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Childhood I
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November of 1609/Kannazuki of Keichi 14:

Dewa Province was known for its snow, and young Mei Ranka had always enjoyed waiting and watching for the first snowfall of the year. Or, at least, every year since she’d understood to wait for it, which meant it was a good seven years of tradition now. She had always thought that it was beautiful, falling slowly to the ground, melting when it got there.

This year was no different, as she sat on the engawa of her family’s home. She’d been watching her mother feeding the koi in the small family pond when the movement of something falling caught her eye.

“Ooh, it’s snowing!” the young girl said, her face lighting up with a smile.

“Ranka,” a soft feminine voice called out, sounding like little more than a whisper on the wind.

The young girl turned her head around, trying to find the source of that voice.

“Young Ranka... would you like to see a land of snow?” the ethereal voice called out once more.

This time Ranka located the source, a faint sort of shadow standing near the road. As she stared the form seemed to grow clearer, turning into a beautiful, but pale, woman. Around the woman the snow was falling as if it were mid-January, a small pile of it forming at her feet.

“Come now, little Ranka. I can take you to my home, where there is always snow.”

It sounded tempting, Ranka had to admit, but she knew her mother would be furious if she left without permission. As such, she decided to take the responsible route and turned to her mother.

“Mom, is it okay if I go with the snow lady?”

Her mother froze a moment, before turning slowly to Ranka. The lanky young girl pointed towards the mysterious woman. Her mother’s eyes followed where Ranka was pointing, and a look of fear flashed in her eyes.

“Ranka... get inside,” her mother said, her voice firm, but not harsh.

“What? Why do I have to—”

“Ranka, now!” her mother hissed.

Surprised to have her mother so upset, Ranka scurried in towards the centre of the house. She didn’t know why she was in trouble, but she wasn’t going to risk getting in any worse standing with her mother.

“You can hide her for now, Sute, but this is only the first snowfall of the year,” the ghostly woman’s voice declared, her tone harsh and cold to Ranka’s ears, sounding as if she was beside her, despite Ranka having hidden deep in the house. “I shall have my revenge. She will become a yuki-onna.”

Ranka shivered at that, and she decided that maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing her mother had sent her inside.
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Ranka’s mother had lit the fire pit in the main room, and kept Ranka near it while they waited for her father to return home. Her mother was much too nervous to explain anything, which worried Ranka deeply. It was usually her mother who was the calm one in the home.

Finally, well after the sun had set, the sound of her father singing as he approached the home reached Ranka. She was glad to have him home, but... if he was singing then he was probably drunk. This didn’t seem like the sort of day where it was good for him to be in that state. He and mother tended to fight when he came home drunk, after all.

The glare mother shot towards the front of the house confirmed Ranka’s suspicions. Her mother hurried forward, closing the door to the room behind her. Whether that was meant to keep Ranka in or the mysterious woman out, the young girl wasn’t sure, but it made eavesdropping a bit trickier.

Not impossible, though. The walls were thin after all.

“Kouichi, dear... we have a problem,” her mother said sharply.

“Not the kindest way to greet your husband, now is that, my love?” her father replied, his voice still a bit jovial.

“The... the yuki-onna from... from back then. She appeared. She tried to steal Ranka.”

“What? The... you mean the younger one grew up?”

“It would seem so. She’s going to return the next time it snows... what do we do?”

“I defeated her mistress. I can defeat her too.”

“Kouichi... you were fifteen years younger when you fought her, you had the help of four other samurai, and my father’s prayers.”

“We could find some men ready to help, I’m sure,” her father declared, hiccuping a little as he did so. “There’s plenty of free men these days, with the wars over.”

“Without the prayers of a priest or priestess you’d surely be doomed. It’s folly to attack a yuki-onna during winter.”

“Then we find someone to do some chanting for us! We can go off to the shrine in the morning. I’m too tired to deal with their rituals now, though,” her father grumbled, his voice approaching the door where Ranka was listening.

Nervously, the young girl scrambled back, trying to hide that she’d been eavesdropping. Her father raised an eyebrow as he crossed into the room, apparently seeing through her attempts to mask her listening, but not seeming to care. Instead, he casually wandered off to sit by the fire, muttering something to himself as he warmed his hands.

It was a few minutes later when Ranka’s mother returned to the room. Ranka could only guess she’d been enjoying some fresh air and couldn’t blame her. Crisp autumn nights were always nice, especially when the fire was crackling and ready to be returned to.

“Ranka, this might sound a little odd, but... I think it might be best if we use a little rope to keep you inside, just to be safe,” her mother said, a gentle smile on her face, surely meant to hide the worry in her voice.

“Um, if you think that’s best,” Ranka said, still rather scared about all of this and ready to do whatever was safest.

“We’ll make sure you’re comfortable, don’t worry,” her mother said, heading off to grab some bedding.
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Sleeping with her leg tied to a post hadn’t led to the most peaceful night Ranka had ever had, but it was probably more fear about the mysterious yuki-onna that had kept her from staying asleep. She’d already been awake when her mother had gotten up, quietly making some light breakfast on the fire. The smell of the food woke her father, and the family had their simple meal before gathering everything they needed to set out.

It wasn’t a long walk to the shrine, but Ranka’s mother kept an iron grip on her hand the whole walk, and her father kept a hand on his blade as they went. She wasn’t sure if she found it reassuring or worrying to see her parents so on alert.

Luckily it was a warm and sunny day, so the risk of snow was minimal. That helped her nerves a little, at least.

Reaching the shrine, she was thrilled to see her Aunt Ai out in the courtyard, sweeping it clean. Her aunt was always so much fun, a joke for every situation, and Ranka had to admit to loving those bright red pants all the miko wore.

“Oh, hey! Sis! What’s brought you over so early?” her aunt called out.

“We have a slight issue, and we were hoping we could consult with you and the priest,” her mother replied.

“I think the lazy old fellow is still asleep, but I can go wake him up, if you need me to?”

Ranka’s mother seemed to weigh her options for a moment before shaking her head. “You know the situation better than that southerner. It’s probably better to just talk to you.”

“Sounds good to me. Old man’s pretty grumpy whenever I wake him up. Should we head inside?”

“Probably for the best,” Ranka’s father said, having been eyeing the road suspiciously.

“Alright, well, wash yourselves up and I’ll meet you in the side building.”

Ranka hurried after her parents to the small well and went through the traditional shrine visit cleansing. She tried to go a bit extra, hoping the cleansing water would protect her somehow. Then it was off to the outer building of the little complex.

Once inside, her parents explained what had happened, discussions turning to events from before Ranka’s birth. Something about a yuki-onna who had been terrorising the region, dragging all sorts of men to their ends. Ranka didn’t know how to react to that news, or discussion about how her father had helped to kill that snow woman, but had spared a young yuki-onna who’d surely never harmed a mortal. Apparently that was the one who was coming after her now, planning to turn her into a yuki-onna too. The idea of being turned into some sort of monster was deeply terrifying.

“I haven’t heard any reports of men going missing, though,” her aunt said, seeming deep in thought and more than a little nervous. “I’m not sure we could gather the men we’d need if she hasn’t killed anyone. Most folks would rather not risk angering a yuki-onna who’s been behaving herself. Not on the snow coast.”

“There’s plenty of free men around,” Ranka’s father muttered, pouting. “They’re all at the pub, complaining about a lack of work.”

“Be serious! Fighting a yokai, especially a yuki-onna in winter, is deadlier work than even war. You know that,” her aunt shot back. “Especially when the only priest in town is a... well, it’s not my place to say anything negative about him, but he’s not the sort you want to have to trust in battle with a yokai. And, this late in the year, you’ll be hard pressed to find anyone wanting to travel to help us.”

Her father seemed ready to argue when a door slid open, revealing a woman who, to Ranka’s eyes, seemed quite possibly the most beautiful woman in the world. Her silver-grey hair made the young girl briefly worry she was the snow woman from before, but her bright red miko pants were hopefully a sign she could be trusted.

“Please forgive me for my intrusion, but I couldn’t help overhearing from the quarters I am staying in, and I believe I may have a solution,” the woman said, her voice seeming just as mystical as the snow woman’s, but far less cold.

“A solution?” Ranka’s father asked, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“The yuki-onna wants your daughter as an apprentice, yes?” the silver haired woman asked, getting nods from the other adults. “As such, she would have no use for a boy.”

“Well, yes? But we have a daughter?” Ranka’s mother asked.

“A magical problem may just warrant a magical solution,” the woman explained. “Our patron, the great Inari, can take either male or female form. Perhaps a little of that magic could protect your daughter. It would at least buy some time to find a more powerful priest than this shrine currently has.”

“That... you can’t be serious?” Ranka’s mother replied.

“Is it even possible to transform a human child?” her father added. “She’s not some tanuki or kitsune shape shifter.”

“Normally, no. But with Inari’s blessings and the blood of a kitsune it should be feasible. The transformation magic of yokai happens to be something I have studied quite thoroughly,” the silver haired woman replied. “I have seen it done once or twice, in similarly dire situations.”

Ranka’s parents looked doubtful, but her aunt Ai seemed convinced.

“If Koko says she’s seen it done, I believe her,” Ranka’s aunt said.

“Very—but the blood of a kitsune? Where are we going to get that in time?” Ranka’s father protested.

“I have a source,” the mysterious woman replied.

For a moment, Ranka was certain the woman’s pupils turned to slits in her warm amber eyes. The young girl also noticed a look of concern in her aunt’s eyes, and a silent whisper that got a gentle smile from the silver haired stranger.

Maybe it was the gentle look between the stranger and her own aunt, or maybe it was something less natural, but Ranka felt she could trust this strange woman. Her parents definitely didn’t seem to, bursting into argument as her father kept insisting he could round up some young men from the village to go hunting. Counter arguments about waiting, that yuki-onna were easier to track when the snows retreated, were shot down by him as cowardice.

“I... I’m sorry for speaking out of line,” Ranka said, finding a pause in her father’s ranting, “but, I think we should do what the priestess says. If it’s really so hard to fight this snow woman in the winter, then I’d rather hide until spring. I... I don’t want anyone to have to die for my sake.”

All the adults turned to her, her mother and aunt looking sad, her father seeming indignant, and the silver haired woman... her face Ranka couldn’t read.

“You’re quite compassionate, young Mei Ranka. Let us hope Inari will bless you for it,” the miko said.

“You’re sure you’re okay with this?” Ranka’s mother asked. The girl gave a nod, which didn’t seem to reassure her mother much. “What if you get... get stuck or something?”

“Well, I suppose I wouldn’t mind having a son to teach the ways of a samurai too,” her father said, looking like he was growing lost in thought, only to get a light smack on the arm from his wife.

“Dear, this is serious.”

“I’m just trying to find a silver lining. We don’t even know if this travelling woman’s claim is real or not.”

“It won’t be too much blood, will it, Koko?” Ranka’s aunt asked the other miko, placing a hand on her shoulder for a brief moment.

“Not too much, do not worry so, Ai,” the woman replied, before turning to Ranka. “Let’s head to the main building. It will have to be just the two of us, but it shouldn’t take long.”

Ranka nodded and followed the strange woman, hearing her aunt give her parents reassurances that they could trust this wandering miko. As they grew further from the other adults, something seemed to change about the air, things in the distance seeming to shimmer as if it were a hot summer day. Ranka’s heart began to flutter, though she felt more like it was in expectation than fear. Entering the main building of the shrine, one fear did hit the young girl, however, and she had to ask what was on her mind.

“It won’t taste gross, will it? The, uh, the blood, I mean?”

The miko froze for a moment, as if Ranka’s question had surprised her, before she gave a light laugh. “Don’t worry, young Mei, you won’t have to taste any. You will need the blood of a kitsune flowing in your veins, not sloshing about in your belly.”

Ranka nodded. That made sense. Probably. How it was going to get into her veins, she had no idea, but she found herself distracted when the miko began to whisper a prayer. The young girl found herself having to hold in a shout of surprise when, suddenly, two fox ears popped out of the top of the miko’s head. Ranka watched the ears bob slightly as the miko nodded, apparently listening to some reply.

“Thank you for your blessings, and apologies for the blood that must flow in the presence of your shrine, oh gracious Inari. We will make sure none touches the sacred grounds of the temple,” the silver haired miko said, before turning back to Ranka. The miko’s face was now marked by red stripes, like a kitsune mask for a play, though Ranka swore the woman had had no chance to apply makeup. “You are in luck, young Mei Ranka. Inari has looked in your heart and seen kindness. The magic should hold and protect you for the winter.”

Ranka could only nod, feeling slightly entranced by the way the woman’s face seemed to almost flicker, like an illusion was on the edge of breaking. The twitching of her fox ears also mystified the girl a bit. She watched quietly as the miko, who must surely have been a kitsune servant of Inari, set a bucket on the floor and told her to sit down beside it. Having done so, the kitsune miko produced a long needle, akin to what one might use for acupuncture.

“We’re going to have to let out a little of your blood, so that you can hold more of what I must give you for the magic to work,” the kitsune said, her tone calming.

“That seems like a big bucket for a little blood,” Ranka said, staring down at it.

That got a light chuckle from the silver kitsune. “Don’t worry, I chose a deep bucket to avoid any splashing on the temple floor. The divine Inari would not be happy with me if I got one of their shrines dirty with blood.”

Ranka found herself nodding again. She closed her eyes as the kitsune miko brought the needle nearer her arm, not wanting to see it go in. Surprisingly, it stung little more than when getting a bite from a mosquito, and, when Ranka opened her eyes again, there was only the lightest tribble of blood going down her arm and dripping into the bucket.

The kitsune watched for a minute or two, until she seemed satisfied enough blood had left Ranka (an amount that really didn’t seem that significant to the young girl, she was certain she’d lost more the one time she’d cut herself trying to whittle a wooden flute last year). Then the miko pricked her own arm, much deeper than she’d done to Ranka, if the amount of blood flowing was any hint. After a moment of letting the blood flow, the kitsune miko brought her own arm up to Ranka’s, pushing the two wounds against each other.

Some part of Ranka wanted to recoil, but the kitsune held her arm in place. A few seconds later a strangely warm feeling spread into her arm, one that was somehow comforting. It continued to spread for the couple minutes the miko held their arms together, along with the odd sight of the miko’s human appearance shimmering more and more, until it faded completely and Ranka found herself looking at the kitsune’s true fox face.

Somehow the kitsune was still able to smile, despite her new features, and separated their arms. She then leaned forward, and... well Ranka’s best description of the kitsune’s motion was kissing the pinprick wound on Ranka’s arm, the snout of her fox face making it a little different from a human kiss. A shiver shot through the girl, a mixture of heat and cold that was unpleasant, but not quite painful. She very nearly fainted, only to be steadied by the kitsune.

“You’re okay. You’re okay. Transformations just aren’t easy for humans,” the silver kitsune said, her voice somehow still the same, despite her transformation. “Let’s dress our wounds and take you back out to see your parents, shall we?”

Ranka nodded, before looking down at... herself? Had she been turned into a boy? She didn’t really feel all that different.

“Did it work?” Ranka asked, as the kitsune miko wrapped her arm with some bandaging.

“It did indeed. I know how to read the energies that come off of people, and your balance of yin and yang has definitely shifted.”

Ranka bit her lip lightly. “I don’t really feel different.”

“You’re young. Children have fairly minimal differences. That is part of why I suggested this, since it’s so much less of a change for one as young as yourself.”

Ranka thought it over, watching the kitsune clean and dress her own wound. As the magical being finished, a new thought struck the youth.

“Does Auntie Ai know you’re a kitsune?”

The miko blinked, before laughing a little. “You have an interesting mind, young Mei. And, yes, your aunt does know. She’s a very clever woman.”

Ranka smiled. “Of course she is. After grandfather left us, everyone agreed she’s the most clever person in the village.”

The kitsune smiled, standing up and offering Ranka a... hand? A paw? Ranka wasn’t sure what to say, but she quite liked the fluffier feeling the kitsune’s hands had now. Her three tails looked so fluffy too, Ranka felt deeply tempted to try to hug it.

“Let’s go take you back to your parents,” the kitsune woman said.

“Shouldn’t you change back first?”

“I haven’t dropped my disguise. You’ve simply been given the ability to see through it thanks to the blood I gave you.”

Ranka scrunched her face up in thought as the pair walked. “I saw your ears before you gave me any blood though.”

“Oh, did you, now? Then maybe you take after your aunt, and can see a bit more than most. That can be a good skill to practice, young Mei.”

It was only a few seconds later that they were reunited with Ranka’s parents, her mother becoming deeply concerned about the bandaging on her arm.

“She looks the same,” Ranka’s father said.

“10 year olds tend to,” the kitsune replied. “I can assure you that the blessings worked. And that, to a yokai, she’s unrecognisable from the different scent and spiritual balance.”

“And, how do we reverse it?” Ranka’s mother asked, although her eyes remained locked on Ranka’s face, clearly hunting for any changes.

“Rice. As Inari’s main blessing, it will break the spell,” the kitsune explained.

Ranka’s mother looked sad for a moment, before pulling her into a hug. “Oh, you poor thing. You’re going to be stuck living off millet and barley all winter.”

Before Ranka could point out that she rather liked barley, her father had leaned down in her face. “Are you really changed? I don’t want to just take this stranger’s word for it.”

“Um, yeah. Now that I’ve been walking around a bit, I think I feel a little different,” Ranka replied.

“Oh, I just realised, we’re going to have to think of a new name to call you during all this, to help hide you better,” Ranka’s mother said. “I have no idea what though.
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They’d decided on Ranmaru. It let Ranka still use the orchid kanji in her name, which her mother seemed to think was very important in preventing her from losing touch with her femininity over the winter. Despite the new clothing, which Ranka—no, Ranmaru, found a bit boring, and the new boyish haircut, the youth felt there was little risk of forgetting about her girlhood. The bigger problem was the way her mother kept crying at random, and telling the temporary boy how brave she was to go through with all this.

It was honestly more than a little tiring.

Apparently her father thought so as well, because one day, barely into the second week of ‘Ranmaru’s’ boyhood, he’d come home with a bold announcement: his good friend Hanamoto had agreed to look after Ranmaru for the winter. While her father had insisted it was an added protection, to further throw off the yuki-onna, Ranmaru had overheard him muttering about hoping the arrangement would get her mother to calm down a bit. To the transformed girl, the idea seemed exciting. Hanamoto’s youngest daughter Fuji was one of her best friends, so it would seem like some sort of extended party.
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Two days later, young Ranmaru was walking towards the Hanamoto home with her father. She’d been told that she was to pretend to be her own cousin. They’d say the two branches of the Mei family had exchanged children to keep the yuki-onna away, because her supposed uncle didn’t have the money to look after two children. The reason she was now with the Hanamoto family was then, officially, for fear the yuki-onna might still strike and... do whatever yuki-onna did to males, if ‘Ranmaru’ was left alone at the Mei family home. Her father would cover the expenses of ‘him’ staying with the Hanamoto family.

“Remember, you’re to act the part of a boy. So, don’t spend too much time with Fuji. In fact, you’re not supposed to even know her,” her father barked, his tone gruff as it always was in mornings.

The changed girl made a small nod. She didn’t like that part of the deal. Now she’d probably have to spend her time with Fuji’s annoying older brother, Kikuhiko. That boy cared only for his samurai training, and was always teasing her.

“Do you really think they won’t recognise me?” Ranmaru asked.

The transformation had definitely happened, but the changes to her overall appearance were still rather minimal.

“Cousins can look alike. With your new hair and clothing, I think they’ll accept you’re someone else. Especially when it comes time to wash up,” her father said, laughing a bit at the end.

Ranmaru couldn’t really argue with that. As Ranka, she’d bathed with Fuji, and her older sister Saki, a few times when visiting. That change would be hard to deny for anyone.

Her father knocked on the front door, and, a minute or two later, Saki opened the door. The eldest child of the Hanamoto family looked elegant, as always, as she greeted Ranmaru’s father, before looking the direction of the transformed girl. Giving young Ranmaru a once over, Saki gave the new boy a smile.

“There’s no need to be nervous, young Mei. We’re happy to have you. Especially my brother Kikuhiko. He’s desperate for a sparring partner, since his best friend’s family is travelling down to Edo this winter,” Saki said.

Ranmaru swallowed nervously. Kikuhiko was a good two years her senior, and she had minimal experience with defending herself, only the few basic self defence lessons her mother had agreed were useful for a girl to know. So... basically nothing for a boy her age.

“His father hasn’t trained him much, but I do think he’ll be a quick study,” her father said. “He’s a Mei after all.”

Saki laughed politely before leading the pair into the Hanamoto home. Ranmaru knew the house well enough, but decided to hunt for any changes since her last visit, in an attempt to seem curious and unfamiliar with the place.

The introduction with the father of the house was a bit surreal. Ranmaru was fairly certain the man was well aware who she really was, but still needed to keep up appearances. When Kikuhiko and Fuji hurried in, the transformed girl felt as if her heart were in her throat, so sure that one of those two would see she was Ranka and insist on an explanation. An explanation that would, surely, make her friendship with Fuji so very weird.

When neither of them recognised her she was left with a mixture of relief and disappointment, so sure that her best friend would know her face. Instead, she found herself immediately dragged off by Kikuhiko, the boy insisting that his ‘new sparring partner’ be given a crash course in kenjutsu. Being both younger than him, and a guest, the transformed girl had little choice but to comply.

What followed were several hours of pure embarrassment as the older boy seemingly ran her through every kata and drill he knew. It was only when she could no longer stand that he finally relented.

“You have good potential, Mei. Your form was terrible when we started, but now I can see some actual improvement. At least before you got too tired,” Kikuhiko said, a grin on his face that Ranmaru wanted to punch. At least until the boy leaned forward and offered a hand. “Come on, I’ll help you get back to the house. I’ll make sure Saki gives you some extra food. You’ll need it.”

Ranmaru took his hand, and ended up more or less leaning against the older boy as the pair walked back inside. Maybe Kikuhiko wasn’t all bad... but there were still a lot of pranks he had to make up for before he was in Ranmaru’s good books.
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The transformed girl had found herself sharing a room with Kikuhiko, a fact that left her a bit annoyed. She knew, logically, that she shouldn’t have expected her own room, but the idea of having somewhere to sneak off alone and break character had been too appealing for her heart to let go of.

Still, as the days wore on, Ranmaru was surprised how little acting was needed. Swordplay was, in all honesty, fun to learn. Lessons from Kikuhiko and his father were something the transformed youth couldn’t help looking forward to. Ranmaru was still a long way from being able to defeat Kikuhiko if the older boy actually put effort into it, but it was slowly beginning to feel less futile than picking a fight with a typhoon.

Things had been going so smoothly, Ranmaru had almost lost track of the flow of the days, when, just before bed after a little over a week at the Hanamoto home, Kikuhiko had made an excited announcement.

“Ranmaru! Look! It’s snowing out!” the older boy called, sliding a door open just a smidge.

The transformed girl’s heart sank, fear filling her. “I... could you close that door?”

“Close the... oh! You’re worried, because of the story about your cousin? Do you think it’s true that a yuki-onna has really come to town to hunt for her?” Kikuhiko asked, not moving from his position by the door.

“It’s definitely true. Mo-my aunt and uncle wouldn’t lie. Ranka was very scared too,” Ranmaru said, trying not to let her full fear be seen.

“Huh. I... oh, it’s really picking up.”

Ranmaru’s eyes shifted from Kikuhiko’s form to out the doorway and there was no denying that the snow was falling heavily now. The wind was picking up too. She swore she could hear an inhuman voice on the wind, but hoped that was her imagination.

“It’s going to get in here. Close the door,” Ranmaru hissed, hoping the tone wasn’t too aggressive.

“Y-yeah. That’s... that’s not a normal storm,” the older boy replied, sliding the door back closed and slipping back to his futon in the middle of the room.

The hunted girl tried to hide herself in her blankets, hoping to bury herself enough to block out the wind, and the voice she still swore she heard, calling out her true name. Gradually she had to admit it was a lost cause, however. She couldn’t get herself to warm up again with this fear. Nervously, she scurried across the room, still wrapped in blankets.

“Kikuhiko, are you still awake?” she whispered.

“Y-yeah. This storm is seriously noisy.”

“I... could I share your futon? I don’t think I can sleep alone with this howling,” Ranmaru asked, almost glad for the embarrassment heating her cheeks and reminding her she could generate some warmth of her own.

There was a moment of silence, as she worried her fear may have just revealed her true feminine heart. Men were supposed to be braver, weren’t they? That’s what her father liked to say...

“Uh... sure. I mean, it’s, um, probably going to get cold with this storm. Probably best to share our blankets,” Kikuhiko replied.

The transformed girl let out a sigh of relief and slipped in next to him, piling both their blankets into one larger wall against the cold.

Between the added insulation and Kikuhiko’s warmth, Ranmaru slowly felt less like an icicle and more like a human being, before gradually drifting off to sleep.
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The storm had buried much of the village in snow, but no one had been hurt. News that there was a risk of a yuki-onna had spread through the community, as rumours always did, and everyone had hurried indoors when the snow started. As such, the main concern for everyone was digging their houses out from the snow, though Ranmaru and Kikuhiko ended up spending more time having snowball fights than digging. Other children got to work building snowmen and snow hares, though most of the boys ended up joining in with the big snowball fight.

Ranmaru found the whole thing quite invigorating, and a great way to forget the source of the snow. Laughing and having good luck with aim, the youth managed to peg a taller boy in the face with a rather good throw, only to feel the ominous presence of a judgmental adult.

“If you boys have so much energy, you should be helping your parents out with shovelling,” the woman’s voice ordered.

Ranmaru froze, knowing that voice very well: her mother’s. Was the best plan to run before getting caught? That seemed like a good pla—her mother’s hand was on her shoulder before the decision to run had reached her feet. Turning, reluctantly, the transformed girl could only give a weak smile.

“Ranka, what are you doing roughhousing like this?” her mother whispered sharply.

“Kikuhiko and I were just having a bit of fun, and then the other boys joined in... well, I couldn’t just run away, could I? That would seem girly,” Ranmaru muttered, trying to give the impression it was all about keeping up the character and to ignore how fun it had been.

“Well, I would much prefer to see you somewhere others were keeping a more consistent eye on you. Snowball fights mean hiding, and what if the... the yuki-onna manages to find you while you’re hiding? Either go and shovel or help Fuji with her snowmen.”

“Yes mo-uh, auntie,” Ranmaru said, knowing that others were within earshot of a full volume reply.

It didn’t take long to find Fuji and Saki decorating the area around the Hanamoto home with a small army of snowmen and snow hares. Ranmaru waffled with uncertainty for a few moments, before stepping over to ask to join them.

“If you want?” Fuji said. “Aren’t you more interested in running around with the other boys?”

“My m—my aunt doesn’t want me causing trouble. It would look bad on both our families, I guess,” Ranmaru explained. “Not—not that making snowmen isn’t fun.”

“I think we’d be quite happy to have you around,” Saki said, smiling and lightly poking Fuji. “Wouldn’t we?”

“Y-yeah. Definitely,” Fuji added, while studying the snowball in front of her, as if to avoid eye contact.

With the permission granted, the trio set to work, deciding to build the biggest snowman they could. Fuji insisted that, if they made it big enough, it would scare the yuki-onna away. Ranmaru wasn’t so sure that would work, but thought the challenge seemed fun.

As the bottom ball got large enough it was difficult to roll, the pair found themselves assisted by Kikuhiko. Ranmaru was thrilled to have help with their mission (since Saki was much more focused on making snow hares), but Fuji seemed strangely grumpy about her brother’s arrival.

Still, the trio managed to build a snowman taller than any of them, and that was something worth being proud of.
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A few more weeks passed, with only one other unnatural snowstorm hitting the village. Ranmaru didn’t know if the yuki-onna had gone off hunting for the missing Ranka elsewhere, or had returned to the snowy mountains to pout, but was quite happy to have the supernatural threat seem to have vanished. In large part because it made focusing on kenjutsu lessons with Kikuhiko easier.

The transformed youth was starting to really get the hang of things, thanks to the nearly daily lessons. There were also more regular academic lessons, though the push to learn the names of generals and dates of battles seemed much more important in lessons for boys. The kanji lessons were harder too, though Ranmaru wasn’t sure if that was a result of Hanamoto being naturally stricter or the expectations for men to deal with more official documents.

Either way, it all kept young Ranmaru very busy as the winter passed. The threat of the yuki-onna somehow grew more abstract, despite the more frequent snows.

The other thing that seemed to grow more abstract, though, was the idea of being a girl. Despite the harder school lessons, it felt so easy to slip into the role of a boy, exploring all sorts of new things that had never been an option for ‘Ranka’. Not that the transformed youth was doing it on purpose, it was a gradual shift that was barely noticed.

Something that did get noticed, however, came one day in January. Ranmaru had been getting odd looks from the Hanamoto family every so often the past few days, and finally couldn’t take it. That was why, just after a kenjutsu sparring match, the transformed youth took the chance to directly ask Kikuhiko. With it just being the two of them, that seemed the least embarrassing way to go about it.

“Has my hair been sticking up weird or something? Everyone keeps looking at me funny.”

“I... well, it is about your hair, but... it’s more the colour,” Kikuhiko replied, his body language a little awkward.

“The colour?” Ranmaru asked, grabbing a strand to study. “It looks the same dark brown to me.”

“Well, the tips, yeah. But the, uh... the new hair at the base looks weirdly white. Or maybe silver?” the older boy said.

“What? You’re kidding, right?”

“No. Let’s go see if Saki will lend you her mirror. That should prove it.”

Intrigued, Ranmaru followed, and the pair found Saki in the main room working on some clothing repairs. The eldest Hanamoto girl was happy to oblige, and soon returned with the mirror.

Staring at the reflection, Ranmaru was greeted by the sight of silver-white roots. They looked the same colour as the Kitsune Miko’s fur had been, at least as best as Ranmaru could tell in the polished bronze colour of the mirror.

“Fuji and I were a little worried it meant the yuki-onna might have cursed you, to make up for not being able to find your cousin, but Saki asked at the shrine and they said it wasn’t something yuki-onna did,” Kikuhiko said.

“We just didn’t quite know how to bring it up to you,” Saki explained. “Especially when we had no idea what caused it.”

“I think I know what the cause is... that’s—that’s a long story though,” Ranmaru replied.

“I’d be happy to listen,” Kikuhiko said, leaning forward.

“Um... a long and embarrassing story,” Ranmaru offered, hoping to get out of this before concocting some lie became necessary.

Ranmaru didn’t want to risk the loss of respect that might come from Kikuhiko if the truth got out. Thankfully the older boy took the hint not to dig.
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And then it was April. The piles of winter snow had melted, the risk of new snows seemed gone, and proper travel opened up again. The open roads meant that a priest experienced in dealing with yokai was on his way. That had been the news Ranmaru’s parents brought when they’d shown up that morning to take the boy back home with them.

Ranmaru was happy to see them again, but the idea of leaving felt at least a little painful to the young boy, because returning home would mean breaking the transformation, and that would mean not being Kikuhiko’s friend and sparring partner any longer. They’d gotten along so well, but, once returned to Ranka, Kikuhiko would no doubt go back to his old teasing.

On the other hand, it would be nice to be able to be friends with Fuji again. The youngest Hanamoto had been rather distant the whole winter.

Confusion bubbling, young Ranmaru said goodbye to the Hanamoto family, in a way for the last time.

Returning home was nice, at least. The youth had missed the place. Even the smell was nostalgic.

“You’ve grown a bit, but some of your old clothes should definitely still fit,” Ranmaru’s mother said, once they were firmly indoors. “Why don’t you go get back into some girl’s clothing again, eh, Ranka?”

“R-right, yes,” the youth said, with a quick bow before hurrying off.

The idea of abandoning boyhood so quickly disappointed Ranmaru a little, yet, seeing those old clothes again, the young boy was struck with how nice the patterns were. Getting changed felt like a substantial step to going back to being a girl, and it felt comfortable. Yet being a boy had felt just as comfortable, if in a slightly different way. The transformed youth was a mess of confusion when called back to the main room.

Emerging, Ranmaru found a small plate of mochi set up on the table.

Sitting down to look at it, Ranmaru had only one question. “What’s this mochi for?”

“Well, mochi is made from rice flour, so I figured it would work to change you back, and that you deserved a special treat after everything. If it doesn’t work, I can cook up a little regular rice,” Ranmaru’s mother explained.

Ranmaru nodded, before turning and grabbing one of the treats. Though still uncertain what to want, the transformed youth knew that avoiding rice forever would be hard, so it was easiest to just give up on this alternative life earlier. Dragging it out would only make the inevitable hurt so much more.

A few bites of the soft delicious snack later and the boy felt the same strange surge of heat and cold. This time, however, there were actual changes to be felt. Ranmaru, or... she supposed that she was Ranka again, and she had grown slightly with the transformation.

“That was very interesting to watch. You sparkled for a moment,” her mother said, a hand raised to her mouth. “And it looks like you’re starting to have a growth spurt. How exciting. You’ll be starting to be a young woman soon. You’re going to need more new clothes though...”

Ranka could only offer something between a smile and a grimace. At least, if she’d kept looking the same, she could have pretended to be Ranmaru if she wanted to spar with Kikuhiko again.

“But your hair... sister had said the silver should come out when the spell was broken,” her mother muttered. “Hm... maybe it just has to grow out like it grew in. We’ll have to cover it up until you can cut it out.”

That also disappointed young Ranka. She thought the silver-white hair was unique and quite fun to have. Before she had any more time to dwell on that disappointment, her mother decided it was time for her to get some sewing practice in. Her mother was so certain she’d been allowed to slack on that and other feminine duties while playing the part of a boy.

The sewing, and the impromptu etiquette and grammar tests, to make sure Ranka wasn’t going to have too much lingering tomboyishness from the winter of boyhood, had ended up filling most of the day. Helping with cooking dinner had been a nice break, as Ranka had made sure to sneak in practice when possible at the Hanamoto’s and so received little chastising from her mother for ‘boyish mistakes’.

However, when the family sat down to eat their evening meal, Ranka was in for a surprise. After grabbing a bit of rice to eat, she felt that same surge of heat and cold, shrinking slightly and returning to the form of Ranmaru. Both parents dropped their chopsticks (food included) to stare at her... him?

Eating more rice, in the spirit of curiosity, Ranmaru didn’t turn back to a girl. Had Inari’s wisdom decided that the young Mei was truly a boy at heart and decided to leave him in that form? Ranmaru had no idea, and could only stare at the bowl of rice in confusion.

At least until his mother grabbed his wrist and pulled him up. “We’re going to see your aunt right now.”

Ranmaru had no choice but to hurry after, his father close behind.

“I say it’s Inari blessing us. A son to carry on the family is a good thing, and Ranka always got along well with Fuji, so there’s a good bride option ri—” his father said, only to freeze under the glare of Ranmaru’s mother.

The brisk walk to the shrine was less frightening than the walk all those months earlier had been, but Ranmaru felt much more confused instead. Was his dad right? Had Inari deemed him truly a man and given him this form? He still liked his feminine clothing though (some of which he was wearing right now)... As much as he liked spending time with the boys in the village, he’d also liked spending time with the girls before. He’d never felt like an outsider as a girl.

On top of the confusion, he felt rather drained, and wasn’t completely sure why.

Mind still spinning, he followed his mother under the torii and into the shrine. The Mei family washed and quickly paid their respects before knocking out the door of the outbuilding where his aunt lived.

“I’m coming,” her voice called out, followed by a quick patter of feet before the door opened. “How can I... sis? What’s going on?”

“Your friend’s spell. It lifted when we gave Ranka some mochi earlier, but it returned when she started eating dinner just now,” his mother explained.

“It did? How can you tell?” the miko asked.

“She’s started to have a growth spurt as a girl, so she’s taller. Also, she sort of sparkles when she transforms.”

“Huh.”

“Huh? All you have to say is ‘huh’?” his mother hissed. “My daughter might be stuck as a boy forever now!”

“Transformation magic isn’t my specialty. I don’t really know much more than you do... Did you try feeding her rice again?”

“She grabbed a bit more after transforming, and nothing happened,” his father offered.

“Hmm... I can try praying to Inari for some guidance?” his aunt replied. “I’ll send word to my friend Koko as
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