d rather lose the other horn.’ They laughed. 

	Taking the scenic route, Allie and Shiro toured the perimeter of Anzen. The only spirits they encountered were elemental sprites eager to be on their way. Standing less than a foot tall, they marched in single file for the great iron doors, respectively leaving dribbles, pockets of moss or miniature scorch marks in their wake. Some of the voices seemed familiar from the cart ride, but Shiro thought it wise not to draw attention to them. They kept at a respectful distance.

	‘So, new name, huh? Shiro. I like it! What does it mean?’

	‘Huh?’

	‘Well you must have picked it for a reason.’

	‘I didn’t pick it. Why, did you pick yours?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘So what does Allie mean?’

	The young goat looked away. ‘Something dumb,’ he said. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay. Tomorrow, we can find you a real place to live, but in the meantime, you’re more than welcome to stay with us.’ He laughed. ‘I mean, we do live in an inn!’

	The first round of fireworks went off above them, punctuated by a smattering of applause. A puddle in the centre of the road reflected the kaleidoscope of colours beautifully, but Shiro made sure to steer well clear of it, taking the long way round while Allie stepped over it. Ripples pinpricked the surface, while the rest of the road was still. ‘How’s that possible?’ Shiro asked Allie, checking the sky just to be sure. ‘It’s not raining.’

	‘Not on this side it’s not,’ the goat replied. ‘Damn, you and Lady Umeboshi were just in time. Shiro, look at the southwest corner!’

	But he couldn’t. There was no southwest corner. Just a smoking crater where the last of the wall’s foundation stones stood like rotting teeth, supporting nothing. Every storage barn within the crater’s arc was missing, conspicuous only in their absence, but their shadows remained on the earth, imprinted like chalk outlines. With any luck, they were the only casualties of the attack. All the same, Allie and Shiro stayed back. For better or worse, it had become hallowed ground.

	* * *

	‘What do you think of that, then?’

	‘It’s something, alright.’

	‘Do you want to get any closer?’

	‘Nope. I think I’m good right where I am.’

	The lake stood in the shadow of Shoganai Tower. Allie was close enough to dip a toe in the cool, still waters, but Shiro felt more comfortable waiting by the trees. If it had been up to him, they’d be viewing it from the other side of town. Something about Allie’s lack of a reflection bothered him. 

	He cast his mind back to the long walk from the crash site, and the murky waters that had penned him in on either side. Did he still have a reflection? He’d never been much of a fan of it in life, but the thought that it had somehow been stripped from him was even worse. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen it. How real can something be, if even water doesn’t recognise it?

	‘Are you sure you don’t wanna move closer?’

	‘Pretty sure, thanks.’

	‘But then you won’t be able to see the badger.’

	‘Badger? What badger?’

	‘That badger.’

	Shiro asked him to elaborate, only to be met with silence. He sighed. Allie wasn’t going to drop this, was he? Still clinging to the safety of the trees, Shiro edged closer to see what all the fuss was about, vowing to stay at least a stone’s throw from the water’s edge at all times.

	Allie was delighted for Shiro to join him. ‘There,’ he said at last, pointing to the centre of the lake with gusto. ‘Now what do you make of that, huh?’ At first glance, it was nothing remarkable. The vague outline of a tree growing from a rocky outcrop. But the longer Shiro stared, the clearer it became that it wasn’t a tree at all. It was a staff. The leaves sprouting from its head were rings, and the rocky outcrop was a far cry from a patch of land. For one thing, it was breathing. Shiro took a closer look.

	The badger was sitting on the water with his legs crossed. While his hind paws were bare, the rest of him was clad for the road: simple green robes with the hood drawn down, and a large straw hat atop his head. Like most badgers, he was a large figure, with a broad back and a generous paunch. Grey whiskers adorned his chin, but it was impossible to ascertain his age. Above his glasses, a pair of bushy eyebrows were creased in a look of serene contemplation, and on his shoulders, he carried the weight of someone who could have been fifty or five hundred. His gnarled wooden staff stood at his side, balanced seemingly by itself. Five brass rings hung from its rounded tip, glinting in the moonlight. Unlike the badger, the staff was reflected in the water.

	‘What’s he doing over there?’ Shiro whispered. He wasn’t sure why, but it seemed unwise to raise his voice and risk disturbing their new friend. The water was so still.

	‘Meditating,’ Allie replied blankly. ‘What does it look like?’

	Shiro sighed. ‘I mean what’s he doing in the middle of a lake?’

	‘Oh, that.’ The goat planted a hoof on his forehead. ‘No idea. Says he likes the quiet, but if you ask me, that’s one thing you don’t have to go looking for around here.’

	‘He looks so peaceful. Maybe we should come back later.’

	‘Nah, it’s fine,’ Allie said, cupping his muzzle with a grin. ‘He’ll appreciate the interruption. Hey, Linn!’ One of the badger’s eyebrows wiggled. ‘Just so you know, a giant shadow monster attacked Anzen!’

	‘Is that so?’ The badger spoke softly, but his words carried easily across the water.

	‘Yeah, it was pretty scary. I lost my hat, but the onions hurt more. The whole allie patch is gone, along with Camellia Row, the brunnera glades, meadows, paddies, strawberry patches, sweetgrass. Poof, it went! All turned to soot. Did you… really not see or hear anything?’

	‘It’s difficult to see much with your eyes closed, lad. I beheld the gentle whisper of the reeds upon the wind. I bore witness to the lapping of the shore, and the creaking of the tower.’

	‘What about all the screaming?’

	The badger propped himself up on his staff. ‘There was screaming?’

	‘Yes, Linn. Lots and lots of screaming.’

	‘Ah.’ There was a moment of silence as the badger drew his hat over his eyes. Then: ‘One moment. I’ll be right with you…’

	Allie sighed. ‘A few eggs short of a Sunday breakfast, this one,’ he whispered to Shiro. ‘He wouldn’t last five minutes on Drumlin Street, but he’s pure. You can trust him with your life. Just don’t give him anything else.’

	Shiro’s ears pricked up at the name. ‘Drumlin Street? I pass by there every day on the way to campus.’

	Allie bit his lip, like he’d just let something terribly important slip. Clearing his throat, he turned back to the lake. ‘Look, Linn’s almost here!’

	In truth, he was nothing of the sort, but as they watched the distant figure shuffle across the surface, Shiro thought it would be kinder to change the subject than pursue it further. ‘Can everyone just walk on water, then?’ he asked.

	Allie snorted. ‘I wish! Watch this.’ Kneeling down, he ran a hoof through the water. Ripples danced between his stubby fingers, fanning out to meet the monk halfway, but when Allie raised his hoof, the droplets slaked up his arm, twinkling into the air just like ethre. His wool was left as dry as a bone. ‘We can’t even touch the stuff. Water doesn’t like us, for some reason. You can try walking across it, but you’ll just sink to the bottom. If you stayed there long enough, you could dry the whole lake up.’

	‘What about him?’ Linn’s hind paws seemed to glide over the water, brushing it without ever disturbing the surface. The only ripples that fluttered past him belonged to Allie.

	Allie shrugged. ‘Linn does his own thing,’ he said. ‘Try for yourself, if you don’t believe me. The water’s fine.’

	Shiro shuddered. There was absolutely no danger of that. ‘Don’t worry, I believe you.’

	When Linn reached the shore, he planted his staff in the rushes and held out his arms. Allie ran up to meet him, splashing into ankle-deep water that careened over their shoulders and into the night sky to a chorus of laughter. ‘Linn!’ the young goat called, disappearing into the badger’s bushy arms.

	‘Allie, my lad! I’m so sorry I couldn’t be more of a help. My attention was… required elsewhere.’

	‘That’s okay. What the hell were you doing this whole time?’

	In the shadow of the tower, Linn glanced back at the lake. ‘Just imparting my humble counsel upon the world,’ he said.

	‘On your own?’

	‘How else?’

	‘In the middle of nowhere?’

	‘Where better? Did you know, for example, that green pheasants are compelled by pride to build their nests above their neighbours?’

	‘I didn’t,’ Allie said. ‘But what’s that got to do with the price of eggs?’

	Linn shrugged. ‘Everything. And nothing.’

	Allie shook his head. ‘Whatever you say,’ the goat chuckled. ‘I’m just glad you’re okay. I, uh… bumped into someone on the way home. It might be fairer to say they bumped into me. Shiro doesn’t have anywhere to go. I was wondering if he might be able to hole up with us for a while. He’d be happy to work! Oh, and he saved my life, if that counts for anything.’

	‘Of course it does. If what you say is true, then we all owe Shiro a great debt. Shelter is the least we can provide. The rest, I’m sure we can figure out in due course.’

	‘Don’t worry,’ Allie said. He smiled at Shiro. ‘I think we’re mostly even now.’

	Smiling back, Shiro nodded. ‘Mostly,’ he agreed.

	It was difficult to read the badger’s expression behind his dusty pince-nez spectacles. Even up close, his eyes were obscured, but when Shiro offered Linn his paw, he couldn’t help but imagine them creasing with his smile. For a moment, Linn contemplated returning the gesture. Shiro caught the briefest hint of a gleam within his billowy sleeve, before the monk thought better of it and moved in for a hug instead.

	‘Thanks for letting me stay with you,’ Shiro began. ‘I’m—’

	‘Sorry,’ the badger said. Stepping from the edge of the lake, he wrapped his hefty arms around Shiro, and held him gently to his chest.

	‘For what?’ Shiro said. His own arms hovered uncertainly at their sides.

	‘For everything. The world may never say it, especially in a place such as this, but you deserve to hear it. I’m sorry for what happened to you. I’m sorry that you found yourself here. I’m sorry for the terrible loss you were to those you left behind.’ 

	There were a myriad of things that Shiro could have uttered in response. Instead, he rested his head on the badger’s pillowy chest. It was… comfortable. Cosy, even. Gradually, his arms rose, until he found himself returning the embrace. Gratitude bubbled up from his chest, warm and wordless. His eyes closed of their own accord for the first time since his hind paws left the ground.

	Strangely, it never occurred to him that up until that very moment, he’d been keeping them open.

	* * *

	Pop! Fizz! Kaboom!

	The shoreline lit up with a cascade of sparks, the likes of which the annual Lower Prospects Bangathon could only dream of. Under the shade of the trees, they watched the fireworks escape their lakeside reflection, a safe distance from the water. Linn was particularly rapt. Behind his illuminated lenses, the blazing light and searing smoke melted years from his face.

	‘I’ve always loved fireworks,’ he sighed wistfully. ‘Do they still have fireworks in your time, Shiro?’

	‘We do,’ Shiro replied. ‘Only for special occasions though, a safe distance from the veterans… the retired warriors they might disturb. The rest of the sky’s reserved for flying.’

	‘How very considerate for the birds of your era.’

	‘Oh, it’s not just for the birds. It’s for all animals that fly. Foxes, bears, wolves.’ Shiro paused. ‘Badgers…’

	The mere suggestion had Allie gnawing on his hoof. ‘I really don’t think we should be talking about this,’ he said. His eyes flitted to the tower more than once. ‘Lady Umeboshi says—’

	‘That old plum can say whatever she likes,’ the badger told him softly. ‘This young fox just lost something precious to him. I wouldn’t expect him to relinquish it so readily when half of Anzen would give up their left foot for a glimpse at what they’ve forgotten. You could fill a thousand tomes in a thousand villages with the tales we’ve lost to time, and you’d still have tears to spare. What’s the worst that could come from a little reminiscing?’

	Allie pondered for a moment. ‘Trouble?’ he said.

	Linn smiled. ‘Then let there be trouble. You need never fear for your safety while I’m around. Besides, a little trouble never hurt anyone. Helps to keep the senses sharp.’ The old monk gave Shiro’s shoulder one last squeeze for good measure before he clambered to his hind paws, tinkling the brass rings on his staff. The fireworks had drawn to a halt, leaving a welcome hush to the proceedings. It was only a matter of time before the villagers raided another supply of pyrecrackers, moonbusters and bottomless rockets. ‘I trust you lads can find your own way home from here. Allie’s trodden down these roads half a hundred times.’

	Allie seemed less certain. ‘You’re not coming with us?’

	‘Not yet. I’m afraid there’s still something that requires my attention. If fortune favours the old, I’ll join you soon enough. If not, well… it was still a pleasure to meet you.’ This time, it was Linn who offered his paw, though Shiro noted that it was his left. He shook it all the same. ‘Just one last thing before I go. Does the Lady of the Tower still smell of mothballs?’

	Shiro didn’t know what to say, but his reaction was enough to leave the old badger in stitches. The only thing louder than his laughter was the jangling of his staff as he butted it repeatedly into the ground. ‘Easy lad, I’m only pulling at your tail! Some questions don’t need answering. Mothballs, indeed…’ He was still wheezing as he disappeared into the trees, and his mirth could be heard for some time afterwards.

	‘Is he going to be alright?’ Shiro said.

	Allie sighed. ‘I think so. After a while, you stop asking.’
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	COHABITATION

	 

	It was a quiet walk to the Chiri Inn. Allie and Shiro spent much of it looking up at the sky. It was easier to appreciate the full moon without the spectre of death looming overhead. Midori was right, Shiro realised. It really was a beautiful night.

	‘Thanks for vouching for me,’ Shiro said. ‘You really didn’t have to.’

	Allie shrugged. ‘It’s no skin off my tail. You didn’t have to come back for me, but you still did. We’ll be happy to have you. Damn lucky, too. You know what they say. “It’s the folks what make a house a home!”’

	Shiro nodded. He recognised the line. He couldn’t remember where it was from. It could have just as easily been a paint brand slogan as an old furniture advert, but what mattered was that it was something they shared. The memory of a distant home. Despite references to your past life supposedly being banned, the goat didn’t seem to be able to stop making them. Not that Shiro minded, of course. ‘It’s the folks what make a house a home,’ he agreed.

	‘So what do you think?’ Allie said. They came to an abrupt stop on the grass.

	‘Of what?’ Shiro looked down to find that they’d drifted off the beaten track. Allie had led them to some sort of dilapidated barn. The districts and main road were far behind.

	‘The inn, of course!’

	‘Ah.’ So this was the inn. ‘I think I’m lucky to be staying with the best folks,’ Shiro replied diplomatically.

	* * *

	It would be extremely generous to say that the building that languished before Shiro looked inhabited. Great swathes of its straw roof were missing, and the door frame, complete with an arrow jutting out of the top panel, looked like it had been used as target practice for anything from darts to throwing stars. The door itself was clinging on by a hangnail’s splinter, swinging in the gentle breeze. Even the sign was upside down.

	All the same, Allie was happy to be home. One of the beams had been turned into a scratching post, but from the way Allie patted the inch-deep gouges in the wood, one might have mistaken them for decorations. ‘It ain’t much, but I like to think there’s an old, crummy kinda charm to the place.’

	‘Sure,’ Shiro said, unsure as to whether it was the former or the latter he was agreeing with. ‘So, uh… do you get a lot of guests here?’

	‘Guests?’ Allie just laughed and patted him on the shoulder. ‘Shiro, you’re gonna fit right in!’

	Giving him the full tour, Allie led Shiro around to the back, which fared similarly grimly. Mounds of straw had been piled up, pops of yellow in a sea of overgrown weeds. A tankard the length of Shiro’s arm rested on the brim of a hefty cast-iron barrel, and from the inn’s paper-thin walls, a shrill metallic scraping emerged. 

	Shink! Shink! Shink!

	Allie scowled at the sound. ‘Be careful with the doors, okay?’ he warned Shiro. ‘Not that I think you’re clumsy or anything. It’s just that Sinn flips her lid whenever I get something wrong. In this place, things just fall apart sometimes. Drawers, lanterns… teacups. Try not to do more damage than you have to.’

	Armed with a hatchet and a free weekend, Shiro doubted he could do more damage to the place, but all the same, he nodded and smiled politely. Fortunately, Allie’s demeanour brightened up as he looked towards the roof. ‘But hey, it’s not all doom and gloom around here. Just look at that adorable snoozle!’ Sure enough, there was a kiba-kiba nestling in the rafters.

	‘Does it have a name?’ Shiro asked.

	‘Not yet. It arrived out of the blue, only a few days before you, as it happens, and nobody’s been able to get rid of it. It’s been stuck there ever since, like the world’s most adorable limpet.’

	‘A limpet that’d have your paw off if you ever tried to pet it,’ Shiro noted.

	‘True,’ Allie said. ‘Still worth it, though. Isn’t that right, you sleepy peepy?’ The kiba-kiba gave a half-hearted chirp of a yawn and rolled over. One of its eyes graced them with a lethargic wink. ‘That’s my sleepy peepy!’

	‘Can it understand you?’

	‘Psh, I wish. If these things could understand us, it would’ve been scared away by Kapp’s threats ages ago, but old drowser there didn’t care in the slightest. Kapp doesn’t like them. They’re supposed to bring good luck, but that’s not the way he sees it. He’s superstitious like that.’

	‘How can you be superstitious in a place like this?’

	‘I dunno. Weird, right? But I guess some things never change. Even in heaven, there are bound to be some bucks still throwing salt over their shoulder, no matter what the big guy tells them.’

	‘You think there’s a big guy up there?’

	Allie looked up at him. ‘I’ve lived my whole life down here, Shiro,’ he said. ‘There are plenty of big guys out there. Bound to be one that’s just a little bigger than the rest.’

	‘I suppose.’

	‘But we can talk about that later. It’s been a long day. I can’t imagine how you’re feeling.’

	Shiro thought it over. ‘Tired,’ he said eventually. In truth, he’d lost all point of reference. It seemed absurd for incorporeal entities to exhibit fatigue, especially in light of Lady Umeboshi’s comments, but saying it aloud seemed to cement it into reality.

	Allie smiled, unconsciously raising his right hoof to scratch at the horn that wasn’t there. ‘Actually, I think I can imagine it just fine. So whaddya reckon, Shiro? Ready to meet the herd?’

	Shiro nodded. ‘Ready.’

	‘It’s about time. What are you lads waiting for?’

	They turned around to find Linn casually stacking hay by the back door, fork in hand. Shiro’s jaw fell open. ‘But we came straight here,’ he said. ‘How did you…?’ The old monk only laughed, using the gardening fork to tilt his hat back.

	‘Don’t bother asking,’ Allie said, crossing his arms. ‘He won’t tell you. I think he’s a wizard myself. Well?’ he said to the badger.

	Linn shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t be much of a wizard if I told everyone I was a wizard now, would I?’

	‘Ha! I knew it! He’s always appearing where you least expect him. It’s the only explanation.’

	‘Naturally. It couldn’t be that you youngsters don’t see past your own whiskers.’ Linn drew the screen door open with a wink. ‘The back door catches sometimes,’ he told Shiro, ‘but once the latch is down, it slides open like a dream. Don’t forget to wipe your paws. We really ought to fashion you some shoes…’

	The scent of tea and freshly cut straw hung in the air, not altogether unpleasantly. It was a far cry from Lady Umeboshi’s luxurious study, but Shiro was surprised to find that he preferred it. It was easier to think without his senses being accosted. The floor mat may have been worn, but it was soft to the touch, and though the thatched roof was patchy, stars shone through the cracks. Bed wraps sat at three of the four corners on the ground floor, each one accompanied by trinkets and personal effects. Ladders on either side of the room led up to the guest cots, which were separated by sliding screens. If the position of the screens was anything to go by, the inn certainly didn’t lack for vacancies. In fact, the reception at the front didn’t appear to have been encumbered by the prospect of visitors for quite some time. 

	Shink! Shink! Shink!

	The heart of the Chiri Inn was its humble stone hearth, over which a battered kettle had been hung. Used teacups littered the floor beneath it, issuing varying degrees of blue-tinged smoke from their upended rims. The only one still in use belonged to a black cat, who knelt alone by the fireside, coolly sharpening her knife on a whetstone block. Her pointed hood had been pulled down low, beaking over her face.

	If her countenance was anything to go by, she must have been in her early twenties, as tall as she was wiry. Patches of dark leather armour lay over loose-fitting crimson robes. Several tools hung from her belt, including a length of rope, a metal claw, and a white feather bearing a black stripe. Shiro was surprised to see that she was still wearing shoes inside. Her thin-soled boots had only four toes between them, but they looked to be good for gripping.

	‘Evening, all!’ Linn announced to the empty room. ‘I’d like to introduce you to the newest member of the Chiri family. His name is Shiro. He’s a red fox, and he’ll be staying with us until he can find his feet. Please do your very best to make him feel welcome. The lad’s a long way from home.’

	‘Red?’ The black cat smirked without looking up. ‘Doesn’t seem all that red to me.’

	Allie bowed his head like he was prepping for a charge. ‘That’s rich,’ he bleated, ‘coming from a stupid old cat called Sinn. The only difference is that your name is bang on!’

	‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Unperturbed, Sinn’s knife danced along its whetstone. Shink!

	‘Jealousy’s a sin too, you know!’

	‘And yet somehow stupidity isn’t. Shows what your god knows.’

	Linn shuffled between them before it could come to blows. ‘Come now,’ he said with a weary chuckle. ‘Don’t you think Anzen’s suffered enough for one day? Let’s not bicker poor Shiro’s ears off before he’s even had a chance to grow sick of us.’

	To Allie’s consternation, Shiro marched past the old badger and held his paw out. He’d met plenty of animals like Sinn before. ‘Pleasure to meet you,’ he said. ‘My name’s Shiro, but feel free to call me minty, blue balls, urinal puck, or any of the other highly original nicknames that come to mind. I may be a red fox, but don’t let that put you off. As you can see, I’m red in name only.’

	The black cat stared at his paw for several moments before she reluctantly relinquished her knife, extending her own. There were metal guards over her claws. ‘Sinn,’ she replied. It was a short, sharp shake. ‘Also in name only.’

	‘I’ll take your word for it. Would you mind if I sat with you?’

	‘Only marginally less than if you sat as far away as possible. Tea?’

	‘Thank you.’

	 Shiro knelt at the opposite end of the stone fireplace. While Linn was quick to join them in the middle of the room, Allie required some additional coaxing. He made a point of ignoring the cup that Sinn proffered, opting instead to pour his own. ‘I dunno if Linn told you,’ Allie said, blowing on his tea to cool it, ‘but Shiro and I were the last ones inside before that demon thing took over. Almost didn’t make it. Bet you’d have been real sorry to see the back of me.’

	Sinn hid the makings of a porcelain smile behind her teacup. ‘Inconsolable.’

	‘I don’t remember you marching with the rest of us. Where were you when the world was ending? And don’t say you were busy sharpening your knife.’

	‘Why not? Isn’t that the best time to have a sharp knife?’

	Allie shook his head. ‘I swear, you’re as bad as Linn. Shadows literally raining death from above, and some folks don’t even bother looking up. It’s just like back home. We could have used a helping hoof out there.’

	‘I don’t know what aid you expect me to provide for a village under siege from a storm cloud, but the next time you drag one in on your heels, why not consider wiping your feet first?’ Picking up her knife, Sinn returned her attention to her work. As far as she was concerned, the matter was very much settled.

	Allie was left speechless. ‘I… I dunno what you’re on about. Shiro and I had nothing to do with the attack. We were running just like everyone else. Right, Shiro?’

	The only reply came in the slow, steady movements of the knife. ‘Hey, boss,’ Sinn said, without looking up. ‘Do you know what the big guy makes of him?’ She inclined her head towards Shiro.

	Linn rubbed uncertainly at the nape of his neck. ‘Unfortunately not,’ he muttered. The kettle jumped on its chain as the ground rattled beneath them, growing in intensity. ‘But I’ll wager we’re about to find out…’

	‘Big guy?’ Shiro repeated. No sooner had he opened his mouth than the front door slid back, revealing the largest animal that Shiro had ever seen. It was the same wolf that had been wearing Peito’s armour, Shiro was certain of it. Even on one knee, he struggled to fit his head within the door frame. Grimy bandages adorned his enormous arms, but there was nothing covering his chest save for a long, tawny mane, replete with a thousand twinkling drops. One good shake, and they vanished into the night.

	Linn sighed. ‘Just when I thought we agreed that the front was for patrons only,’ he said. But the wolf didn’t reply. He’d already seen Shiro, and it appeared that he had eyes and ears for little else.

	Shink!

	Shiro’s heart skipped a beat as Sinn’s knife returned to the whetstone. The back door was within leaping distance, but he refused to budge from the spot. Something told him that however fast he could move, the wolf could move faster.

	He was right. A single step was all it took for the wolf to cross the threshold, and draw himself up to the fireplace. The smell of smoke wafted in. Without breaking eye contact, he used his great slab of a paw to feel around for the steaming tea kettle. The teacups were more like egg cups in his grip, lost amid the mass of fur, but all the same, he poured himself three shots and lapped them up in quick succession, licking the glowing dribbles from a knotted beard so long and thick, it drooped over his navel. His yellow claws, stained black to the quick, were swift to spear any drops fool enough to make an escape.

	‘What’s the matter, Kapp?’ Sinn chided, her long tail lashing behind her. Curiosity had gotten the better of her. She wasn’t even pretending to focus on her work. ‘Never seen a blue fox before?’

	Shiro had almost forgotten the question by the time the wolf’s answer arrived. It reverberated through the room with an earthy rumble, not dissimilar to the dragon’s broken patter. ‘Seen blue folk before. Whole tribe has. Blue, white, red. One every twenty litters. Sometimes two.’

	‘A pleasant folk too, as I’m sure you’d agree,’ Linn said, nodding approvingly at Shiro. Shiro grimaced back.

	‘Wouldn’t know,’ the great wolf grunted. ‘They bring rot. We leave them for the sea.’

	Silence fell over the inn, broken only by the steady scrape of Sinn’s whetstone. Draining yet another cup, the wolf ran the back of a wrist along his fangs. His yellow eyes, which had yet to leave Shiro since they first spotted him, seemed to regard him less like a piece of steak than a shaken hornet’s nest. Whether that was better or worse remained to be seen.

	High on the hill, the merriment of the ethre-enriched villagers continued unabated, lighting up the sky with one muffled barrage after another. Linn rapped at the window with his staff, whistling at the technicolour display. ‘My, would you look at the time? The heavens may be beautiful, but they won’t stay dark for much longer. Bless them, they’re practically blushing already!’ 

	The monk gave an impressive stretch, though Shiro noted the lack of an accompanying yawn. ‘Time to say a quick prayer, methinks, to whichever gods you’re happy to hold before we turn in for the night. Anzen stands another day. I suggest we do the opposite. There’ll be plenty to keep us busy, come the morning.’

	Linn unrolled Shiro’s bed wrap next to Allie’s. It was a humble affair, little more than a blanket with a quarter-stuffed sack on the floor mat, but he was grateful all the same, thanking the badger while he sipped at his lukewarm tea. Allie settled in without much fuss, though he refused to touch his bedding until his trainers had been degrimed, dusted and thoroughly polished. Among his small collection of possessions, they held pride of place at the foot of his wrap.

	‘Good night, Shiro,’ Allie whispered, after his evening prayer to The Shepherd. ‘If it helps, and I know it won’t, but if it helps at all, I’m glad you decided to stick around. The Chiri Inn’s better with you in it.’

	‘Thanks, Allie.’

	Snuggling into his bed wrap, the young goat closed his eyes, but something still bothered him. He lowered his voice further, until it was barely audible over the smattering of distant fireworks. ‘It’s not your fault, you know…’

	‘I know,’ Shiro whispered back. He heard a sigh. Just like that, the kid was out like a light. Amazing what a little white lie can do.

	Shiro gazed around his new dwellings. With each lantern that Linn extinguished, it grew a little dimmer. Sinn didn’t look like she had much more sharpening left in her. Though she stared resolutely at her tools, her whiskers were beginning to droop. Even the kiba-kiba was exhausted. Retracting its limbs, it announced its slumber with one last sleepy trill, quivering as its fangs locked into place.

	The great wolf scowled at the noise. He had no bed wrap to speak of. It was with great reluctance that he eventually hunkered down against the wall, though it still didn’t stop him from towering over everything else. He encompassed almost the entirety of the front half of the inn, and there he remained, slowly and methodically cracking each of his shaggy knuckles in turn. His animal hide loincloth creaked with every flex of his thighs, the only clothing that modesty demanded he adorn. He made no attempt to sleep.

	When the final light went out, Linn offered Shiro some reassuring words before he padded away on his staff. ‘You may find yourself unable to sleep in your current state, but it’s traditional to try. Most of us use the opportunity for reflection. Who knows? Once or twice, you may even fool yourself. Small comfort, I know, after a day like today, but I hope it’s a comfort all the same. We’re lucky to have you, Shiro.’

	The screen doors parted, inviting a welcome breath of air from outside. The outline of Linn’s hat was dark against the sky. ‘You’re not staying?’ Shiro whispered.

	Linn turned around. ‘I spent most of my waking hours with my eyes shut,’ the old badger confessed. ‘That’s more than enough sleep for one lifetime, wouldn’t you say? Rest easy, son. If the world is kind, the worst should be behind you.’

	When the back door slid shut, Shiro found himself on his own. It was the end of his first day as someone else. Swaddled in a thin, scratchy blanket, he tried not to think about the enormous unblinking eyes staring him down from across the room. Instead, he nestled into the cold mat and begged for sleep to take him, but for once, sleep did not oblige.

	He curled his tail over his nose. He placed the sack over his head. He tossed and turned for hours, until his limbs were numb, and his head was as light as fuzz. Only then did it spirit him away. Not to some distant, friendlier land, or to a welcome dream of home. Only an edgeless, blue-tinged void, too deep for thoughts to intrude. All the same, he was grateful for it. He could have stayed there forever.

	
[image: The adventure continues with… Small Ray. Behind the text sits the silhouette of an enormous hulking figure.]

	
 

	 

	SNEAK PEEK

	 

	‘Rise and shine, sleepyhead! It’s your father speaking.’

	____’s head poked up from his pillow. ‘Wait, really?’ The familiar voice laughed.

	‘Nope.’

	And suddenly his bedroom walls were receding away, dissolving into unremitting pools of darkness. ____ held his paw out, but it turned white before his eyes, glowing as hot as the sun. It was no longer his paw, but it was even worse than that. He wasn’t himself anymore. Something was missing, something so very important…

	
 

	P.S.

	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

	 

	It’s a sad fact of life that all things, not just the horrible ones, must eventually come to an end. Cuts and bruises won’t last forever, but neither will authentic Chicago-style pizzas, and who wouldn’t graze a knee or two for a slice of deep-dish heaven?

	Unlike Shiro, I hope you enjoyed your stay in Terra Fauna this time around. I know I did, though I won’t pretend the journey was smooth sailing. Flounder was published way back in 2021. Four years later, the FreeBook of Lone Sole comes along, and like many parents after their second child, I’m not entirely sure my mind and body will ever truly recover. For everyone that decided to take part in this crazy adventure with me, you have my deepest gratitude!

	Once again, credit must be given to the amazing artists who were kind enough to allow me to feature their work. SHI’s front covers would be nothing without Laura Croft’s painstakingly rendered character portraits, just as the back covers would be nothing without Maudoggo’s painterly illustrations. If you pre-ordered your copy of Lone Sole, then you have also enjoyed the work of DJay through the art card they so expertly illustrated. You could call it a collaboration, but that would be lying. Words are cheap in the face of artists that work tirelessly to bring them to life, but I’m happy to provide them all the same!

	It would be remiss not to extend my thanks to Jayson, the webmaster that keeps the digital lights on, and my family and friends, whose patience and support continue to make this series not only possible, but reassuringly plausible.

	I chose an unusual dedication for this volume, but I stand by it. Living is so incredibly difficult, and in the coming decades, it’s likely to get harder. Art is a salve for the wounds that life gives us, and this art wouldn’t exist without people like you. Give yourself a pat on the back. In the not-too-distant future, every one of us is dead. It’s the great foregone conclusion, after all. Don’t forget to live a little before you get there.

	And pick up some merch on the way out.
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