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When Darkness Descends

By William Bogard

"Two men can brave what one cannot." - The Tao of Shinsei

Hida Keitko's breath burst out in warm, heavy gusts into the crisp morning air. Each breath dissipated slowly before the small Crab as he stood in the courtyard of Shiro Kaotsuki no Higashi, the Face of the East Castle. Keitko looked up to the east and saw the first glint of Yakamo's eye rise above the courtyard's wall. The young samurai wondered what life would be like with a Fortune for a father and the Sun for a brother. With a grunt, Keitko decided to never question the Grey Lady about that.

This morning was the second such time that Hida Keitko was standing in the pre-dawn courtyard rather than enjoying his leave from the Wall by snoring through another hangover. The peasant had been very forceful in rousing the slumbering Hida, prodding his armor with a long stick. When that approach failed, a few swift cracks to the temple were sufficient to wake the samurai. Keitko wished he had caught sight of the peasant before the little farmer fled the barracks. His head, already wracked with pain from the previous night's sake-laden exploits, thudded miserably after his less than polite awakening. Keitko was simply disgusted with the situation.
It was almost enough to make the burly samurai spit, but he was afraid that he might hit the body.

Hida Keitko peered down to the scene that was sprawled out before him. A young peasant girl lay mutilated and ravaged on the ground before the samurai. Her simple garments had been split down the middle and were stained with the sparse splatters of blood and vile gore. The girl's chest was a hollowed cavity, its contents ripped out savagely and scattered about the body in small piles. Keitko did not let the gruesome brutality bother him.
The samurai had seen enough death during his tenure on the Wall for him to have become immune to the sight of it; corpses riddled with the Taint, half-devoured men, and whole skeletons stripped clean of their flesh in an instant. But this girl - her eyes - would haunt Keitko until he breathed his last. She stared upwards to the sky, her small and innocent eyes filled with such terror that they struck Keitko's bones cold. Those eyes were caught in a final dread-filled moment, locked forever in death. The short samurai felt his stomach lurch within him.
This was the second attack since Keitko's arrival one week ago, both corpses hacked in a similar fashion. After the first slaying, the lord of the castle, Yasuki Funai, had posted twice as many samurai to safeguard the people. Patrols moved through the keep constantly as per the lord's detailed orders. Whatever had killed this girl must have moved like the wind itself to avoid the vigilant eyes of the Crab samurai. The two Hiruma who had discovered the body stood off to one side, awaiting orders.
Others had begun to gather about the area, gawking with their jaws slung low. The Face of the East Castle served as the Crab Clan's diplomatic liaison to the rest of the empire. Courtiers and diplomats from the other clans came to this castle to confer with the defenders of the Empire, though not a one relished the idea of traveling to this luxurious castle to appear in the Crab's version of court. Luckily for Keitko, the only people present were members of the Crab. He gave terse orders to the guards to disperse the crowd, which they did quickly.
Hida Keitko cursed under his breath as the crowd departed, a short tirade about his complete lack of good luck. Diplomats from the clans of the Unicorn, the Mantis, and the Scorpion were due to arrive in four days. To send out riders to intercept those traveling to the castle would be a loss of face for the entire clan. The possibility of the courts whispering about the Crab's inability to protect the people of the Empire was a shame that even the Crab could not ignore. O-Ushi would replace the Maw's skull with the head of the person who could not find one single oni, and Yasuki Funai, lord of the castle, would make certain that the skull would be Keitko's.
With another disgusted grunt, Keitko again looked down. The girl's wounds suggested that her belly had been chewed through; no weapon had done the deed, of that Keitko was certain. His experience and training told the samurai much of the various creatures of the Shadowlands. He could discern the bite of a goblin from the slash of an ogre with but a glance. His time with the Hiruma had been spent tracking different beasts, both Tainted and not. None of Keitko's collected talents were of any use in this situation.
The corpse had been ravaged but not devoured. It was torn apart, but there wasn't much blood on or about the body. The girl's sandals were nowhere to be found. And those eyes. Keitko could imagine the remorse of a life cut violently short frozen in those small eyes of gold-flecked amber. He wanted to spit.
"Greetings," a voice broke Keitko's unpleasant reverie. He turned, a scowl tracing across his visage. He had an oni to hunt, and had neither time nor want to discuss matters. A tall man in a dark blue kimono stood serenely a few paces away from the corpse, his hands at rest, tucked behind his back. The man's long, black hair was pulled back into a thick tail that came over his left shoulder and ran down 

to his upper chest. He had a thick mustache with ends that hung about his chin in the popular style of the Hida. He was also remarkably clean, the samurai noted.
Hida Keitko grunted.

"I am Hida Okami, son of Hida Iwanomi, diplomat of the Crab Clan and former ambassador to the Dragon clan." Okami looked the shorter samurai over with a quick, passing glance. "I take it that you are Hida Keitko, a gunso stationed on the Carpenter Wall." Okami locked eyes with the samurai.
Neither man bowed. Keitko narrowed his eyes as he blatantly sized up the diplomat. He grunted again. "Yeah, that's me. But I was recently promoted and given a leave of duty."
"Shiro Kaotsuki no Higashi is an odd place for a Crab of your obvious... stature to be sent to for a leave of duty," Okami calmly replied, his voice low yet even and cool.
Keitko again narrowed his eyes as he openly glared at the diplomat. "There was an unfortunate incident the last time I traveled to Yasuki Yashiki. I have been forbidden from ever setting foot in that place again." Keitko scowled a bit. Anyone who recognized him should certainly know of his colorful past. What was the diplomat after? "I was sent here to keep out of trouble and before I can start to enjoy myself, an oni appears and proceeds to gut the local women. Yasuki Funai has made it very clear that I must eliminate the problem and do so quickly. I was told that I would not like the alternative."
"And what alternative would that be?" Okami asked. The sincerity of the ambassador's tone was well rehearsed.
Keitko quirked an eyebrow at the question. He was about to tell the diplomat about heads stuck in dark orifices but eventually thought better of it. "We're not in court and I don't have time to play stupid, useless games. I have an oni to destroy. If you have a purpose here, then speak up, otherwise go practice kissing a Crane's ass."
At that Okami growled slightly. "I have been sent here by Hida O-Ushi herself. I was pulled from Otosan Uchi to babysit an inept samurai who obviously lacks the brainpower to solve a murder."
Eyes smoldering with a dangerous fire, Keitko let loose a low rumbling growl. The guards, who had previously been careful to appear inattentive, quickly began to move toward the two samurai. Keitko's hand began the slow, methodic move towards his father's katana. He locked eyes with Okami. His teeth ground together under the force of his tightly clenched jaw. Keitko began to move toward Okami, his feet thudding upon the ground.
Keitko suddenly stopped and relaxed, a curious expression seizing his face. "Murder? What do you mean, murder?" His questions were hot with restrained anger. "Look at her stomach and tell me how this was a murder," Keitko rasped as he pointed down to the body. His eyes refused to release their lock. "This was obviously the work of an oni."
Okami forced himself to relax and offered a quick prayer to the Fortunes. At least Keitko was smarter than his reputation; it'd be difficult to explain why he had cut down the samurai. O-Ushi would not have been pleased, to say the least. Without breaking his eye contact with Keitko, Okami ordered the guards to leave the area. The ambassador looked to the still-glowering samurai and squinted just enough to show the brash Keitko that he would not back down.
"What appears to be an attack by an oni is clearly an attempt at misdirection, Keitko-san. Haven't you noticed the near-complete lack of blood? An attack this brutal would have stained the ground all around the body, and yet there isn't much here." Okami eased the tension in the air by directing the samurai's attention back to the corpse. His early life was spent at the Razor of the Dawn Castle, and Okami had learned well the lesson of not taunting a fuming Crab. He had nearly lost his right eye the last time he had goaded his younger brother. It was not wise to compare a young berserker to an infantile goblin that wets itself before heading into battle.
"Some oni feed upon the blood of innocents," Keitko offered. He broke his stare and peered down to the corpse. He didn't know what to make of the ambassador, which troubled him. As a samurai used to the rigors and hardships of the Wall, Keitko knew that the first thought was the thought to act upon. Any doubt was deadly. And yet Keitko found himself reassessing Okami. Perhaps he wasn't just another bloated bag of courtly wind. Perhaps he was a Crab after all.
"Yes. Indeed." At least the samurai knew something about the Shadowlands. Okami studied the corpse. "But such creatures are savage killers that leave behind a mutilated, blood-caked corpse, when they even bother to leave a corpse at all." Okami reached into his silver obi and produced a long stick of thick bamboo. "Look at this and tell me what you think."
Okami crouched over the girl's body and Keitko reluctantly did the same. The ambassador could smell the stale stench of sake seeping from between Keitko's teeth. Okami used the long stick to carefully move a lock of the girl's hair away from her neck, revealing a small cut, faint traces of crimson tainting the edges.
"HIDA'S BEARD!" Keitko swore. "What in Jigoku is going on here?" The samurai's eyes widened in disbelief. If Okami had not noticed the wound, the eta would have burnt the body and Keitko would have wasted his time tracking an oni that didn't exist. "I don't know of any Shadowlands beast that would leave all of these marks."
"Precisely," Okami coolly replied as he gazed at Keitko. He waited until Keitko acknowledged him by meeting his eyes before he spoke again. "Come," he said firmly, "we have much to discuss. This body will tell us no more."
Keitko spat onto the ground. "Where are we to go, Okami-san?" he questioned. He was beginning to feel that the situation was rapidly becoming more than he could handle. There was clearly a lot to think about and his alcohol-misted mind would need a lot of time to consider all of the possibilities; he would need time to shake off the effects of the sake so that he might think clearly.
"I know of an excellent sake house not far from here."

                            *  *  *

A few cups of sake could work wonders on a thunderous, hangover-inspired headache, Keitko noted. The small room in which the two Crab samurai knelt was all but empty, yet they talked in hushed tones as if the shoji screens were trying to eavesdrop. The cushions under Keitko's knees were worn and threadbare. The sparse decorations of the sake room were dusty and old. Overall, the place looked as though it had gone many months without drawing in many patrons. Yet, the sake was some of the finest that the samurai had ever tasted. Okami's richly polished koku resting on the edge of the low table kept their cups full as they spoke.
"But if it isn't an oni," Keitko questioned, "then what exactly killed that little girl? A bloodspeaker?" Keitko's speech was slightly slurred. "I'd consider another clan, but there haven't been any courtiers here in weeks. But then again the Scorpion have a pesky habit of being everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Ninja! It could be ninja!" Keitko stopped rambling long enough to swallow another cupful of sake.
Okami, who had been silent for the better part of an hour, took the opportunity to interrupt the intoxicated samurai. "To be honest, I'm not quite certain what it is we seek. The murderer could be a number of people within the castle or in the surrounding villages." Okami nodded to himself and then lazily pointed to Keitko, emphasizing his thoughts as he said, "And I haven't completely ruled out involvement of an oni, or some other Shadowlands beast. To that end, I have requested the presence of Kuni Hitaro, who is a tsukai-sagasu and an old family friend. He shall be here in the morning."
"A witch hunter for a friend? You're quite resourceful." Keitko nodded to a young woman as she placed another cup of warm sake before him and removed the empty cup. She padded silently from the room as Keitko continued to talk. "Say, I've been thinking. You say you came from Otosan Uchi to help me track... whatever the blazes it is we're after, but the first girl was killed only four days ago. How exactly did you manage to cross the entire Empire in so short a time? Do you have the Fortune of Travel as an old family friend as well?"
Okami chuckled politely. "No, I'm afraid it's nothing quite so dramatic. Let's just say that having friends in the Dragon clan is a good thing." Okami smirked as he sipped from his cup.
"Hurm. Sometimes I think my only friend is the tetsubo on my hip," Keitko half-murmured as he patted his weapon with a calloused hand. "I have seen just about every kind of Shadowlands creature imaginable, I'd wager." He then thought better of his statement and said, "Well, perhaps not. Toritaka Tatsune-sama says, 'You cannot know the Shadowlands. If you believe you understand it, you are already lost.' Wise words."
"You studied under Tatsune-sensei? The Sunda Mizu dojo? It would seem there is much about you that I do not know, Keitko-san." Okami drank from his cup of cool sake; he had not finished his first cup. "Tell me, have you studied any more of the Toritaka's more... unusual arts?"
Before Keitko had an opportunity to respond, a wiry Yasuki retainer burst into the room, crossed over to where the two patrons sat, and bowed low to the ground awaiting permission to speak. Keitko rolled his eyes slowly, knowing full well that he would have to wait a long time before he downed his next cup of sake. "Get on your feet," Keitko said gruffly. "What do you want?"
Okami was slightly taken aback, though his vaguely curious expression did not betray his reaction. The ambassador chided himself for having spent too much time away from home while attending court in Otosan Uchi. To the Crab, when something needed to be done, it was done quickly and efficiently, decorum be damned.
The Yasuki rose and looked to the two patrons. "Yasuki Funai has requested your immediate presence at court. You are to come as you are," the messenger said, looking pointedly at Keitko, "without delay." The Yasuki bowed quickly and bolted from the room.
A long and torrential tirade spilled from Keitko's lips. He snarled and cursed, inventing new phrases when he had exhausted his usual supply. Okami smiled to himself, rising from the low table. Keitko stood abruptly, teetering to one side as he did. The samurai fixed Okami with a stare and then shook his head violently. Keitko recovered, and then strode from the room. With a curious eyebrow arched at the act, Okami followed the seemingly sober samurai.

                           *  *  *

Hida Keitko knelt low to the floor, his heavy armor pulling at his body, wearing him down. He had been in this position ever since he and the ambassador had arrived at the court of Shiro Kaotsuki no Higashi. Funai had been quick to address Hida Okami, and the two had been speaking for some time. Keitko's left knee laced with pulsing pain as the two men moved about the room slowly and talked about the Empire. His right arm went numb as Okami recounted his time in the courts of the Dragon Clan. Keitko's back felt the weight of Kaiu Kabe upon it as the pair spoke of Toturi the First and Otosan Uchi. The samurai issued a low growl.
Yasuki Funai quirked an eyebrow as he looked down upon Keitko. "Oh, it would seem that our little samurai wishes to speak? Evidently what he has to say is of far greater importance than the conversation we are currently engaged in. Please, little samurai, enlighten us with your words."
"Apologies, my lord." Keitko managed to say through clenched teeth, "I merely cleared my throat. I mean no disrespect and I did not mean to interrupt."
Yasuki Funai's eyes danced. "Ah, well then see to it that you do not."
Keitko did not answer. Funai didn't like the samurai, perhaps due to Keitko's past indiscretions at Yasuki Yashiki. The samurai scowled, peering out to see the Yasuki's gold embroidered blue kimono sway slightly as he and the ambassador walked away from him. Keitko, though his head was down, could see enough of the room to notice that a few other people had entered the court. He could see three of them, and at least one of them was a Yasuki, which he guessed by the style of the kimono. The garment was lighter than the material used in kimonos worn by the other families of the Crab. Keitko guessed the Yasuki family wore lighter shades to signify that they were slightly different from the rest of the clan.
Funai and Okami continued their discussion for some time before resolving to speak of the two deaths and the oni that troubled the castle. Keitko overheard most of what was said and was mildly surprised that Okami presented nothing to deter the lord's notion of an oni attack. The ambassador also failed to mention that his family friend was due to arrive the next morning. After what seemed an eternity, Keitko was told to rise and give his report of the day's incident.
Keitko stood quickly, refusing to show any weakness by faltering in the slightest. He peered about quickly, noting that the lord and his advisors had taken seat ahead of him while Okami stood to his left. The samurai then gauged the distance between himself and Funai, an old habit he never felt the urge to change, even at court. Keitko recognized two of the three advisors by name, Yasuki Temaru and Hiruma Matsuko. The third he knew as the messenger who had brought him here from the sake house. He knew Temaru and Matsuko personally and it could be said under some certain circumstances that he almost liked them. The retainer, however, looked to be someone that could not be trusted. He peered at the wiry Yasuki in his pristine dark blue kimono and held back a sneer. The samurai knew to trust his instincts and quickly memorized his small, angular face.
Hida Keitko spoke at length about the bodies found in the courtyard. He noted the severity of each attack on the torso of each victim and emphasized the near-complete lack of blood. Like Okami, Keitko mentioned nothing of the slash on the last girl's throat nor did he speak of her haunting eyes even though his heart faltered through one beat as he thought of them.
"It is quite a remarkable coincidence, is it not?" Funai had been studying the samurai throughout his presentation. He rubbed his thin, pointed chin with his left hand, giving the appearance of being deep in thought. He paused for a moment before looking to Keitko once more.
"What coincidence do you speak of, my lord?" Okami spoke before Keitko had even opened his mouth. The ambassador's tone was clearly curious in nature.
"A remarkable coincidence," Funai continued, as if Okami had not spoken at all, "that these murders began shortly after Hida Keitko's arrival at my castle." The Yasuki lord steepled his fingers and pressed his palms together as he watched Keitko.
"What?" Keitko shouted. Okami nudged him, trying to get the samurai to restrain himself before the Yasuki lord. The samurai's face distorted into a mask of red fury and his hands flexed as if his tetsubo would mystically appear in his grip. Keitko's eyebrows arched and his feet parted slightly into a defensive stance. "Are you going to sit there and imply-"
"I imply nothing, samurai." Funai's tone was cold and menacing, his eyes fixed upon the agitated man. Matsuko and Temaru each began to stand, but Funai forbade them with a quick sweep of his right hand. "I merely pointed out that your arrival here coincided with the oni's attacks. The Fortunes clearly have favored us with a man of some skill who would move to strike down a lord at a moment's notice, merely because he misinterpreted some words. He has also failed in his ancestral duty to hunt and destroy the oni that plagues the castle and preys upon innocent children. He would rather drink himself into a stupor rather than patrol with my men." Yasuki Funai launched the verbal onslaught at the fuming samurai, while he himself sat cool and calm upon his small throne. He breathed audibly, and glared at Keitko. "You are treading on hazardous ground, samurai. I suggest that you leave this court and find the beast that has been stalking the peasants. I would further suggest that you and the esteemed ambassador do so quickly before the rest of the Empire learns of our troubles else you will be sent to answer to Lady O-Ushi herself for your gross incompetence." Funai glared at Keitko, challenging the samurai with his eyes. "Leave. Now!"
                               *  *  *

Hida Keitko unleashed a mad roar, spittle trailing from his chapped, cracked lips. His eyes were wide with war-fed rage, his face contorted under the power of his scream. It was dark; misty. The samurai charged, his jade studded tetsubo clenched tight in his fist. Keitko held the weapon up and back, ready to deal a shattering strike. The samurai's feet thudded upon the ground, kicking wisps of dirt into the air as he ran headlong towards his inhuman foe.
The oni was quite small, and was hunched over a body across the courtyard. It pulled its muzzle from the cold corpse, thousands of needle-teeth clicking as they rotated in its mouth. Sinister, smoky eyes peered at the advancing samurai and the beast's lopsided head cocked to one side as it considered the man. The oni pulled its razored claws from the girl's abdomen and took care to trace one across her throat, slicing into the delicate flesh.
Keitko's throat burned under the raw force of his war-shout. His feet felt the uneven ground as he thundered through the courtyard; quicksilver bolts of pain raced up his legs. Keitko's eyes clouded over as his soul fed upon the battle lust that coursed through his body. He closed upon the oni and focused his Chi for one decisive strike.
The oni had calmly observed the maddened samurai's approach and had made a noise not unlike a hundred tanto slicing through tender skin. It laughed as it awaited the foolish samurai. Its dark eyes glinted red and a long tapered tongue shot out of the beast's mouth, lurching from side to side.
Keitko was upon the beast. His rage-filled roar reached its peak and the short yet stocky samurai hammered his tetsubo down, every mote of his strength and every bit of his Chi combined to strike the terrible oni. 

Jade flared.

Earth shook.

A shout ceased. 

The oni had disappeared in a blinding flash of brilliant white light. 
Light faded to darkness. Strength seeped down into the ground, betraying the samurai's body. Keitko let out his breath in a long, defeated sigh.
Something grabbed the samurai's shoulder. Keitko reacted before his body could protest and he swung his great weapon of jade and iron, slamming it into the wall.
Okami had almost lost his nose. He had pulled his head back only a fraction of a second before the tetsubo whipped through the air. Kuni Mataemon had been correct after all, Okami mused. The ambassador stepped two paces and regarded the samurai.
"Wake yourself, Keitko-san," Okami said seriously. "There has been another murder."

Hida Keitko had been leaning against a tall wall of smooth stone, tired after a full day of patrolling the castle and its grounds. His eyes had been heavy with the weight of stress and when the light of Lady Moon graced the sky, he capitulated, shutting his eyes for but a moment. The moment lasted until morning. The samurai shook himself awake and blinked, Lord Yakamo's brilliance stinging his eyes. Keitko pulled himself away from the wall and he cursed himself for his weakness.
Okami led Keitko to the other side of the courtyard, close to the keep. Standing there, arms folded together in the black sleeves of his heavy kimono, was Kuni Hitaro. He stood in the courtyard, looking down at a small, frail body sprawled out on the dew-glistened ground. The witch hunter's face was a painted pattern of heavy white, depthless black, and shadowed blue. His hair was a wild display of odd-angle tangents hanging low across his brow. Hitaro slowly waved his hands in the air above the corpse as he issued a low chant, the whites of his eyes stark against the dark streaks of black under his eyebrows. Keitko could understand why children often called the tsukai-sagasu "dream stealers"; the frightening visage of Kuni Hitaro was enough to strike fear in the hearts of the most courageous of men.
Hitaro ceased chanting as the pair approached. One of the witch hunter's pale hands drifted out of his billowing kimono and the witch hunter dusted the body with a trace of soft white powder. "Greetings, Hida Okami, son of Hida Iwanomi. You'll forgive me if I do not bow, ambassador," Hitaro said as he continued his ritual, regarding Okami with a quick glance.
"Of course, Kuni Hitaro-sama." The ambassador motioned to the small samurai, "This is Hida Keitko, renowned for his efforts while stationed at the Carpenter Wall."
Hitaro looked up from the body and looked at Keitko. "Known for his time at Yasuki Yashiki as well, I have been led to understand." He fixed the samurai with an appraising look. "Greetings, Hida Keitko-san, taisa of the Crab Clan and destroyer of Oni no Shugato." The witch hunter narrowed his eyes and then smiled widely. "Yes," he said, looking to Okami once more, "I think he shall suffice."
Hida Keitko only grunted in reply. Hitaro's smile grew larger.

"Tell me, Keitko," the witch hunter gravely spoke, his smile melting, "what do you see here?"

The samurai arched an eyebrow at the Kuni and then crouched above the body. It was another young girl, the third death since his arrival at the castle. Her torso had been rent asunder and with the quickest of glances he noted that her face was contorted in terminal pain. Keitko leaned over the body and looked to her neck, careful not to touch her. He saw a small slash across her throat, similar to the slit cut 

into the throat of the last body. Keitko stood and looked to the girl's feet, which were bare. The samurai could not bring himself to look too closely at her face for he did not wish to look into her eyes.

Keitko regarded the two men and gave his report. "She appears to have been mauled by a beast, but again there is no blood. Her throat has a small slash cut into it and she has no sandals on her feet." The two men considered his words as they continued to observe the corpse.

"Okami?" Kuni Hitaro spoke after a prolonged silence.

"The same as before, Hitaro-sama, "Okami said solemnly. "Precisely the same as before. This girl, however, is familiar to me. She was employed at the Golden Falcon, the sake house that Keitko-san and I visited but one day ago."

Hida Keitko could feel the anger gnawing at his heart. He looked down and saw the girl's face, the same girl that had served him sake. The samurai spit on the ground and gripped his tetsubo tightly.

A patrol of two Hida approached, weapons drawn. Keitko turned to speak with them as Hitaro crouched above the young girl's body. "Another murder," Keitko said, his anger betraying him, "I want you to bring some eta to attend to the body." The two guards turned on their heels and raced from the scene. The samurai watched them as they departed, as if his eyes could push them faster. He saw the sun as it began to crest over the eastern wall of the courtyard.

Keitko turned and looked to Okami. "I do not like this, Okami-san," he said through his clenched jaw.
"I need to kill something, and soon." A fire burned in Keitko's eyes, one that threatened to set his soul ablaze. "You say this is not the work of an oni. You say this is murder." The samurai fixed the ambassador with a deadly glare. "Tell me, Okami. Tell me who did this!"

Okami rushed to the samurai and stared at the smaller man, standing close enough to smell the breath that seeped from between his lips. "Violence does not solve everything," Okami declared with a commanding voice. "Stay your hand and control your temper, Keitko-san. We are close to solving this and I will not let you run off on a tirade, destroying any opportunity we have at discovering who is behind these murders. You want to avenge their deaths. Fine, but so do I. Only this time you can't smash a goblin on the head and be done with it. Calm yourself and think with a level head." 
"Are you two quite finished?" Hitaro barked. "I have found the evidence you have been seeking, Okami-san."

The ambassador slowly stepped back two paces, keeping his eyes locked with those of the samurai. Okami paused for the span of three heartbeats and then moved away. He crouched beside the witch hunter.

Hida Keitko let a quiet stream of curses flush forth as he paced back and forth. Gradually, the samurai was able to calm himself, but all the while the ghostly eyes of each victim appeared before him in turn, hovering just before his own eyes. Veins throbbed on the samurai's forehead and he had worn a slight trail into the ground of the courtyard. Every so often, Keitko noticed that one of the two men would gaze upward, only to look back down a moment later. The pair was talking adamantly, speaking with quiet voices.
An eta crossed the courtyard, running quickly on his simple yet sturdy sandals. Keitko saw that the eta was a small and thin man, and clearly winded. The eta collapsed to the ground before Keitko, his chest heaving with every labored breath. Keitko told the man to recover himself and then motioned the eta to where Okami crouched over the body. With an arched eyebrow, Keitko noticed that the tsukai-sagasu was nowhere to be seen.

"Ah good," Okami said as the eta arrived. "Please come here, Keitko, this is something you should see." The ambassador motioned to the eta and the man fell to his knees before the corpse with his back to the samurai. Keitko approached slowly, watching as the eta moved over the body, doing something most likely unpalatable. Keitko saw the eta look up as he held out two cupped hands to Okami. The ambassador nodded with a slight smirk and then motioned to the samurai.

Keitko halted his approach as the eta turned around and regained his feet. The man moved to the samurai, eyes downcast and cupped hands held up. Keitko looked into the worn, calloused hands and saw a few small strands of golden thread. The samurai nodded to the man who turned and walked back to Okami.

The samurai walked back to where the ambassador crouched and unceremoniously sat upon the ground, startling the eta who backed off a few paces. "Evidence, eh?" Keitko questioned.

"Yes, indeed," the ambassador replied coolly.

Keitko paused for a moment and then asked, "Where did the witch hunter run off to?" He felt as though he was acting in a play and that his question was meant to be asked. The samurai suddenly felt quite tired.

"He had other business that needed his attention," Okami replied. "Hitaro-san did confirm that there are no signs of Shadowlands Taint upon the girl."

Keitko let a long and heavy sigh escape his lips. "So, what is our next move?" he questioned.

"We need to return to court."

"ZAKENNAYO!"

                             *  *  *

Hida Keitko ground his teeth together audibly; the sound could be heard above the low growl that rumbled from his throat. The samurai hated court, especially this one. He was woefully out of his element. He was not a good speaker and he did not care for the verbal duels often exchanged under the veneer of a pleasant smile.

The samurai had been standing next to the ambassador for the past few minutes as he spoke before Funai and his three attendants. Okami told the Yasuki lord of the latest murder, including the small wounds on each victim's neck and the odd lack of sandals. He conveniently avoided any mention of the witch hunter. The ambassador gave his report with grueling detail, depicting the horrid state in which the body was found. Okami calmly concluded his report and waited for the lord of the castle to speak.

"What you tell me," Yasuki Funai finally said after some consideration, "is little more than I heard yesterday, Okami-san. These attacks must cease! Have you nothing further, ambassador, or have you become as inept as the little samurai?"

"Actually," Okami interrupted, anger slipping through his typically controlled voice, "I do have one thing more. It is something that is actually quite relevant. It is a matter so simple that I am certain that even a lord of the Yasuki could comprehend its value when given the wits of a slavering goblin in place of his own lacking mental prowess."

"What did you say?" Funai nearly screamed, "I will have your head!"

"No, Lord Funai." Okami pulled his hands from his kimono and held them aloft, the golden strands held up for all to see. "I think what shall happen here today is your removal from this castle and most likely the clan itself. Your kind of scum do not even deserve the decent death of sepukku." The ambassador's eyes narrowed and he watched the lord intently.

A shocked look took Funai's face and gripped it in knife-sharp claws that slowly pulled his features into a mask of rage. The Yasuki's mouth fell open and snapped shut twice. He was dumbfounded by the ambassador's words. Funai's eyes were wide with fear and fury and he began to tremble.

"What I hold in my hand are a few simple strands of golden thread," Okami said, his eyes never wavering from the lord. "They are silk of a very fine quality. Three things make these strands important. First, the thread is a very distinctive color, not found very often within the lands of the Crab. Second, the strands just happen to match the embroidered hem of your kimono, Funai. Third, these strands were pulled from a fingernail of this morning's victim, a young peasant by the name of Hirako who worked at a small sake house near the castle. She was pulled from her bed late last night by two shadowed figures, brought to this castle, and murdered. By morning, her body was discovered in the courtyard under Funai's window. In short, Yasuki Funai, I accuse you of murder!"

The room erupted. Matsuko and Temaru drew their katana and moved to defend their lord as Keitko brought up his tetsubo and charged. The wiry Yasuki, who had been silent thus far, flicked his hand and a scroll unfurled, trailing down to his elbow. He started chanting in a loud voice. Okami drew his katana and wakizashi and calmly began his approach towards the growing chaos.

Temaru reached Keitko first. With a shout, the Hiruma slashed at Keitko, but the samurai pivoted on his heel to avoid the strike and slammed his tetsubo into the other man's gut with a shattering splutch. Temaru coughed once and a vile mixture of blood and spit erupted onto his chin.

The wiry Yasuki, his dark kimono shifting in some kami-driven gust of wind, screamed his incantations, his face reddening with the effort. Keitko determined to strike the shugenja down before the spell could be completed and dashed towards the dark-clad foe. He looked to the shugenja and was shocked to see a wide smile plastered across the man's features. Keitko stopped, realization dawning on the small samurai.

Okami cut Matsuko down before she had time to raise her katana to strike. The ambassador's two blades danced in his hands as he made several small slashes that killed his opponent before the body had begun to fall. His expression was a cold mask of seriousness and his eyes never left the lord, Funai. As Matsuko's body slowly slumped to the floor, Okami cautiously strode forward.

From the corner of his eye the ambassador saw Keitko turn from Hitaro and run towards the Yasuki lord, his tetsubo held back and ready for a strike. "Keitko! NO!" Okami screamed as he charged, trying to intercept the small samurai.

Hida Keitko's world was bathed in red. Rage pulsed from his heart and frothed from his mouth. His wide eyes were focused on Yasuki Funai, and the samurai felt his hatred boil up from his soul and into his extremities. The young samurai roared, a scream of pain and anger that was directed at the lord.

Okami leapt into the air and slammed into Keitko, and both men fell to the ground. Keitko's tetsubo spiraled away. Okami tried to keep the smaller man on the ground, but Keitko slammed his head into the ambassador's temple and flung his body to the side. The samurai regained his feet and assessed the situation.

Funai had not moved. He was frozen to the spot, fear soiling his face. Hitaro was nowhere to be seen, and Okami was on the ground, holding his head. Smiling, Keitko retrieved his tetsubo and leered at the Yasuki lord. Keitko remembered each girl in turn, allowing the rage to again build within. The samurai, stalking forward, opened his mouth for a victorious taunt.

The world snapped to black. A quick bust of pain to his side told Keitko that he had fallen, and then his consciousness faded.

                           *  *  *

"You didn't have to hit me that hard, Hitaro-sama," the samurai grunted, his head throbbing in pain. It was a lingering effect of whatever spell the witch hunter had used. Keitko wished he had a cup of sake to drink. He rubbed the back of his neck gingerly and squinted, the bright light of Lord Sun served to enhance his internal torture.

Three men sat in an empty room of Shiro Kaotsuki no Higashi. Okami had found a few pillows and had scattered them about the floor. Both he and the witch hunter had dragged Keitko into this room when the clan magistrates had arrived, hoping to keep the hotheaded samurai from killing the captured lord after he awoke. The ambassador looked at Keitko in his misery and did little to hide the smile on his face.

"It was necessary. If I had not hit you that hard, then you would have done something quite foolish." Kuni Hitaro smiled widely at the small samurai. "I'm certain you'd rather save yourself from that fate this time. Remember your discomfort at the court of Yasuki Yashiki? The recourse for your actions here would have been worse."

At this, Okami interrupted. "Exactly what transpired at the Black Crane Estates? That's the one thing I do not know." Okami saw the witch hunter's smile fade.

Hida Keitko grunted. He eyed the other two men and then stared at the floor, hoping that someone would bring him some sake to ease his thudding skull.

"I had been on another leave of absence from the Wall, shortly after being promoted to gunso. A cousin of mine offered me a place to stay in Yasuki Yashiki, a house that I could have for myself for an entire week. I quickly agreed. I had been in town for two days when a patrol of Hida passed through, seeking Oni no Shugato, a demon that had been stalking through that area. I joined them and helped them track the beast back to its lair - a cave about half a day south of the city. I was the only one to survive a battle that lasted until the next morning."

"I marched back to Yasuki Yashiki, intent to spend the rest of my leave in my house, sleeping. I noticed the stench before I had even opened the screen. I entered my cousin's house to find one rotting body, and two magistrates. Before I could explain my innocence, I was dragged into court and put on trial. That is where I first crossed paths with Yasuki Funai." Keitko snarled and spit on the floor, suffering through the pain his actions provoked.

"And that was Funai's first mistake," Hitaro added. "The dead merchant's name was Yasuki Onosugai, an old compatriot of mine. It seemed that the lord of this castle had a taste for young girls and opium. Two things that the less than esteemed Onosugai was all too eager to provide, at quite a hefty price."

"Funai let his obsessions overwhelm him. Young geisha and narcotics soon were not enough. In his growing madness, he craved more.  While attending court in Yasuki Yashiki, he set his eyes on Onosugai's daughter and demanded that she be turned over to him. The merchant refused vehemently, threatening to expose the Lord's dark secrets. Funai had the merchant killed and sought to pass the blame to one of Onosugai's competitors. He thought to fashion a story of greed, two merchants with a rivalry that ended in murder."

Hitaro continued, "Funai was the one who charged Keitko-san with the murder of Onosugai. In his defense, Keitko simply opened his sack and emptied its contents onto the floor." The witch hunter smiled and looked at the samurai. "Witnesses stepped forward to proclaim Keitko's innocence, and he was released, free of all charges against him."

"That's all well and good, but why exactly aren't you allowed back in Yasuki Yashiki?" Okami questioned, arching his eyebrow in curiosity as he peered towards Keitko.

"It all started when someone called me short," Keitko replied seriously.

END

"When darkness descends, a man must find allies in the shadows."  - 

The Tao of Shinsei

