XN — |1

Wll H

THE Di L.}\ HT P %L,.L ;f
e, ', é | 'mu ':
.{!‘ i"‘ q/‘";’

- =0 =T

Ae
- &)
H
- o ‘
— :’:"..”
'

-

MV

1ic master

A
e

| ams |- 2 Ant.&v.bc"
| - s s - /0 anus"l’w
U - S < - 1 -
» % .- - ] &






THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT SEASON 39

Published by Jigsaw Publications/The Doctor Who Project
Vancouver, BC, Canada

First Published November 2013
The Night Parade
© 2013 by Duncan Johnson

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Doctor Who © 1963, 2013 by BBC Worldwide
The Doctor Who Project © & ™ 2013 by Jigsaw Publications

A TDWP/Jigsaw Publications E-Book

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced
by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

All characters in this publication is fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely co-incidental.

Typeset in Times New Roman

Logo © 2005 The Doctor Who Project
Cover © 2013 Tom Denham/The Doctor Who Project




THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT SEASON 39




THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT SEASON 39

Then.

The bat struck the ball with a crack that seemed to echo all the way to the mountains and sent the
leather-covered ball hurtling high into the sky.

“Come on, Taichi,” Jiro, the pitcher, yelled. “Get your fat arse in gear and catch it!”

“Yeah, Taichi,” Hibiki said from the other side of the field. “Catch it.”

Taichi back-pedalled as fast as he could, trying to keep his eyes on the ball. Perspiring
heavily, he raised his hand to shade his face, but his heel chose that moment to catch on an
exposed root and he tumbled backwards. He lay there feeling sorry for himself as the ball fell out
of the sky, bounced off his stomach and rolled into the yellowing grass. Laughing, Kazuo
strolled the rest of the way around their makeshift baseball diamond.

“What the hell was that, Taichi?”” Jiro demanded. “We'll never get him out at this rate and
I want a go with that bat.”

Taichi rolled over. “Mum said you had to stop picking on me, Jiro.”

“Yeah, well, Mum's not here to protect you, is she, rice ball?”” Jiro poked his little brother
with his toe. “T don't even know why I had to bring you along.”

“Mum said...”

“I know what Mum said.”

Jiro kicked him below the ribs. Taichi curled up, biting down on his lower lip.

“Hey!” Kazuo said.

“He deserved it.”

“He dropped a ball, Jiro. It's hardly the end of the world. You want to bat so much, here.”
He held out the baseball bat towards Jiro. “I could do with a break anyway.”

“But we haven't got you out,” Jiro said. “I can't have a go until we get you out. It's the
rule.”

Kazuo shrugged. “It's only a game.”

He thrust the bat into Jiro's hands and bent down to help Taichi to his feet.

“You okay, Tai?”

“Yeah, m'fine.” Taichi kept his face turned away from Kazuo, not wanting the older boy
to see him cry. Big boys did not cry, as his brother loved pointing out.

Taichi was nine years-old and only took part in the others' games because his mother
insisted on it. His brother, Jiro, was eleven, and in the same class as Kazuo and Hibiki. This
would be their last summer together before leaving for Junior High.
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“Don't worry about it,” Kazuo said. “Your brother dropped loads of catches when he was
your age. Still does.”

“Yeah, well, so do you,” Jiro said, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand.

“Shinjo Tsuyoshi wouldn't have dropped it,” Hibiki said.

Kazuo shook his head. “Not Tsuyoshi again.”

“Hanshin Tigers rule!”

“Yeah, if you don't mind not winning anything,” Jiro said. “Ever.”

Taichi wiped his eyes with the backs of his pudgy hands. “What happened to the ball?”

“Don't tell me you've gone and lost it, Taichi,” Jiro said.

“No,” Taichi said. “It landed right there. I saw it.”

“Well, it's not there now. Idiot.”

“It can't have rolled far,” Kazuo said. “We just have to look for it, that's all.”

Kazuo led the others away from the open field. They were in a valley. Distant mountains
covered with green-leafed maples enclosed them on three sides and there was a gentle slope to
the ground. It was just possible, Kazuo supposed, that the ball had carried on rolling down the
incline. He just hoped that it had come to a stop before it reached the river. He did not want to
have to explain to his father how he had lost it.

The grass gave way to an area of coarse shrubs and bushes, withered by the heat. Kazuo
plunged into the undergrowth, wincing as thorns tugged at his jeans and scratched the skin on his
hands and bare arms.

“I'm not going in there,” Hibiki said, folding his arms over his Hanshin Tigers jersey.
“This is my favourite shirt.”

Jiro snorted. “Scaredy cat. Whatever, you can stay here and babysit Taichi.”

“I'm not a baby,” Taichi said, forcing his way through the bushes ahead of his brother.

“It can't possibly have rolled this far, can it?” Jiro said as the foliage thickened and
progress became increasingly difficult. “We should head back.”

“I'm not giving up until we've found the ball,” Taichi said stubbornly.

Kazuo put a hand on his shoulder.

“Jiro's right, Tai1,” he said. “We're never going to find it in this.”

“You go back if you want to,” Taichi said. “I'm staying.”

“Yeah, right,” Jiro said. “How do you think Mum would react if I went home without
you?”

“Hey, guys!” Kazuo was distracted by movement in the underbrush. “I don't think we're
alone out here.”

“Maybe it's a wild boar,” Taichi said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "Yumi's father told
her that boars come down from the mountains and attack people.”

“Don't be stupid,” Jiro said.

“Give me the bat, Jiro.” Kazuo said. “I'm going to go and investigate.”

“What?” Jiro said.

“What if it tried to eat you?” Taichi asked.

“That's why I want the bat,” Kazuo said. “You two stay here.”

“No way,” Jiro said. “What if another one comes up behind us while you're elsewhere?
Mum'll freak if I let it eat Taichi.”

“What makes you think it's going to eat me and not you?”

“Because there's more meat on you, rice ball.”

Kazuo sighed. “Fine, you can come. But stay quiet.”
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As silently as he could, Kazuo crept up on the disturbance in the bushes, trying to ignore
the hushed bickering behind him. He raised the bat over his shoulder, ready to take a swing.

The scrub parted.

“What the...”

Kazuo used a word his parents thought he did not know. Involuntarily, Taichi giggled.

The creature on the ground was not a wild boar. Kazuo did not know what it was. Shorter
even than Taichi, it wore some sort of red and white robe. The robe hid most of the creature from
view, but what Kazuo could see appeared to be covered in brown feathers. The creature tilted its
face up to look at him, blinking its large eyes. But it was not the eyes that startled Kazuo.
Emerging from the centre of its face... was that a beak?

The creature chirruped at him, but Kazuo could not tell if it was singing, talking or just
making random noises.

“Kazuo-kun,” Jiro said, “that... that thing... it's got your ball.”

Kazuo looked down. The creature was clutching his baseball in a three-fingered claw.
The sight of it broke Kazuo out of his reverie.

“You little thief!” He brought his bat down on the thing's hand. “Give me back what's
mine.”

The creature yelped, dropped the ball and snatched its hand back to its chest.

“Freaky-looking thing, whatever it is,” Jiro said, stooping to retrieve the ball.

“It's scared.” Taichi took a step closer. “You're just scared, aren't you, little guy?”

“Get away from it, Tai.” His brother yanked him back by his shirt. “Who knows what
kind of mutant diseases you might catch from it. And Mum'd find a way to make that my fault.”

“But, Jiro,” Taichi said, “look at it. It's more frightened of us than we are of it.”

“Who's frightened,” Kazuo said, covering up his apprehension with bravado.

There was one emotion he felt that could drive away the fear. He hefted the bat, the grip
slipping in his sweaty palms.

“So it's scared of us, is it?”” he said. “I'll give the little freak something to be scared of.”

“No!” Taichi yelled, but it was too late.

Kazuo had already brought the bat down with a crack that seemed to echo all the way to
the mountains.

* k Kk k kK%

Now.

Goto Taichi caught sight of the baseball out of the corner of his eye and had just enough time to
jerk his head backwards before the ball flew past his nose and bounced off the wall of the
convenience store.

“Watch what you're doing!” he yelled before bending down to pick up the ball. It had
been well-used, he noted, if not well looked after. Some of the stitching had come undone and a
flap of leather was open.

“Hey, Goto-sama, can we have our ball back?”

It was the Yamadas' kid. The boy was a handful, but he meant well.

“Go long,” Taichi said, winding up and pitching the ball towards the boy.

The boy scrambled backwards, jumped and plucked the ball out of the air.
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“Great job.” Taichi gave the boy a thumbs-up. “Shinjo Tsuyoshi himself couldn't have
done any better.”

“Who?” the boy asked.

Shaking his head at the youth of today, Taichi turned his back on the boy and entered the
store.

“What time do you call this?”” Mizuki complained from behind the counter.

“Sorry.” Taichi picked up a wire basket and started filling it with items. “Mother wanted
me to stop by the post office for her.”

“Why couldn't she do that herself?”” Mizuki asked. “You're a soft touch, husband.”

“She knew I was coming into town anyway and she just thought...” Taichi trailed off
under his wife's baleful glare.

“At least you're here now,” she said. “You can help me with the stock take.”

“Can it wait until this afternoon?” Taichi lifted up the basket. “I've got to take Jiro his
supplies.”

Mizuki sighed heavily. “When I married you, I didn't realise I was marrying your family
as well. If I'd know that, I might have had second thoughts.”

* k kX kK %

“What do you mean you don't want to go?”” Val asked.

“I'm just saying it sounds a bit dull, like,” Tom relied.

A storm was building behind Valentina Rossi's blue eyes. She was in her early thirties
with aristocratic features and a prominent Italianate nose inherited from her Sudtirolesi mother.
She was wearing her glossy dark hair up and her sleeveless white blouse and khaki shorts
showed off her tanned, olive skin.

The object of her ire, Tom Brooker, was tall and lanky and looked like he had just rolled
out of bed, which was not far from the truth. His short brown hair stuck up every which way and
he had skipped shaving that morning. He was wearing a purple Durham University polo shirt,
three-quarter length cargo shorts and, Val noticed with despair, white socks with sandals.

“Dull?” Val said. “Have you seen this?”

Val brandished a magazine in his face.

“This is exactly the kind of thing we travel the universe to see.”

“Well, yeah,” Tom said, “but...”

“And,” Val continued, “it'll make a great article for Mysterious Times.”

“And there you go spoiling it all,” Tom said. “This isn't fun, it's work.”

“Work's not a dirty word, Tom,” Val said. “I'm not planning to spend the rest of my life
hitchhiking through time and space. Sooner or later, I'm going to go back home. It'd be nice to
know I still have my journalistic career to fall back on.”

“Whatever, pet,” Tom said resignedly. “You want to work, fine. Me, I'd rather go
sightseeing.”

“And what sights there are to see,” said a voice from behind them. “Kyoto boats some of
the finest temples and gardens in all of Japan. Oh to be one hundred and fifty again and
discovering it all for the first time.”

“Temples and gardens,” Tom said. “Sounds... great.”

The Doctor glared at him. He was neither tall nor short. Good-looking without being
strikingly handsome, the kind of man one might pass on the street without sparing a second
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glance. But his eyes... If it was true that the eyes were the windows to the soul then Val did not
want to know the things the Doctor's soul had seen.

“Culture, Brooker,” the Doctor said in a voice like ice. “Try it, you might like it.”

“Yeah, I'll, er, do that.”

The Doctor rooted around in the pocket of his grey flannel trousers, removed a leather
wallet and tested its weight in his hand before handing it to Tom.

“Spending money,” he said. “Keep your receipts and do try to stay out of trouble.”

“Aye aye, skip,” Tom said, giving the “captain” of the TARDIS a mock salute.

The Doctor's frown deepened. Val knew that Tom's light-hearted approach to life
frustrated him, but she also knew that the jokes were simply Tom's way of dealing with how
much the Time Lord could intimidate him.

“Well, I'll be off then,” she said.

“I'll show you the way,” the Doctor said.

“But, I thought...” Val stammered. “What about, you know, temples and gardens?”

The Doctor waved her concerns aside.

“When you've seen one temple, you've seen them all, but this...”

He pointed to Val's magazine and the black and white photograph showing a woman with
a six-foot long serpentine neck.

“This is a new one, even for me.”

E I S

“Hello? Is anyone home?”

Taichi slipped off his shoes in the tiny genkan and stepped up into the main body of the
house.

“Of course I'm here, you idiot,” a voice hissed back. “Where else would I be?”

“Sorry. Yes, sorry.” Taichi bowed in apology. “That was stupid of me.”

“So what else is new?”

“It's very dark in here,” Taichi said. “Should I open the curtains or...”

He reached for the light-switch.

“No!” the voice shouted from the shadows. “I like it like this. In the dark, I feel almost...
normal.”

“But you are normal, brother,” Taichi said.

The voice laughed bitterly. “You think this laughable excuse for a life is normal? Even
your brain can't be that much mush.”

“Sorry, brother. So sorry.”

“And stop apologising. It makes me sick to even listen to your voice.”

“I brought you some food,” Taichi said.

“Show me. Let me see.”

Taichi emptied the carrier bag out onto the table.

“We have umeboshi, onigiri, soba, salmon...”

“Yes, yes, out of the way.”

Taichi was shoved to one side as his brother fell upon the table. He could not bring
himself to watch as his brother eagerly devoured the provisions, packaging and all, but he could
not close his ears to the noise. He felt moisture pooling in his eyes and swallowed hard.

Big boys do not cry, he reminded himself.
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* k * k% %

Val had found the magazine in a water-damaged box in one corner of the TARDIS library. They
had been stuck suspended in the time vortex for days while the Doctor carried out repairs to the
ship. The gym and the swimming pool kept her body active, but VVal was going stir-crazy without
something to occupy her mind, hence her resolution to explore the deeper recesses of the library.

“Take a torch,” the Doctor had advised her. “And don't worry about the cobwebs. The
spiders that made them are long since dead. Or possibly mutated into higher life forms.
Definitely one of the two.”

Not exactly encouraged, Val had put off the library for a further day. Then Tom had
suggested SingStar to pass the time and she could not get through the stacks fast enough.

The main body of the library was warm and inviting, an open space filled with light and
dotted with reading tables and comfy chairs and ringed all about with floor-to-ceiling bookcases.
As one progressed deeper, however, the space between the bookcases narrowed, the ceiling
descended oppressively and passageways turned at odd angles, threatening to lose an unwary
visitor in a maze of bindings and pages. The Doctor had not been kidding about the cobwebs and
Val brushed them aside with the head of her torch.

That was when she had found the box.

The contents of the box were surprisingly undamaged. The magazine pages had yellowed
and, when she held them in her hands, they had the texture of old leaves, but they did not fall
apart when she touched them, which had been her first fear on lifting the lid.

She was still sitting there, cross-legged with a magazine in her lap, when Tom came
looking for her. He was carrying two bottles and a plate of sandwiches.

“The Doctor said you were down here. I thought you might be hungry.” He handed her
one of the bottles. “What you reading?”

“Something called Mandelbrot,” Val said, showing him the cover of the magazine, “but
there are loads of others in here. Destiny, Little Grey Men, Fool's Gold... Name a magazine for
the bizarre and unexplained and you can bet it's in here somewhere.”

“So it's chock full of crackpot theories. Got any back issues of Mysterious Times in
there?” Tom asked, naming the magazine of which Val was the editor.

“Mysterious Times is a work of serious journalism,” Val said haughtily. “But no, no
copies here. Is that odd? I think that's odd.”

“Maybe you should ask the Doctor about it,” Tom said, sitting down beside her.

“I'm not sure he even knows these are here,” Val said. “There's some good stuff in them,
though.”

They sat in companionable silence while Val continued to read. She was so engrossed
that only when she looked up some time later did she realised that Tom had left. She also noticed
that he had eaten all the sandwiches.

One story in particular caught her attention, though, or rather, one picture.

When she finally made it back to the console-room, the Doctor was packing up.

“All done?” she asked.

“For now.” He snapped his toolbox shut. “The new components need running in.”

“So where are we off to?”

The Doctor watched the time rotor rise and fall. “I don't suppose it really matters.” He
turned to face Val, his pale eyes shining. “Where do you want to go?”
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There was only one answer.

E I S

The photographer, whose name was Inoue Ryota, was a freelancer, but the magazine that had
published the story suggested that they try a red lantern cafe he was known to frequent. When the
Doctor and Val stepped inside, all eyes turned to face them. Val half-expected them to reach for
their pitchforks at any moment. Unperturbed by their welcome, the Doctor strode up to the
counter and bowed to the proprietress. Out of politeness, she bowed back, but continued to
regard him sullenly.

“Good afternoon,” the Doctor said. “I'd like two bowls of ramen please, with chashu pork
and kamaboko.”

“You can have the tonkotsu ramen and like it,” the proprietress replied.

“Sounds delightful,” the Doctor said. He turned to Val and indicated the stool beside him.
“Come along, Miss Rossi. An army marches on its stomach, as Boney was want to say.”

Val sat down just as the proprietress slammed two bowls of steaming noodles down on
the counter. The Doctor held up a crisp note, which the proprietress snatched from his fingers.

“Keep the change,” he said.

Without a word, the proprietress put two cups in front of them and filled them with green
tea. The Doctor snapped his disposable chopsticks apart and dug in to his ramen.

“This is very good,” he said. “My compliments to the chef.”

“What brings you to these parts?” the proprietress asked, somewhat mollified.

“You know, the usual,” the Doctor said. “A desire to see a bit of the local colour the
tourists usually overlook. And we're looking for a gentleman named Inoue Ryota. Do you know
him?”

“Maybe I do, maybe I don't,” the proprietress said cagily.

“Third table back, nearest the door,” the Doctor said to Val. “I'll wait for you here.” He
looked back at the proprietress. “You should really watch your involuntary eye movement, gives
you away every time.”

The Doctor returned to his noodles as Val headed for the indicated table. The man sitting
there had grey hair and weathered skin the colour of a brazil nut. On the table in front of him was
a rectangular board laid out in a nine-by-nine grid. Forty wedge-shaped tiles arranged into two
groups of twenty sat at either end.

“Inoue-san?” Val said hesitantly.

“Who wants to know?”” Inoue replied.

“My name's Val Rossi and I work for a journal called Mysterious Times. | was hoping to
ask you about a photograph you took recently.”

Inoue indicated that she should sit down opposite him. Val reached into her handbag and
produced the magazine, already folded to the relevant page, which she slid across the table.
Inoue sucked in a breath.

“I remember that photo,” he said. “Not easy to forget.”

“I want to know where you took that photo, Inoue-san,” Val said. “I want to see that
woman for myself.”

“Woman?” Inoue said. “Is that what you think she is?”

“What else could she be?”

Inoue laughed. “That there's a Rokurokubi, a yokai.”
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“I don't understand.”

“She's a demon, young lady, and you'd be wise to stay away from her in case she eats
your soul.”

“I'll take my chances,” Val said. “Where can I find her?”

“I'm not sure I'm in a mind to tell you,” Inoue said.

“I'll pay you.” Val's hand was on her purse.

“I don't want your money,” Inoue said. “I'm retired. Photography's a hobby now, not a
living. I've got everything I need.”

“There must be something you want,” Val said.

“Well, now that you mention it...” Inoue stroked his chin. “I've been waiting for a friend
of mine. We play shogi together when we're both in town, but it doesn't look like he's going to
make it today. And | was looking forward to a game, too.” Inoue leaned forward in his chair.
“Tell you what, young lady, play a game with me. If you win, I'll tell you what you want to
know.”

“But I've never played shogi before,” Val protested.

“If you want to give up now, the door's right there behind you.”

“What are the rules?” Val replied.

E R I

Taichi hurried away from his brother's house. It was a warm evening, but what he had seen had
chilled his blood. He tried to focus on the here and now, on the thrumming of the cicadas and the
aroma of ripe persimmons, heavy and sweet. A stream burbled along on the right hand side of
the road, feeding the paddy field that stretched out towards the farmhouse in the distance. On his
right, the orchard was a wall of jade, hung with orange-gold baubles.

And carried on the breeze, he could hear giggling.

He stopped, looked about. He could see no one else. He could not even hear any cars in
the distance. So where was the laughter coming from?

There was movement in the trees. Taichi took a step closer.

Toryanse, toryanse. Koko wa doko no hosomichi ja?

The giggling had stopped, but what had replaced it was worse. An eerie ethereal singing.

Let me pass, let me pass...

Taichi's mother had sung him the same song as a child, but then it had been a comfort.
Now...

The trees began to part as things forced their way between them.

Sweat trickled down Taichi's spine. His teeth were chattering and he clamped his jaw
down hard to silence them. He turned, preparing to run...

Chitto toshite kudashanse. Goyo no nai mono toshasenu.

There was something standing in the road. Something inhuman. Something familiar.

Those without good reason shall not pass.

“But...” Taichi struggled to find the words. “But you can't be here. You can't.”

Iki wa yoi yoi, kaeri wa kowai.

Still the singing continued. Taichi clamped his hands over his ears and tried to ignore it,
but it was inside his head. Screwing his eyes shut, he spun on his heel and ran blindly back the
way he had come.

Going in may be fine, fine, but returning would be scary.
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* k * k% %

Val cast her eye over the tiles in front of her. She might be new to this game, but it did not take a
genius to see that she was losing. Badly.

The Doctor had finished his ramen and was watching the game unfold over her shoulder.

“Need a hand?” he asked. Almost half of her pieces and been captured and several of
those were now being controlled by Inoue.

“I can manage,” she replied.

Inoue smiled serenely, which irritated her all the more. She had the annoying sense that
he was going easy on her, toying with her and that, had he really wanted to, he could have won
the game a long time ago. She had hoped that his overconfidence might give her an advantage,
but it was not working out that way.

“Feel free to concede at any time,” he said as if reading her thoughts. “There's no need to
prolong the agony.”

“You haven't won yet,” she said, hoping against hope that that was actually true.

In spite of its differences, shogi was not so dissimilar to western chess, not that that
helped. Tom and the Doctor were the chess fans in the TARDIS and would regularly challenge
one another to games. The Doctor won more often than not, but Tom could give him a run for his
money and, once in a while, would pull a trick that would confound the Time Lord. Mind you,
that only served to put the Doctor in one of his moods, but the look on Tom's face was worth it.
The last time Val had played the Doctor she had felt that she was doing pretty well, right up until
the point he had sprung a carefully orchestrated trap on her and decimated her half of the board.

Val blinked. She studied Inoue's pieces again. Could it be? Yes, yes, it could. He was
launching almost exactly the same trap that the Doctor had.

She looked up at the Doctor, saw the twinkle in those pale eyes and realised that he had
seen it too, much earlier than her. He grinned when he saw that she had finally realised. She felt
like a particularly slow child being patronised by the teacher. Still...

Now that she knew what Inoue was up to, she could avoid it, even turn it to her
advantage. His smile faltered as he realised that she was not responding to his attack. Even as
more and more of her pieces were captured, she steadfastly persisted in ignoring him, doing her
own thing on the other side of the board. Too late, Inoue realised that by moving all his forces
down the right, he had left an opening on his left flank. Too late, he realised that his osho, his
king general, was trapped behind his own advance with nowhere to run.

“Tsumi,” the Doctor said as Val glowed in triumph. “Checkmate.”

“Best of three?”” Inoue said.

* Kk *x k%

Taichi stumbled, almost fell, but righted himself and kept on running.

Toryanse, toryanse.

Something shoved against him. He tripped, but, before he could tumble, something
pushed him from the other side.

Let me pass, let me pass.

Soon he was being passed from one assailant to another, thrown about within a ring like a
participant in a game of blind man's bluff.
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“Let me go!” Taichi wailed. “Just leave me alone!”

They were laughing again, giggling as they pawed at him, their talons raking at his hair
and his clothes.

“Lemego,” one of them chirruped, mimicking him.

“Lemego, lemego,” the others echoed.

And just like that, there was silence.

Empty of noise, his head throbbed. He was still spinning dizzily around, but without his
tormentors to keep him upright, Taichi dropped to his knees in the dusty road. Tentatively, he
lifted his hands from his ears, expecting the noise to return at any time. Yet all was quiet.

He opened his eyes.

The creature was looking back at him, head cocked at an angle, beak slightly open. Its
golden-brown feathers ruffled in the breeze. On his hands and knees, Taichi tried to crawl away,
but the creature simply hopped after him, arms flapping.

That was when Taichi saw what it was holding in its hand.

Something long. Something sharp.

Something coming straight for him.

* kx *k k* %

“I remember when this was the Emperor's retirement villa,” the Doctor said as they strolled
through the grounds of Nanzen-ji temple.

Val was not listening. She was turning over in her mind what Inoue had shared with
them. A few months past, he had been heading up into the Higashiyama mountains to
photograph the cherry blossom. Like Val and the Doctor, he had strolled through Nanzen-ji and
skirted the edge of the cemetery before the incline steepened as he entered the forest in the
mountain's foothills. There was a bridge across the stream and, on the other side, the path turned
right as it climbed upwards through the pines and the maples and the katsuras. Curiosity,
however, had compelled Inoue to turn left, towards the waterfall that fed the stream.

You could not see it from the path. The angle was such that you had to be right on top of
it to make it out, but there was a cave just beyond the waterfall. The opening of the cave was just
shy of five feet high, but the chamber opened up within. There was a small shrine against the far
wall. Inoue had not got close enough to determine to whom it was dedicated and Val would not
have known what to look for. Elsewhere, there were signs of habitation: packet food, bottled
water, a sleeping bag. Inoue had been investigating these when the Rokurokubi had returned.

She was dressed innocuously enough, in jeans and a checked shirt. Her face was oval, her
hair black and loose. But it was her neck that drew the attention. It was long and sinuous, longer
even than the distance from her shoulders to her toes. It coiled and writhed like an impatient
serpent and it meant that her head rounded the corner long before the rest of her did.

She lunged at him, yelling at him to get out of her home. Inoue recalled the fairy stories
his mother had read to him as a child. He recognised her, knew what the demon could do to him,
so he fled, though not before snapping a couple of quick pictures with his camera.

The Rokurokubi was in her cave now, exactly as Inoue described, but she was not about
to chase anyone away this time. She was lying on her back, eyes closed, her neck coiled beneath
her head like a pillow.

She was not moving.

She was not breathing.
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* k * k% %

“No, I don't know where he is,” Goto Mizuki said, talking to her mother-in-law over the phone.
“The last I knew he was taking lunch to his brother. Yes, I know that was hours ago, I've had to
manage the shop all afternoon without him.”

Mizuki held the receiver away from her ear as her mother-in-law let fly with a stream of
invective.

“He and Jiro probably just lost track of time,” Mizuki said. “Yes, I'll be sure to get him to
call you as soon as I see him.”

Her mother-in-law seemed to have no interest in ending the conversation and, realising
that it would be some time before the woman ran out of things to berate her with, Mizuki simply
hung up on her.

Taichi's probably just hiding out to get away from her, Mizuki mused uncharitably.

The truth was, however, that she was worried about him. Rushed off her feet that
afternoon, she had been too busy to stop and think, but now that she was closing, she could not
help but accept that this prolonged absence was not like her husband. And the idea that he might
simply be shooting the breeze with his brother? That was patently absurd.

So where was he?

Could he have been in an accident? Someone would have called her, surely. Unless...

Mizuki's hand was trembling as she locked the front door of the shop and rolled down the
metal shutter.

The road to Goto Jiro's house was not well travelled. What if Taichi had fallen or been hit
by a car or suffered a heart attack and was lying in a ditch somewhere waiting for someone to
find him?

Mizuki retrieved her green bicycle from the side of the shop, but rather than heading
home, she struck out in the direction of her brother-in-law's house, worrying her lower lip all the
while.

* kx * k* %

“Is she..?”

“Dead?” the Doctor asked as he crouched beside the body.

“I can see she's dead,” Val snapped, more unsettled than she cared to admit. “I meant, is
she human?”

“What else would she be? A demon?”

“Of course not,” Val said, “but what with the neck and... well, basically the neck.”

“Yes, that is curious,” the Doctor agreed, “but despite that little... detail... this woman is
most definitely human.”

“So what killed her?” Val asked.

The Doctor threw something underarm to Val. It was a pill bottle. And it was empty.

“It would need an autopsy to confirm,” the Doctor said, “but an overdose seems likely,
wouldn't you say?”

“Suicide?”

“Given the absence of evidence of anyone else...” The Doctor stood up, brushing dust
from his trousers.
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“But why?”

“She has a copy of your magazine.” The Doctor pointed with the little finger of his right
hand. “Maybe the sight of herself in that photograph...”

“You mean she couldn't stand looking like that anymore?”

“People have killed themselves for less. More's the pity.”

“But that doesn't make any sense?” Val said.

“Oh?” The Doctor turned his pale eyes on her. “And on what basis do you challenge my
deductive reasoning, Miss Rossi?”

“Well, if this is just a physical deformity...”

“Just?” the Doctor scoffed.

“Look, my point is she must have been born with it,” Val said. “She must be... what?
Late twenties? Early thirties? If she wanted to... to...”

“Kill herself?”

“She'd have done it long before now.”

“Maybe.” The Doctor drummed his fingers against his chin. “Unless she wasn't born with
it of course.”

“Doctor, people don't just grow an extra six feet of neck overnight. Do they?”

The Doctor opened his mouth to reply, but hesitated. A strange, ethereal sound was
wafting out of the trees in their direction.

Toryanse, toryanse.

“Is that singing?” he asked.

E I S

There was no lighting along the road and with the moon hidden behind a cloud, Mizuki only had
her bicycle lamp to see by. As a result, she almost missed the shape huddled to one side. She
rode right past it, her mind only registering what she had seen once it was behind her and she
braked suddenly, turning to look over her shoulder.

The shape was clambering to its feet.

“Who's there?” Mizuki asked.

The shape staggered towards her, tottering unsteadily.

“T