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Chapter 1

 
Kitsune savored her evening in the fox clan village before embarking on her quest. She visited old friends, reminiscing about simpler times over cups of steaming tea. Laughter echoed through the cozy dens carved into the cave walls as she told stories of her adventure and relived memories.
When hunger stirred in her belly, Kitsune made her way to her favorite noodle shop, slurping up spoonfuls of the savory broth and slippery noodles. Her heart longed for adventure and justice, but the noodles had their way of making her consider staying home. She wouldn’t, of course, but this place and the smells and flavors and feelings it all gave her—this is what she would remember when she was feeling homesick.
Ninko and Yoko, too, spent time with friends before the journey. Ninko headed to the dojo, itching for a friendly spar to sharpen his skills before the battles ahead. The sound of fighting resonated through the cave as Ninko danced and struck, honing his techniques.
Yoko spent her time in the forest—it had always been and forever more would be her favorite part of the Fox clan territory. She committed the rustling leaves and creaking branches, the whispers of wind through her fur to memory, unsure of when they would return.
The next morning, Kitsune woke to a pounding at her door. She drug herself out of bed to open it and found Shuichi there, an amused grin on her face, her nine-tails dancing gently behind her.
“Kitsune, I have another quest for you before you leave,” Shuichi declared.
“Shuichi, good morning.” Kitsune rubbed the sleep from her eyes and hid a yawn behind her hand. “Something besides stopping the oni?”
Shuichi nodded. “Indeed. It is of the utmost importance.”
Kitsune’s eyes widened. She felt proud Shuichi trusted her with these serious missions. It made her feel good about her role as one of the empire’s Shadow Warriors. She stood tall before bowing quickly at the waist. “Anything, Shuichi. Please tell me how I can help.”
Shuichi nodded, a small smile on her fox-face. “You must cut down the largest tree in the forest.”
Kitsune blinked. “Wait... what? Cut down the largest tree?” That didn’t sound important.
Shuichi nodded.
“But... is it corrupted somehow? Is it a yokai? I don’t understand.”
Shuichi continued as if Kitsune hadn’t asked any questions. “You must cut down the largest tree in the forest, with... a fish.”
Kitsune's jaw dropped, confusion wrinkling her brow. She stammered. “C-cut down a tree? With a f-fish? Th-that's impossible!”
Shuichi doubled over in laughter, her nine tails twitching with delight. Before Kitsune's eyes, the fox elder shimmered and transformed. “Gotcha!” Yoko exclaimed, giggling uncontrollably.
Kitsune rolled her eyes, but couldn't help an exasperated chuckle. “Very funny, Yoko.”
“I know! Wasn’t it?” Yoko doubled over in laughter.
“I told her it was dumb,” Ninko said from behind, startling Kitsune. Ninko popped into existence on the windowsill, his invisibility dispelled. “But I have to admit, the look on your face was pretty hilarious.”
“See?” Yoko whirled at him. “Pranks are awesome.”
Ninko rolled his eyes. “Sometimes. But they get old. I’m tired of you tripping me on invisible branches.” Yoko winked at him and Ninko shook his head. “Anyway, we’re leaving today, right? I want to grab breakfast at the new place in town. The owner is a refugee from another village called Rordan who makes the best... everything! We need to get there before a line forms.”
“I’m too anxious to eat,” Kitsune said. “You guys go without me.”
“Anxious?” Yoko asked.
“Yeah, just excited and a little nervous. I’ll eat later.”
“Are you sure?” Yoko asked.
“Your loss!” Ninko shouted, leaping out the window.
Kitsune nodded at Yoko. “Go ahead. I want to do some warm-ups anyway.”
Yoko gave a foxy shrug and darted after Ninko. Kitsune went outside to the practice yard of her small home and began her morning exercises—katas to warm her body up and hone her skills.
She was taking a breather when Shuichi appeared out of nowhere, startling Kitsune for the second time that day. “Oh!” Kitsune gasped. “Shuichi. Hang on, just a minute.” She offered a quick smile before concentrating, activating her newest ability, Spirit Sight.
Spirit Sight
When activated, Spirit Sight allows the user to see the Qi energy around them.
A mesmerizing vortex of energy surrounded the elder fox, her Qi fluctuating between shades of azure and violet. The surrounding energy was stronger, more focused, compared to other strands Kitsune had seen. It swirled and danced around the elder, an ethereal aura that seemed to vibrate with strength. Like flipping a switch, Kitsune turned off the ability. “It really is you.”
Shuichi chuffed. “Yoko playing tricks again?”
Kitsune sighed in agreement. “Well, we are foxes. Trickster yokai of the highest order.”
Shuichi let out a soft chuckle. “I wanted to see you before you left.” Her smile faded and her playful demeanor changed to an air of seriousness. “We’ve had more reports of the gashadokuro. Remember, it is a dangerous foe. Do not underestimate it.”
“I won't fail you,” Kitsune declared, puffing her chest out. “I won’t fail the clan.”
“The gashadokuro is no ordinary opponent.” Shuichi's expression was grim, matching the tone of her voice. “It is a giant skeleton spirit born from the remains of fallen warriors, towering over 10 blocks tall. Its burning eyes bulge out of its skull-like face.”
Kitsune nodded as she listened. “I know, Shuichi. I’ll be careful. I promise.”
Shuichi continued. “These creatures wander at night, attacking everyone to devour them. You'll hear their teeth chattering—gachi gachi—as they approach. They prey off the fear that they cause with their rattling, but do not be caught off guard—sometimes they stalk their prey in silence. Especially if they think it will be a fight.”
Kitsune nodded again.
“Some claim the gashadokuro possesses powers of invisibility and indestructibility, being already dead. But we know better, and knowledge is half the battle. It eats people to refill its Qi energy, so if you can fight it long enough, it will lose its energy, and its bones will collapse.”
Kitsune steeled herself. “We’ve gone over this again and again, Shuichi. Do you have faith in me?”
“It is easier said than done, Kitsune.”
“I know.” Kitsune folded her arms across her chest. “But I won't back down from this quest.”
Shuichi smiled. “You will succeed. I have every faith in you. Just please, do not underestimate the gashadokuro's power. It has taken many lives. Be cunning and stay alert.” She looked out the window in the direction of the province capital. “Then, visit Daimyo Narifusa.”
Kitsune’s fists clenched at the mention of his name. “The daimyo will answer for what he did to my village.”
“Justice often comes at a price,” Shuichi cautioned. “Do not let vengeance cloud your judgment.”
“My mind is clear,” Kitsune assured her. “Crystal clear.”




Chapter 2

 
The three of them—Kitsune, Ninko, and Yoko—set out from the fox clan village. Ninko walked on the air as if it were solid ground, something all foxes could do with effort until they earned their Air Walk tail, which he already had. Probably to avoid being tripped by Yoko’s tricks. He was also immediately bored, and very annoying about it.
“Are we there yet?” he whined.
Kitsune eyed him. “We literally just left.”
“Ugh,” he groaned. “I wish there was something to fight here.”
“We’re literally traveling to a massive oni to get in a fight to the death...” Kitsune said.
“That’s like... forever from now. I’m so bored!”
“This is why you needed to spend more time in the forest and less time in the dojo,” Yoko said with a swish of her tail. She inhaled deeply. “Just smell that! The smell of nature! It’s wonderful.”
“That was my fart,” Ninko said.
“Gross, Ninko,” Kitsune scrunched her nose.
“You know,” Yoko said, “when Shuichi said girls mature faster than boys, I believed her, but I had no idea to what extent.”
“Hey, I’m mature! I could whoop you in a fight!” Ninko objected.
“What does that have to do with being mature?” Yoko yelled at him.
“Guys...” Kitsune let out a deep breath. “Can we please just walk without the bickering?” The foxes quieted down. For about 30 blocks.
“Let's play I Spy!” Ninko suggested as they walked. “I'll start. I spy something green.”
Yoko rolled her eyes. “We're in a forest, genius. Everything is green.”
“Nope, you have to guess!” Ninko insisted.
“Ugh, fine,” Yoko sighed. “Is it that mossy log over there?”
“Nope.”
“Is it that tree?”
“Nope.”
“Is it that tree?”
“Nope.”
“Is it that tree?”
“Nope.”
“Is it that…”
Kitsune tuned out the foxes' bickering, relying on her honed wilderness skills to traverse the shadowy forest. She examined a mound of displaced soil and leaves, recognizing the subtle signs of a pig’s rooting.
Turning her gaze upwards, she spotted a hawk circling high above, its keen eyes scanning the ground for prey. Kitsune noted the direction of its flight. The sun was deep in the throes of its downward descent. They had little daylight left.
She scooped up a handful of dirt, sifting it between her fingers. The soil felt loose and dusty here. They must’ve been nearing the edge of the forest, where the trees grew more sparsely.
Consulting the position of the sun peeking through the canopy, Kitsune oriented herself eastward. She had memorized the maps of this region. If they continued heading east, they would reach the rocky foothills where the gashadokuro was rumored to dwell.
“Oh, I know. It's that ugly green mushroom!” Yoko exclaimed.
Ninko shook his head. “You're terrible at this game.”
Yoko huffed. “Well, maybe if you picked something better than green...”
The chatter faded as Kitsune concentrated, senses alert. She paused, gesturing for silence. The naughty foxes followed suit, even their tails becoming perfectly still.
In the distance, an ominous sound echoed through the trees.
They looked at each other, eyes wide.
“What's that noise?” Ninko whispered, tails bristling.
Yoko's ears flattened against her head. “I don't like the sound of that.”
A bone-chilling chorus of rattling bones and falling trees made its way to their ears. The sound was dulled by distance, but unmistakable and downright terrifying.
“That sounds like we’ve found the gashadokuro,” Kitsune said. She and her companions exchanged tense glances but continued onward, their path illuminated by the rising moon. The foxes didn’t bicker anymore, they didn’t say anything at all. All three walked in silence, flinching when they heard the dreadful rattle.
When the inky blackness of full night shrouded the forest, they stopped to make camp. A small fire provided flickering warmth and light. “We’ll fight it tomorrow, in the light.”
“So, about this gashadokuro,” Yoko began, glancing warily into the darkness. “Just how big is it supposed to be?”
Ninko gulped. “Big enough to use our bones as toothpicks.”
“Hey!” Yoko asked, “What was the thing you were spying, anyway?”
“Oh. It was a tree. But we passed it a long time ago.”
Yoko looked at Ninko, her flat stare bordering on hostile. “A tree? I said a tree! I said lots of trees!”
“You didn’t pick the right tree.” Ninko shrugged.




Chapter 3

 
Dawn's rosy fingers stretched across the sky as Kitsune and her companions broke camp. They worked without complaint or bickering, both of which were unusual. But they had something else on their mind.
Today they would face the dreaded gashadokuro.
She looked over her equipment to make sure everything was in good working order.
Iron Yoroi Chestplate
6 Armor
Smoke Bomb — Allows any fatal hit to turn you into a cloud of smoke and teleport you 10 blocks in any direction. Once this effect is used, it must be repaired with Lapis Lazuli to use it again.
Iron Yoroi Leggings
5 Armor
Enhanced Stealth — Walking in stealth mode no longer reduces your movement.
Iron Yoroi Mask
1 Armor
Nightvision — Wearer can see in the dark.
Iron Yoroi Tabi Boots
2 Armor
Spiderwalk — Wearer can walk up vertical surfaces.
Wakizashi
+6 Attack Damage
30% critical hit chance
Spectral Katana
+8 Attack Damage
Ignores armor.
Can hit intangible.
Most of the gear had been given to her by her friend Jack, and though she had been sad to see him go, she was happy to receive the gifts.
“Hmm... should I use the wakizashi or the katana?” She preferred her dream-kunai, but didn’t know if dream magic worked well against gashadokuro. “The wakizashi will give me more crits, but the katana ignores armor...”
“Who are you asking?” Ninko asked, giving Kitsune a funny look.
Kitsune shrugged. “No one. I was just thinking.”
“Usually thinking happens inside your head,” Ninko said, poking his paw at his own head over and over.
Red blushed in Kitsune’s cheeks, but she stuck her tongue out at her fox friend.
She decided to use the wakizashi. Since it was a smaller blade, she’d be able to throw kunai as well.
They followed the trail of splintered trees and claw marks gouged deep into stone, a clear path of destruction leading them onwards. They’d pause occasionally to listen for the rattling, and it always confirmed they were heading in the right direction.
After some time, the landscape transformed, verdant forest giving way to jagged hills and sheer ravines. Kitsune paused as a rocky ravine opened before them. On the opposite side, a colossal skeleton towered over the shadowy depths. Bleached bones glinted in the soft morning light, and its eye sockets were filled with bulging, ghostly eyes.
“Oh man, that thing is huge,” Ninko muttered, peering over the edge. “Our bones won’t be toothpicks, they’ll be splinters!”
Yoko gulped. “No kidding. Are we sure this is a good idea?”
Kitsune steeled herself. “We have to stop it before it hurts anyone else. Let's go.”
As they crept along, an eerie chattering sound echoed from the ravine. The gashadokuro had spotted them, its jagged teeth clicking together in anticipation.
They’d heard the rattling the day before, and they heard it the whole morning. But their proximity and the gashadokuro’s apparent excitement at the coming meal made it faster, louder, and far more disturbing.
Ignoring the chill creeping along her spine, Kitsune activated her Spirit Sight, gaze locking onto the creature. Immediately, a headache bloomed as the colors of the world suddenly shifted to expose the Qi energy lacing throughout. She gritted her teeth and studied the creature. Instead of lines of energy flowing in many directions, it was as if it was made of Qi itself, a haze of it emanating out of its form. The Qi looked weak though, as if it was faded, the colors dull and opaque, perhaps a consequence of its immense size. Or maybe it just really needed to eat.
She shook her head. They had a chance if they could drain it quickly. “It must not have eaten for a while, it’s low on energy.” She turned off the ability, wincing in pain.
“That’s good news at least,” Yoko said.
“Good news?” Ninko asked. “Why is it good news that a thing that wants to eat us is really, really hungry?”
Yoko rolled her eyes. “It’s good news it is weak, you idiot!”
“Why are we wasting time talking?” Ninko said. “Let’s get it!” He charged toward the monster, his body so small in comparison he could only bite its shin.
Yoko snorted. “What are you going to do? Nibble its ankles to death?”
Ninko ignored her, leaping into the air and standing on it, launching pounding attacks against the monster's rib bones, causing cracks at once. Watching, Yoko’s hesitation faded. “Hey! Wait for me!” She turned invisible and Kitsune watched as more cracks formed in the creature's leg.
The gashadokuro chattered, swinging its fists around wildly to hit the foxes. Seizing the opportunity, Kitsune leapt into action, hurtling kunai with pinpoint accuracy at vulnerable joints. The weapons embedded deep within bone, and she smiled as she realized the fight would be easier than she’d planned.
Until, with a roar from the beast, the kunai popped from the skeleton, clanging one after another to the ground, and Kitsune watched the gashadokuro’s bones mend before her eyes.
“Its bones regenerate!” she called out in warning. Then she remembered Shuichi’s own warning. They would have to fully exhaust its energy until it could no longer regenerate.
Yikes.
Kitsune activated her Spirit Sight, tuning into the ebb and flow of the gashadokuro's energy. She could see its reserves slowly depleting under their attacks, but only barely. They had a long way to go. She quickly shut off the ability before the pain made it too hard to fight.
She would need everything she had for this.
Gripping her wakizashi, she charged forward, the razor-sharp blade slicing into bone. Critical hits flashed as the sword found purchase, sending spiderweb cracks through the creature's ribs. She skillfully dodged the giant skeletal hand that swiped after her over and over.
Until she didn’t.
She screamed as the gashadokuro grabbed her in one gigantic palm. It squeezed, agony flaring through her body. She felt like she would pop—like a grape in the grubby hand of a toddler. Relief poured through her when the pressure released, only for the monster to toss her away like a ragdoll. She hit the rocky ground hard, the wind knocked from her lungs. She couldn’t move, but it was just as well. She didn’t want to. She wanted to close her eyes, to sleep, to escape the pain.
Ninko vanished from view, his invisibility allowing him to dart beneath the monster's guard. He struck vulnerable joints with quick jabs before blurring away, minimizing retaliation.
Yoko created duplicates, the illusionary copies running interference while she took to the air, landing bite after bite. When the gashadokuro lashed out, she teleported away in a blur. The gashadokuro swept its massive arm, backhanding Yoko just as she reappeared, as if it knew where she was going to be. She crashed to the ground with a yelp, tumbling several feet before skidding to a stop. Slowly, she pulled herself up, shaking off the rattling impact.
“Yoko!” Ninko shouted, turning his back on the monster to check on his sister. It was a split second, but the gashadokuro only needed a split second. Seeing an opening, the creature stomped down, its footfall shaking the earth. Ninko tried to dodge but was clipped by one colossal toe. The glancing blow still sent him spinning out of control, slamming upside down into the ravine wall before crumpling to the ground.
The cries of her friends made Kitsune lift her head. Gasping, she struggled to her feet. Her friends too, though battered, rose once more. They would not be deterred.
A herd of Yokos appeared surrounding the monstrosity, and it spun fruitlessly, trying to stomp them out while Ninko and Yoko invisibly harried it from behind. Kitsune focused on dodging its attacks while slashing out with her wakizashi, scoring critical hits. Her movements were sluggish, but the gashadokuro had slowed, too.
She monitored the gashadokuro’s energy through her Spirit Sight, flickering it on and off. Their relentless attacks were draining it faster now. The gashadokuro was weakening. Its bone regeneration slowed as its strength faded.
Ninko and Yoko launched into a series of Fox-Fu techniques, alternating acrobatic strikes from different angles, keeping the monster off balance. Ninko used his Air-Walk to gain an aerial advantage while Yoko teleported around it in a dizzying dance.
Concentrating, Kitsune called upon her fox powers to Air-Walk. She wasn’t great at the ability yet, but she was useless on the ground. She grinned wildly as she took the steps, climbing into the air like stairs, ignoring her exhaustion. She leapt off the final step and drove her wakizashi into the gashadokuro's skull. The blade pierced bone, splitting it down the center with a sickening crack.
The creature swayed like a tall tree in the wind, then collapsed in a deafening avalanche of broken bones, finally poofing.
Kitsune collapsed to the ground as well, her chest heaving hard. “That... was not easy...” she said between labored breaths.
“But it sure was fun!” Ninko said, sending up a plume of dust as he fell to the ground beside her.




Chapter 4

 
Tracing their way back through the forest and out another direction, the depths of Hoshido gave way to open plains as they entered the daimyo's province. Though victorious against the gashadokuro, the harrowing battle played in Kitsune's mind.
“That fight was harder than it should have been.” Kitsune’s brows furrowed in concern. “The gashadokuro nearly crushed us more than once. We got lucky.”
Ninko nodded. “No kidding. If it had landed just one more of those hits, we could've been goners.”
“It doesn't help that we're not at our full power.” She gave Kitsune a pointed look.
Kitsune raised an eyebrow. “Just what are you saying?”
“Oh nothing, just that while you were out playing tournament fighter, you obviously didn’t keep up with your training.”
“Hey!” Kitsune objected. Then she frowned, realizing the truth of the statement. “You’re right. We need to keep training and improving our skills if we're to stand against powerful foes outside Hoshido.”
At that, Ninko perked up, his enthusiastic energy returning in full force. “Oh man, I can't wait until I get my fire magic! Then I'll explode with power. Get it? Explode?” To emphasize his point, he pantomimed explosions with his front paws, adding his own sound effects with wild abandon.
Yoko responded by cuffing her exuberant brother over the head, eliciting a yelp from the fox. She stood up a little taller, changing her voice to sound like her brother. “Martial arts is where true power lies,” she declared, an air of superiority lacing her voice. “Magic is just a crutch for those too weak to rely on their own strength.”
Rubbing his head, Ninko shot his sister an irritated look. “No need to get violent. Martial arts are awesome. I firmly believe that. But... explosions!”
Seeing Yoko open her mouth for a biting retort, Kitsune quickly intervened. “They each have their strengths and uses. A skilled fox uses both in harmony.” She hoped diplomacy would stem the tide of bickering.
Though dissatisfied, Yoko merely huffed at Kitsune's cautious answer. “Fine, I guess you have a point.” Ninko stuck his tongue out at Yoko when Kitsune wasn't looking, eliciting a low growl from the two-tailed fox.
Their surroundings were growing hillier, the plains giving way to more rugged terrain. Kitsune tripped over a rock and Ninko laughed as he stood on air. “You really need to practice your air-walking. You too, Yoko. I can’t believe how bad you are at it.”
Kitsune sighed. “I know. It just... doesn’t come to me as easily as dream magic or illusion magic did.”
Yoko choked out a laugh. “I seem to remember you really struggling with both of those.”
“Well, still. They’re easier than some of the other fox powers.”
Ninko walked on the air in a circle around Kitsune. “You did a great job in the fight with the gashadokuro. I saw you walk on the air. Do you need to be in life-threatening situations for you to get good at your skills?”
Kitsune stopped, giving him a deadpan look. “That’s ridiculous! What do you think I am, some kind of battle maniac or something?”
“Like you, Ninko?” Yoko asked.
Ninko shrugged. “All I'm saying is, you did it then...”
Kitsune huffed. “Fine! We can practice as we walk.”
Yoko nodded. “Shuichi would like that answer. She’s always saying things like ‘a moment not training is a moment wasted,’ and ‘training is the foundation of all things.’”
“And ‘if you have time to lean, you have time to clean,’” Ninko added.
Yoko looked at him. “I’ve never heard her say that.”
“She says it to me all the time. Usually when I’m taking a nap.”
Kitsune tuned them out, concentrating on her Air-Walk ability. She lifted a foot up, and put it down, but nothing happened. She frowned and tried to think about how she’d done it last time. She had been in the thick of combat, did that actually matter? She tried to recreate the feeling, the adrenaline, and fear and thrill of it in her mind. She kept putting one foot in front of the other, trying to reproduce the effect she’d gotten in the fight.
“You’re doing it!” Ninko shouted, and Kitsune flinched, startled by his sudden shout. She looked down to find she was indeed, walking on air, about one block off the ground. She promptly fell.
“I did it!” Kitsune shouted.
“You did it!” Yoko said, prancing around her.
“Okay, now do it again.” Ninko grinned.
The rest of the day was spent with Yoko and Kitsune practicing their air-walking as they made their way deeper into the province. As the sun dipped low on the horizon, the dusty red glow of impending twilight settled over the land. Kitsune could just barely make out a small farming village in the valley below.
“We should stop there for the night,” she suggested, pointing toward the simple thatched roofs peeking over the hills. As they drew closer, she cast an illusion to conceal her fox features. “Better not get the villagers all worked up in case they don’t like foxes here either.” She looked at her friends. “You guys should probably go invisible.” She narrowed her eyes. “And no tricks!”
“Aww,” Yoko groaned, but still popped into invisibility.
Upon entering the modest village, it became quickly apparent their arrival had not gone unnoticed. Nervous glances and hushed whispers followed them as they walked down the dirt-packed main road in search of lodging.
Kitsune kept her gaze aimed ahead, trying her best to ignore the jittery villagers that scurried out of their path. “This place must not get a lot of visitors.”
“We don't want any trouble here,” a gruff voice called out, stilling them in their tracks. Kitsune turned to see a middle-aged farmer blocking their way, pitchfork held at the ready. His sun-weathered face was creased in suspicion.
Hands raised peacefully, Kitsune gave the man an understanding smile. “We mean no harm, sir. Just humbly seeking a place to stay for the night before continuing our journey.”
The farmer's eyes narrowed, looking her up and down. “A lone girl out traveling on the road? That’s mighty suspicious.”
Kitsune was surprised she hadn’t thought of that, and mentally kicked herself. Of course a village would think it weird that a lone girl would wander into their village. They probably thought she was an oni. Or worse... a ninja. She raised her hands, and the farmer adjusted his grip on his pitchfork. “Please, sir, no need to worry. I am a humble martial artist on a training journey. I competed in the Millennial Tournament recently, and lost, but it gave me some great insights. I’ve been out in the wilds training since.”
Slowly, the pitchfork lowered. “The Millennial Tournament? Really?”
Kitsune nodded.
The man jerked his chin toward a modest building at the end of the road bearing a sign that read Inn and Tavern. “You can find rooms there. Might be, if’n yer willing, to tell a story or two about the tournament, you’d earn yerself a free meal. Folk around here are on edge lately. We could use a bit to lighten the mood.”
Kitsune nodded gratefully. “I appreciate the hospitality. But... why is everyone on edge?”
The man gave a gruff harrumph. “There’ve been terrible noises at night. The stuff of nightmares, like bones clackin’ and rattlin’. It’s been keeping us up.”
Kitsune brightened with a smile. “Oh! That was just a gashadokuro. Don’t worry, I poofed it.”
The farmer’s eyes widened, and he took a step back. “A gashadokuro? And... you poofed it?”
Kitsune nodded, heading toward the inn. “Stop by the inn tonight and I'll tell the tale.”
“We poofed it,” Ninko muttered.
“Hush,” Kitsune said under her breath.




Chapter 5

 
Twilight shadows stretched across the landscape as Kitsune approached the village inn. Behind her, the sun dipped below the horizon, the last fading rays setting the sky aflame in crimson and gold.
She slid the door open, stepping into the warm glow of lantern light. The common room was already bustling with patrons seated at the wooden tables. The scent of savory stew and tea permeated the cozy space.
Kitsune wove between the crowded benches, trying not to watch as her invisible fox friends bumped and knocked into people, throwing them off balance and confused about what they ran into. One lady fell all the way to the floor, sloshing the drink she carried on another poor woman who gasped so loudly, she choked, doubled over in a coughing fit. Kitsune stifled a laugh as she made it to the counter where the innkeeper was busy pouring drinks. She waited politely for him to finish.
“Welcome, welcome!” he greeted heartily. “What can I do for you this fine evening?”
“I'd like a room for the night, please,” Kitsune requested.
The innkeeper nodded. “Of course, of course. We have plenty of vacancies.” He slid a key across the counter. “That’ll be two emeralds. Three if you want food for your stay.”
Kitsune thanked him, hesitating as she gave thought to what the farmer said. With a nervous smile, she decided this was an opportunity to train some of her ninja skills. Namely the skill of disguise. “Time to try out some bard skills,” she muttered to herself. She smiled politely at the innkeeper. “I don't suppose a few tales from my travels might earn a discount?”
The innkeeper chuckled good-naturedly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Aye, some stories would probably lift folks' spirits around here. Been a lot of troubling times lately.” He nodded decisively. “Get settled and have a go at entertaining the crowd. If you can keep ‘em eating and drinking, you’ll get your room and board free.”
Kitsune agreed, then dashed to her room. She practiced telling her stories with dramatic flair. Ninko helped her pantomime fight scenes while Yoko eagerly offered editing advice. She closed her eyes, thinking back to how Shuichi had trained her. She couldn’t just pretend to be a bard, she had to be the bard. She took a deep breath and felt ready to regale the inn patrons.
Chattering patrons filled the benches enjoying their food and drink, and Kitsune took her place at the small stage usually reserved for traveling minstrels. Even without an entrance people noticed her, the loud atmosphere quieting a bit. When the crowds quieted, Kitsune stepped forward. Nervousness fluttered within her, but she swallowed it down. She had a role to play here.
“Greetings, friends,” she began, her arms moving in wide, sweeping motions as if they were somehow connected to her mouth. “Allow me to transport you from your cares with a few tales of adventure.” Murmurs rippled through the audience as she launched into her first story.
“Let me paint you a picture of the Millennial Tournament,” Kitsune began, her voice rich with drama, drawing out some words and ending others quickly. “Imagine an ocean of people flooding toward the majestic Mount Hokage. Thousands of eager fans clamoring to reach its summit. For atop the mountain sat an arena large as a village, ready to host the greatest martial arts spectacle in the land.”
Kitsune spread her arms wide. “Hundreds of fighters came to prove their skills on those hallowed grounds. The arena thundered with the cheers of thousands as epic battles raged within.” She watched the crowd, which had become quiet with attention. She gave a huge smile, pleased at how well she’d been performing. “Imagine a lone figure walking toward a colossal arena, cheers erupting like thunder from within. This hooded stranger strides into the ring, ready to prove their worth.”
She swept her gaze across the rapt audience. “Now, I won't keep you in suspense—beneath that cloak was none other than myself, a young martial artist hungry to test my skills against the best in the land.” She put her hands on her hips, thrusting her chin up.
Kitsune mimed throwing punches, much to the crowd's delight. “I sparred with masters of exotic fighting styles from every province. Their strength and skill astounded me. But I held my own through wit and perseverance.”
She leaned in conspiratorially. “But events outside the ring could be just as intense. Sanctioned duels frequently broke out around Mount Hokage. It was the perfect chance to test your mettle against a surprise foe.”
Kitsune threw a few punches, eliciting cheers. “Of course, I never shied from such spontaneous fights. But one dual caught my eye for a different reason. A gang of ruffians had accosted a peaceable monk, demanding tribute.”
She shook her head in disapproval. “The poor man wanted no trouble, but they pressed their extortion. Suddenly, a bold voice called out—That's enough! From the crowd strode a mysterious fox girl, ready to take on the brutes.”
Kitsune couldn’t miss any chance to bring back honor to her clan. It helped there actually was a fox girl at the tournament—the villagers didn’t need to know it was her.
“With speed and skill, she sent them scurrying, a true hero coming to aid the weak. And that was not the only time I saw her stand up for the oppressed at the tournament.”
At the mention of a fox, some patrons grumbled disapprovingly. One elderly man called out, “Foxes are nothing but filthy tricksters!” The outburst gave Kitsune pause. Jaws clenched, she had to restrain her knee-jerk defense. She offered the man a pacifying smile instead.
“Perhaps they have been misjudged over the years,” she suggested mildly before fluidly transitioning into her next tale. Murmurs rippled through the crowd, but she pressed on dynamically, relieved to leave the topic behind, but hopeful she’d planted some seeds of doubt about the nature of the Fox clan.
Next, she entertained them with the harrowing story of her battle against the gashadokuro earlier that same day. Her words like a brush, painting a vivid picture—the eerie shadows of the early morning ravine, the snap of twigs under immense feet, the creature's ghastly visage as it emerged from the mists. Okay, there was no mist. But she needed the drama.
The audience listened as she described the desperate struggle, playing up the mortal peril for dramatic effect. A few children even clasped their hands over their ears at her account of the monster's bone-rattling roar. She almost stumbled in a few places when Ninko’s snorts of disdain could be heard behind her.
Finally, she arrived at the climax where the valiant heroes finally and epically toppled the gigantic foe. By the end, the villagers applauded enthusiastically, bright gratitude shining in their eyes. Excitement buzzed through the air. For a brief time, fear and worry had been forgotten.
After the stories, the innkeeper gladly gave Kitsune free room and board. She accepted graciously, though a part of her felt guilty. Ninko and Yoko had played pivotal roles in that battle, and she hated having to leave them out of the story.
The next morning dawned crisp and clear, Kitsune settled at a table and ordered some ohitashi, miso, and tea for breakfast. The fare warmed and filled her belly. As Kitsune finished her meal, the innkeeper came by. “Heading out today, are ya?” he inquired. When Kitsune nodded, he stroked his chin thoughtfully before asking. “Which way are you headed?”
“I’m trying to find the capital city. I want to see the daimyo’s palace,” Kitsune explained.
The innkeeper raised an eyebrow but didn't pry. “That'd be Yukimura City, about a week's travel north of here,” he informed helpfully. “Thanks again for the stories last night. The kids will be talking about them for weeks.”
Kitsune smiled and ordered two more breakfasts, just like the one she’d eaten. “For when I get hungry on the road,” she said.
Supplies in hand, she left to the northern road. Kitsune accidentally bumped into a passerby, scattering the books the woman had been carrying. “Oh, my apologies!” Kitsune immediately moved to gather the fallen texts. They were a collection of schoolbooks, and Kitsune guessed the stranger was a teacher.
She paused as one book's cover caught her eye—an illustration of a snarling fox demon. The horrible imagery and title, A History of the Fox Menace, made her blood boil. This slander against her people was being taught?
The flustered woman, evidently a teacher, blinked in surprise when Kitsune politely offered to purchase the inflammatory text. “Oh, but didn't you study this in school already?” she asked, clearly puzzled why Kitsune would want her own copy of such a common book.
Kitsune mumbled an excuse, paid for the book, then quickly took her leave, her good mood of the morning spoiled.




Chapter 6

 
The blocks passed slowly as Kitsune poured over the textbook. With each distorted claim and baseless accusation, her heart sank further. This slander against her people had rooted itself deeply in society. She wasn’t sure how she could ever untangle it.
She read a passage aloud, voice tinged with bitterness: “Foxes are natural thieves and tricksters who feel no true loyalty. They scheme only for their own benefit.”
Nearby, Ninko and Yoko bristled with anger, too upset even to eat the meals Kitsune had gotten them. “That's completely false!” Ninko snapped, tails thrashing. “We help each other and work together all the time.”
Yoko growled low in her throat. “They judge what they don't understand. Foxes value community and family just as much as anyone. Maybe even more.”
Another excerpt labeled foxes as deceitful shapeshifters with dark magics. Kitsune's voice shook as she read the fear-mongering words.
“Well...” Ninko said. “We do shape change. And we’re spies who must pretend we are someone else an awful lot.”
“That’s not the same,” Kitsune almost spat.
Ninko flinched and put his paws up. “I know that and you know that. It’s just... I don’t know how to say it...”
“Since it has a bit of truth in it, it makes the story more believable,” Yoko said.
“Yes! Exactly.” Ninko huffed out a breath. “Stupid book.”
The landscape grew increasingly bleak and barren, mirroring their moods. The vibrant farmlands were now far behind them. Even the sky seemed overcast, clouds gathering as if reflecting the turmoil in Kitsune's heart.
They traveled quietly then, each lost in their own thoughts, Ninko and Yoko not even bickering. By midday, the worn road led them to the edge of a jungle, housing a small village at the border.
“This must have been a cocoa-farming jungle,” Ninko said. “Boy, I could go for some chocolate.” But as they approached, an ominous sight greeted them. No thin tendrils of smoke rose from the chimneys. No farmers or merchants sold their wares in the streets. An unnatural stillness hung over the settlement like a suffocating shroud.
Kitsune felt a prickle of unease as they passed the vacant guard post at the village entrance. Shutters swung loose on empty houses, the doors within gaping like hungry maws. Weeds poked up through cracks in the market square, nature steadily reclaiming the space.
“Where is everyone?” Ninko wondered aloud, his usual enthusiasm dampened. His tails twitched nervously as his gaze darted about.
Yoko's eyes narrowed, her posture tense as she sniffed the air. “Something terrible happened here,” she murmured. “Stay alert.”
Their footsteps echoed too loudly down the deserted streets. A path led toward the central square, though no footprints marred the dusty ground. It was as if the inhabitants had simply vanished. But as they explored the ghostly town, more sinister signs emerged. Claw marks scored the exterior walls of several homes, marring the wood with deep gouges. Broken pottery and splintered barrels littered the alleyways, evidence of panicked flight.
The village well stood dry and abandoned, its rope shredded as if by a massive blade. Nearby, tattered cloth fluttered from a washing line, left forgotten in a hurry. The door of the local tavern hung crookedly from one hinge, creaking softly in the gentle wind.
In the central square, they found a pagoda of the ancestral spirit toppled and cracked. Scorch marks from some fiery blast tarnished the once-pristine carvings of its base. Fire-scorched blocks still haunted the plaza, along with darker stains that told of violence Kitsune didn’t want to think about.
Whatever fate had befallen this village, it had not come quietly. Some struggle had taken place here, between the inhabitants and an unknown malevolent force. But in the end, only silence and emptiness prevailed.
Kitsune felt a sense of melancholy at the orphaned belongings within vacant homes. All that remained now were empty shells and unanswered questions. Kitsune found a dusty photo album, happy faces of presumably past inhabitants. Some of the pages even showed unique fighting abilities that seemed to be passed down through generations—old men showing toddlers distinct moves, smiles lighting up their faces. One picture was labeled “Mirrored Flame,” one “Stone Fist,” and others.
In a decrepit tavern, they discovered a tattered journal describing a terrible curse that had befallen the village months prior. According to the journal, a monstrous being known as the Egui had appeared and drained the energy from their ancestral spirit.
“Without the spirit's protection, they lived in constant fear,” Kitsune murmured, a shiver running through her as she read. The journal's increasingly frantic entries chronicled the defenders' desperate struggle against the dangerous threat. But the final words were an ominous farewell—It comes! May the ancestors have mercy on our souls.
Outside, the sun sank toward the horizon, casting the empty village in deepening shadow. “Let’s get out of here,” Kitsune said, leading them on the road out of town. An unearthly moan sounded nearby, sending a chill up Kitsune's spine. She exchanged an uneasy glance with her companions. “Something evil is here,” she whispered.
A horrifying screech shattered the silence and Kitsune spun to see what the sound had come from.
Behind them towered the Egui, writhing tendrils of energy coursing over its disfigured form.




Chapter 7

 
Kitsune, Ninko, and Yoko steadied themselves as the Egui emerged from the shadows, undead minions shambling behind it. It was a ghastly sight to behold. It had a body and arms and legs like any person, but it was not a person. Not even close. Its pale skin was a sickly gray-green hue, stretched tight over a skeletal frame. The creature's sunken eyes burned with unnatural hunger, and its lipless mouth gaped open and closed, like a fish out of water, exposing jagged teeth. A distended potbelly hung grotesquely from the Egui's wasted body and an eerie groan emanated from its misshapen maw, echoing its eternal hunger. A diseased flame seemed to emanate off it, as if fire was capable of getting sick, the tendrils of flame waving in the wind.
“Is that the Egui?” Ninko asked.
The abomination opened its gnarled maw wider and unleashed another unearthly wail that chilled them to their bones. All around, fallen villagers jerked to their feet from under dirt and debris, reanimated into a mob. “Bring me tasty treats!” it commanded the zombies, its alien voice a raspy gurgle.
“Whatever it is, it’s no good! Get ready to fight!” Kitsune drew her wakizashi with one hand and threw a kunai with another, scoring a hit directly on a zombie, flashing it red. The zombie horde was charging right at them now, the creature behind them laughing in a bizarre, wet laugh.
“Are we not going to talk about how creepy this is?” Yoko asked, at the ready.
They didn’t. There wasn’t time.
Kitsune's blade arched through the air, slicing clean through zombies, flashing them red, and even poofing one, acrid smoke billowing up as the undead body dissolved into nothingness. She continued her slashing attacks, scoring more critical hits and poofing more zombies. They were easy enemies to eliminate. But for each one cut down, two more seemed to take its place.
The horde pressed forward heedless of losses, threatening to overwhelm through sheer numbers alone. Kitsune's sword arm burned as she swung relentlessly, barely keeping the grasping claws at bay.
Nearby, Ninko fought like a fox possessed, weaving through the forest of legs to hamstring zombies with well-placed bites. His razor fangs flashed as he chomped and tripped zombies, slowing their advance where he could. “They stink so badly! I can’t believe I’m putting my mouth on these things.” Kitsune could hear him gagging.
Invisible amidst the chaos, Yoko maneuvered into the horde's flank, toppling zombies with sweeps of her tails and driving them onto waiting swords and fangs. But her luck ran out when a flailing limb clipped her nose, breaking her concentration. She reappeared with a pained yelp, immediately set upon by a group of zombies. Claws and fists hammered the fox as she desperately twisted away.
Kitsune hurled a handful of glowing kunai, dispatching Yoko's attackers in eruptions of smoke. But the diversion allowed a hulking zombie to grab her wrist, halting her blade inches from its neck. Putrid breath made her stomach churn as stained and broken teeth lunged for her face. She barely halted its gnashing jaws with the hilt of her sword. “Let go!” she shouted, yanking her arm free.
A blur of fur collided with the grappling zombie just before its teeth found purchase. Ninko tumbled away through the smoke of the poofed zombie. Kitsune shot Ninko a grateful look and he winked back at her. But that momentary distraction nearly cost him. Two zombies piled atop the prone fox, snarling in triumph. “Oof!” he groaned from beneath them.
“Ninko!” Kitsune shouted, kicking the dog-pile of zombies.
Invisible once more, Yoko slipped into the mass, chomping down on anything that moved and wasn’t orange. Ninko erupted upwards, teeth and claws shredding through clouds of poofed zombies. So much smoke and dust tangled in the air, it became difficult to see more than a block or two around them. The trio stood back-to-back, breathing hard but resolved. The zombies kept coming, but the tide was turning. “There’s a lot of them, but they’re easy,” Yoko said between heaving breaths. “We got this—just don’t get distracted.”
“Yeah well, we still have ugly over there to deal with.” Ninko cocked his head at the Egui which seemed to relish watching the fight. With reinvigorated fury, they cut their way through the wavering horde until no more stumbled forth. None moved at all. Panting and soiled, they stood victorious amidst the smoking ruins.
But they had only a moment's respite before a hulking shadow fell over them. Thankfully their training kicked in and they scrambled out of the way just as the Egui attacked with frightening speed, massive fists hammering the ground where they had stood mere heartbeats before. Its fists had morphed into something resembling boulders, exploding the blocks they crashed into.
“Watch out!” Kitsune yelled.
The Egui was fast. It pivoted without missing a beat, charging at Kitsune. She put up a sword to block, her balance thrown off from having to dodge, but the creature’s boulder-like fist blasted her hand away, breaking through her defense like a runaway cart and sending her sprawling, flashing red. She lost a third of her hearts from that single attack. “It’s so powerful!” She groaned through heavy breaths. “Don’t get hit!”
Kitsune scrambled to her feet, wincing in pain from the Egui's powerful blow. Nearby, Yoko and Ninko flanked the creature, launching attacks, but it ignored them completely. With frightening speed, tendrils of sickly flame lashed out from the Egui's body, scorching both foxes. Yoko and Ninko cried out as they were struck, the flames sapping their strength.
“Its fire attacks drain energy!” Kitsune shouted in a too-late warning, deflecting a whipping tendril with her blade. She sliced at the creature, landing a clean hit, but its gnarled flesh failed to flash red. Their attacks weren't harming it at all.
The Egui pressed its advantage. Kitsune barely rolled away as its fist shot past, pulverizing the ground she'd stood upon. Her eyes widened in realization. She’d seen these moves before. Well, read about them at least.
“It's using techniques from the village records!” she called out. “This is bad... what if it can steal abilities? We have to retreat!”
Yoko and Ninko responded immediately, disengaging from the unstoppable foe. Together, the three put everything they had into one last-ditch illusion barrage.
The courtyard exploded into chaos as dozens of phantom foxes swarmed the Egui. The beast swung wildly with its fist, tendrils of flame swirling around it like a fountain.
Seizing the distraction, the injured trio fled into the night.




Chapter 8

 
Every bruise ached, every muscle screamed in protest as Kitsune, Ninko, and Yoko, battered and weary, all but fell into the underbrush of the jungle that bordered the abandoned village. They moved as quickly as their poor, beaten bodies could, their faces getting lashed by low-hanging branches as they bulldozed through the foliage.
“Don't stop, don't you dare stop!” Kitsune yelled, her voice strained. “We need as much distance between us and that monstrosity as possible!”
There were no pre-existing trails to ease their desperate flight, and they left an easy-to-see trail behind them as they crashed through. Under the suffocatingly thick canopy, the shadows loomed, appearing as dark as the End itself.
Exhausted, they finally staggered into a modest clearing, where the gloomy light of the moon barely filtered through the leaves above. They gasped for air, their lungs searing with each breath, skin stinging with cuts and bruises. Kitsune hastily ate some food, replenishing her flashing hearts.
“Are we... are we safe?” Ninko wheezed, his hackles standing on end as his gaze darted nervously around their hideout. The only sounds to break the ominous silence was the continuous, droning hum of unseen insects and the distant rustle of the jungle's ceaseless activity.
“I think—” Yoko's reassuring words were abruptly halted by an eerie laugh, chilling enough to freeze their very blood. The echo seemed far too close for comfort. The Egui hadn't given up on its pursuit.
Panicked, they charged blindly into the underbrush. The dense undergrowth clung to them, slowing their escape and scraping their skin as they pushed further and further. Fear gave them energy, driving them past their limits, advancing them into the jungle.
When Kitsune nearly crumpled against the rough bark of a tree, they granted themselves a brief, terrified respite. Kitsune's heart pounded against her ribcage, she could see it beneath her skin, hear it in her head. Her breath came in ragged, shallow gulps as she greedily sucked in the humid air around them. Just as their lungs finally calmed, the Egui surged from the depths of the jungle, dark, grotesque flames flickering around its gnarled hands. “You run... I hunt...” it gurgled in its horrific, raspy voice.
Kitsune did not wait for a second reminder. “Run!” she commanded, and the foxes didn't hesitate, darting away from the looming menace. They narrowly avoided the onslaught of cursed fire that licked at their heels, scorching the earth and underbrush behind them.
“Go invisible!” Ninko gasped between laboring breaths.
“I can't!” Kitsune yelled back, her voice strangled with exhaustion.
“Try, Kitsune!” Yoko said, pleading.
Kitsune gritted her teeth, sparing a precious moment of flight to concentrate on invisibility. She stumbled as she saw her own body flicker and she lost it.
“I had it! Just a flicker but it worked!” She focused again, willing her body to disappear, but her speed faltered, and she lost pace with the foxes. Another terrifying wet yell from the monster snapped her concentration, propelling her forward.
Adrenaline fueled their frenzied escape, causing them to push through the last vestiges of their reserves. The Egui gave chase at a leisurely pace, seeming to relish the thrill of the hunt. Its smoldering footprints followed their desperate path through the jungle.
“What a feast you will make...” it rasped, its voice carrying in the darkened air.
Their nightmarish ordeal continued as the night wore on, transforming into a cyclical horror of relentless pursuit, short-lived relief, and the return of sheer terror. No matter how far or unpredictably they ran, the Egui caught up, materializing from the shadows just as they let down their guard. Sometimes, it would just appear and not attack, watching them with the patient, cruel gaze of a cat toying with a mouse.
Three more encounters with the relentless horror found them barely escaping with their lives. They didn’t bother attacking. They weren’t strong enough. Instead, they vanished down faint animal trails that meandered through the dense vegetation. Yet, the jungle offered no end to the ordeal, and with each narrow escape, their fatigue grew.
Only as the pitch-black night gave way to the faintest glimmers of pre-dawn light did the ominous, rasping cries of the Egui recede. The rising sun, its radiant beams piercing the heavy canopy, seemingly forced the creature to retreat.
“It... it must hate the daylight,” Yoko rasped, her voice weak.
They found a natural depression nestled beneath the gnarled roots of a toppled tree—a small wooden cave with a narrow entrance they could barely slip through. Collapsing in the sheltered hollow, their bodies shook from the lingering terror and adrenaline.
“We can’t... we can’t stay here... We need to keep moving,” Kitsune gasped out, her body collapsing onto the soft, loamy earth. But exhaustion finally overtook them, easing them with the perceived safety of the dark hollow tree, pulling them under into a deep, uneasy slumber.
Upon awakening several hours later, Kitsune found the sunlight brighter, piercing through the small entrance to their shelter, still dimmed by the thick canopy overhead. A low groan escaped her as she sat up, feeling as though she'd been battered by a storm. A wave of relief washed over her as she found Ninko and Yoko nestled together, still lost in fitful sleep.
The foxes fared little better, their bodies riddled with scratches and bruised welts. Skin was marred, some injuries swollen, but no bones appeared broken. Their survival had been by the thinnest thread.
“That was a nightmare,” Yoko murmured, her voice still raspy.
“That was too close,” Kitsune added solemnly, her gaze drifting out to the dense foliage they'd emerged from. “The Egui... it toyed with us, overpowered us with frightening ease. We need to be more prepared, more careful. I have no idea why it didn’t simply poof us, but we won’t let anything like that happen again. We are going to get stronger—strong enough so monsters like that never get to harass us again.”




Chapter 9

 
“That was miserable,” Yoko said.
“We barely escaped with our lives,” Ninko agreed grimly as they recovered in the jungle hollow. “That Egui overpowered us easily.”
Yoko licked her wounds, wincing. “No kidding. We're no match for threats like that.”
Kitsune dropped her head down with a huff. “The ultimate ninjas could have wiped that monster out without blinking. You should have seen them. If we can’t even hurt the Egui, how can we hope to defeat the ninjas?”
“You're right,” Ninko agreed, uncharacteristically serious. “We need to get to training. To get even stronger.” He looked back over his shoulder in the direction they ran from. “I’ll come back for you,” he muttered ominously, “and when I do, you won’t stand a chance.”
After more food and rest, and as soon as their legs felt strong enough to carry them, they decided it was time to leave. They wanted to be far, far away from that monster. Carefully, they moved out of the thick, leafy jungle and soon found themselves back on open grasslands. With clear views all around them, they could easily spot anything coming their way. They stayed at rapt attention, too shaken to let their guard down even a little.
In relative safety, they decided it was a good time to practice and get better at their skills while they journeyed on.
Yoko planted her feet, muscles coiled in readiness. With a sharp exhale she vanished in a blur, reappearing a stone's throw away and immediately collapsing to her knees. “Ugh, I'm so bad at this,” she grumbled. “My teleports never quite take me where I want them to, and I get all turned around.” She glanced at Ninko. “How do you do it?”
Ninko shrugged. “I don’t know. It comes naturally to me.”
Yoko sighed. “That’s helpful.” Taking a deep breath, she vanished again. This time she staggered several blocks away, the rapid travel upsetting her balance. “Too slow, I have to be faster,” she chastised herself. Her next teleport succeeded in speed, but she missed the target by a wide margin, blinking into existence on a hilltop far ahead.
Jaw clenched, Yoko carefully made her way back down to the plain and braced for another attempt. She vanished and reappeared rapidly three times in succession, but each arrival point made her grunt in dissatisfaction as she appeared not quite where she wanted or facing the wrong way.
Frustration mounting, Yoko threw herself into the training, teleporting and stumbling in quick sequence until she collapsed, drained and dizzy. But gradually, after hours of repetitive practice, her short-range teleports became more accurate. Speed increased and nausea lessened, allowing her to chain together multiple jumps reliably. Focusing on a rock, touching it, then teleporting back became almost second nature.
All the while, Ninko focused his attention on his own paws while they journeyed across the grassland. His little fox face screwed up in deep concentration, and he would occasionally make small grunting sounds. Suddenly, a tiny flame sparked to life, flickering over his fur. The flame was tiny but extremely hot, and it quickly burned his sensitive paw pads.
With a surprised yelp, Ninko lost his concentration and the flame vanished, leaving behind a little trail of smoke and a very shocked fox. Ninko grimaced as he licked his singed paw pads, soothing the minor burns. But he wouldn’t give up that easily. After all, Fox-Fire was known for its unpredictable nature, and Ninko was determined to tame it.
Despite several more failed attempts, each one accompanied by a small yelp of pain and a smoky poof, and one where Kitsune had to help him stomp out the flickering flames that appeared in the grass beneath him, Ninko refused to give up. The Fox-Fire continued to resist him, but his spirit remained unbroken.
After what felt like the hundredth failed attempt, Kitsune had enough of Ninko's relentless yelps. “Ninko,” she snapped, perhaps a little too aggravated, “maybe you need to change your approach. What exactly are you trying to do?”
Ninko paused, lifting his slightly reddened paw. “I'm trying to bring the fire out of my paw,” he explained, sounding only a little disheartened.
Kitsune frowned at his scorched paw. “But the fire doesn't actually come out of your paw, right? Maybe you should try picturing it appearing near your paw instead...”
Ninko shrugged, but his eyes sparkled with a new idea. “That might just work...” He settled down once more, squeezing his eyes closed so hard they nearly disappeared.
A moment later, tiny orange flames flickered to life. But this time, he didn’t yelp, didn’t wave his paws around until the flames flickered out. This time, it didn't burn. Instead, the flames danced harmlessly, casting a warm, soft light. Ninko's face lit up with pure joy. “It worked. It worked!” he shouted triumphantly, startling the flames into disappearing. But that didn't dampen his spirits. After all, he was one step closer to mastering Fox-Fire.
While steadily moving forward through the grassy plain, Kitsune focused on her Spirit Sight—a task she managed even as her feet navigated the uneven terrain. Her breaths were measured and deep as she tried to ease the persistent ache of exhaustion and injuries plaguing her.
Forgetting to summon her Spirit Sight during the encounter with the Egui weighed heavily on her mind, providing an uncomfortable sting to her already taxed nerves. The failure spurred her to experiment while on the move, a new challenge that required even greater concentration.
She activated the ability and the world changed around her. Ordinary sight was enhanced by brilliant trails of life force, while physical objects receded into the background.
The overwhelming sensation of Qi initially proved too much, the dazzling patterns threatening to blind her mind's eye. A sharp pain bloomed behind her forehead, but she refused to break her focus, determined to power through and be able to use the ability for longer periods of time. Like learning any martial art, she wanted it to be instinctive to use, which meant... repetition, repetition, repetition.
Gradually, she narrowed her perception, focusing only on the grass beneath her feet. The pulsing energy of life, so radiant and forceful, still sparked pain through her senses, yet she persisted, familiarizing herself with the ebb and flow of the Qi.
Feeling braver, Kitsune looked up, expanding her sight to include nearby trees and tiny creatures skittering across the plain. The intensity of the vision surged, and with it, her pain. Despite the mounting discomfort, she maintained her connection, tracing the Qi paths, feeling them intertwine and flow through everything around her.
Not until the pain threatened to overtake her entirely did Kitsune let go of her Spirit Sight, the abrupt transition making her gasp.
Despite her pounding headache, she persisted. She turned it on again and again, pushing herself. With every attempt her endurance increased. She held onto the hope that with enough practice, using Spirit Sight while on the move would become as natural as breathing.
The trio—starting fires, blipping in and out of existence, cradling their head—made quite a sight traveling down the road.




Chapter 10

 
Kitsune allowed herself to believe they had escaped Egui's hunting grounds. A bone-deep exhaustion weighed on them—a night of running for your life followed by a day of furious, fear-induced training would do that to anyone.
Finding a sheltered cluster of boulders, they made camp for the night. It was too early, really, to stop for sleep on a long journey, but their aching bodies and overflowing brains needed the extra rest and a good meal. A small fire provided much-needed warmth and comfort. Bellies full of cooked rabbit, they began to relax, the first threads of hope emerging from their battered spirits.
“Ahh that was satisfying,” Ninko said, rubbing his furry fox belly.
Kitsune nodded. “We need a break. It’s been—”
Whatever she was going to say disappeared from her lips as a gashadokuro rose from the ground, roaring loud enough to shake the sky.
“Gashadokuro!” Kitsune shouted, leaping to her feet and stumbling over the fire pit as she attempted to draw her sword. With barely any thought she activated Spirit Sight and stopped freaking out, instead, anger surged within her. She whirled at Yoko. “Yoko! Was that really necessary?” Kitsune shouted.
The gashadokuro exploded into twinkling lights and Yoko exploded in laughter. “We all have our ways of relaxing,” Yoko said around her laughter.
“Your way is the worst!” Ninko snarled. “I was just about to enjoy a food coma.”
Yoko finally stopped laughing. “Okay, okay. You have to admit though, I got you guys good that time.”
“Yoko, I don’t normally get that upset when you pull pranks, but this was too much.” Kitsune launched into an anger-fueled lecture. “There is a time and a place—”
An all-too-familiar shambling figure emerged from the darkness. The Egui was upon them, massive fist crushing Yoko into the ground, before they could even think, before they could react.
“No! Yoko!” Ninko screamed, immediately wreathed in waving flames. With a grief-stricken snarl, he flung himself at the Egui, scorching flesh even as blows rained down on him. The flames of the two fighters merged, igniting both with the burning debuff.
Horrified, Kitsune dropped her shulker box and withdrew healing potions, pouring one desperately down Yoko's throat. To her immense relief, Yoko coughed and opened her eyes.
The Egui launched a relentless offensive, attacking like it hadn’t the night before. Attacking like it intended to finish them off tonight.
Kitsune's world erupted into overwhelming colorful light as she activated her Spirit Sight, studying the creature's energy flows even as Ninko parried attacks. She’d never seen Ninko like this—fighting with a fury that was hard to believe, the Fox-Fire surrounding him like a burning nimbus. The Egui was taking damage, the fire causing it to flash red, but it wasn’t enough. It was still terribly powerful, and in a backhand that swept through the air like a wrecking ball, it sent Ninko flying.
Kitsune had to get in there before it attacked again. She turned to look at Yoko, who was gone. She inhaled sharply, but realized the fox must have gone invisible. She stopped worrying and leapt in to defend Ninko. A kunai slammed into the Egui, and it turned to face her, its tongue lolling out and drooling like it couldn’t wait to feast. As if the thing could get any uglier. She shuddered.
The Egui dashed at her, leaving cracks in the ground from its leap. Kitsune leapt, then stepped on the air, leaping again in a double jump, right over the oni. Ninko was back on his feet, shaking his head and charging through the air back at the Egui, though his fire had gone out and he either didn’t or couldn’t summon another one.
Kitsune's feet found purchase on the empty air as she stood over the Egui's grasping claws. Suspended just above the creature, she surveyed its writhing form through her Spirit Sight. The abomination's energy flowed chaotic and wild, but she focused, seeking any hidden weakness.
In a pop of color through her Spirit Sight, Yoko appeared, biting at the Egui and disappearing just as quickly. The two foxes teleported around, chomping and biting, desperate to find a way to hurt it. 
Kitsune ran on the air in a circle around it, launching kunai at every spot that looked like it could be a weak point, to no effect. The Egui whirled this way and that, trying to hit Ninko and Yoko who both teleported away before any hit could land.
Kitsune threw a kunai at its eye, and it hit, causing the creature to look up. “Oh... rats,” Kitsune said as the oni leapt straight up, catching her in a double-fisted blow that knocked her hearts down by half and sent her crashing to the ground.
But a smile stretched across her face before she collided. During her fall she saw it. On its back, at the base of its neck, the tendrils of Qi energy converged into a pulsing nexus. That vital point could be vulnerable.
“The neck!” Kitsune shouted to her companions. “That’s where the energy flows together!”
Yoko reappeared in a blur, fangs bared and aimed like there was a target on the back of its neck. She landed a solid bite before blinking away as a massive fist obliterated the earth she'd stood upon. Hope bloomed within Kitsune—Yoko’s attack had worked. The Egui flashed red, a critical star floating up.
Enraged, the Egui unleashed a barrage of flaming tendrils. Kitsune tumbled and wove between the searing lashes. With honed reflexes, she hurled a brace of kunai at the nexus point. One found its mark, and to her elation, the blade sunk deep, flashing the Egui red.
They found its weakness. Kitsune smiled even as she narrowly dodged another blow.
A recovered Ninko came streaking in, rage fueling his strikes as he relentlessly attacked the vulnerable nexus. Kitsune's thrown blades joined the assault, chipping away at that vital point as the oni kept spinning to face its next attacker, confused and unable to commit to its own attacks, as if it had never been on the receiving end of them before.
The Egui thrashed in fury, its movements growing more and more erratic as the combined onslaught slowly overwhelmed it. For the first time, victory seemed within their grasp.
Until a backhand connected with Ninko, sending the brave fox catapulting limply across the courtyard.
“No!” Kitsune cried out in dismay. She glanced at him and though injured, Ninko stirred, lifting his head with effort. Not out of the fight yet.
Kitsune turned back just in time to see Yoko teleport in, scoring another critical hit on the Egui’s weak spot. The scream it emitted pierced her ears, slowed her heart. The beast thrashed wildly, whipping its fists about. She ducked one, two. She pictured the village. The empty houses. The destroyed property. The journal. The innocent villagers that never stood a chance against this monstrosity.
Oh, how she hated bullies.
Gripping a kunai tight within her grasp, she rushed forward, leapt into the air as if it were stairs, and landed full-force, kunai first, deep into the spot at the base of its neck.
It stopped screaming. Stopped flailing. A critical star floated away as it poofed, the cloud of smoke dissipating slowly.
“We beat it. Yay,” Ninko said, and promptly passed out.




Chapter 11

 
“We worked much better this time,” Kitsune remarked, thinking back on the battle as they walked. They’d taken time to rest, the overwhelming feeling of being hunted like prey finally lifted off their shoulders, a great weight disappearing into thin air. “Yoko, you did great with your teleports!”
“What about me?” Ninko asked. “I used Fox-Fire!”
Kitsune snorted. “Just because I compliment her doesn’t mean I thought you did bad. That Fox-Fire was awesome. I don’t think we would have beaten it if you hadn’t weakened it with that.”
Ninko lifted his paw for a high-five, but before Kitsune made contact, he summoned a small flame, and she pulled back her hand with a scowl.
“That’s not going to be annoying or anything.” Kitsune’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t hide her smile well.
Ninko laughed. “I mean, it wasn’t an explosion or anything, but it was still pretty cool. Like my whole body was on fire and then I hugged him! Poor guy probably had never had a hug before, and that one was its first and last.” He threw his head back, laughing harder. “Maybe there is something to the whole, using your abilities in life-threatening situations that makes them better.”
“I sure hope not,” Yoko said. “I’m glad I got better at teleporting, but I don’t want to have to be in life-or-death situations to get better.”
Kitsune grimaced. “Me either.”
“Although... your Spirit Sight helped a ton. Once you identified that weak spot, we were able to team-up and get it down.”
The trio continued to train on their journey, bolstered by defeating such a tough adversary they thought they had no chance against.
Yoko worked on teleportation, zipping across spaces in an eye blink. Ninko honed his Fox-Fire abilities, summoning small flames, and avoiding scorching his own fur. Meanwhile, Kitsune tirelessly practiced her Spirit Sight, enduring the headaches to lengthen her duration of tracking Qi energy. Despite the hardship, their persistent practice was paying off, marking their progress not only in blocks traveled but also in skills enhanced.
Their path led them toward a sprawling village, more a small city than a rural town. Clusters of tiled rooftops nestled between rolling hills signaled the thriving settlement. As the village came into view, Kitsune had an idea. This bustling hub presented the perfect opportunity for more training.
“Let's use our illusion skills to blend in,” she suggested. “I can pose as a wandering trader, while you two disguise yourselves as my merchant llamas.”
Yoko looked at her, her eyes narrowing. “Is this revenge because I told you to be a sheep that one time?”
Kitsune held back a laugh. “No way!”
Yoko and Ninko exchanged a skeptical look at the notion of pretending to be pack animals, but eventually shrugged and nodded their agreement. More deception practice could prove valuable.
Settling into a meditative pose, Kitsune concentrated on weaving an illusion to cloak her foxy features. She visualized the form of a nondescript human merchant, complete with blue flowing robes. Once the mental image solidified, she willed it into reality. When Kitsune opened her eyes, gone was any sign of her pointy ears or flowing tail. She appeared to be a plain-faced merchant eager to hawk her wares.
Meanwhile, Yoko and Ninko focused on their own illusion magic. Bodies shimmered, growing and morphing to sprout shaggy fur, cloven hooves, and large, wooly heads. Where two foxes once sat, there now stood two grumpy-looking llamas laden with packs.
Kitsune had to stifle a laugh at her companions' convincing disguises. “Wow! You two make very convincing pack animals.”
Yoko shot her an unamused look while Ninko tried to mimic llama noises. “Good idea.” She pointed at Ninko while looking at Yoko. “You should bleat like a llama. Now come on!”
“So this is revenge,” Yoko said.
“Sure is,” Kitsune muttered under her breath.
“What?” Yoko asked.
“What?” Kitsune asked her right back. “Stop lollygagging, I'm tired and want to get an inn.” She took off toward the village, her llamas in tow. Their disguises in place, the group made their way toward the village gates, ready to immerse themselves among the crowds and practice their spycraft.
As they drew close, the sounds of industry and commerce drifted over the outer walls. The creak of wooden wagon wheels mingled with the lively murmur of bustling crowds. Passing beneath the towering gates, the group found themselves immersed in frantic big-village energy. Craftsmen yelled over the ring of hammers on anvils, sculpting red-hot steel into tools and wares. Merchants hawked fresh produce and wares on crowded streets teeming with potential customers.
Vendors called out deals from their stalls as delicious scents wafted through the air. The aroma of sizzling skewers of meat blended with the sweet smell of chocolate candies.
“I’m so hungry,” Yoko said, “Do you smell that?”
“Shhh,” Kitsune shushed her. “Llamas don’t talk.”
Yoko glared, whispering, “They do spit though...”
Kitsune chuckled then turned to a food vendor selling kebabs of some kind. “Excuse me, good sir, those look quite tasty. I’ll gladly take one, and do you know where I can find some hay for my furry friends?”
“Hay?” Yoko whispered a little too loudly. The vendor gave her a strange look. “I mean... BLEEET BLEET.”
“Is your... llama okay?” he asked Kitsune.
Kitsune could barely contain her laughter, pulling the llamas away into the crowded streets. “Yoko, you’re terrible at this being disguised thing.”
“Yeah,” Ninko agreed, “I thought you’d be great at it since it's basically playing a joke on everyone you meet.”
“Hay? You were going to make us eat hay!” Yoko said indignantly. Kitsune couldn’t hold the laughter in anymore. “That’s it, I'm done with this charade.” Yoko the llama disappeared, turning invisible.
Kitsune caught her breath. “Okay, okay. You guys go invisible. I’ll get you some real food.”
Ninko disappeared into invisibility. “Gladly! I’m starving too and those kebabs looked delicious.”
A few onlookers seemed to notice the llamas disappear, and murmurs started in the crowd, but Kitsune ducked away behind a cart, changing her illusion so she looked like any simple farmer when she was out of sight.
Weaving through the throngs of shoppers, the group took in the sights. Elegant robes displayed in storefronts shimmered as nobles browsed the merchandise within. Nearby, a craftsman showed off intricate wood carvings to an admiring crowd.
When the rumblings in their bellies became too loud to ignore, the group began exploring the culinary options. They sampled succulent grilled squid drizzled in savory black sauce and sticky rice balls nearly as big as their fists. At a pastry stand, clouds of powdered sugar poofed in the air as they bit into freshly made buns, the sweet flavor bursting on their tongues. They licked their chops to savor every morsel.
Bellies pleasantly full, they continued their stroll through the expansive city, taking in the marvels of goods and culture that reminded them of how big the world truly was. Exhaustion from traveling and running for their lives set in.
“Let’s find a place to stay,” Kitsune said.




Chapter 12

 
After the day's adventures—and misadventures—Kitsune and her companions scanned the streets for a suitable inn. The Dancing Fox immediately caught their eye. Behind the carved vulpine sign, warm lantern light shone through frosted windows.
Inside, the inn bustled with patrons eager to unwind after a long day's work. A bard plucked a lively tune in the corner as the raucous crowd clapped along. Waitresses deftly wove between crowded tables, doling out sloshing mugs and piping hot meals.
A passing waitress gave Kitsune a welcoming smile. “Here for food or lodging tonight?”
“A room, and something hot to eat would be wonderful,” Kitsune replied gratefully.
The waitress gestured toward the bar where an elderly woman was drawing drinks with practiced efficiency that belied her aged appearance. “Talk to Obaba there, she's the owner. Enjoy the music in the meantime!”
Kitsune slid into an open seat near the center of the room, catching a snippet of conversation from nearby patrons.
“Samurai Hideo bleeds us dry with taxes,” one man grumbled. “He lives in luxury while we toil in poverty.”
His companions grunted in agreement, cursing the unfairness, while another man shushed them. “Don’t talk like that in public!” he hissed between clenched teeth.
It appeared even here, abusive leaders were a problem. Kitsune filed that knowledge away for later as she approached the bar. The inn's proprietor was an elderly woman who looked positively ancient. Her back was hunched, and her face so lined with wrinkles it looked like a topographic map.
Yet Obaba moved with a startling nimbleness, handling orders and banter with equal ease. She floated between patrons as spry as a woman half her age, never spilling a drop from sloshing jugs.
Shuichi had taught Kitsune that the elderly, especially one like this, who seemed stronger than their age would dictate, should be respected. “One room please, Obaba,” Kitsune requested. “And perhaps some wisdom along with it,” she added jokingly.
“Wisdom comes at a price, child,” Obaba replied wryly, then quieter so only Kitsune could hear, “but I'll give a discount for a cute fox.” She broke into a gap-toothed grin. Kitsune tensed momentarily, her eyes widening in fear. Instinctually, she felt for her ears and tail.
“Now, now,” the old woman continued, “don't be giving me that look. Just ‘cause I'm old doesn't mean I'm blind! Takes more than a simple illusion to fool these eyes.” Obaba tapped her temple knowingly.
She leaned in, dropping her voice. “Let me tell you about the time I got lost in the Twilight Woods. I wandered for days until I stumbled onto a fox. Sly little bugger, he was, playing tricks and refusing to show me the way out.”
Ninko snorted behind Kitsune.
Obaba chuckled. “But eventually I earned their trust after helping snare some fish for their dinner. Fingers come in handy, I suppose.” She wiggled her hands in front of her face. “The elder fox gifted me a jade charm to find my way through the illusory mists. Tricky folk, but helpful to those who show respect.”
Obaba patted Kitsune’s hand in a grandmotherly way. “Ah, to be young and on an epic adventure again. I'm sure you'll have many grand tales to tell old Obaba someday. For now, enjoy the music. I’ll get you a key when your room is ready.”
“Th... thank you,” Kitsune stuttered, then got ahold of herself. “Thank you.” She bowed her head, then made her way to a table.
At her table, Kitsune subtly angled her body toward where she sensed Yoko and Ninko lurked invisibly in the bustling tavern. “Keep your ears open for any useful rumors while I listen to the music,” she whispered to them.
With that instruction, she settled in to savor the bard's lively melodies and spirited tales. The notes seemed to lift the weariness from her bones. She found herself clapping along to particularly rousing refrains, swept up in the contagious energy.
As Kitsune relaxed into the music, her companions stealthily patrolled the crowded inn, prowling between tables and keeping alert for any intriguing gossip.
An hour passed in this manner, with the foxes gathering snippets and murmurs of patrons letting off steam. Kitsune listened to the tables around her for anything interesting. One patron grumbled to his drinking partners, “...he cares nothing for the Code of Bushido.”
Kitsune thought back to her training on the Code of Bushido, the honor code samurai were sworn to follow. It stressed values like loyalty, courage, and duty to one's lord and the people. No samurai would take questioning the code well.
A waitress delivered the key to her room, and Kitsune finally excused herself, ready for a peaceful night of sleep.
In the privacy of the room, Ninko and Yoko shared what they learned. Slowly, a picture emerged of deep corruption among those with power in this province. The wealthy daimyo and samurai elite exploited the hardworking peasants, ignoring any honor or duty they supposedly upheld, with samurai Hideo—the land owner of the city—treating the residents with utter contempt while taxing them unfairly.
“We might have to check up on this so-called samurai,” Kitsune said after a yawn.




Chapter 13

 
Over a hearty breakfast with her invisible friends, Kitsune decided to explore the city to get a true sense of the living conditions. Venturing out into the bustling streets again, their first impressions were of a prosperous town filled with industrious craftsmen and thriving markets. But as they strayed from the main thoroughfares into narrower back alleys and modest neighborhoods, subtle hints of hardship emerged.
Beggars clustered on shadowy street corners, some limbless or stricken by disease, holding out wooden bowls with pleading eyes toward any passerby who might take pity and spare a coin. Shopkeepers looked lean and weary, their clothing faded and threadbare, though they still shouted cheerful advertisements of their wares.
The atmosphere grew noticeably gloomier the further they roamed from the city center. Kitsune's heart sank as the reality of struggle and poverty hiding beneath the illusion of prosperity became clear. There was far more to this city than first met the eye.
Snippets of conversation carried to Kitsune's keen ears. “That corrupt Hideo bleeds us dry. My family can barely survive while he lives in opulence,” one peasant woman murmured to another while waiting in a long breadline.
Kitsune's ears twitched as a commotion erupted down the street. She turned to see a scrawny, greasy-haired man burst into a local textiles shop, sending the bead curtains rattling. Behind him strode two burly men with sheathed swords at their belts.
“By order of Magistrate Hideo, I'm here to collect this week's taxes,” one of the men declared imperiously, a smug grin splitting his sallow face.
The weary shopkeeper's shoulders slumped, but he nodded resignedly and began gathering bolts of silk and cotton from his shelves—fine fabrics he had clearly worked hard to acquire and sell.
“I'm afraid the tax has increased again this week,” the lackey said, sneering as the shopkeeper's face fell. “The magistrate has many expenses to cover.”
The shopkeeper grit his teeth. “But... if I give over all of these, I won't be able to make enough money for food.”
The brutes stepped forward menacingly, leaving no room for argument. “That sounds like a personal problem,” one grumbled.
With shaking hands, the shopkeeper surrendered the fruits of his labor, staring mournfully as they were stuffed unceremoniously into sacks.
“You've always been a loyal, prompt taxpayer,” the functionary said. “Keep up the good work.” With that mocking praise, the men departed, ignoring the shopkeeper's anguished look.
As Kitsune reached the outskirts of the city, the contrast grew starker. The vibrant storefronts of the main road gave way to sagging wooden shacks and muddy, rutted dirt paths. Gone were the lively crowds—only a few gaunt figures could be seen trudging along with their heads down.
Haggard faces surrounded them, premature lines etched from constant worry and hunger. The threadbare clothing hanging off their skinny frames provided meager shelter against the biting wind. Most troubling were the hollow eyes—drained of hope after too many days with empty bellies. Kitsune half expected them to come to her begging for money, but instead, she was avoided like the plague.
Bony children peeked out from doors, their dirty faces lighting up long enough to ask passing strangers for a scrap or coin. Each refusal left their expressions more downcast. Many of the ramshackle huts lacked windows or had roofs with holes. Inside, entire families crowded together on the dirt floors seeking warmth, with no furniture beyond a pile of straw pallets. The forgotten people here subsisted on the edge.
“This is horrible,” Yoko said, not bothering to keep her silence.
“Yeah,” Ninko agreed. “These people should go to Hoshido, we’d take care of them.”
Kitsune grimaced. “If they haven’t been brainwashed to hate the foxes...”
Kitsune's heart broke seeing parents go without food themselves to give a meager bowl of broth to their children. She longed to do more, but the scale of poverty was overwhelming. How many more suffered in silence while their rulers lived in luxury?
Venturing back on the main road revealed a different world. Like it was artificially created to be beautiful and hide poverty. It left a sour taste in Kitsune's mouth. She needed to see the samurai palace.
The ornate gates soon towered before them, wrought iron polished to a gleam and decorated with elegant scrollwork. Passing beneath the arched entrance was like stepping into another realm. “Wow...” Ninko said, “this place is... nice.”
Verdant gardens sprawled as far as the eye could see, with meticulously raked gravel paths meandering between blossoming cherry trees and trickling ponds filled with vibrant koi fish. Marble statuary lined the path, depicting noble warriors and mythic creatures. The setting was idyllic—more fitting for the imperial palace than a simple provincial lord.
At the heart of the grounds rose the palace—a soaring multi-tiered masterpiece of wood, stone, and colored tiles. Sweeping eaves curled skyward with elaborate golden adornments. Within, Kitsune glimpsed rich tapestries and priceless porcelain vases through open windows.
The perimeter was patrolled by stern-faced guards clad in gleaming armor, spear tips glinting in the sun. Servants in fine silks tended flower beds and pruned trees just so. The entire estate showed immense wealth and comfort for the elite few who lived there.
Kitsune wandered the perimeter of the lavish palace grounds, keeping watch for any opportunities. Soon a small side door opened to allow two servants to haul out kitchen scraps.
Seizing the chance, Kitsune quickly wove an illusion to disguise herself as a nitwit villager out for a carefree stroll. She meandered nearer as if simply exploring.
“Shame to waste so much food when people are starving out there,” one servant said to the other, glancing sadly at the heaping bags.
His companion nodded. “Could feed a family for a week with the scraps from one royal feast.”
Just then, a stern guard noticed them eyeing the food scraps. “Don't even think about taking those. Palace property only,” he barked.
“But surely the excess could go to—” the first servant tried to suggest.
The guard cut him off. “The magistrate has decreed none shall beg within the city. Dumping scraps will only encourage vermin,” he said with a tone of finality.
Kitsune watched in disgust as the servants, resigned, continued dumping the wasted food. Such callousness and greed twisted her stomach into knots.
The guard noticed her then, scowling beneath his helmet. “Move along there, peasant!” He smacked his spear butt on the ground menacingly.
Kitsune quickly bobbed her head submissively and scurried away, the illusion intact. But inside, her anger seethed at this extravagant hoarding while people starved feet away.
When she was finally away from the palace grounds, she went to a small park, sitting on a bench. “Is this how the entire country lives?” She asked the question rhetorically, but Yoko answered anyway.
“I hope not. Even though it’s hidden, our Fox village is way better than this. Everyone there gets plenty to eat.” She blew out a breath invisibly.
“Guys, I think we need to do something about this.” Kitsune waved in the general direction of the palace.
“What do you mean?” Ninko asked.
“I think we need to do what ninjas do best and get to spying. There’s got to be something we can learn in there to take that samurai down.” She clenched her fist.
“That's a great idea. It would be so much easier if you could use invisibility though, don’t you think?” Yoko had a note of condemnation in her voice.
Kitsune rolled her eyes. “I’m still working on that. But in the meantime, you guys are great at being invisible. You should go sneak around in there and learn what you can.”
“What are you going to do?” Ninko asked.
Kitsune concentrated for a moment, her outfit changing to the illusion of a guard. “Being invisible is great, but it's even better if you can actually talk to people.”




Chapter 14

 
Under the guise of illusion magic, Kitsune took on the appearance of a stern royal guard, adorned in gleaming armor. She boldly marched up the winding path toward the towering palace gates, prepared to infiltrate and uncover the samurai's misdeeds.
As she approached the wrought-iron gates, she felt Ninko and Yoko brush swiftly by her legs, the foxes slipping invisibly into the guarded compound ahead of her.
But a gruff shout halted Kitsune in her tracks. “You there! You're late for your post!”
Kitsune turned to see a scowling guard striding toward her, annoyance etched on his face beneath his plumed helmet. She quickly formulated an excuse.
“Oh, uh, apologies, sir. I'm... new here,” she explained with an awkward salute, trying her best to look sheepish.
The guard sighed in exasperation, looking her up and down. “Another new recruit, eh? I was supposed to be relieved an hour ago! I'll have to report your tardiness to the captain.”
Panicked, Kitsune bowed repeatedly. “Please don't, sir. It won't happen again, I promise. I just got a bit lost on the way...”
The guard rubbed his chin, then held out his hand. “Well, perhaps I could forget to mention your little mistake... for the right compensation.”
Kitsune grimaced, but dutifully dug out several emeralds from her pocket, placing them in his outstretched palm.
But the guard was not satisfied.
“Come now, surely a royal guard earns more than that?” His raised eyebrow demanded further tribute.
With rising disgust, Kitsune surrendered a few more gems. “That's all I have, sir.”
The guard examined the emeralds greedily before stuffing them away with a sneer. “I suppose that will suffice—this time. But no more tardiness, or the penalty will be steeper.”
With immense relief, Kitsune watched him saunter away into town to spend his ill-gotten gains. As soon as he was out of sight, she abandoned her guard post to scout the opulent mansion interior, on high alert for any other guards.
Kitsune patrolled through the mansion's gilded halls with growing… she couldn’t define the emotion. Anger? Disgust? Its grand luxury in sickening contrast to the poverty outside. Lavish sitting rooms were filled with furniture so fancy it couldn’t possibly be comfortable, while intricate original paintings lined the walls. Not a single scuff marred the polished floors, proof of tireless servant hands. The empty banquet hall could feast scores yet sat empty, ready for the master alone. Outrage brewed within Kitsune at such decadent excess and hypocrisy.
As Kitsune navigated the mansion's halls, she came across a pair of servants dusting an ornamental vase. Deciding to try gleaning information, she approached them. “Pardon me.”
The servants turned from their task. Kitsune offered them a grin from behind her helmet. “I was hoping you could clarify something for me,” she began politely. “How often does Lord Hideo hold feasts here in the banquet hall?”
The servants' eyes went wide at being directly addressed by a guard. They shrank back, glancing anxiously at each other. Finally, the elder servant stammered. “W-we're not to speak unless allowed by the lord himself.” She gasped, covering her mouth with trembling fingers as if she'd committed some grave transgression.
“I'm sorry, I shouldn't have asked,” Kitsune said with a frown. The servant quickly grabbed her companion's arm and hurried away down the hall, vanishing around a corner. Kitsune watched them go, heart sinking. The servants’ fear of being singled out spoke volumes about the controlling environment fostered by the ruler.
Eventually, she found Lord Hideo himself relaxing in an open-air pavilion, enjoying a small feast arrayed on polished teakwood tables. He lazily plucked grapes from a heaping platter, sipping wine between bites. The melody of a personal minstrel trio filled the air as Hideo lounged amidst more finery than his subjects would earn in a lifetime.
Unable to stomach the scene, Kitsune backed away, the lord oblivious to the imposter in his midst. She had seen enough.
Back at The Dancing Fox Inn and back in her previous disguise, Kitsune awaited the return of her companions, hoping their own covert mission bore fruit. As the moon rose high, Yoko and Ninko crept into the room, proudly carrying a leather-bound book.
“What’s that?” Kitsune asked, pointing at the book. Ninko spit it out with a thunk, and Kitsune picked it up. She scrunched her face up in confusion. “I don’t... what am I reading?”
“That,” Yoko said, “is the tax records for the city.” She sat on her haunches, tails flowing proudly behind her. “We hardly looked at it but could tell right away something was off.”
Kitsune grimaced. She’d studied arithmetic in the Fox Clan village, and in her spy training, she’d learned all about things like reading ledgers so she could better infiltrate any kind of organization. But it had never been something she was particularly interested in, and math is one of those things that if you don’t use it, you tend to forget it. “Can you explain it to me like I'm five?”
Yoko nodded, tracing a paw down the columns of figures. “See here—the total amount of taxes collected from the townspeople each month is massive.” She flipped to a section showing outgoing funds. “But then look—the portion he sends to the daimyo as lawfully required is only a small fraction of what he takes in.”
Yoko tapped the incriminating numbers with her claw. “He's taken lots of money from the people and stealing the extra. This is clear proof.”
Kitsune's eyes widened as understanding dawned, then narrowed in outrage. She had suspected as much—the discrepancy between the royalty and the common people was too great and the evidence clearly revealed the magnitude of the magistrate's greed and corruption. While families starved in poverty outside the lavish mansion, their suffering funded the samurai's overindulgent lifestyle.
“This is exactly the proof we need to expose his misdeeds,” Kitsune said, tapping her hand on the book. “Good job, guys.” She sighed. “But now the question is... how do we deal with it? The people already know they’re being robbed and the person who should do something about it is the one doing the robbing.” Kitsune sighed, clutching the tax ledger. “Revealing his corruption may not be enough.”
Yoko nodded. “You're right. The townspeople already know Hideo is robbing them. But maybe they have no idea just how bad it is...”
“They have eyes that see the difference, and stomachs that feel the hunger,” Kitsune said, sounding angrier than she’d meant to. “They have to know how bad it is.”
“Maybe if the daimyo knew how much tax revenue was being embezzled, he might intervene,” Ninko suggested hopefully. “You know, go to the bad guy’s boss.”
Yoko shook her head. “Corruption seems to be the name of the game. The daimyo likely turns a blind eye as long as he gets his.”
“Then there’s only one thing to do,” Ninko said with a fox shrug.
Yoko and Kitsune looked at him.
“We gather all the townspeople and help them organize a resistance,” Ninko proposed, tail swishing excitedly.
Kitsune’s eyes widened, and she moved as if to shake her head. “That’s...” Something in her face changed, and her eyes lit up a little. “That’s actually not a bad plan,” she said instead, as the idea sunk in. “There are more villagers than guards. Way more! Twenty to one. Maybe forty to one.” She stood up and paced across the room, her head bent as she considered it. “It’ll take a lot of planning and some convincing. Figuring out how to arm even the poorest villagers.” She stopped pacing and looked at her fox friends. “But I don’t want to get famous for starting a rebellion. I still have a whole quest that doesn’t even concern this place.”
Yoko nudged Kitsune with her nose. “If we don’t want to start it, we need to go to the source. We need to get this information to a village elder.”




Chapter 15

 
They spent the evening debating how to best present their evidence to the respected village elders. Simply revealing themselves as foxes would breed suspicion. After contemplation, Kitsune disguised herself as a wandering trader again. Ninko and Yoko remained invisible. Yoko was just happy not to be a llama again. Kitsune would claim a guilt-ridden servant handed her the tax records, unable to bear witnessing the suffering caused by his master's greed.
As they prepared to go, Kitsune realized she was missing a key piece of information: Who was the village elder? Fortunately, she knew just the person who could tell her.
The innkeeper.
Kitsune found Obaba behind the bar of the Dancing Fox Inn, deftly twirling glassware with practiced hands as she poured drinks for patrons.
“Obaba, do you have a minute?” Kitsune asked.
“For you? Always.” Obaba set down a polished mug with a wink. “What'll it be, foxling?” Kitsune grimaced, looking from side to side at the other patrons. Obaba chuckled. “Don’t you worry. Nobody hears me if I don’t want them to.” The old lady leaned heavily against the counter. “Picked up that trick while I was fighting dark shugenja in the swamps of Taldoran. You wouldn’t believe how well crocodile people can hear. Why, one time—”
Kitsune smiled, but held up a hand. “I don’t mean to be rude, but may I ask my question?”
Obaba winked and launched into an elaborate drink-mixing routine, tossing bottles theatrically before catching them behind her back. Patrons cheered as she spun and flipped ingredients with surprising nimbleness before sliding a vivid concoction to Kitsune. It had a tiny paper umbrella in it.
“This is an Obaba specialty! It’s got acai, orange juice, and coconut water from the island of Moing Te. Very tasty.” She smacked her lips. “And hydrating. On the house, my dear! Now, what wisdom do you seek from old Obaba today?” The innkeeper leaned in, a grin revealing her signature gap-toothed smile.
“Actually, I was hoping you could tell me where to find the village elder? I have some sensitive documents to present to them.” Kitsune chose her words carefully.
“Ah, straight to business then!” Obaba's playful demeanor vanished, replaced by a piercing, knowing look. “Haru's place is just east of the square. This time of day you’ll find him at the village square. You’ll know him when you see him. But tread carefully, foxling. I heard there was a ruckus over at the mansion.” She winked at Kitsune.
“Thank you, Obaba,” Kitsune said, bowing respectfully.
“Don’t forget your drink, girlie.” Obaba went back to pouring drinks for other customers and Kitsune picked hers up, sipping at it. It was tasty and quite refreshing, and her eyes widened when a buff appeared.
Calm
Calm reduces your nerves and helps you keep a clear mind. Duration 2 hours.
Kitsune couldn’t help her grin. Obaba was definitely more than met the eye.
She went into the bathroom, cast her illusion, and left the inn.
In the bustling village square, she found Elder Haru leading a group of villagers in tranquil Tai-Chi motions, their flowing forms casting interesting shadows on the ground.
Kitsune patiently awaited the conclusion of the elegant ritual before approaching the elder. Bowing low in reverence, she greeted him. “Honored Elder Haru, I apologize for the interruption. But I have uncovered something deeply concerning about Samurai Hideo that must be shared.”
The elder's bushy silver eyebrows raised in surprise, but he nodded sagely. With a subtle wave of his hand, he dispersed the lingering villagers to give them privacy. “Come to my home and tell me what troubles you.”
She followed him in silence. When they arrived, before she could say anything, Elder Haru set out some tea, making two hot cups and offering one to Kitsune. She graciously took it, noticing how he seemed to appreciate tradition. Serving a guest tea before getting into the conversation. “Now, what can I do for you?” the elder asked after Kitsune took a sip.
Settled atop threadbare floor cushions within Haru's modest hut, Kitsune carefully retrieved the detailed tax records and presented them to the elder. He accepted the leather ledger with knotted hands that spoke of decades of martial arts training. “What’s this now?”
With growing unease, the elder perused the meticulous documentation of taxes extorted from the suffering townspeople by the corrupt Hideo's regime. Kitsune pointed out month after month of exorbitant sums far beyond what the daimyo asked, which the magistrate instead rerouted to his own overflowing coffers.
Elder Haru looked up at Kitsune. “How long have you had this?”
“Just since yesterday,” Kitsune answered.
“They’ll notice it’s gone missing,” Elder Haru said. But he didn’t elaborate on what that might mean.
As the sheer scale of Hideo's insatiable greed and corruption became apparent, Elder Haru's aged face creased in deepening outrage. His thick white eyebrows drew down sharply over his clouded eyes. He shook his head, wispy beard swaying.
“I knew Hideo had strayed far from the true and virtuous path, but this... this is beyond the pale!” Haru's normally tranquil voice was tight with restrained fury. He rose abruptly, beginning to pace as curses in the old tongue whispered past his lips.
“That a samurai sworn to honor and duty could stoop to such disgraceful pillaging of those under his protection... I assumed the daimyo was the one levying such huge taxes...” The elder trailed off, disgust etched in every line of his face. He turned to Kitsune, fire lighting his old eyes. “We must share this with the others.” At Kitsune's puzzled look, he explained.
“There is a small group of disenfranchised villagers who have wished to act against Hideo, but lacked proof of his misdeeds. They will be greatly heartened by this.” Haru carefully wrapped the ledger in cloth. “I will bring it to them straight away.” He bowed to her. “Thank you for bringing this to me. If you should happen across the servant who gave this to you, give them my respect.”
Kitsune bowed back. She didn’t need to tell him it was her. She wasn’t doing it for the glory. “It would be my honor.”
She left, ducking into an alley to change her appearance once again.
Yoko popped into visibility for a moment. “Now what? I think we’ve gotten as involved as we should. I don’t know how much more we can do if we want to keep a low profile.”
“Maybe it’s time for us to move on,” Ninko suggested. “Everywhere we go, we find trouble. I just wanted to rest after running into that Egui, not start an uprising.”
“The uprising was your idea!” Kitsune said, but she was laughing as she crafted an illusion of a farmer. “Maybe you're right. We can only do so much. Let’s get a good night's sleep, and we can leave in the morning.”




Chapter 16

 
That evening, the Dancing Fox Inn buzzed with an anxious, rebellious energy. She didn’t know exactly who Elder Haru had met with, or what he did with the tax records, but she didn’t need to. It was clear word of the tax thievery had spread rapidly through the village.
Kitsune overheard more than a few hushed conversations from angry villagers about rising against the greedy magistrate's cruelty. The common room was packed, the ale flowing freely as outraged patrons discussed the day's events and the future’s plans.
When Kitsune eventually retired to her room to rest for the coming journey, Obaba shot her a knowing wink and smirk. Though subtle, her approval was clear. Kitsune went to bed feeling content she had shed light on the outrageous corruption levels and perhaps helped spark real change. Master Shuichi would surely be proud.
But while Kitsune's sleep was peaceful, dawn broke with a far less tranquil atmosphere. She shot upright in bed, jolted from slumber by frantic shouting.
Ninko let out an irritated groan from his pillow. “Oh man… we should've just left last night.”
Yoko was already up and peering out the window, her fur bristling anxiously. “Something's happening in the village square. Something bad.”
Adrenaline banished any remnants of sleep from Kitsune's mind. “This probably has to do with us, doesn’t it?”
“Ya think?” Ninko asked, popping into invisibility. “Let’s go see what's going on.”
With her invisible companions on her heels, she raced to the village center, bracing herself for whatever fresh chaos awaited.
Turmoil engulfed the village square as Kitsune arrived on the scene. The once-peaceful common space now echoed with the enraged shouts of Samurai Hideo. Face mottled with fury, he screamed threats while his armed retainers dragged terrified villagers into the open. He wore his full samurai armor, implying danger with his mere presence.
“The gutless thief who dared steal from me has until sundown to turn themselves in!” Hideo bellowed, spit flying from his mouth. “If the coward does not come forward, you will all suffer for their crime.”
Kitsune felt relief calm her tension as Elder Haru hurried forth from the frightened crowd. Maybe this would relax the samurai. The wise elder held out his hands in a placating gesture as he approached.
“Lord Hideo, please. Let us sit and discuss this matter calmly,” Haru entreated, his normally serene voice edged with urgency.
But Hideo would hear none of the elder's wise counsel. “Silence, old man!” the corrupt official seethed. “When I discover who dared make a fool of me, they will rue the day they drew breath!” He shoved the elder, knocking him to the ground, and the crowd broke out into angry whispers.
A red-faced merchant with his lips curled over his teeth stomped toward the confrontation, trailed by a helper clutching a stack of papers. He cracked his knuckles. “Samurai Hideo! Is this what you seek? This book of lies?” He grabbed the thick stack of papers and held them in the air, gripping it so hard his knuckles were white.
Kitsune gasped. The stolen tax records.
“Testuo! How dare you! I should have known it was you.” Samurai Hideo seethed at the merchant, spittle flying out of his mouth. “You will pay for this with your life.” He narrowed his eyes at the man. “And your family will pay as well.”
The merchant, Tetsuo, looked around at the crowd, getting more agitated by the second. A layer of sweat was visible across his skin. He kept his voice low and even when he asked, “Is that really how you want this to go?”
Before Hideo could react, the merchant flung the copied pages skyward. A fluttering rain of paper descended upon the crowd. Stunned villagers snatched the copies from the air, eyes blowing wide as they read them.
Kitsune grabbed a paper herself, turning it over to look at it. It was a copy of one page of the ledger, displaying the samurai’s corruption for all to see.
Samurai Hideo caught a paper, reading it. He crushed it in his shaking fist, his face going white. “Guards! Seize him! Prepare him for execution!” He withdrew his sword, pointing it at Tetsuo.
“Uh oh, I think this is like a villain's origin story,” Ninko whispered. “He’s going from extorting people to full-on murderhobo.”
Kitsune swallowed and cleared her throat. “I didn’t think that would happen.”
“What?” Yoko asked. “Did you expect him to go peacefully into the night? Corrupt people will do anything to hold on to their power.”
Kitsune didn’t answer. Just watched, torn between anger and sadness.
The samurai’s guard shoved villagers aside to get to Tetsuo, and the merchant didn’t struggle or flee. “If you strike me down, you will be signing your own death warrant. Look at these people!”
He was right. The crowd of villagers shouted, fists raised high above them, filled with white-hot anger. Guards stood in a wide circle keeping the crowd back, but Kitsune wondered if they could hold them.
It didn’t seem to matter to the samurai. “They will learn their place soon enough.” The guards drug Tetsuo by the arms to Hideo, shoving him down onto his knees. “But you will learn your lesson right now.” He raised his sword high in the air above the merchant.
Time seemed to freeze as a kunai clanged into Hideo’s helmet.
Tink.
A collective gasp spread through the crowd before they fell deathly silent.
Hideo looked down at the weapon. “Who threw that?” he shouted, eyeing the crowd.
“I did,” Kitsune said, her voice flat and strong. The crowd parted around her to reveal Kitsune, in full ninja armor, her wakizashi out, and her face covered in the illusion of an angry oni.




Chapter 17

 
Surprised murmurs rippled through the gathered crowd at this mysterious challenger's arrival.
“Who in the blazing netherworld are you?” Hideo demanded, sizing her up with a suspicious glare as he shifted into a fighting stance.
Kitsune's mind raced as she scrambled to come up with an imposing alias on the fly. “I am... I am justice!” she declared, injecting as much bravado into her voice as she could muster. “I am the night, I am... Bat-er, no...” she trailed off lamely, wincing beneath her mask as her mind whirled to come up with a cool name.
Behind her, snickers arose from invisible Yoko and Ninko as they reacted to her fumbled proclamation. Kitsune grimaced, heat rising to her cheeks. “Coming up with names is hard!” she whispered to her invisible companions. She wished she’d already had a great name, like Jack earned in the Millennial Tournament. ‘Dragonbane’ was epic.
“You started off sounding so cool,” Ninko whispered.
“Yeah, I was excited to see where that was going,” Yoko said quietly.
Hideo scoffed aloud at her floundering introduction. “Baterno? What foolishness. A foolish name for a foolish upstart about to meet a painful end.” He turned and gestured imperiously to his two warriors. “Fang! Tong! Teach this impudent whelp a lethal lesson in respect.”
Kitsune tensed as the warriors moved toward her. The one called Fang wore a tight-fitting outfit of blue and yellow. His hair poked out crazily from his head and he smirked as he spread his arms wide, two vicious blades popping out from each wrist, glinting in the light.
The other one, Tong, was huge and bald. Like a bodybuilder, his shirtless form showed muscles so big they could be boulders. Kitsune understood why he was so muscular when he popped a warhammer out from his inventory. But it was no ordinary warhammer. It was taller than the man himself, with a metal striker covered in round painful-looking knobs. He hefted his massive, blunt-headed warhammer easily, as if it weighed nothing. “As you command, Lord Hideo,” he said through massive teeth in his massive mouth.
The two of them stalked toward her. Kitsune raised her hands slowly in a pacifying gesture as they closed in, buying precious seconds to think. The pair paused, confusion flickering across their faces.
Kitsune chewed her lip. “Mockingbird? No…”
Fang and Tong each cocked their heads.
“Zorro?”
“What are you doing, girl?” Tong asked, his voice deep and gravelly.
“I’m trying to come up with a cool name!”
Fang flashed his vicious metal claws in the sun. “I thought your name was Baterno?”
Kitsune grit her teeth as Ninko failed to suppress another snort behind her.
With a hefty grunt, Tong hoisted his massive, warhammer, the cobblestones cracking under its immense weight. “You seem to take this fight too lightly, whelp. It is your last one after all.”
Yoko whispered to Kitsune. “What's our plan here?”
“I want to explode things!” Ninko responded eagerly.
Kitsune frowned. “No, we can't reveal your abilities. I have an idea, just stay invisible and attack when I say.” Ninko let out a disappointed sigh.
Fang looked at her, one eyebrow up. “What's wrong with you? Why are you talking to yourself? There’s no need to come up with a name for your last fight.”
Tong laughed scornfully. “Make sure to tell us before we put it on your tombstone.” He charged forward, swinging his warhammer in a crushing overhand blow. Kitsune leapt out of the way, barely dodging the attack. It had come faster than she’d expected. The hammer crashed into the ground like a meteor, the stone blocks vaporizing with the power of the blow.
Fang came in on the heels of the attack, his claws flashing. Kitsune got her wakizashi up in time to block the first attack, but the nimble warrior scored a hit with his other hand, flashing her red. The crowd spread wide, forming a square around them.
The fight was on.
Kitsune blocked and parried attacks from Fang, who came in like lightning. Whenever an opening presented itself, she threw in a kick or a punch, scoring hits occasionally.
She had to move constantly to avoid strikes from Tong's huge warhammer, too, each slam causing blocks to simply disappear where it hit. The two of them fought like they’d been practicing together for a long time, which they probably had. They were good fighters. But Kitsune could tell she was better, better than each individually, anyway. As a team, it was a tough fight.
The crowd stayed quiet, but a quick glance showed many hopeful faces. One boy cheered, but a man—his father, likely—quickly clasped a hand over his mouth, giving Samurai Hideo a sideways glance.
Kitsune chucked out a kunai, scoring a hit against Tong, but paying for it with a kick from Fang. The battlefield was becoming a mess with all the destroyed blocks from Tong’s attacks, forcing her opponents to slow down as they avoided pitfalls. Kitsune, though, simply used Air-Walk to step on the broken chunks of the village square as if it were still solid ground, giving her an advantage in the fight.
It was an advantage she needed as Fang and Tong’s teamwork was impeccable. She found herself on her back foot, on the constant defense with hardly any opportunities to strike back. She leapt backwards into the air, using Air-Walk to double-jump and flipping several blocks away to get some breathing room.
Her two opponents stopped advancing, Tong taking a moment to gloat with a sinister laugh. “You are good, but no match for us.”
Fang smirked. “You’ve got some great moves. It’s a shame we must end a promising martial artist.”
Tong hefted his warhammer. “I’m going to crush you so bad, your ghost will be as thin as paper.” He let out another hearty laugh.
Kitsune's eyes widened, sudden inspiration hitting her as hard as Tong’s warhammer. She straightened up, concentrating on her illusion magic. “Well boys, it’s been a nice warm-up, but it's time to end this.” In a flow, like paint being poured over her, her hair became long and as dark black as night. The transformation continued, her outfit turning bright white and giving off a thin hazy glow like fog under the sun. Several of the villagers watching gasped, and one even ran off, yelling about ghosts.
She pointed her wakizashi at her opponents. “I am justice for the world that was. I am... the Imperial Yūrei!”
“Okay, that was really cool,” Ninko whispered behind her.
“Very intimidating,” Yoko said. “Shuichi would approve.”
Kitsune smiled beneath her illusory mask.
Fang and Tong looked at each other, then back at Kitsune and both exploded in laughter. “That is a terrible name, Baterno,” Fang taunted.
Kitsune grit her teeth and whispered, “It’s time guys,” then shouted out the name of an attack. “Eternal vengeance of the phantom!”
Ninko and Yoko, understanding what to do, invisibly leapt into action, both scoring an attack, one on Fang and one on Tong, flashing them each red.
The guards yelped in surprise and pain. Tong’s face was no longer smiling. “I guess it’s about to get serious, then.”
He drove his hammer down in an overhead swing, still several blocks away from Kitsune.
“Celestial Thunderstrike!” he shouted as the warhammer extended in length, reaching where Kitsune stood.




Chapter 18

 
Kitsune leapt to the side, her long illusory black hair flowing behind her. Tong’s attack crashed into the ground like TNT, exploding an entire line of blocks, creating a deep crater.
Fang used Tong’s warhammer as a springboard, leaping at Kitsune. “Blade Barrage!” he screamed, slashing at the air in front of Kitsune, silvery light coming off his claws and expanding to the height of a villager, shooting at Kitsune with a speed that startled her.
Kitsune backflipped, using the air to double-jump, and launched a spray of kunai at Fang. He slashed them out of the air with his claws, but Ninko chomped down on his leg, flashing him red.
“My Phantom Bite technique won't stop until you do!” Kitsune shouted, throwing a kunai sideways at Tong.
“Strength of the Hammer!” Tong yelled and his warhammer shrank, down to the size of a normal warhammer but his skin turned gray like the iron of the knobby head. Kitsune's kunai bounced off the man like it hit a block of iron. He grunted as an attack from Yoko landed but caused no damage.
“Your phantom technique cannot break through my armor.”
Kitsune frowned. He was right, Yoko wouldn’t be able to bite through his armor technique.
She didn’t have time to think of another plan because he charged in toward her, his warhammer moving faster than its original size.
Kitsune pointed at his feet. “Poltergeist step!” she yelled, and Tong stumbled as he ran, Yoko having jumped in front of his leg to trip him up.
With Tong trying to get his balance, Kitsune focused on Fang, who was slashing the air around him as he attempted to fend off Kitsune’s ‘phantoms.’ She opened Spirit Sight to look for any weaknesses the man might have and nodded as she saw how his Qi was mostly flowing down toward his claws as if it took all his concentration to keep them out.
In her ninja training, she’d spent a lot of time learning about the meridians of a person's body—the areas where Qi energy flowed through to power their abilities. Shuichi had trained her on the pressure points someone could use to help, or hinder, a person’s Qi manipulation, the power that gave martial artists their fantastic abilities. There were hundreds of meridians in a body, so attempting to disrupt them in combat was typically a guessing game that resulted in losing a fight.
But with Kitsune’s Spirit Sight on, she could tell where Fang's power was concentrated. And that gave her a huge advantage.
“Poltergeist step!” she yelled again, and Ninko must have understood as he tripped up Fang, leaving him open to an attack from Kitsune. “Touch of the grave!” she yelled and in a two-fingered jab, she stabbed down on the pressure point for the meridian Fang channeled his energy into for his claws.
Fang gasped. He didn’t take any damage, but his claws retracted, his power disrupted. Suddenly weaponless, he frantically lashed out with an axe kick at Kitsune’s head. She blocked with crossed arms, then slashed with her wakizashi, scoring a critical hit. Ninko continued his assault on the man, scoring frequent hits and Kitsune pressed the attack, slamming a powerful side kick into Fang, her heel planting squarely in his chest and sending him tumbling to the ground.
Fang gasped for air, having it knocked out of him, and Kitsune knew he was out of the fight. She didn’t have time to catch her breath, though, as Tong came in, moving carefully to avoid her Poltergeist Step attack.
“I can’t break through his armor,” Yoko whispered hastily beside her.
Kitsune nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it.”
She put away her wakizashi and pulled out her heavy weapon: the Spectral Katana.
Spectral Katana
+8 Attack Damage
Ignores armor.
Can hit intangible.
“You’ll pay for what you did to Fang,” Tong sneered at her. “I am a fortress you cannot hope to break.” He came at her then, warhammer flashing fast, his obvious skill with the weapon on full display.
Kitsune dodged the first attack, then blocked the next, swiping out with a floorsweep kick. Her foot connected to Tong's ankle, sending a shockwave of pain up her leg and flashing her red. It was like kicking granite.
Tong laughed, slamming a fist into Kitsune’s shoulder, and she may as well have been hit by his warhammer, his fist was so hard.
She backed up, ignoring the pain in her foot, and got on the defensive. Blocking and dodging and waiting for an opening. “Underworld Wraith’s Wrath!” she yelled and used illusion magic to create the image of a horrible undead wraith, bearing down on Tong.
Tong crossed his arms to defend, and that was the only opening she needed.
She performed a handspring, landing behind Tong, and leapt, slashing down with her Spectral Katana in a powerful kesagiri strike. “Spectral Slash!”
Tong didn’t bother blocking. He was proud and sure of his impenetrable armor.
But Tong didn’t know what hit him.
The sword crashed into him, cutting through his armor like a hot knife through butter, scoring a powerful, critical hit.
Tong stumbled, gasping in pain and surprise at his technique being made worthless. His loss of balance kept him in the perfect position for Kitsune to follow up, slashing him over and over, and flashing him red like a blinking stoplight.
“Enough!” Tong shouted, gasping for breath. “Enough! I yield!”
“No! You do not yield,” Samurai Hideo shouted, making his first remark of the fight. “You fight to the death!”
Kitsune looked down at Tong who looked up at her, his face ashen, his eyes wide and bloodshot. She gently nudged him with her foot. “You are a good fighter. I accept your surrender, but if you stab me in the back, I will certainly end you.” She made her eyes glow white with otherworldly light.
Tong nodded, bowing his head toward her from his prone position.
Hideo would have none of it. “Stand up, you fool!”
Tong frowned, looking at Hideo, then Kitsune, then back to Hideo. “You don’t pay me to die.”
Hideo sneered at him. “You'll suffer for this betrayal.” He clapped and his armor changed, morphing from the standard samurai armor into a silver almost mirror-like set of plate armor. It was so bright the sun reflected off it, blinding everyone in the courtyard.
When Kitsune blinked the spots away, Hideo was gone, disappearing without a trace.
“Coward!” Fang shouted into the empty air.




Chapter 19

 
The sprawling mansion was in a state of chaos when they arrived. Panicked servants rushed about haphazardly. Their master must have given orders to prepare for immediate departure.
Kitsune found Hideo in his dining room, hurling silverware into open chests.
“You!” Hideo spat upon seeing Kitsune. But he quickly shifted to a charming tone, flashing his most disarming smile. “Come now, let's not be hasty. I'm sure we can resolve this misunderstanding.”
Kitsune stood resolute, blocking his escape. “You thought you could just... run away? Those villagers are owed justice for the way you’ve behaved!”
Hideo laughed breezily. “Justice! Such a subjective concept, no?” He sauntered closer, exuding confident energy. “What is just for one person may seem unjust to another. All I ask for is freedom, as is the right of every person.”
Kitsune felt uncomfortable with how close he was and took a step back.
“Allow me safe passage, with ample reward for your... discretion.” He gestured to an open chest, overflowing with glittering gems and artifacts. “I can make you rich beyond your wildest dreams.”
Kitsune paused, silent, shocked he would attempt a bribe.
Seeing her falter, Hideo pressed his advantage. “Come now, be sensible. Let us move on from this unpleasant business.” He was so close she felt his hot breath on her skin. Yuck. His eyes bored intensely into hers, willing her to agree.
Kitsune laughed in his face, and he flinched backwards. “Wait, did you think I was actually considering your offer? Have you lived so deeply in corruption you think everyone is as bad as you?”
Hideo's charming facade instantly morphed into ugly rage. With a feral howl, he drew his blade. Kitsune tensed as Hideo made the same motion he had earlier to activate his blinding technique. But this time she was prepared. With a flexing of a fist, she wove illusion magic around him, enveloping the corrupt official in an inky globe of darkness.
Reality warped and twisted as networked veins of light erupted outwards, shattering the globe of darkness. But the containment had spared Kitsune's vision. “That trick won’t work on me again!”
“Fine, now you will learn the power of my Silver Starlight technique!” He raised a hand, light gathering in the palm like a ball of chaotic energy. Kitsune wasn’t afraid—this man had only proven he was an immense coward. She could thwart any attack he could make.
She opened her Spirit-Sight to get a glimpse of his Qi, but between the jumble of energy that was his Qi and the attack he was forming, it was hard to make out what was going on—just that it used a lot of energy.
A beam of bright yellow light shattered her confidence. It blasted out of Hideo’s hand, faster than anything she’d seen in combat. It hit her square in the chest, forcing her to take a step to keep her balance, and evaporating a quarter of her hearts. She felt where the beam had hit and gasped when her fingers found the hole that had been burned in her armor.
“My armor! That was a gift!”
Hideo sneered at her. “I think your priorities are wrong. You should be worrying about staying alive.” He shot a blast at her again, but this time she was prepared, having witnessed it once, she knew when to dodge. She jumped, then double-jumped, flipping over while drawing her wakizashi at the same time. She came down in an overhead chop that she was hoping would end this fight.
Her blade was met by Hideo’s, and she bounced off, landing on her feet, their faces so close she could make out the frantic fury in his eyes. “Did you think I was weak?” he spat.
“Cowards usually are,” Kitsune said, then performed a push-kick, separating them and giving her some space. She threw three kunai with practiced ease at him. He blocked one with his sword, the other two hitting him, and flashing him red. She smirked.
Hideo only chuckled. “Your kunai use illusion magic? My armor blocks damage from anything that uses light! Those attacks were like tiny bug bites. Prepare to die!” He slashed downward with his sword, a rippling arc of light following the movement of his blade and zipping toward Kitsune.
Kitsune grimaced. This man was proving to be much more resourceful than she thought. She partially deflected the attack, taking a bit of damage. “Eternal Vengeance of the Phantom!” she yelled, calling Ninko and Yoko into action, who had been patiently waiting, invisible, behind her.
Hideo screamed out as he was attacked by the unseen foxes, taking damage. Kitsune checked again with Spirit-Sight as he fought through her distraction. Hideo was very well-trained. Except for where the foxes attacked, his Qi flowed in smooth lines throughout his body, and she couldn’t see any obvious weak points. Yikes.
“So you do have some power,” Hideo said. He stabbed his sword into the ground and light exploded off him in a nova. Kitsune heard Ninko and Yoko yip in pain. They’d bought her enough time to get out a potion, but a blast of light energy exploded the bottle before she could drink it. She threw another set of kunai at him, more to distract than to hurt.
Kitsune concentrated, and two more Kitsune’s appeared to either side of her. She scrambled around, sending her illusions in to attack Hideo, hoping to confuse him. He simply laughed, setting off another nova of light that burst apart the illusions, exposing Kitsune.
It was enough of a distraction, though, and she was able to score a critical hit.
Hideo swirled his blade in a sideways arc, and she leapt backwards to avoid it. She could not avoid the arc of light energy that came out of the blade a moment later, and took damage and lost her balance.
“Poltergeist step!” she shouted, hoping one of the foxes was close enough to trip him.
They weren’t. Hideo didn’t stumble or trip. He did flash red, though. The foxes must have bitten him instead.
He continued his advance and Kitsune chewed her lip. His ability to disrupt her illusions was annoying. She had to try something different.
There was a commotion at the door to the room and several villagers, including the village elder, Haru, burst in, distracting Hideo for a moment.
Kitsune concentrated on her Qi and her fox abilities, thinking about how Ninko had used Fox-Fire, and tried to bring it out just like he had. She could feel the heat building and quickly tried to push it out of her sword, like a fireball. The fire did not shoot out, but it did wreath the blade of her sword in flames.
She rolled to the side as Hideo’s sword came at her. She slashed sideways with her own flaming sword, scoring a hit on the man that ignited him, giving him the burning debuff. Hideo screamed as he flashed red, but another nova of light shot out of him, the fire disappearing with it.
He could essentially cancel everything she tried.
He stood, panting, his hand pointed at Kitsune as it gathered light for another attack.
“You don't stand a chance against me!” Hideo roared. He thrust out his hand and a searing column of light surged forth, blistering the very air.
Kitsune twisted desperately, but the beam grazed her shoulder, instantly vaporizing a quarter of her health. She choked back a cry of pain and frustration.
It was his turn to yell as Yoko and Ninko scored hits again. One of the bites must have been on his arm, as his sword clattered to the ground while he grasped his wrist, grimacing in pain. One of the foxes carried the blade away just as Hideo was about to snatch it back. With the fox invisible, it appeared the sword floated away of its own will.
Kitsune smiled. The fight was over.
She pointed her katana at him, the sharp end aimed right at his face. “You’ve lost. Give up now.”
Hideo forced a smile, his gaze darting back to his treasure. “I’ll double the reward. You can—”
“Enough!” Kitsune boomed, poking the weapon closer. “You cannot buy your way out of justice!” She jammed the wakizashi closer still, the sharp point of it poking into his nose.
Panicked, fear exploding out of his face, Hideo put his hands in the air. “Fine! Fine! Fine! Holster your weapon. I give up!”
Kitsune allowed a breath of relief to escape her lips and turned to face the villagers that had come in. “He’s all your—”
She spun as several of the villagers gasped, one pointing behind her and another covering their mouth in panic.
Hideo had a kunai. A real kunai he must have had hidden in his sleeve, and his arm was already moving to throw it.
The world slowed down as the blade came whirling, end over end at Kitsune. She could see every nook of the blade as it flipped, as it struck home, directly into her chest.
She exploded into a cloud of smoke.




Chapter 20

 
Kitsune blinked in confusion as she appeared, ten blocks away and directly behind Hideo.
“What?” She felt her face, her arms, her legs. Her breaths came in heaving gasps, her whole body felt weak, her legs shaking as they held her, but she was whole.
A tingling on her chest made her clutch at the armor there. It felt drained of energy, and the corner of her mouth lifted as she remembered its ability.
Iron Yoroi Chestplate
6 Armor
Smoke Bomb — Allows any fatal hit to turn you into a cloud of smoke and teleport you 10 blocks in any direction. Once this effect is used, you must repair the armor with Lapis Lazuli to use it again.
She had completely forgotten. She gulped as the realization fell over her. That was a crushing blow. A fatal hit. She would have poofed. Been gone. Forever.
She snapped out of it as a double-handed blast of light flashed in front of her. “You fools have crossed the wrong man!” Hideo bellowed. “I’ve defeated your champion, now I'll poof all of you!” The light formed like a ball of chaotic doom, getting large and bright, aimed toward the group of villagers.
What did he mean, he killed their champion? Then it clicked. Kitsune was their champion. He was talking about her! She was behind him, and he was facing the villagers. He didn’t know she was alive!
Kitsune only had moments until he released the attack, she ran toward him, but she was so far back.
The ball of energy got bigger and bigger and she knew he was just about to unleash it. She ran to him but was so far back. She was only halfway there. She wasn’t going to make it in time. The villagers were turning, starting to flee, but Elder Haru was old and slow. There was no way he could make it.
“No!” she screamed, but it was too late.
“Now Die!” Hideo screamed, fractions of a second before, releasing the blast of energy.
Everything happened so fast, all at once.
The ball of light energy screamed through the air and Elder Haru's face drained as he could only watch his inevitable demise. Hideo turned to face Kitsune, his eyes locking on hers. His face was full of shock, only to turn to terror as a pain-filled shriek fell from his lips as a hidden fox bit him, taking whatever hearts he had left, poofing him before he could witness the result of his attack.
Kitsune turned back to Haru, who had taken a step or two back, but it was useless. The energy ball was too big and moved too quickly for him to get out of the line of fire. Kitsune wanted to close her eyes, to shut out the terrible scene of an innocent man willing to risk his life to save others.
But before she squeezed them shut, before her world could go black, a ball of fire appeared out of nowhere in the empty air in front of Elder Haru. Ninko’s invisibility shattered as he manifested his power while standing directly on the open air in the path of the blast.
The two energies collided, the Fox-Fire and the light beam, exploding out in a powerful wave of energy that sent Ninko skidding across the floor, smoking. Elder Haru collapsed to the floor from the resulting energy wave, uninjured, and gasping at the sight of the fox.
“Ninko!” Yoko and Kitsune shouted at the same time, running to their fallen friend. Both of their concentrations slipped as they ran, Yoko turning visible and Kitsune’s tail and ears quite obvious.
“Foxes?” Elder Haru whispered.
The villagers stood petrified, looking unsure, confused.
Obaba came bursting unexpectedly from the tense crowd, getting to Ninko first. “Here you are, foxling!” the innkeeper cried, pressing a precious regeneration potion into a battered Ninko's mouth with a gap-toothed grin. “No time for napping, now,” she cooed, rubbing the fox's thick orange fur.
Ninko groaned, lifting his head with one eye open.
Nearby, Elder Haru watched with widening eyes as Yoko and Kitsune's magics were dispelled, revealing the truth. Flowing tails and pointed ears visible for all to see.
“Foxes!” the elder exclaimed, his aged face creasing in anger, his wrinkly finger waggling in front of him. “Have we been deceived this entire time?”
Obaba intervened. She whirled on the elder, a look of anger on her face that Kitsune had never seen. “Quiet, old friend. Without these foxes, we never would have known how bad Hideo”—she spat on the ground—“was treating the village.”
Elder Haru sneered, displeasure at the foxes’ presence souring his face. “How do we know what they’ve shown us is the truth? Foxes are all tricksters and—”
Obaba cut him off. “You old fool! Open your eyes and look at what's right before you! Who do you think just saved your wrinkly old behind?”
Elder Haru flinched. Obaba was not someone to anger, it seemed. Before he said anything more, he did what she asked and took in the scene around him. The opulence of the dining room, filled with ornate paintings and expensive furniture that only the samurai ever sat in. He turned and saw the faces of his villagers, gaunt, dirty and hungry, their clothes worn and patched. Last, he saw Ninko, Yoko, and Kitsune, all breathing heavily, looking nervous, sporting wounds from the battle with Hideo... A battle they’d fought for his villagers.
As if a light had been turned on in his head, his features softened and he bowed low to Kitsune. “Forgive me, mistress fox. I speak out of old habit. What you’ve done for us is... more than we could have expected. And certainly more than we deserved.”
Kitsune breathed a sigh of relief. The last thing she wanted was prejudice to mar what had happened in the village. She would have preferred to hide her heritage, simply to avoid any backlash to the village, but that can of worms was well and truly opened. Hopefully it would prove to be a good thing.
She bowed back to Elder Haru, using illusion magic to turn back into the Imperial Yūrei. She made a signal and Ninko and Yoko disappeared back into invisibility.
“I see no foxes here,” Kitsune said. “Only me, the Imperial Yūrei. I seek to bring justice to the country, to bring back the honor of the clans.”
She caught Obaba’s eye, and the woman gave her a small nod.
Elder Haru bowed again, an understanding smile etched on his face. “Of course...”
Kitsune nodded, and leapt into the air, using Air-Walk to run out through one of the broken castle windows and into the yard. She dropped to the ground, and concentrated, changing her illusion to the nitwit villager she’d used before. “Wow... that was intense.”
“I have a feeling this is what life is going to be like from now on,” Yoko said.
“Running and fighting?” Ninko asked weakly, still recovering from his wounds.
“And bringing justice,” Kitsune said. “Come on, let’s go get some rest. We’re leaving in the morning. The daimyo won’t know what hit him.”
The end!!!




I don’t know about you guys, but I think Kitsune is becoming one of our favorite characters. It is SO much fun to watch her grow, not just in her powers, but in herself. I hope that’s not just a parent thing and you guys enjoy seeing people learn about who they are and figure out how to thrive with what they’ve been given, too. We think it’s AWESOME.
What we don’t think is awesome is people being judged for what they look like or the family they come from. We know this is a real-world problem, too, and we hope all of you readers are above that. Differences are what make this world such a beautiful place, and we should celebrate them! Can you imagine being hated for something your great-great-great grandpa who you didn’t even know did? Or even worse, being judged for something someone thinks you are, but you aren’t! We need a whole lot less judgement and a whole lot more grace.
Whew, sorry. Didn’t mean this to turn into a lecture. There are just some big themes in this book and it’s got us all in the feels!
Anyway, back to business!
We’ve been getting lots of great feedback and tons of people have been reading Kitsune but if you haven’t reviewed it yet, would you pretty pretty please with a cherry on top real quickly write a review for Book 1? (And Book 2, while you’re at it.) Our reviews are kind of low and that keeps more people from finding the series! We appreciate all your support so much and absolutely love that we get to do this for a living.
Don’t forget! Story Submissions!
Just like in the Accidental Minecraft Family series, how we have Codex stories that readers can submit to be put in later books, Kitsune will have her own Lores & Legends! Goro, the village elder, gave her the magical book, and one of our favorite things is to add readers’ stories to it! When you leave your review, submit a short story in the world of ninjas that you would like to see included and hopefully you’ll make it in! (We try to get in as many as we can, but we do have to cut it off sometimes because we can’t make it too long.)
Alright, friends. Get those reviews and stories in and patiently wait for Kitsune book 3 to come out on October 16th (preorder now!) because Kitsune’s adventure is only just beginning.
For your calendar! (Do you keep a calendar? Mrs. Pixel Ate is weird and has to use a paper calendar where she writes everything in it by hand. Otherwise, these books would never get out when they are supposed to. And that would be bad. And sad.) Make sure to write these down or put a sticky note on your bathroom mirror or commit them to memory or whatever you do to remember important dates, because you don’t want to miss out!
Upcoming releases!
Hatchamob MegaBlock 2 is coming! We don’t usually do preorders for megablocks so there’s no guarantee what date it will be up, (Amazon has to process and approve it and sometimes it takes hours, sometimes it takes days) but it will likely already or almost live by the time you’re reading this! So if you have slacked on reading Hatchamob or maybe you haven’t tried it yet, now is an awesome time to start. It is SO MUCH FUN and arguably our most popular series. (Don’t tell that to AMF, but we get more feedback on Hatchamob these days!)
Accidental Minecraft Family Book 36: Search & Rescue: Friendly Fire—part 2 to Magic & Mayhem, the crazy fun story with Elves & Dwarves goes live September 4th! Some of you may already be in school, but for those in the States, it’s Labor Day and you’ll probably have the day off to READ! Yay! Preorder available NOW!
Hatchamob Book 8 goes live September 30th, but you can click that preorder button now so it’s ready for you the second it comes out. And you’re going to want it because it sounds like a whole bunch of behemoth battles are on their way and they’re going to be EPIC.
Kitsune book 3 is already in the works and available for preorder now! It releases October 16 (almost Halloween… how is that so close?) and you’re not going to want to miss it. Will she finally meet the daimyo who had her home village destroyed and bring him to justice? Or will more problems in other villages need solving before she gets there? (Who knows? No, really. We don’t. The book isn’t done yet. Haha!)
And perhaps the MOST exciting coming-soon announcement… Drum roll please…
Ba da da da da da dum dum da dum… (how do you even spell out a drum sound?)
………
………
………
(Are you drumming?!?!?)
………
………
………
Our oldest daughter, affectionally known as RaRa (or some call her Kate because the character is based off her) has finished her very own Minecraft-based book and is ready and eager to release it to you guys! We mentioned a long time ago she was working on a book (this isn’t that book, it’s a different one… but she’s really excited about it!) and so many fans still ask us about it to this day! But being in middle school and sports and friends and so much kept her from getting it done. We gave her a challenge she couldn’t refuse and she actually finished it this summer! It’s in the beginning stages of editing so we will make sure to let you know when it’s ready. But it’ll definitely be within the next few months!
Alright, folks! That should be a lot to keep you entertained and certainly a lot to keep us busy! In fact, better sign off now to get to writing. Whew! We’ve got a lot of stories to tell.
Love you all! Be safe and be kind and keep reading!
Love,
Mr. and Mrs. Pixel Ate




Known Outsiders

 
Kindle Customer
WolvenWarrior969
Rofayda Badawey
David Cruz
Milocor24 (We can either make them longer and release less often, or keep them the same length but release as fast as we do :) )




World of Ninjas: Lore and Legends

 
“This book contains the stories of our world. Of great men and evil oni. Of honor and tragedy. Its pages will help you see how honorable our world once was. The stories within can help guide you down the path of honor.”
Bubba Ate
Out in a village on the outskirts of a big town, there lived a little boy named Sift, who lived with his parents. At the age of five he started playing tag with his friends, but only on tree stumps, so they could practice parkour as more exercise as their parents said. One day, at the age of twelve, a shinobi came to Sift’s village and was looking for an apprentice. So, bravely Sift volunteered. Afterall, he was the best in his school. Later that day, after Sift finished packing, his parents gave him a present. A pure black kasuri-gama. He didn’t know what it was for yet, so he took it gratefully, bowed to his parents, and said goodbye.
A year later, he was back at his village after failing his sensei. He made it his goal to become better than his old sensei so he started training immediately. For a whole year, all he did was eat, sleep, and most importantly train. He trained and trained and trained. He trained until he couldn’t train anymore and would just fell asleep. When he woke up, he ate and then trained some more and repeated that for a whole year. When that year was over, nobody could beat him, not even the village guards that were trained under real Shinobi from the empire. So he went out exploring to find his old master. Three years later he still hasn’t found his master but competed in the Millennial Tournament. He also helped defeat a giant golden dragon and almost poofed. He also got some really cool pure black armor apparently called void armor that was the same name as his kasuri-gama. He met some really cool people and even saw a fox girl and a winged cat. Then, once again, he set off to find his master.
Rara Ate (Keep an eye out for a full-length book coming from Rara soon! Hopefully before Christmas!)
“Boo!” Curro shouted, jumping from a tree.
“Curro, we need to focus on the mission,” Pine said, not flinching.
“Ugh! You’re no fun,” Curro yelled, chasing a rabbit.
“I would rather be good at my job than be fun.”
Curro mocked offense. “I’m great at my job.” 
Pine just rolled his eyes and kept walking. The felines traversed the land making their way to the far biome. The large trees were growing bigger as they walked and soon the jungle was right in front of them. It was Curro’s first time back here since he was recruited and a huge grin spread across his furry face as he looked up at the massive tree. Curro was just about leap onto the tree and climb to the top when a voice spoke behind them.
“What are you guys doing?” The voice was quiet and genuinely curious.
Pine and Curro turned and immediately arched their backs and hissed. How dare a wolf talk to them—trained ninja cats! Curro batted at the wolf and hit it straight in the snout. The wolf yelped in surprise and swiped its own paw at the cat, sending him flying. Curro flew through the air and thudded into a tree. He stayed there for a moment, his claws stuck in the bark of the tree.
“Sorry! You took me by surprise! I didn’t mean to hurt you!” The wolf ran up to Curro who was still stuck in the tree like a throwing knife.
“You didn’t hurt me,” Curro said, jumping off the tree and landing on his feet.
“Oh good. What are you guys doing here? Not many tamed cats wander this far.” 
“We're not tamed cats,” Pine said proudly, though his hair was still standing up straight on his back.
“Oh, well are you village cats?” the wolf asked.
Pine and Curro looked at each other. “We’re ninja cats!” 
“Ninja cats! Really? I’ve always wanted to be a ninja!” the wolf shouted excitedly.
Both cats burst into laughter.
“What?” the wolf asked, tilting her head.
“Everyone knows wolves can’t be a ninja,” Pine said through his laughter.
“Why not?” she shouted.
“Because they just can’t,” Curro said, trying, and failing, to contain his laughter.
“Says who?”
“Master Meow,” Pine responded as if it was obvious. “Anyways, we don’t have time to talk to a stinky wolf. We have to find new recruits.”
With that, Pine and Curro turned away and walked deep into the jungle. They searched for hours, trying to find ocelots they could bring back to the training facility. Finally, as the sun was setting, they gave up. There were simply no ocelots to be found. 
They ran all the way back, using their agile cat abilities to dodge mobs, or their ninja skills to fight them. They stopped when they reached the abandoned village they called home. The cats stalked back to the temple where the Master lived. They knew they would be on cleaning duty for failing their task. They stood at the door about to accept their defeat when a voice spoke. 
“Can I be a ninja now?” 
Both cats jumped and hissed from surprise. When they turned, they realized it was the wolf from earlier that day. “How are you here?” Pine asked her.
“Oh it wasn’t that hard. I just followed you. I thought it would be harder to follow ninjas, but it was actually pretty easy.” A grin appeared on her face.
“Wow that's actually pretty impressive,” Curro said.
“I know,” she said with a wolfish shrug. 
Curro and pine shared a glance. “What’s your name?” 
“Howley,” she responded proudly.
“It’s not going to be easy,” Pine said.
“I don’t need it to be easy. I’ll do anything to be a ninja.” Howley lifted her head higher.
“Okay then,” Pine said.
The three turned to the temple and got ready, determined to make Howley a ninja.
WolvenWarrior969
Furion is my name and my legacy. I am the last of the Formlings. And if there were anyothers of my kind, I would still be unique. I can mix my forms together. I can soar in the skies as a dragon-kitten, and live far below the surface of the sea as a wolf with gills and fins. My true form is that of a beautiful silver gray wolf with white feathered wings, like that of a white phoenix, as tall as a villager. Some call me Huxian, the healing spirit fox.
If I wish to walk in a normal village or city, I appear in the guise of a girl, dressed in leather clothes, a furred cloak, and white armor. Once, I journeyed to the Millennial Tournament, and watched unparalleled warriors battling for glory and prizes. But the trio that stood out were in sync, moving fluidly, their moves were graceful and fiercely powerful. A boy, a deadly winged cat, and a girl with fox ears and a tail took down each of their opponents. They were what inspired me to become a great warrior.
All this I thought as I rushed into battle against the orcs. They each stood three blocks tall, with huge oak clubs and crossbows. I shifted from form to form as it suited me. My indestructible white opal armor was all that gave clue to my race. Only Formlings can forge such armor correctly, and only I have knowledge of their many caches. A club came close, but I danced out of the way gracefully, then leaped in as a bear to slash the orc, before flying out of range as a white phoenix. All of my forms are slightly white, as were every Formlings’. Another volley of crossbow bolts shot my way. I dodged again, but before I could land another blow, I spotted several ninjas joining the battle. I panicked, but then thought quickly, shifting into a small bird and flying away as quickly as possible. Ninjas were what caused the death of the Formlings. Only the ninjas have knowledge of us now, for they have erased most knowledge of us. I landed high in a tree before shifting into my true form on a thick branch and settling down to rest.
Bookcat123
Long, long ago, there was a young fox named Birch. She was white, with mischievous green eyes and black paws. One day, she was walking through the forest because, why not? and stumbled upon a village. There, since she was hungry and didn't know any better, she attacked a villager's chicken. The villagers got angry and put her in an obsidian box. She was stuck there for days, until she heard the sound of obsidian cracking. A five tailed orange fox jumped in and told her quickly, "Hurry, the illusion I cast on the villagers won't last long. I am of the Tailed Guild of Justice and I will teach you how to use your fox powers. Birch nodded, and without further ado, she ran as fast as she could. The orange fox, whose name she later discovered was Everest, brought her to the underground headquarters of the guild where she trained in magic and combat until she had 8 tails. After that, she returned to the village that she was imprisoned in, and gave them a stern talking to (because the guild didn't believe in revenge) and lived happily ever after until the end of her days.




Q&A

 
Milocor24
Is Kitsune going to find a way to get all the tails? 
That was Mr. Pixel Ate’s original plan! As long as we can continue the series, she’ll be working toward that goal. It all depends on how many readers the series gets—it can be hard to convince people to try something new! Share with your friends!
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