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Preface 

 

Fumetsu Odori is the third in a series of short 

stories and folk tales to come out of the world of 

The Painted Shōgun.  Read this as a ghost story 

that would be told to children of the Hayashi. 

 

Obon is a traditional Japanese festival 

celebrated in the summer months.  Bon-Odori, 

or Bon dance, is a dance to honor ancestors.  In 

its essence, Obon is about the reuniting of 

family.   

  



  



he middle moon of the second summer 

month was poised to take over a hazy 

evening's sun.  Most of the men and 

women of the Morihito were praying for a storm of 

wind and rain, but only after the festival.  Their 

children filled the swimming holes.  If they didn't 

shelter barn swallows, for the next three days, the 

school house and dojo would sit alone.  The entire of 

the Hayashi was preparing, as little Chiyo of the Ito 

territory prepared for the coming Obon festival.  

Only, she would take center stage. 

 

Chiyo Shimizu was about to be one of the 

youngest Bon dancers that Ito has ever seen dance 

the Bon dance.  Most of the little girls in most of the 

villages of the Hayashi, and all throughout the 

prefectures would take part in the Bon dances.  In 

fact, everyone would dance.  But some of the dances 

were put on for the crowds.  Those were different.  

Meant to set the tone.  They were more ceremonial 

than celebratory. And she would be the first lead 

dancer of her age in as many as eleven generations.  

Chiyo took her preparations with care.  She hadn't 

spoken a word since her mother's passing, some two 

years before, but that did little to stop her from 

showing she was ready. 

 

T 



The daughter of an artisan and a flute carver, 

Chiyo was a natural dancer.  She could hear the 

music long after it stopped.  And she was a beautiful 

little girl, with eyes as blue as the sea and hair of 

black and silk.    Maiha taught her the Bon dance.  

Chiyo's favorite memory was watching her mother 

dance at Obon the summer before last.  It was one of 

her last memories, too.  Some say she didn't speak 

because she saw the demon.  They say she was lucky 

to even be alive.  But that wasn't why.  She was 

listening, still, to the final song her father played, 

holding her breath on something pure.  Hibiki still 

carved many a shakuhachi, but like his daughter's 

voice, he reserved his song. 

 

The Obon festival, for three days and three 

nights, celebrates the spirits of beloved foremothers 

and forefathers.  Like the winter remembering 

honors with a great feast after meditating, Obon 

honors with dancing and music.  Chiyo had little 

desire to dance, but she would do her damnedest to 

honor Maiha.  She wouldn't stop until she saw her 

mother one last time. 

 

❖ 

 



On the first morning of Obon, the air is more 

somber than festive.  With the rising of the sun came 

incense on the altar of every home from Ito to 

Oshiro and around the Hayashi.  Following a quiet 

meal and a prayer, each family would bring offerings 

of rice and flowers to their burial grounds.  But this is 

not a festival of sadness.  In making merriment and 

telling tales, we spend time with our loved ones once 

lost.  We bring them to be in honoring what was 

passed down by way of their wisdom and graces. 

 

The burial markings were cleaned and cared for. 

The overgrowth was pruned.   Following a morning 

made on ritual, it was time to awaken the feasting 

grounds.  What better way than with drumming. 

 

The taikomen of the Hayashi played their part.  

One would not be so bold as to say they rivaled the 

drummers of the northern Dragon festivals, but their 

thunder rumbled. 

 

The day's first dancers were the children.  Some 

families took their time, pouring much pride into 

their work at the graves.  Some simply had more 

dead to lament.  The result was a trickle back, and an 

Obon that wasn't yet wholly attended.  Most of the 

onlookers were eager, proud parents. A first Obon 

was a special day for a young dancer. 



 

Out came the girls.  It was a chance to don a 

more traditional dress, and was often the first time 

their faces were made and their hair was waxed.  For 

mothers and big sisters, it was also a big day.  Chiyo 

had neither to help her ready, but a teacher's 

apprentice was kind to offer.  Her father, humble as 

he was, had little tribute he could provide in 

exchange for the powder and hair pins that she lent 

to Chiyo.  What she asked him in return was more 

than a surprise, in fact, nearly, it was an insult.  She 

meant him no harm, and he was ready not to agree, 

until he saw his young Chiyo. 

 

The drumming stopped.  Every eye attending 

was drawn to Hibiki, who had made himself and his 

daughter scarce since the happening.  With him was 

the flute he carved for Obon two years prior to play 

for Maiha's dance.  It held her name inscribed.  The 

fell silence was roaring.  Not even Fujin bothered a 

blade of grass with his wind. 

 

Hibiki lifted his pipe.  He caught the shimmering 

eye of his daughter, shed a tear, and made a deep 

inhale.  Like a master he bent his song through the 

bamboo.  The first notes were striking.  So much so 

that the girls forgot to dance.  But when they began, 

he played them a song so captivating that the crowd 



stood still.  Time seemed to thicken.  No applause 

accompanied their ending.  It was a sign of 

immeasurable respect.  But the silence was broken. 

 

Chiyo didn't stop dancing.  Her eyes were closed 

and her face paint was running.  The music was 

playing still, but in her head.  And the other girls 

laughed.  She went on undisturbed.  Parents shushed 

to quiet them; Chiyo didn't look to be mistaken.  She 

twirled and she guided her hands around, 

commanding a bigger circle with every turn. There 

was beauty and perfection, but something almost 

spirited moved her. 

 

Her circling sped.  Faster and faster she turned.  

She was never erratic, but was far more impassioned 

than a child her age ought to dance.  She spun and 

she danced and her breathing grew heavy.  She 

turned and turned.  Faster still.  Chiyo's expression 

broke and she finally showed excitement in her eyes, 

like she was awakened, before she fell. 

 

Hibiki moved first, his flute echoing against the 

ground, bouncing from tip to tail.  Then the crowd 

meant to move, but they all were frozen where they 

stood.  The moment Chiyo collapsed, as if out from a 

shadow of herself, there appeared a specter of a 

young woman.  She was at once reflective and dull, 



her hair whispered in the wind.  She stood as fragile 

as a frozen breathe in winter and was the color of 

stone.  On Chiyo she looked, as if to speak, and then 

turned to look behind her shoulder.  She scanned the 

crowd, shying away, like a new fawn out of a spring 

wood. 

 

"Manami," spoke the voice of a young man.  It 

was neither question nor proclamation.  His words 

were not hot nor were they cold, but disbelief and 

tears choked them.  She looked to be curious about 

him, and his presence held her there, looking, trying 

to listen, trying to recognize why she knew the man.  

He stepped slowly, repeating her name.  Chiyo sat 

between them, starting to stir, and he reached out his 

hand.  When the spirit's finger touched the man's, 

she was gone. 

 

His last calling of her name lifted the birds and 

echoed over the grounds.  He startled Chiyo awake 

before falling to his knees.  Everyone, especially the 

laughing little dancers, was quiet, waiting to see what 

would happen, sure of what they saw, unsure of 

what it meant.  Like everyone at once became 

enlightened to the same dream. 

 

For a people to believe so blindly and then 

collectively see was a challenging experience.  Their 



want was never stronger, and now this girl, 

this...bringer of spirits was at their mercy.  A million 

questions made the air stink with envy and unrest.  

How can one be happy for another who saw the love 

he lost?  It was a clean cut to every old wound.  And 

for one man, it was far worse.  He saw her; he 

practically touched her.  And then she left him.  

Again.  She was too young.  Their son never knew 

her.  Haunting is not what a spirit does to make 

noises in the night.  It's when you've loved so 

completely, and it was taken so suddenly, only to be 

thrust back, just beyond reach.  It was the look in the 

eyes of her spirit.  The feeling that she almost knew 

who he was.  If he thought for a moment that Chiyo 

meant it, he would have blamed her.  Blaming her 

was for the masses, though, the ones who couldn't 

know what grief she summoned.  Unknowing to all 

at the time, he would later leave his boy to family 

and join his loving lost wife. 

 

Obon was as much about celebrating each 

other's healing as it was for remembering why it was 

necessary. 

 

The widower and Chiyo helped each other 

stand.  They were aware of the eyes on them.  Hibiki 

all but tore her from his arms and ran with her, 



home, away from what everyone was about to figure 

out. 

 

❖ 

 

For the rest of the day and into the evening, it 

seemed that the whole village came calling.  They 

left flowers and candles and offered all they had to 

give.  They begged, pleaded, and prayed for her to 

dance once more. 

 

Hibiki told her delicately what happened.  He 

was worried that she'd not believe him.  The words 

even felt wrong on his tongue.  Her belief was sound, 

as was her trust for her father, but she was 

disappointed.  He tried to explain that she did 

nothing wrong.  She shook it away like that was far 

from what was bothering her.  He tried talking to 

her, pulling it out of her, he even tried raising his 

voice.  He never raised his voice.  But when finally 

she grabbed for her mother's tablet on the altar he 

knew what she meant. 

 

"Chiyo," he said, pausing to find the right words.  

"You won't be able to bring her back."  The look she 

gave was angered and bristled with determination.  

They sat together, in silence.  Her resolve only 



steadied.  The streaks in the paint beneath her eyes 

made her look more serious, like it was an 

intentioned piece of costume for the spirit dancer, 

like a soldier pulled afield mid battle.  Her hair was 

mussed, but mostly held together, save a few strands.  

From hip to toe on one side and up and down her 

arms was the dust and dirt from where she fell.  She 

had wiped her hands clean on her sides.  "I don't 

think I can lose her again, Chiyo," said Hibiki.  "But if 

that is what you are asking me to do, I will do my 

best." 

 

❖ 

 

By nightfall, the Ito Obon was halted.  Everyone 

held vigil around their home.  This was the first that 

any Obon was delayed, but there would be no Obon 

without Chiyo.  So many candles and torches were 

burned that their home was lit like dusk.  Other than 

chatter, and scattered singing, they waited with 

respect.  But everyone fell silent when the doorway 

slid open and Chiyo was standing, backed by her 

father.  With pipe in hand and a short blade by his 

side, he held his daughter’s shoulder and waited to 

take her lead.  For a moment, it felt as though she 

would speak, but she took her first step in silence.  

She looked back for her father to follow. 



 

Chiyo's hair was slicked and rearranged, but her 

makeup stayed in streaks.  Hibiki reassured her that 

he was there.  She looked in the eyes of everyone she 

could.  They were lit from below with the lights 

they held, and they looked hooded in shadow.  In the 

eyes that she beheld, she saw a village in need.  They 

wanted what she wanted.  They felt what she felt.  

For the first time, she felt like one of them, and for 

the first time, she felt her worth.  If she could, she 

would dance for them all. 

 

She needed no words for the crowd to part and 

make way for her, once she started walking.  There 

was no ovation, only solemn silence.  Even the owls 

were curious.  And with so many candles, there was 

no need for the moon, though she, too, seemed to 

shine for the spirit dancer. 

 

Chiyo walked, her father close behind, and she 

led a trail of candles that lit their way.  Everywhere 

was dark, through the bamboo and all the thickest, 

but the caravan.  For that night, it was like the great 

Dragon-King Ryuu belonged to the woods. 

 

One by one they spilled around her at the 

feasting grounds, swelling the first flickers into a sea 

of flame.  Every candle was a mother or son, a 



teacher or chieftain, an artisan, an ancestor, a warrior, 

or monk.  Mercy took the nerves out of the air.  

Those closest set a circle of lights in the dirt.  There 

was chatter and settling and the calling of prayers, 

pleading to lost ones to ready their return.  Hibiki 

struck silence raising his flute.  Before he summoned 

his song, he stepped into her circle and spoke 

something secret to his girl.  She was ready. 

 

Hibiki's instrument was heavy when he heaved 

it for his shoulder.  The heft, like oak in his palm, 

lifted away and floated up like a feather.  The wind 

was eager, sounding off his finger holes.  He took a 

breath.  To his daughter, he nodded, and in her, he 

rested his faith.  In the look they shared, it was hard 

to tell who wanted what more.  Both wanted for 

Maiha.  By his music, for Chiyo to dance with her 

would, if only for a whisper of a moment, bring him 

peace.  Both wanted for the others as well, to truly 

share her gift. Or was it to hold their own pain at 

bay?  For Chiyo it was passing.  She would dance for 

her mother. 

 

The blow of his flute whistled high and settled 

into a smooth and harrowing bellow.   He pulled it 

smoother still with the next ebbing of breaths.  His 

piping grew rhythmic and his daughter began. 

 



She started slowly, turning only quarter turns, 

gently spinning her hands as if she waved two small 

flags.  With every turn, she stepped further into her 

circle.  The group stood mostly still; some gestured 

with her, some play puppeteer.  Not dancing the Bon 

dance wasn't easy.  And they were not silent.  She 

didn't need silence.  But they were respectful, 

clapping and whistling with Hibiki's rhythm, 

whispering a name, clutching beads.  There was even 

a small drum.  Festivity was in the air; there was no 

other way to honor the dead at Obon.  But they took 

care not to divert their eyes, even for a blink. 

 

Slowly Chiyo's dancing stopped looking 

rehearsed. That was when the drumming stopped, 

and the whistles.  Beads were only quieted in tighter 

grips.  Her eyes were the same, all streaked and 

bothered, which looked more menacing that she was 

entranced.  She danced up dust and she danced out 

candles.  Still her father played, turning his girl in 

circles, careful himself to keep an open eye. 

 

Chiyo finished her dance, not having expected to 

end it on her own.  The chanting and drumming 

silenced and Hibiki pulled the flute from his lips.  

There was nothing.  Chiyo turned circles to see.  

Nothing.  Not a bead made a noise for a pair or three 



heartbeats before the murmur.  Clouds came over 

the moon.  Most were waiting, listening. 

 

And then at once a gust like a tidal wave, 

straight from above, assaulted the dancer.  From the 

center it spread, full way around, and just as fast it 

was gone.  There was no murmuring, and there were 

no lights.  Paraffin and snuffed wick wafted.  For a 

moment, it was blinding.  A thousand Yoru ears 

were listening. 

 

And then she screamed. 

 

The crowd spread, hysteric, pushing and pushing, 

fighting to get clear and relight candles.  They ran 

from the scream, from the darkest corner of the 

feasting grounds, back from behind the shrine.  

Hibiki grabbed his daughter and he ran.  He held her 

tight to his chest, pressing her face paint off against 

his robes.  She couldn't see again until they stepped 

under cover of the canopy, when the moon partly 

cleared of the cloud cover.  The trees overhead 

whipped past, dividing her into pieces.  Prickles and 

pins swallowed Chiyo whole and her guts wound in 

knots.  She shuttered and inhaled, releasing like after 

a cry. 

 



Hibiki ran her inside.  She clung tight around 

him, not wanting to be let go.  With incense and 

herbs, he waved over the altar and all around the 

entry.  Seeing him frightened was worse than what 

the screaming conjured.  Chiyo cowered and cried 

away her paint until he held her again. 

 

Together they waited.  Every stray footing, or 

crackle of brush, even the owl calls brought them 

tighter.  Distant voices were calling, still scrambling.  

People, and torches, ran towards the festival grounds. 

It seemed like so long before things settled.  He 

wanted to ask her what she'd done, but he wouldn't 

have had an answer.  They would share a sleepless 

night. 

 

❖ 

 

Morning rose before Hibiki left her side.  

Everything outside was quiet.  He was sore from 

sitting and she had finally fallen to sleep.  He lit 

another stick of incense and turned to the altar for 

guidance.  He saw Maiha last night; he saw his loving 

wife.  Not in some spirit conjured, or some shadow 

of a lost love, but on his daughter's dancing.  It was 

uncanny, like she wasn't dancing the Bon dance 

alone.  It was too much like that night.  He prayed 



apologies for letting her continue.  A mistake he 

would not so easily repeat. 

 

❖ 

 

By mid-morning, Chiyo walked by Hibiki's side.  

They were headed to the grave grounds, and then 

back to shrine, hopefully for answers.  Before leaving, 

he washed her face and feet and helped her change 

her robes.  Everyone along their path bowed away 

and let them pass.  They showed Chiyo and her 

father respect, not fear.  Many of them followed. 

 

Maiha's memorial place was already cleaned and 

tended.  There waiting was a bucket of clean water 

with a bamboo pouring cup laid over its edge.  It was 

for pouring on the stone.  Weeding roots and 

snipping back a hedge could be labored by another.  

Tending the memories, healing the wounds...that was 

for the bereaved. 

 

Hibiki took the first honors and a ladle full of 

the cool water to pour over her polished stone.  

They bowed and he talked softly to his daughter, 

mostly asking where the years had gone.  It was her 

turn next.  She ran fingers along the top of the tablet 

and scooped away some of the puddle, sloughing it 



down.  The wet on her fingers helped her clean her 

hands before she lifted a ladle-full.  Chiyo poured a 

trickle, making it last, covering from corner to 

corner, tearing up as she remembered.  She hadn't 

words, but was eagerly trying to speak with her 

mother. 

 

Hibiki knew that there was more than mourning 

in Chiyo's eyes.  She looked convinced, at least, that 

it wasn't Maiha last night.  He grew eager to move 

along.  There were questions that needed answering 

and a festival full of villagers that needed reassuring.  

He didn't have to stand near her stone to grieve.  In 

fact, he hadn't stopped since that night, but Chiyo 

needed a moment longer to say what peace she 

could.  It was a moment that a loving father was 

willing to afford. 

 

❖ 

 

The festival grounds were swollen with 

celebrators.  There were more there that afternoon 

than hours before when Chiyo danced her second 

spirited dance.  There were faces, even, that Hibiki 

didn't recognize.  Every roof and every tree was 

occupied.  Word spread quickly on the wind to 



every corner of the Hayashi that spirits were 

summoned in Ito. 

 

No Bon dance was being danced, no music filled 

the air, but all of the monks were gathered outside of 

the temple gate.  A hush took them over when 

Chiyo arrived.  Under a sea of bows, a path through 

the crowd cut its way open, as if the shrine was 

awaiting its dancer.  Longing eyes lined the way.  

Every step felt like ten.  Hibiki held Chiyo close, 

though they felt no threat. 

 

He brought his daughter forward to confer with 

one of the monks.  There, they learned the story of 

the night before.  The spirit of a young son reached 

out to touch the hand of his mother, but couldn't 

make contact.  Her scream was the last sound she 

spoke.  She was found floating that morning in the 

pond where he drowned.  Two spirits summoned, 

two more lives were lost. The monk was not keen to 

agree that her dancing was a gift, but there were 

thousands there ready to beg.  Chiyo didn't need 

begging.  She was calling to her mother for days, 

now, and her dancing wouldn't be done until she 

found her.  Hibiki, try as he may, wouldn't be able to 

hold her back.  The best he could do was to stand, 

supportive, in silence, and try not to lose his Chiyo. 

 



The crowd made way, clearing the field.  The 

absence of Hibiki's flute was filled by drummers and 

pipers en masse hoping for their own tribute.  They 

were a grand gathering and they struck a chord to 

make the very mountains dance. 

 

For the third time in two days, Chiyo began to 

dance the Bon dance.  By then, what symbolic 

meaning it had was gone.  What was a dance to 

remember had turned to a tool for digging out the 

dead.  A tool that only Chiyo could wield.  And that 

morning, with grace she wielded, and with 

determination she swung.  She wasted no time.  

Spinning and twirling she danced, and with every 

clap, every snap of her fingers, she summoned a new 

spirit.  Tens and dozens came at first.  Furiously she 

danced, never so determined, throwing them left and 

right.  Erupting from nether, they appeared from 

every direction. Hundreds followed.  Somehow, 

there was room for them all.  Siblings reunited; sons; 

daughters; comrades and enemies; ancestors.  Chiyo 

was searching, sifting through, and casting aside.  Her 

leavings were to almost every villager a heart-

wrenching dream turned harrowing reality. 

 

The song ended and she was far from satisfied.  

They fumbled to improvise her a melody.  Everyone, 

even the spirits, saw her.  They felt her.  Every bead 



of sweat and every tear they shed was with her.  Her 

dancing called clouds and a gust started gathering.  

Even they were curious.  Chiyo danced until she 

brought down the mountains under a rumbling of 

drums.  A crash like a boulder bounded in the 

distance, breaking the band and halting her dance.  

Its echo alone could crush rock.  With a dusty 

breath, the spirits were gone.  Again it stomped, like 

the hooves of a demon horse, this time closer.  Chiyo 

had summoned something she was not searching for.  

People were quiet, mostly, but frantically trying to 

escape.  The work that she had done was forgotten 

under threat of what was coming. 

 

Hibiki ran to her, ready to pull her home, but 

she resisted.  For a flash before he found his way, she 

felt him.  There was pain there. A pain not so 

unfamiliar to Chiyo's.  She would see what she 

conjured. 

 

The field was near empty when he approached 

the tree line.  He was an Oni, a shadow spirit behind 

robes and a great horned mask, and he was thumping 

the trees against his kanabo.  Chiyo wanted to call to 

him.  She wanted to help him, but she was afraid.  In 

he came, quick like a storm cloud, faster than her 

eyes could catch.  He was a red-streaked blur on the 



wind and he swarmed the temple, shuttering himself 

inside. 

 

And then quiet came, but there was unrest.  An 

Oni come to Ito... A demon spirit in a sacred place.  

What a nuisance!  Chiyo found her father again.  It 

was not the spirit's presence that frightened her; it 

was that she could no longer feel him.  The rest of 

the villagers scrambled and clamored away.  Chiyo, 

too, was whisked by her father, who was all too 

eager to go. 

 

They made it safely after a short run.  This time 

he made no bones about asking what she'd done.  For 

all the good spirits summoned, and all the good 

memories for all those wanting, one mistake could 

be all of their undoing.  When she danced, she saw 

not beginnings nor ends; no wrongs or rights; there 

wasn't death; there was no rebirth.  She helped 

estranged spirits accord.  And she wished she could 

tell that to her father.  He was scared.  She didn't like 

seeing him scared.  For one searing moment, she felt 

the Oni call out with fury before a wave of blinding 

pain, and then again, he was silenced. 

 

Hibiki saw something cross behind her eyes; he 

knew she was leaving before she made her move.  

The choice before him was to face the demon or to 



send his girl alone.  She didn't wait for him to make 

up his mind. 

 

❖ 

 

The festival grounds felt far from festive.  It was 

desolate, and dark, but there was something else 

lurking, strangling its pulse. There was new death. 

 

The monks were convened, waiting, but not for 

Chiyo.  They were one less, but they were still.  The 

man who addressed Chiyo and her father, who must 

have been their guide, was missing.  Maybe his was 

the blinding pain to the Oni's fury.  Maybe it was the 

other way around. 

 

He was devoured, body and soul. 

 

They were waiting for a shaman; a spirit warrior; 

one who could tame an unholy occupier of such 

sacred spaces. With them she waited, though she 

waited alone.  Her father came behind the shaman.  

He asked her what was happening.  She didn't 

answer. 

 

When finally he came, he wore a great plume of 

red hair over a white painted mask and flowing robes 



of gold and green.  His blade was twice over any 

other Chiyo had ever seen.  With the jewels it was 

wearing, the spirit taming business must have 

thrived.  He didn't speak, only listened.  He stood 

brash, hearing the monks.  Chiyo slunk into herself 

when they pointed her way.  In grand form, he 

shuffled his step and swept an arm around, landing a 

hand above his brow.  The affect on his mask was 

carved, he needed to show that he saw her.  He 

looked like from on yonder to the girl and called her 

to his side.  She sat put.  His shrug said she was 

missing some grand opportunity to apprentice with a 

master. 

 

The spirit warrior knelt and he bowed, settling 

on a cloth placed by a small companion, who Chiyo 

hadn't noticed.  "Spirit warriors don't collect their 

own fees," said her father, sneaking in a whisper.  

Together they watched the man stand and reassure 

each of the monks, bow to his handler, and enter the 

temple. 

 

He, too, was devoured, body and soul. 

 

When the temple settled again to silence, the 

wind was changed.  The grass was rustled and wind 

chimes chimed.  The monks did what monks do best 



and they honored a fallen warrior, whose battle was 

only swift.  His handler fled. 

 

Chiyo stood and started running for home.  

Hibiki was happy to follow.  He didn't know what 

would become of the Oni or the temple, but it 

wouldn't be long before fingers were pointed.  He 

caught up to his daughter and lifted her off of her 

trail, not stopping until their door was closed behind.  

After he slid the lockbolt, he listened, just for a 

moment.  In that moment, Chiyo started rummaging. 

 

Her teacher left her small container of powdery 

white makeup and her father didn't like that it was 

open in her hands when he turned.  "Oh no," he said.  

"You put that away."  It was a tone more stern than 

he'd taken with his girl since Maiha's passing.  She 

dipped two fingers and painted her nose.  "Chiyo!" 

he shouted, grabbing it away.  She didn't answer, she 

didn't even react.  Slowly she walked to where it 

landed when he threw it aside.  She made another 

smear across her cheek.  Hibiki grabbed her wrist 

and shook the container free.  "Chiyo," he said, 

almost in tears.  "I won't lose you.  Chiyo, no!" 

 

With three flat fingers she spread around the 

smear on her cheek.  Nothing was going to stop her 

from readying to face the Oni she summoned.  A 



desperate father grabbed his girl by the shoulders.  

He shook her eyes in line with his own.  "Why, 

Chiyo?" He plead, softly, filling his eyes.  "Why?!" he 

asked, louder. 

 

"It is what he wants," she answered.  "And it is 

what she wants.  And I am not affraid." 

 

Hibiki's jaw opened and he embraced Chiyo 

harder than before.  Those were the only words she 

would ever speak after suffering the loss of her 

mother.  Her father was so taken that he hardly 

heard them.  "What...he wants?" he repeated, with 

caution.  A spirit so powerful can only want; it 

knows nothing more.  The only way to rid them is to 

satisfy their want.  He saw the demon in her eyes.  If 

it weren't for that, he'd not have believed her.  

Gently, he lowered her to her feet, unclenching his 

hold.  He wiped off his hands, drying them on his 

robes, and he evened out the paint on her left cheek.  

She picked up the tin and handed it over, pulling 

back her hair and giving a nod. 

 

❖ 

 

The monks were praying still when Hibiki 

walked, flute in hand with Chiyo, back to finish the 



festival.  Her face was painted more like a Maiko 

than a spirit warrior's mask.  They both wore their 

hair oiled and their cleanest white robes.  It couldn't 

have been more than midday, but it was dark like 

dusk.  No one was near, and the monks paid them 

little mind, if any. 

 

Hibiki played that night; he played for Maiha.  

He swore then that he wouldn't play another Obon.  

But the demon in his daughter's eyes was but a sun 

shower to what storm he harbored.  Oh what he 

wouldn't give...  It was in that sentiment where he 

found strength to pull up his pipe and begin. 

 

Chiyo was standing, prepared.  The look that 

they shared was one of uncertainty, and knowledge 

that no matter what may come, there would be love 

to bind them, even across the greatest of horizons.  

She spun a half turn, falling steady on a clap to meet 

his first note.  Their music thundered across the 

quiet and echoed to the woods, stirring at least one 

spirit to heed their call. 

 

From the nether came a figure, slow like a 

smoke curl from incense on the altar, robed like 

Chiyo all in white, but flowing and untucked, with 

overgrown hair, long and black, and a face that was 

pale like a mid-winter's moon.  Maiha had come.  



Chiyo saw her, and Hibiki too.  Her eyes were black 

and barely visible, but it was clear that she saw them.  

She took her place.  Hibiki played on, through tears.  

He watched his daughter dance the Obon dance, 

shadowed like a memory, mirrored like a heron 

coasting over her marsh.  The three were alone, and 

their dancing was undisturbed and pure.  Until the 

Oni came. 

 

His movements were swift and fierce.  He left 

his temple like a tidal wave, leaving the monks 

stunned and wondering.  Chiyo was unwaivered, 

even when the music stopped.  Twirling and 

clapping, keeping with the rhythm.  Hibiki saw him 

take his place, as well, and then he took his shape 

between the two dancers.  For a moment he stood 

staring through his mask.  Hibiki stood staring back 

into the eyes of the great demon, and at the same 

time, the eyes of his daughter, her mother, the spirit 

warrior and the monk, and the hundreds of ancestors 

to the village.  They were all urging him to play.  In 

fact, the Oni didn't feel frightened or dangerous at 

all, he was eager, lusting, to rest.  Even to the attuned 

ear of the Yoru, his pause was only brief, but his 

song was more full when he blew his next breath. 

 

❖ 



The monks never told whether they saw the girl 

dancing alone that day, or if there were three, though 

they all stood watch.  Hibiki never spoke another 

word.  But when he was asked again to play, and for 

every year after, he agreed to serenade the Bon 

dancers during the Obon festival.  When his Chiyo 

faded with her mother's spirit that day, following 

after the demon, he knew what peace she found.  He 

played his song so that she would dance for all 

eternity, and that one day, she would welcome him 

home. 

 
 

 

- OWARI -  . 
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