
  
  
      
        
          The Lonely Frost

          A Kitsune Tales story

		      
          Laura VanArendonk Baugh

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Æclipse Press

        

      

    


  
  


Copyright 2016 by Laura VanArendonk Baugh

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Lonely Frost
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thanks for reading!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
The Lonely Frost




Yamamoto-san came personally to bow as Tsurugu descended from the ox cart. “Yamamoto no Takeshi de gozaimasu. You are most welcome. We are very anxious for your help.” 

“Tsurugu no Kiyomori de gozaimasu.” Tsurugu returned the bow. “I hope I may be of use.”

Yamamoto gestured into the house, small for even a minor rural lord’s but securely walled and gated. “We have refreshment for you, and there is a soaking pool very near, heated by the mountain. If you would like—”

“I am not so wearied as I might be,” Tsurugu interrupted with a small gesture. He preferred to travel in his own way, and he had rented the ox cart only for the last half-day to arrive as a respectable onmyōji and envoy from the shugo Naka no Yoritomo. “Let us sit and eat, and you can tell me what’s troubling this place.”

Yamamoto’s face eased into a grateful smile. “Thank you, onmyōji-sama. Indeed, I would like to be started as quickly as possible.”

They were served rice and pickled vegetables, and Yamamoto was eager to speak of his concerns. “Did Naka-dono share my letter with you?”

“He said servants and tradesmen were disappearing with goods—that it might be simple robbery, but your investigation had produced no leads.” And so an onmyōji had been sent, to address any supernatural causes.

Yamamoto nodded again, faintly ashamed. “This is not a prosperous area; we have farmers and those trades necessary to support them, that is all. This danger is doubly hard on these people, as they have lost not only goods—two men disappeared with full loads of rice, which will leave families both fatherless and hungry—and they are afraid to work their fields or go up the mountain. It is crippling them, and I fear for the coming year.”

Tsurugu teased a piece of pickled daikon from his rice. “Your letter mentioned a man who had seen this thing.”

“Yes, and that is the curious thing. The men I have just mentioned disappeared in the mountains, but this farmhand said a yōkai pursued him in the lower fields. Would one normally range so far?”

Tsurugu frowned. “Normally, no.” One frightened tradesman did not indicate a yōkai or spirit, but it was a simple thing to examine. He swallowed the daikon quickly, avoiding the bitter taste. “Where can I find this farmhand?”

“I will have him brought to answer you.”

“No, I’d prefer to go to him; that will allow me to examine the area as well.” He pushed his eating sticks through the remaining rice. “I will go this evening.”

“Thank you, Tsurugu-sama. I will have a contingent of men—”

“No, I’ll go alone.”

Yamamoto hesitated, and Tsurugu realized the man’s fear was not only for his people. “Alone, Tsurugu-sama?”

Tsurugu smiled. “I am an onmyōji; if I am afraid, who will trust me to help them?”

Yamamoto nodded; a fighting man understood the importance of appearances. “Yes, then. If you care to rest beforehand, your room is prepared.”

“Thank you. And I would like some rolls of red bean paste, if you could have some sent, to carry tonight.”

“If you wish, of course.” Yamamoto left the question unspoken.

“It is a favorite of kitsune,” Tsurugu explained. “They might be useful in drawing out whatever creature is near.”

“Ah, yes. I had heard Naka-dono first called you in his worry over a kitsune.” The fox spirits were among the most feared yōkai. “Did you find it?”

Tsurugu took another clump of rice. “His fears have been put to rest.”

“I am glad to hear it.” Yamamoto took a breath, perhaps relieved by this small evidence of Tsurugu’s competence. “I will have what you have requested.”


      ***“It came from behind me.” Ariyo was a stout man, full of muscle, but he seemed smaller as he spoke than when he had warily invited Tsurugu into the little hut.

Ariyo’s wife proffered a clay mug to Tsurugu, who took it politely, and then pressed another into Ariyo’s hand. Tsurugu did not need to raise the mug to smell the cheap alcohol, and he suspected from the wife’s attentive eyes that this refreshment was as much for her husband’s mind as for hospitality. She retreated a few paces, leaving the men to talk.

Tsurugu nodded. “From behind, you say.”

Ariyo swallowed. “I am not a fool, and I am not a laggard. I know some say I invented a story to beg off work, but that’s not so. I—”

“I know you are no laggard,” Tsurugu assured him. “This home is clean and neatly maintained, and it speaks well for you. I am an onmyōji; I will believe your account.”

Ariyo took a slow breath. “I was coming home from the eastern fields, the far ones. It was late; I’d stayed to clear some of the watering ditches, and I meant to finish the row because it was raining, and I lost track of the time. But it was not so late, only just dark, you see?”

Tsurugu nodded. “Go on.”

“And so I was walking, able to pick my way because I know the road well, when I heard it behind me. It—it sounded like a woman’s weeping.” He licked his lips. “And so I started to turn, and then I thought, What woman would be weeping on the road at night? All respectable women would be indoors with their families. And so I didn’t turn.” He glanced at Tsurugu. “Merciful Goddess, I didn’t turn. I knew to walk on.”

“But, you did.”

Ariyo nodded. “I kept hearing the crying, and she—it—she sounded so upset, and I thought, what if it is someone’s daughter who has lost her way, or broken an ankle, and cannot get home? What if I leave a girl here in the rain and to the night alone? And so I looked back.”

“And what did you see?”

Ariyo closed his eyes and his voice tightened. “It had a woman’s shape. I could not see her face; her hair was wet and hanging all before her. She might have been any village woman, except she was all blood down the front, staining her clothes and running in the rain, and she was shuffling after me, trying to catch me.” He swallowed. “And she held something, something grotesque and bloody, and I knew she wanted me to see it, to have it, and—and I ran.” He looked at Tsurugu. “I’m not ashamed to say it; I ran. And I think nearly any man would have done the same.”

“I will not disagree.” Tsurugu pretended to take a drink of the noxious liquor, wetting his lips without actually sipping.

Ariyo drained his cup. “It wasn’t a woman, onmyōji-sama. It had the shape of a woman, but it wasn’t a woman. She—it wanted me.”

Tsurugu nodded. “You weren’t wrong to run.” He set aside the cup. “The eastern fields, you say?”

“The far side. I can show—I can ask someone to take you there.”

“Thank you, but I think I can find them.” Tsurugu unfolded his legs and stood. “Thank you for your story.”

Ariyo and his wife bowed low. “Your service, onmyōji-sama.”

Tsurugu went out and moved quickly out of the little village, ignoring the curious and questioning glances. These people would have heard little of the shugo’s onmyōji; they knew only that Yamamoto-san had called for help and feared the same creatures they feared.

Tsurugu turned away from the village and went east. After a mile or so, as the sun sank low, he stopped and looked about him. No one was visible; the little village looked abandoned at this distance, and even the smoke of cooking fires vanished into the twilight.

Tsurugu moved to the grassy verge of the road and seated himself, withdrawing the packet of rolls filled with red bean paste. He unwrapped and ate the first one, relishing the honey-sweetness after the pickled vegetables and sour liquor. There were few treats as sweet as azuki paste.

The sun sank lower, and the twilight deepened into night, and the cold began to seep through Tsurugu’s layered clothing. He drew his knees to his chest and rested his chin on them, warming his nose, and waited. A few cicadas called, curiously late in the season, but nothing else seemed to stir.

He ate another sweet red bean roll and glanced up and down the road, and then at the sky. Clouds moved slowly over the half-moon, but there was little wind to disturb them. And it seemed there would be no other disturbance tonight. He sighed and took the last sweet bean roll from the packet. Then he brushed away the crumbs and rose, easily tracing the road in the moonlight.

Ariyo had perhaps been very fortunate; the others had not been frightened, but had vanished. Tsurugu would rest this night, setting a kekkai to bar Yamamoto’s house from arcane intrusion, and go into the mountain tomorrow.


      ***“Yamamoto-san,” said Tsurugu over breakfast, “I would like you to accompany me to the mountain today.”

The samurai’s eating sticks slowed. “To the mountain?”

“Where the men were lost. I would like to see where they had gone.”

Yamamoto nodded, setting the sticks down. “Of course. I will call some men to accompany us.”

Tsurugu gathered onmyōdō paraphernalia into a cloth, knotting it for easy carrying, and met Yamamoto and the half-dozen others in the yard between the steps and the garden. An extra horse was brought for Tsurugu. “You are comfortable riding?” asked Yamamoto, and for the first time there was a hint of challenge in his voice. He could not show fear before men he led into the shugo’s battles.

Tsurugu smiled and took the reins. The mare’s ears swiveled forward as she sniffed at him, and then she relaxed an ear backward to listen to the mounts stirring behind her. Horses weren’t particular about him, Tsurugu had found. “I’ll be fine, thank you,” he said, and then he swung into the saddle.

By midday they were well onto the mountain, and Tsurugu tasted the crisp air with a sense of longing. Perhaps on his way back to the shugo, when this was finished, perhaps he would stray onto the mountain….

But not yet. Now, he must find what yōkai had taken those men and frightened Yamamoto and his people.
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