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			One thousand years ago, a wish was made and a sword of rage and lightning was forged. Kamigoroshi. The Godslayer. A weapon powerful enough to seal away the formidable demon Hakaimono.

			Now he has broken free.

			Kitsune shapeshifter Yumeko has one task: to take her piece of the ancient and powerful Scroll of a Thousand Prayers to the Steel Feather temple in order to prevent the summoning of the Harbinger of Change, the great Kami Dragon who will grant one wish to whomever holds the scroll. But she has a new enemy now, more dangerous than any she has yet faced. The demon Hakaimono is free at last, and he has possessed the very person Yumeko trusted to protect her from the evil at her heels, Kage Tatsumi of the Shadow Clan.

			Hakaimono has only one goal: to break the curse of the sword and set himself free to rain chaos and destruction over the land forevermore. To do so, he will need the scroll. And Yumeko is the only one standing in his way.
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			1

			BIRTH OF A GODSLAYER

			One thousand years ago

			His throat was raw from screaming prayers into the wind.

			The storm raged around him, beating the cliffs and sending sprays of ocean water crashing against the rock. The night was pitch-black, his drenched clothes were icy cold, and he could barely hear himself over the howl of the wind and the roar of the sea. Still, he kept chanting, the scroll clutched tight in shaking hands, the lantern flickering wildly at his feet. His vision blurred from salt spray and tears, but his voice never wavered as he shouted every line on the crumpled parchment as if it was a challenge to the gods themselves.

			Crying out the final prayer, letting the wind tear it from his lips and fling it over the ocean, he collapsed to his knees on the stones. Gasping, he bowed his head, his arms falling limply to his sides, the opened scroll fluttering in his grasp.

			For several desperate, pounding heartbeats, he knelt there, alone. The storm bellowed around him, slashing and clawing with foamy talons. His wounds, sustained from fighting a demon horde to reach this place, throbbed. Blood seeped down his chest and arms and over the scroll, staining the parchment pink.

			Many yards out to sea, the ocean stirred. Waves surged and roiled, and the surface of the water began to lift as if something monstrous was shifting just below.

			With an explosion of spray and the howl of a god, an enormous dark shape rose out of the depths and coiled up into the night. Lightning flashed, illuminating massive horns, fangs and glimmering scales the color of the tide. A rippling mane ran down the length of the creature’s back, and a pair of whiskers as long as a ship writhed and fluttered in the wind as the Great Dragon curled in the sky, flowing in and out of the clouds. A pair of eyes like glowing moons peered down at the tiny figure below, and a perfect, iridescent pearl shone like a star in the center of its forehead. With the rumble of an approaching tsunami, the kami spoke.

			“Who summons me?”

			Clenching his jaw, the man lifted his head. His heart trembled with the knowledge that he should not gaze so boldly upon a god, the Harbinger of Change himself, but the despair and hate-sickness deep in his soul drowned out any other emotion. Swallowing the pain from a throat raw from screaming, he raised his voice.

			“I am Kage Hirotaka, son of Kage Shigetomo, and I am the mortal who has called upon the power of the Dragon’s prayer.” His thin, raspy voice faded into the wind, but the huge creature cocked its head, listening. Its inhuman gaze, carrying the wisdom of eternity, met his own, and he suddenly felt as if he were falling into a bottomless pit.

			The warrior placed his hands on the ground before him and bowed, touching his forehead to the rough stone, feeling the gaze of the Dragon on his back. “Great Kami,” he whispered, “by my right as scroll bearer, on this night, the thousandth year after Kage Hanako made her wish upon the scroll, I humbly ask that you grant my heart’s desire.”

			“Once more, a Kage calls upon me.” The deep, thunderous voice sounded neither amused nor surprised. “Once more, the Shadow Clan toys with darkness and holds the fate of the realm in their hands. So be it.” Lightning flashed and peals of thunder shook the clouds, but the Great Dragon’s voice rose above it all. “Kage Hirotaka, son of Kage Shigetomo, bearer of the Dragon scroll, what is your heart’s desire? What wish would you see come to pass?”

			“Vengeance.”

			The word was barely audible, but the air seemed to still as he spoke it. “My family was killed by a demon,” the warrior went on, slowly sitting up. “It slaughtered everyone. My men and servants were strewn from one end of the house to the other. My wife...my children...it didn’t even leave anything to bury.” He closed his eyes, trembling with grief and rage. “I couldn’t save them,” he whispered. “I came home to a massacre.”

			The cold, indifferent observer waiting in the clouds said nothing. The warrior’s hand strayed to the sword at his belt, and his fingers curled around the sheath. “I don’t want it dead,” he rasped, his voice choked with hate. “Not by a simple wish. I will kill the monster myself, drive my sword into its black heart to avenge my clan, my family, my wife.” His voice quavered, and the knuckles wrapped around his sword turned white. “But when it dies, I don’t want its spirit to return to Jigoku. I want to trap it here, in this realm. To know pain and rage and helplessness. To understand there is no relief, no way for it to return as the demon it was.” The warrior bared his teeth. “I want it to suffer. For eternity. That is my wish.”

			Overhead, the Great Kami peered down through the storm, lightning flashing off its blue-black scales. “Once spoken,” it rumbled, its voice as impassive as ever, “there is no going back.” It tilted its head, those endlessly long whiskers fluttering in the wind. “Are you certain this is your heart’s desire, mortal?”

			“Yes.”

			Thunder growled, and the wind intensified, shrieking as it beat against the warrior and the rock. The Dragon seemed to fade into the storm until only its eyes and a glimmering gem shone through the darkness. Then they, too, disappeared into the black, as the clouds swirled faster, faster, until they resembled a great whirlpool in the sky.

			A blinding streak of white descended from above, striking the center of the rock, mere feet from where the warrior knelt. The samurai flinched and shielded his face as stone shards flew everywhere, cutting his flesh where they hit. When the brightness faded, he peered up and squinted painfully as blood and water ran into his eyes. For a moment, he could make out only a thin, bright shimmer against the darkness. Then his eyes widened, and he stared in awe at what the lightning bolt had left behind.

			A sword stood upright in a smoking crater, the point jammed into the stone, its blade gleaming against the darkness. An almost hungry power pulsed from the sword, as if it were alive.

			His wounds forgotten, the Kage samurai rose and walked on shaky legs to the weapon, which glowed faintly against the black, as if fed by its own inner light.

			“It is done.” The booming statement held the finality of death, of a sword cutting the life from a body. Though the mighty serpent had nearly faded once more into legend, its voice echoed through the storm. “Let it be known, the Wish of this era has been spoken, and the winds of change have shifted their path. Let no mortal call upon the power of the scroll for another thousand years. If this realm survives what is to come.”

			“Wait! Great Kami, what should I call it?” The warrior reached out and touched the sword hilt, feeling a tremor race up his arm. “Does it have a name?”

			The warrior felt the Dragon slide from the world like an eel slipping through a net, returning to its kingdom deep below the waves. One last rumble of thunder rolled out to sea, and on the echo of the wind, he heard the kami’s final word.

			“Kamigoroshi.”

			Kage Hirotaka stood alone on the bleak platform of rock, wind and spray still whipping around him, and felt a savage smile cross his face. Kamigoroshi.

			Godslayer.

			
		
	
		
			2

			THE DEMON OF THE KAGE

			Yumeko

			Silence fell as Master Jiro finished his tale.

			“That demon,” I said, as the priest reached for a wooden pipe sitting next to the firepit. “The one that killed Hirotaka’s family. Was it...”

			Master Jiro nodded and stuck the end of the pipe into his mouth. “Hakaimono.”

			I shivered, and around the campfire, the rest of the party looked solemn. We had taken shelter beside a trickling brook, surrounded by shaggy pines and towering redwoods, and the air was tinged with sap and the slight hint of frost, as we were still very close to the mountains that bordered Sky Clan territory. Summer was ending, and the days were growing cool as autumn took its place.

			Okame sat against a mossy redwood, gazing into the shadows with his back against the trunk and one foot planted on a root. Firelight washed over him, accenting his lean, lanky form, reddish-brown hair pulled into a tail and narrow face uncharacteristically grim. The normally cheerful, outspoken ronin was quiet as he stared over the riverbed, his eyes dark.

			“So, Kamigoroshi came into existence through the Dragon’s Wish,” Taiyo Daisuke mused. The Sun Clan noble sat cross-legged against a log and wore an expression of stoic serenity. Across the fire, Reika shot him an exasperated look. The noble’s arms were wrapped in bandages, and strips of bloody cloth peeked from under his robe, mementos from our last terrible battle. He should not be up, Reika had scolded earlier this evening. He should be lying down, resting, before he tore open the wounds she had spent the night stitching closed. But Daisuke insisted he was fine. Even with his once beautiful kimono torn and filthy, his skin pale and his long, silvery-white hair hanging limply down his back, he emanated poise and elegance.

			“Yes,” Master Jiro confirmed. “Because Hirotaka wanted revenge against the oni that killed his family and the woman he loved. A way not only to destroy the demon but to make it suffer, to know pain and rage and helplessness. He got his wish. Not long after summoning the Dragon, Kage Hirotaka faced Hakaimono on the field of battle and, after a terrible struggle that nearly wiped out a village, managed to slay the demon. But instead of banishing the oni back to Jigoku, Kamigoroshi sealed the oni’s soul within the blade, trapping it for eternity.

			“Unfortunately,” Master Jiro went on, “that was the beginning of the Kage’s downfall. The demon drove Hirotaka mad. It did not possess him—perhaps its influence was still too weak, or perhaps it did not know it could do such a thing yet. But, little by little, it broke down Hirotaka’s resolve, using his lingering rage and grief to overwhelm him. Until, one night, when Hirotaka finally lost himself and changed the course of the Kage forever.”

			Daisuke stirred, realization crossing his face. “The massacre at Hakumei castle,” he said, looking at the priest. “The interrupted treaty between the Hino and the Kage.”

			“A scholar of history.” Master Jiro nodded in approval. “Yes, Taiyo-san, you are correct. The following spring, there was a meeting between leaders of the Fire Clan and the Shadow Clan, to discuss a marriage between the two families. The rivalry between the Hino and the Kage was growing out of control, and war was imminent if an accord could not be reached. The treaty never happened. In a room full of unarmed diplomats and courtiers, with a typhoon howling outside, Kage Hirotaka appeared and slaughtered every member of the Fire Clan. Not a single Hino survived that night.”

			“That was the beginning of the second Great War,” Daisuke stated. “After the massacre at Hakumei castle, the Hino vowed to wipe the Kage from existence, and they rallied the Earth Clan and the Wind Clan to their cause. The Kage turned to the Water, Sky and Moon Clans for aid, and the resulting war lasted nearly two hundred years.”

			“Nearly destroying the Kage in the process.” Master Jiro nodded again. “Because one man made a wish on the Dragon scroll with hate in his heart and unknowingly invited a demon into his soul.

			“That is the story of Kamigoroshi and the Dragon’s prayer.” Master Jiro blew out a long curl of smoke that writhed away over my head. “Now you know how the sword was created, and how the Dragon’s Wish, well intended as it might be, brought ruin and disaster to the empire.”

			“That’s why the scroll was split into pieces,” Reika added. The shrine maiden was also sitting on the ground with her legs crossed, the billowy white sleeves of her haori folded to her chest. Chu and Ko, a pair of small dogs that were really komainu shrine guardians, lay curled up in her lap, dozing on the red hakama trousers. “No one knows the exact details, but it’s said that as the war raged on, a council of kami, yokai and an order of monks came together to discuss what should become of the Dragon’s prayer. They made the decision to separate the scroll and hide the pieces throughout Iwagoto so that something like the last wish could never happen again.” Reika’s lips thinned. “It was the right choice. The scroll holds far too much power for a single person to be trusted with it. Look at the chaos and destruction it’s caused this era already, and the Dragon hasn’t even been summoned yet.”

			Across the fire, Okame snorted. “So, if the scroll is so dangerous, why don’t we destroy it?” he asked with a shrug. “Sounds like an easy solution to me. Toss the thing in the fire right now and let’s be done with it.”

			“It is not that easy,” Reika said. “And it has been tried before. But the Dragon’s prayer is a sacred artifact, a gift—or curse if you wish to look at it that way—from the Harbinger of Change himself. Much like Kamigoroshi, if you destroy the Dragon’s prayer, it will simply reappear in the world again. Always in a place where it will not only be discovered, but to a person who will unfailingly summon the Dragon and make a wish.” The miko’s eyes narrowed. “The scroll wants to be found, Okame-san. That’s why it’s so dangerous. If we destroy it now, it could reappear in the hands of the very people we are trying to keep it away from.”

			Okame grunted. “This is why I don’t trust magic,” he muttered, leaning back against the tree. “Inanimate objects like swords and scrolls should not want to be found. They should not want anything. How annoying would it be if my sandals decided they didn’t want to carry me anymore and wandered off into the woods?” His sharp black eyes flicked to me. “Don’t get any ideas, Yumeko-chan.”

			I giggled at the image, but sobered quickly. “What happened to Hirotaka?” I wondered, looking at Master Jiro. “Did he ever regain control of Hakaimono?”

			The priest shook his head. “Kage Hirotaka was captured and executed by his clan, long before the end of the war,” he replied. “By then, he was far too gone, and his crimes too great, to have any hope of redemption. Kamigoroshi, or the Cursed Blade of the Kage, as it would come to be known, was sealed away and vanished from history for six centuries. But such artifacts of evil cannot stay hidden forever. Four hundred years ago, it reemerged alongside the coming of Genno, the Master of Demons, when Hakaimono escaped the sword to possess its bearer. It is unclear whether Genno orchestrated the demon’s release, or if Hakaimono simply took advantage of the chaos that came with the uprising, but Kamigoroshi once again carved a bloody path through history until the blood mage and his rebellion were put down.

			“After Genno’s death,” Master Jiro continued, “his army of demons and yokai scattered to the wind, and the land was left in chaos. Kamigoroshi disappeared again for a time, but then, the first Kage demonslayer emerged, able to wield the Cursed Blade without immediately falling victim to Hakaimono.” He shook his head, puffing out a cloud of white smoke. “How the Shadow Clan trained their demonslayers to guard their souls against the demon’s influence is unknown, but the Kage have always walked the very edge of darkness, knowing they flirt with disaster. And now they have fallen to it once more. Hakaimono has been released, and the land will not be safe until Kage Tatsumi is killed and the demon returned to the sword.”

			I straightened, my stomach twisting as I stared at him over the fire. “Killed?” I repeated, as the priest’s sad gaze met mine. “But...what about Tatsumi? I know he must be fighting this. Is there no way to save him, to bring him back?”

			I felt sick, like a millstone was pressing down on my insides. I’d met the cold, emotionless demonslayer when a horde of demons led by the terrible oni Yaburama had attacked my home, the Silent Winds temple, and I was forced to flee while they massacred everyone there. I’d convinced Tatsumi to accompany me to the capital to find Master Jiro, the only person who knew the location of the hidden Steel Feather temple, because the temple held one piece of the object everyone was looking for.

			The Dragon scroll. The thing that could summon the Great Kami into the world to grant the bearer’s heart’s desire. The item everyone was desperately searching for, was willing to kill for. Including Tatsumi. His clan leader had sent him to retrieve the scroll, and he would have stopped at nothing to acquire it.

			When we’d met, I’d told the demonslayer a tiny white lie: I said I didn’t have the scroll, but I could take him to where one piece of it had been sent—the Steel Feather temple. What Tatsumi didn’t know was that I had that piece of the scroll hidden in the furoshiki cloth tied around my shoulders. And maybe that had been terribly deceitful, but if Tatsumi had known I possessed a fragment of the scroll back then, he would have killed me and taken it to his daimyo. And I’d promised Master Isao I would protect that piece of the prayer at all costs. It was my greatest secret, well...aside from being half-kitsune.

			But, Kage Tatsumi had his secrets, too. The greatest one being Hakaimono, the oni spirit that lived in his sword and was constantly fighting him for control. During the final battle with Yaburama, the demon in the sword had finally overwhelmed the demonslayer, and Kage Tatsumi was no longer the quiet, brooding warrior I’d come to know over our travels. Gone was the boy who was fearless and pragmatic, who had no sense of self because his life was dedicated to serving his clan. Who was cold and unfriendly and standoffish, until you learned that it was his duty as the bearer of Kamigoroshi that made him shy away from people. The knowledge that he had to remain in control at all times, or a demon would possess him.

			And now, it had happened. Kage Tatsumi had been possessed by the terrifying and wholly evil Hakaimono, and I had no idea how we were going to bring him back.

			“There must be another way,” I insisted. “A ritual, an exorcism. You’re a priest, right? Can’t you exorcise Hakaimono and get him to leave Tatsumi?”

			Master Jiro shook his head. “I am sorry, Yumeko-chan,” he said. “Were it a normal demon, a yurei ghost, or even the spirit of a tanuki, it would be possible. But Hakaimono is not a normal demon. He is one of the four great generals of Jigoku, one of the strongest oni that has ever been spawned. If freeing the sword bearer could be done, the Kage would have found a way, and I am only one priest.” He made a small, hopeless gesture with one wrinkled hand. “In the past, it took entire armies of men to bring Hakaimono down, and he still left a trail of bodies and destruction behind him before his rampage was brought to an end.”

			“We can’t worry about the demonslayer,” Reika said, her voice firm. “We have to deliver your piece of the scroll to the Steel Feather temple. Let Kage-san’s own people deal with what he has become.” At my horrified look, her eyes softened, though her voice remained hard. “I’m sorry, Yumeko. I know you and Kage-san grew close as you traveled together, but we cannot waste time chasing down an oni lord. Protecting the scroll is more important.” She jabbed a finger at my furoshiki. “Everything we’re facing now—Hakaimono, Kamigoroshi, the demons, the blood witch, the possessed demonslayer—it’s all because of that cursed scrap of paper. Because humanity has proven that it cannot be trusted with an item of ultimate, world-changing power. We must deliver the scroll to the Steel Feather temple and make sure the Dragon cannot be summoned in this era. That is the only thing that matters.”

			“Hang on.” Okame sat up, frowning. “I admit, the demonslayer is pretty scary sometimes, and he’s threatened to kill me on occasion, and he has the personality of a disdainful rock...” Reika glared at him, and he hurried on. “But that doesn’t mean we should abandon someone who fought with us against a blood witch and a demon army. How do we know he can’t be saved?”

			“What is your solution, ronin?” Reika snapped. “Track Hakaimono across the empire? We don’t even know where he’s gone, and there are still things out there searching for the Dragon scroll. Even if we do find him, what then? Attempt an exorcism? No mortal has been strong enough to drive Hakaimono out once he takes control.”

			“Oh, I see,” Okame shot back. “So, your solution is to ignore the insanely powerful oni lord and hope he becomes someone else’s problem.”

			“No, Okame-san. Reika... Reika is right.” My voice came out choked, and my eyes blurred with tears. It felt like a mirror had shattered inside me, and the shards were cutting me apart from within. I swallowed hard and continued, even though I hated it. “Getting the scroll to the temple...is more important,” I whispered. “The Dragon’s prayer was entrusted to me, and everyone at my temple died to protect it. I have to finish what I started, what I promised Master Isao.

			“But,” I added, as a somber silence fell, “that doesn’t mean I’m abandoning Tatsumi. When this is done, after we reach the Steel Feather temple and deliver the scroll, I’m going to find Hakaimono and force him back into the sword.”

			“Nani?” The shrine maiden sounded incredulous. “Alone? You’re no match for Hakaimono, Yumeko.”

			“I know,” I said, shivering as I remembered the terrifying form of Hakaimono looming over me. Looking into his crimson eyes and seeing no hint of Tatsumi staring back. “But Tatsumi is strong,” I added, as the shrine maiden frowned. “He’s been fighting the demon for nearly his whole life. I’m not going to abandon him to Hakaimono. I have to try to save him.”

			“Forgive me, Yumeko-san,” came Taiyo Daisuke’s voice. “But there is something I have yet to understand.” He shifted to a new position, and his sharp, intelligent gaze fixed on me. “You are kitsune,” he said, and though I heard no malice in his voice, it still drove a cold spear through my stomach. “Why do you care so much for the demonslayer?”

			I swallowed. In the battle against Satomi’s demons, my true nature had been exposed, revealing my half-yokai blood to everyone. Reika had known, but it had come as a shock to Okame and Daisuke when I’d suddenly appeared with fox ears and a tail. Considering my full-blooded kin were notorious tricksters and troublemakers, and yokai were not looked upon favorably by most humans, they had taken the revelation surprisingly well. Still, I was kitsune; while they might accept that I wasn’t dangerous, I was still yokai, something they didn’t understand. I didn’t blame the noble for questioning my motives. I would just have to work extra hard to prove to them that I was still the Yumeko they had always known, foxtail and all.

			“Tatsumi saved my life,” I told Daisuke. “We both made a promise. You don’t understand, you didn’t hear Hakaimono...” My voice caught, remembering the demon’s taunts, his sadistic amusement as he’d informed me Tatsumi could see and hear everything that was happening. “He’s suffering,” I whispered. “I can’t let Hakaimono win. After I take the scroll to the temple, I’m going after Tatsumi, and the First Oni. None of you have to come,” I added, gazing around the fire. “I know saving Tatsumi wasn’t ever in the plan. After we get to the temple and the scroll is safe, we can go our separate ways, if that’s what you wish.”

			Across the fire, Okame let out a long sigh and raked a hand through his hair. “Yeah, that’s not going to work,” he stated. “If you’re going to go chasing merrily after the demonslayer, Yumeko-chan, you should already know I’m coming along. I don’t necessarily like the guy, but he’s good at chopping things that want to eat us in half.” He shrugged and offered a wry grin. “Besides, if he isn’t around, who am I going to pester? Taiyo-san just doesn’t give the same ‘I’m going to kill you’ looks.”

			I smiled, relief warming my insides like tea on a cold night. “Arigatou, Okame-san.”

			Daisuke’s brow furrowed as he gazed at the sword in his lap. “I was unable to protect Kage-san while he was fighting Yaburama,” he said, touching the lacquered sword sheath. “I vowed to keep him alive so I could duel the bearer of Kamigoroshi when Yumeko-san finished her task. I failed, and if Kage Tatsumi is killed, our duel will be lost.” His eyes narrowed, and he looked up at me. “You have my blade, Yumeko-san. I will redeem my past failure, and when the demon has been driven back into the sword, Kage-san will be free to duel me as he promised.”

			“Baka.” Reika snorted, and in her lap, the two canines raised their heads. “Every one of you. You’re all talking about saving the demonslayer as if facing down an oni lord is going to be easy. Remember Yaburama? Remember how he nearly killed you all? Hakaimono is far worse. But more important than that...” She glared at me, dark eyes flashing. “Even if you do manage to find Hakaimono without being ripped apart the second he notices you, how do you intend to save your demonslayer, kitsune? Are you a priestess? Can you perform an exorcism? Do you possess spiritual magic strong enough to not only cast Hakaimono out, but to bind him in place long enough to actually perform the exorcism? Because if you don’t, if you can’t control him, he’s going to slaughter you long before you can get close enough to do anything. Have you thought about any of this?” Her gaze narrowed darkly. “Do you even know what’s involved in exorcising a demon? Or do you think your kitsune tricks and illusions will work on an oni as ancient as Hakaimono?”

			I flattened my ears at the verbal assault and the anger radiating from the miko. “Why are you yelling at me, Reika-san?” I asked. “I’m not going after Tatsumi until after I’ve delivered the scroll to the Steel Feather temple. That’s what you wanted, right?”

			“Of course it is! It’s just...” Reika exhaled sharply. “You cannot simply chase after Hakaimono and hope for the best, kitsune,” she said. “Especially when you have no way to deal with him. All you’ll be doing is throwing your life away, which does not sit well with those of us who have been trying so hard to protect it!”

			“Reika-chan.” Master Jiro’s voice was soft, a gentle reprimand, and the shrine maiden sank back, though her eyes still flashed with dark fire as she glared at me. With a sigh, the old priest put down his pipe and turned his gaze to mine.

			“Yumeko-chan,” he began in that same calm, unruffled voice. “You must know that what you are proposing is not only very dangerous, but it has never been done before. Driving out an oni, particularly one like Hakaimono, is not like exorcising a malicious tanuki or kitsune spirit. It is not the same as freeing a person from kitsune-tsuki. I am assuming you know of what I speak.”

			I nodded. Kitsune-tsuki was fox possession, something that the most evil of my full-blooded relatives, the nogitsune, delighted in. Their spirits could slip into a person and take over their body, controlling them from the inside. What they made their hosts do depended on the nogitsune, but they were mostly depraved, twisted acts for the fox’s own pleasure and entertainment. During my training at the Silent Winds temple, I had spent a single evening learning about kitsune-tsuki from Denga, and had alternated between being terrified and quite sick the rest of the night.

			Which, I suspected now, had been the intent.

			Master Jiro tapped the end of his pipe against a rock, spilling ashes onto the surface. “Hakaimono is not a kitsune spirit, Yumeko-chan,” he stated. “He is not a ghost, or a tanuki, or something that can be exorcised with words or pain or the application of one’s will. He is an oni, possibly the strongest Jigoku has ever spawned. Whatever became of the demonslayer’s soul is locked deep within Hakaimono, and no priest or blood mage in the history of Iwagoto has been able to overcome the First Oni’s will with his own. If you decide to face Hakaimono, it is likely that you and everyone around you will die.”

			I swallowed hard, as a stony weight settled in the pit of my stomach. “I understand, Master Jiro,” I told the priest. “And it’s all right. You and Reika don’t have to come.”

			“That is not what I am saying, Yumeko-chan.” Master Jiro sighed and tucked his pipe back into his obi. “Driving a spirit from a possessed body is taxing and dangerous,” he said, “for both the ones performing the exorcism, and the victim himself. To have a chance against an oni of this power, we must be of the same mind. I am willing to accept the risk—”

			“Master Jiro—” Reika began, sounding horrified, but the priest held up a hand, silencing her.

			“I am willing,” the priest went on, “but to attempt an exorcism, we must first bind the demon so it cannot escape and slaughter those performing the ritual. There can be no doubt, no dissention between us.” He looked around the fire, at me, Reika, Daisuke and Okame, his expression solemn. “The First Oni is not to be underestimated. If we fail, make no mistake that Hakaimono will kill us all. So we must be in agreement. Is this truly the path we wish to take?”

			All eyes were on me now, as if my answer would shape the decisions of everyone who followed. And for a moment, I hesitated, as the magnitude of the situation settled over me like a heavy winter quilt. Was I doing the right thing? All of my companions were willing to help me, but at what cost? According to Master Jiro, exorcising the demon might not be possible. If we went after Tatsumi, I would be putting the lives of everyone around me in danger. We could all die facing Hakaimono.

			But I remembered the night I’d performed for the emperor of Iwagoto, how Tatsumi’s eyes had revealed worry and desperation, because he’d been afraid I would be outed as a charlatan and executed. I remembered the way he almost touched me, his hand a breath from my face, when before he had recoiled from any physical contact, as if expecting to be hurt. And I knew I couldn’t leave him trapped inside the monster he had become, especially when Hakaimono had gloated that Tatsumi could see and hear everything happening around him and was powerless to stop it.

			“I’m sure,” I said firmly, ignoring the shrine maiden’s frustrated sigh. “Even if it’s impossible, even if Hakaimono kills me...I have to try. I’m sorry, Reika-san, I know it’s dangerous, but I can’t leave him to suffer. If there’s the smallest chance to save Tatsumi, I have to take it. But, I swear, I’ll get the scroll to the temple first. You don’t have to worry about that.”

			She rubbed her forehead in a resigned, exasperated manner. “As if delivering the scroll is going to be a simple task, as well,” she sighed.

			“Well, that settles it, then.” Okame stood and stretched his long, wiry arms, as if he had grown tired of the debate and had to move. “Tomorrow morning, we take the Dragon scroll to the Steel Feather temple and save the empire from a plague of evil and darkness. And after that, we hunt down Hakaimono to rescue the demonslayer and save the empire from a plague of evil and darkness.” He snorted and shook his head. “That’s a lot of evil and darkness we have to deal with. I bet life will seem quite boring afterward.”

			“Unlikely,” Reika muttered. “We’ll probably all be dead.”

			Okame ignored that. “I’ll take first watch,” he announced, leaping gracefully onto an overhanging branch. “Everyone can rest easy, and don’t worry—if I see any bandits, they’ll be dead before they know what hit them.”

			“Do not be greedy, Okame-san,” Daisuke said, making the ronin pause with his hand on the next branch. “If you see any dishonorable curs attempting to sneak up on us, pray give me a signal so that I may greet them on my feet. And if you see Hakaimono himself, remember that I have a promise to duel Kage-san. I would ask that you not deny me that most glorious battle.”

			“Oh, don’t worry, Taiyo-san. If I spot an oni lord trying to sneak up on us, the whole forest will hear me yell.”

			He shot us a final grin and disappeared into the branches. As the noble leaned against the log and Reika tucked her hands into her billowy haori sleeves, I cast about for a good place to lie down. I didn’t have a blanket or pillow, and even though it was late summer, the night was chilly so close to the Sky Clan mountains. But my red-and-white onmyoji robe was heavy and the material was warm. I curled up in a patch of dry leaves, listened to the hoot of an owl and the rustle of many small creatures around me, and tried not to think too much about Hakaimono. How strong he was. That I had no idea what the five of us could do to defeat an ancient oni lord, much less drive him out of Tatsumi. And how a rather large part of myself was completely, absolutely terrified to face him again.

			 

			“Hello, little dreamer.”

			The unfamiliar voice was deep and lyrical, caressing my ears like a song. Blinking, I raised my head to find myself in a bamboo grove, green-and-yellow fireflies drifting through the stalks like floating stars. The dirt beneath my paws was cool and soft, and a tiny pond shimmered in the moonlight just a few feet away. When I peeked into the water, golden eyes in a furry face stared back, black-tipped ears standing tall against the night.

			A low chuckle made the stalks around me vibrate. “I am not in the pond, small one.”

			I turned, and a shiver raced from the base of my tail all the way up my spine, making the fur along my back stand straight up.

			A magnificent fox sat where a pool of moonlight had collected between the bamboo, watching me with eyes like flickering candles. His fur was a brilliant white, thick and flowing, and seemed to glow in the darkness, casting a halo of light all around him. His bushy tail was a plume of silver-white that rippled and swayed as if it had a mind of its own.

			“It is not polite to stare at your elders, little cub.”

			I shook myself, and around me, the grove seemed to ripple, subtly shifting in appearance. Or perhaps it was just a trick of the moonlight. “Who are you?” I asked. “What is this place?”

			“Who I am doesn’t matter.” The white fox rose, his elegant tail waving in the breeze. “I am kin, though a great deal older than you. As for where you are...can you not guess? You are kitsune, it should not be that difficult.”

			I looked around, noting that the bamboo grove had changed. We now stood in a forest of blossoming sakura trees, their pink petals drifting to the ground like snow. “I’m...dreaming,” I guessed, turning back to the white fox. “This is a dream.”

			“You can call it that.” The white fox nodded. “It is certainly closer to the truth than anything else.”

			I frowned, trying to dredge up a memory long buried in my mind. Of a day in the forest, hiding from the monks, and the sudden feeling of being watched. Of a pair of glowing golden eyes, a bushy white tail, and the sense of longing that came when our gazes met. “I...I’ve seen you before,” I whispered. “Haven’t I? A long time ago.” He didn’t answer, and I cocked my head. “Why are you showing up in my dream now?”

			“Your plan to exorcise Hakaimono is going to fail.”

			The ground beneath my paws seemed to crumble away, leaving me hovering in a void. “What?”

			“Hakaimono is too strong,” the white fox continued calmly. “In the past, the Kage have attempted to do what you are planning, to force the oni spirit back into Kamigoroshi. It ended in death and disaster. Hakaimono is not a normal demon, and the demonslayer’s relationship with the Cursed Blade is unique. Even if you manage to capture and bind the First Oni, the priest and shrine maiden will fail the exorcism, and Hakaimono will kill you all.”

			I trembled, forcing myself to meet those piercing yellow eyes. How can you know that? I wanted to say, but the words froze in my throat when I met a gaze that had seen kingdoms rise and mountains crumble. Those eyes were ancient, all encompassing, and gazing into them was like staring into the face of the moon itself. I looked down at my paws.

			“I can’t give up,” I whispered. “I have to try. I promised Tatsumi that I wouldn’t leave him to Hakaimono.”

			“If you want to save the demonslayer,” the white fox said, “relying on humans is not the answer. If you truly wish to free Kage Tatsumi, you must do it yourself. From the inside.”

			From the inside? Bewildered, I looked up at him. “I don’t understand.”

			“You do,” was the cool reply. “You were speaking of it tonight, in fact. Oni are not the only creatures who can possess a human soul.”

			Understanding dawned, and I flattened my ears in horror. “You mean...kitsune-tsuki?”

			“Sacred rituals and exorcism will not work on Hakaimono,” the white fox continued, as if oblivious to my dismay. “They are only words. Words of power, yes, but Hakaimono’s will is stronger than any human’s, and he will not submit. To have a chance of saving the demonslayer, another spirit must confront the oni lord within Kage Tatsumi’s body, and drive him out by force.”

			“But...that would mean I would have to possess Tatsum myself.”

			“Yes.”

			Flattening my ears even further, I backed away. “I can’t do that,” I whispered, as the other kitsune’s eyes narrowed to golden slits. “Possessing a human body. It’s...evil!”

			“Who told you that?” the white fox asked. “The monks at the temple? The ones who tried to limit your kitsune magic, who insisted that you remain mostly human?” His slender muzzle curled. “Kitsune-tsuki is only a tool, little cub. Much like your illusions and foxfire, magic itself cannot be evil. It is how you use your powers that determines the intent.”

			His words had an eerily truthful ring to them, but they still felt...strange. If it wasn’t dangerous, why had kitsune-tsuki been so strictly forbidden by the monks at the Silent Winds temple that I wasn’t even allowed to talk about it, lest I become curious? “I’ve never done kitsune-tsuki,” I said. “In fact, I’m not even sure I can. I’m only half fox, after all.”

			“That does not matter.” The white fox shook his head. “Kitsune-tsuki comes naturally to all of us. As I believe your Master Isao once said, it is in your blood. When the time comes, your yokai half will know what to do.”

			“But... It just feels...wrong.”

			His magnificent tail gave an irritated twitch. “I see. Then perhaps we should view the problem from a different perspective.”

			The forest around us disappeared. Petals swirled through the air like they were caught in a typhoon, blinding and suffocating. When I sneezed and looked up again, the soft petals had turned into snowflakes. I stood among the clouds at the top of a mountain, gazing down on the humans’ empire, far, far below.

			The world was burning. Everywhere I looked, all I could see were flames, consuming the land and spreading everywhere. I could smell ash and smoke, and the stench of burning flesh clogged my throat, making me cough. It seemed I was looking down on the plane of Jigoku itself.

			“That is the state of the empire,” the white fox said behind me, seated primly on a snow-covered rock, “if you cannot stop Hakaimono.”

			My legs shook. The howling wind seemed to dig talons of ice beneath my fur and rake them down my back. I stared at the destruction, as the tongues of red-and-orange flames blurred together, filling my vision until all I could see was fire.

			“Think on it carefully, little dreamer.” The white fox’s voice now seemed to come from far away. “Before the flames of war consume the world, consider how choices will affect everyone. You are the only one who can defeat the First Oni and save the demonslayer’s soul. I can show you how and give you the best chance of victory when you come face-to-face with Jigoku’s strongest oni. But only if you are willing.

			“Unfortunately,” he went on, as I stood there struggling to breathe, “our moment here is nearly done. You are needed back in the waking world, little dreamer. Just remember my offer, and I will find you again when the time is right. For now, the shadows draw close, and you must...”

			 

			Wake up.

			I opened my eyes and immediately knew something was wrong. The forest was too quiet; the rustle of small animals was gone, and the insects had fallen silent. I sat up carefully and saw Daisuke and Master Jiro dozing with their chins on their chests and Reika curled up near the fire with the two dogs.

			A man stood at the edge of the firelight, his long shadow spilling over the ground.

			At my yelp, Daisuke’s eyes snapped open, and Reika jerked upright, tumbling the dogs out of her lap. Seeing the stranger, the dogs exploded into a cacophony of high-pitched snarls and barks, bristling and showing tiny teeth to the intruder, who watched them with cold amusement.

			“Hush, now.” His voice was high and raspy, and he raised a spindly hand before the rest of us could say anything. “I did not come here for a fight. Do not do anything...hasty.”

			Movement rippled around us, shadows melting out of the darkness to form a dozen figures clad completely in black, only their eyes showing through the slits in their masks and hoods. Their swords gleamed silver in the moonlight, a dozen razors of death surrounding us in a bristly ring. Shinobi, I realized with a chill. Their uniforms were unmarked; only the stranger in billowing black robes wore the familiar crest that set my heart to pounding: a moon being swallowed by an eclipse. The symbol of the Kage.

			The Shadow Clan had come.
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			THE SHADOWS CLOSE IN

			Yumeko

			The robed man stepped farther into the firelight, and the orange glow washed over him. He was very thin, his face pinched and narrow, and his bones showed through the papery skin of his hands, as if some force had sucked away his vitality. His face was painted white, his lips and eyes outlined in black, as he loomed over us like some terrible specter of death. For a moment, I wondered...were he to suddenly die while his ghost lingered on, would anyone even know?

			“Please excuse this intrusion,” the man rasped. His stark black gaze, cold and impassive, slid to me, and I shivered. “I hope we have not disturbed anything important.”

			“Where is Okame-san?” I asked, and the man arched an ink-thin eyebrow. “He would have told us you were coming if he could. What did you do to him?”

			The tall man gestured toward a tree. I glanced up and saw Okame in the branches, bound hand and foot to the tree trunk, a gag stuffed into his mouth. A shinobi crouched on the branch nearby, the ronin’s bow across his knees.

			“I’m afraid we could not have your friend alerting you,” the man said, as Okame struggled against the ropes and glared at him. “We wouldn’t have wanted you to get the wrong idea—that we were simple bandits in the night. Worry not, it was a temporary solution.”

			He raised a hand, and the shinobi who had been crouched on the branch immediately turned and sliced through the ropes tying the ronin to the tree. As Okame started to free himself, growling curses as he yanked out the gag, the shadow warrior melted into the darkness, leaving the ronin’s bow hanging from a nearby branch.

			The knot in my stomach uncurled, but only a little. There were still a dozen shinobi surrounding us, plus the robed stranger at the edge of the firelight. The scent of magic clung to him, stale but powerful, like some highly poisonous mushroom.

			“What is the meaning of this, Kage?” Daisuke asked in a cool voice. The noble hadn’t moved from his place against the log, but both hands remained on his sword. “This is Sky Clan territory, and we are mere hours from the Taiyo border. You have no authority here, and no right to set upon us as if we are common bandits. If you cannot produce proper documentation, I must humbly request that you leave.”

			The tall man gave a ghastly smile. “I’m afraid I cannot do that, Taiyo-san,” he said, sounding pleased and offended at the same time. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Kage Naganori, and I am here at the behest of the daimyo of the Shadow Clan, Lady Hanshou herself.”

			Reika straightened. “Naganori?” she echoed.

			“Indeed.” The man turned his predatory smile on her, making Chu and Ko, now sitting beside her, growl and bare their teeth. “The little girl is perhaps the wisest of the bunch,” he mused. “Perhaps the rest of you have heard of me?”

			“I haven’t,” Okame said. The ronin stalked into the circle, bristling like an angry dog, ready to snap at anything that got too close. “I’m still waiting to see why I should be impressed.”

			“Okame-san.” Reika gave the ronin a warning glance. “Kage Naganori is the Shadow Clan’s arch-mage, the head majutsushi of the Kage family.”

			“Yes,” agreed Naganori, stark black eyes now glaring at Okame. “But if you desire a show of talent, ronin, I would be happy to indulge your question. Perhaps you would be impressed if I made your shadow dance without you? Or if I commanded the night kami to blind you for the rest of your life?” He raised an open hand. A tiny ball of living blackness hovered over his palm, swirling in the air like ink. “Perhaps a curse of darkness, where all light will forever be snuffed out wherever you go, will be enough to impress?”

			“It does not become one of your station to threaten, Naganori-san,” came Master Jiro’s quiet, calming voice from the other side of the firepit. “Nor did you seek us out to place curses on random ronin. Why have you come?”

			Naganori sniffed, dropping his arm and the globe of shadow with it. “As I said before,” he continued, “we are on a mission from Lady Hanshou. I apologize for this intrusion, but it was imperative that we reach you before you reached the Taiyo border.” The majutsushi turned and fixed me with his piercing stare. “We have come for the onmyoji. Lady Hanshou has requested her presence.”

			“Me?” My blood chilled. I was still wearing the billowy red-and-white onmyoji robes from the night I had performed in front of the emperor. It had been part of a ploy to get us all into the Imperial palace to search for Master Jiro, as peasant girls, ronin and shrine maidens could not simply stroll through the gates unannounced. I was certainly not an onmyoji, a mystical diviner of the future, but that night, I had found myself in front of the Imperial court and the most powerful man in the country, and if I had failed to convince him that I was what I claimed to be, we would all have been executed.

			It had taken a little kitsune magic and more than a little luck, but not only had the emperor believed my performance, he had offered to make me his royal onmyoji. I had respectfully declined his offer, but it seemed the story of the onmyoji girl and the emperor’s fortune had spread farther than I’d have liked. I could suddenly feel the scroll beneath my robes, pressed against my ribs, and I twisted my fingers in my lap to keep them from straying toward it. “Why?” I asked Naganori. “What does Lady Hanshou want with me?”

			“It is not my place to know. You can ask her that when you get there.”

			My heart pounded for a whole different reason. Lady Hanshou was the woman who had sent Tatsumi to the Silent Winds temple to fetch the scroll. Had she figured out that I possessed it? No. If she truly knew that I had it, she wouldn’t have sent the majutsushi to talk with me; I would have gotten a knife to the throat while I slept.

			Still, venturing into the territory of Kage, when their daimyo was actively looking for the scroll, seemed like a very bad idea. “If it’s all the same, I’d really rather not.”

			“I’m afraid I must insist.” The majutsushi raised a hand, and the shadow warriors hovering in the darkness took a menacing step forward. Daisuke tensed, and Okame half raised his bow, as the growling from the two dogs rose sharply into the air. “I do not wish this to end in violence,” Naganori said, clasping his hands before him. “But we will be taking the girl to Lady Hanshou. Those who oppose us will be cut down for interfering in Shadow Clan official business.”

			“I would be more cautious with your threats, Kage-san,” Daisuke said, earning a frown from the majutsushi. “Lady Yumeko is under my protection, and harming a Taiyo is a crime against the Imperial family. I am certain Lady Hanshou does not want to start a war with the Sun Clan.”

			“Daisuke-san...” I looked at the noble in surprise.

			“She’s also under the protection of the Hayate shrine,” Reika chimed in, and raised her arm, an ofuda strip held between two fingers. Chu and Ko stepped forward, forming a tiny barrier in front of the shrine maiden, their eyes shining gold and green in the darkness. “I’m afraid we cannot let you take her away, even if we must defy the Kage daimyo herself.”

			“Yep,” Okame added, smiling evilly as he fitted an arrow to his bowstring. “Basically, you want Yumeko, you have to go through all of us.”

			“Insolence!” Naganori bristled, and around us, the shinobi raised their swords. “I will not stand and argue with ronin and commoners.” The Shadow mage raised his hands, and the air around him grew darker as even the firelight flinched away from him. “Our Lady sent us for the girl, and if you get in the way of our mission, we will have no choice but to strike you down.”

			“Wait!” Quickly, I stood up and faced the majutsushi, and the circle of blades turned in my direction. “I’ll go,” I told him. My stomach twisted with the words, but if the other choice was a bloodbath with shinobi and a Shadow mage, I’d choose the less messy option. Even though meeting Lady Hanshou would probably go very badly for me, I didn’t want to drag the rest of them into a fight with Tatsumi’s family. There were a lot of shinobi surrounding us, ready to pounce, and those were just the ones we could see. And the majutsushi was an even bigger question mark. I didn’t think Naganori’s Shadow magic would produce flowers and butterflies, unless they were black butterflies that ate your soul, which didn’t seem healthy at all.

			And perhaps, when I faced Lady Hanshou, the leader of the Shadow Clan, I would learn more about Tatsumi and how I could save his soul from the monster now possessing it.

			Stepping forward, I faced Naganori and raised my chin. “I’ll go,” I said again. “If Lady Hanshou has called for me, I will go and speak to her.”

			Tatsumi, I’m sorry. I hope you can hang on until I can find a way out of this.

			“Yumeko.” Reika stepped forward, causing her dogs to skitter aside. “It is inadvisable for you to go right now,” she said, raising her brows at me. No doubt referencing the precious secret hidden beneath my onmyoji robes. “If you are going, then I insist upon coming with you.”

			“You don’t have to, Reika-san...” I began. But the shrine maiden gave me a look reminiscent of the expression Denga-san used to make when he caught me in the middle of a prank, so I fell silent.

			Daisuke stood slowly and with great dignity, drawing the attention of all. “I, too, must insist upon accompanying Yumeko-san,” he said. “I made a vow to protect her, and I will not suffer the dishonor of breaking my word. Where she goes, I will follow. Until the time of my death, or she no longer has need of me.”

			“And I’m her yojimbo,” Okame added. “The bodyguard goes wherever the client does. So I’m coming, too.” He smirked at Naganori, as if challenging him to refuse. “No matter what anyone says.”

			I looked at the majutsushi, expecting him to protest, but Naganori simply smiled. “Such a loyal bunch,” he mused, in a voice that was half-mocking, half-suspicious. His gaze slid to me, flat and cold like a snake’s. “A shrine maiden, an honorless ronin dog and a Taiyo noble, all willing to accompany you into the unknown. What is the onmyoji hiding to deserve such loyalty, I wonder?”

			“Maybe I’m not an onmyoji,” I suggested. “Maybe I’m really a kami princess in disguise.”

			He snorted a laugh. “That I am certain you are not,” he said, before letting out a long sigh and waving a hand. Behind him, the shinobi straightened and sheathed their blades in a raspy chorus. “Very well,” Naganori said, surprising me. “If your companions are decided, they are welcome to accompany us back to Hakumei castle. Let no one say the Shadow Clan lacks hospitality. You will all be honored guests of the Kage.” He smiled again, but it wasn’t a very nice smile, more knowing and evilly amused. “I am sure Lady Hanshou will be pleased to have you.”

			“Back to Kage lands.” Reika’s brow furrowed. “I hope you brought horses. Shadow Clan territory is on the southern edge of Iwagoto, past Sun and Earth lands. Literally on the other side of the empire. It will take weeks of travel to get there.”

			“For the uninitiated, yes.” The majutsushi’s voice was now smug. “Why do you think Lady Hanshou sent me, and not a squad of ashigaru—foot soldiers? Were we to travel by foot, it would certainly take far too long. But we are not traveling by ordinary means.” He raised a billowy sleeve, casting a long shadow over the floor. “For those who know the way of shadows, no distance is too far, if one does not get lost in the void along the way.”

			“Ah,” Okame said, giving Daisuke a sideways grin. “There’s that cryptic Kage babble I was waiting for.”

			Naganori’s lips thinned, and he dropped his arm. “Come,” he ordered, and turned away. “The night is waning, and even on the paths we must take, it is still a long way to Hakumei castle. Lady Hanshou is waiting.”
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			A HIDDEN TALENT

			Suki

			From the shade of a willow tree in the garden, Suki watched Lord Seigetsu meditate by the pond, hands cupped in his lap and eyes closed, and silently admired his perfect physique. His long silver hair glimmered in the moonlight like liquid metal, his back was straight and his face serene. Even his spotless white robes had settled perfectly around him. A small pale ball perched on the tips of his thumbs, glowing softly and seeming to hover there of its own volition. At his feet, red-and-white carp swirled lazily in the crystal clear water, barely making a ripple on the moonlit surface, and overhead, a sakura tree, fully in bloom, sheltered the figure beneath with brilliant pink blossoms. Not one petal fluttered down to disturb him.

			“Isn’t Lord Seigetsu amazing?” Taka said next to her. The little yokai sat against the tree trunk, his single huge eye riveted to the figure at the edge of the pond. A wistful smile stretched his fang-filled mouth, and his chin rested in the palms of his clawed hands as he stared at his master. “Everything he does is perfect,” the yokai stated. “I wish I had his poise, his grace, his...perfection.” He sighed. “Sadly, I will have to be content with ‘small’ and ‘hideous’ and ‘only slightly useful.’ Not that I’m complaining!” he added quickly. “Or that Lord Seigetsu has ever called me those things. I just...have accepted the truth about certain things. Some of us are destined to be lords and leaders.” He gestured with a clawed hand to the figure beside the pond. “And some of us are born to be servants, right, Suki-san? Oh, gomen.” He clapped both clawed hands over his mouth, perhaps remembering that the girl he spoke to was no longer alive. “I didn’t mean to imply... I only meant...”

			Suki drifted back to smile at him, shaking her head, and the little yokai relaxed. Taka wasn’t malicious, she knew. He didn’t have a cruel bone in his body. She did believe he was slightly lonely and didn’t get to talk much with Seigetsu-sama, especially when the subject was about their mutual, mysterious benefactor. “Lord Seigetsu saved me,” Taka went on, returning his gaze to the figure by the pond. “He took me in when no one wanted me, and has allowed me to travel with him ever since. Sometimes, I wonder why. He doesn’t tolerate anyone else following him.” He blinked his huge eye. “Well, except you, Suki-san, and you’re a ghost, so he can’t exactly threaten you.”

			Suki cocked her head with a frown, but Taka didn’t seem to notice. The yokai leaned against the tree with a gaping, toothy yawn. “You worked at the Imperial palace, didn’t you, Suki-san?” he asked, startling her with the randomness of the question. His mind worked like that, she’d noticed, bouncing from one thought to the next like an agitated cricket, never settling on one thing for long. She nodded, hoping he would not mention her old mistress, Lady Satomi. Thankfully, the memories of her death, her old life, were becoming scattered and hazy. She had been a maid to the emperor’s concubine, but Lady Satomi turned out to be a blood mage, one who practiced the forbidden magic of Jigoku, and she had killed Suki to summon a demon into the realm. Why Satomi had summoned the oni, Suki wasn’t sure—something about an ancient scroll—but the moment of her death had been violent and terrifying, and something she didn’t care to think about.

			She wasn’t entirely sure why her soul continued to exist in the mortal realm. According to the ghost tales her mother used to tell her, souls that lingered did so because something tied them to their former lives. Vengeance was the most common reason, a desire to punish those who had wronged them in life. But Lady Satomi was dead, killed by the very man Suki followed now. If it was revenge she desired, wouldn’t she have moved on?

			Suki shivered. She knew she was dead, and that nothing could really hurt her now, but the thought of drifting aimlessly through the world as a spirit was terrifying. She couldn’t go home; her father, Mura Akihito, certainly did not need the ghost of his only child hovering around his shop. Taka was friendly, and Lord Seigetsu had slain the horrible Lady Satomi; following them seemed a better idea than aimlessly wandering the land. At least she wasn’t lonely anymore.

			Near the edge of the pond, Seigetsu rose, as fluid and graceful as sunlight over leaves. His ball vanished into his billowing robes so swiftly that Suki might have imagined it was there at all.

			“Taka, come. I have need of you.”

			“Hai, Seigetsu-sama!” The little yokai practically flung himself across the ground in excitement. Suki hesitated a moment, then drifted after him.

			“Yes, Seigetsu-sama.” Taka halted at the feet of his master. His single huge eye gazed up at the man in open adoration. “I am here. What do you want me to do?”

			The silver-haired man pointed to the ground. “Here, Taka-chan,” he ordered. “Sit on the pillow, if you would.” Taka instantly did as he asked, plopping himself onto the red cushion and gazing up expectantly. Seigetsu sat down again as well, crossing his legs as he gazed down at the little yokai, the torchlight flickering over his silver hair and Taka’s bald skull. “Now, close your eye,” he ordered. “And be silent.”

			The yokai obeyed, closing his eye and pressing his lips together. Seigetsu straightened, and the white globe suddenly appeared in one hand, balanced on three fingers. As Suki watched, fascinated and wary, he reached out with his other hand and touched two elegant fingers to Taka’s forehead.

			For a moment, nothing happened. The carp swirled lazily in the pond, torchlight flickered and a wind rustled the branches of the sakura trees, though not a single petal showered the motionless figures below the trunk.

			Then, Taka’s small body spasmed, making Suki jump. It jerked again, violent shudders ripping through the yokai’s delicate frame, and his head fell back, fanged mouth gaping. As Suki trembled in sympathy and fear, his eye slid open, completely black and as empty as the void, and she would have gasped in horror if she could.

			Seigetsu just smiled. The ball in his hand flickered softly, pulsing with its own inner light, seeming to echo the heartbeat of the yokai in front of it. Seigetsu kept his fingers pressed to Taka’s forehead, his face serene even as Taka twitched and shuddered beneath him.

			“Tell me of the fox girl,” he murmured. “Where is she going? Is she in danger? What will happen to her in Kage lands?”

			Taka’s mouth opened, a thin, scratchy voice emerging that was so unlike the happy, cheerful yokai that Suki could only stare. “The path is treacherous,” he whispered. “Hands reach out, pull them into the mist. Shadows in the walls, under the floor. Whispers stalk the streets, glowing eyes burn the darkness. A living dead woman has a request.”

			Suki couldn’t make sense of any of this, but the silver-haired man nodded. “Nothing terrible so far,” he muttered. “And what of Hakaimono?”

			Taka shuddered violently, his small hands twitching at his sides. “Death,” he rasped, and to Suki’s ears, even the harsh whisper sounded horrified. “Death, chaos, destruction. Mountains of bodies. Valleys of fire. Claws and teeth, ripping flesh. Walking bones, blood, pain, fear!”

			“Predictable.” Seigetsu sighed, though Taka’s voice was growing ever more frantic, continuing the litany of horrifying descriptions as if the events were happening in front of him. A thin stream of blood ran from his nose down his chin and spattered onto his hands. “Enough,” Seigetsu ordered, pulling his arm back. His deep voice rippled through the air and caused the ground to shiver. “Taka, stop.”

			The little yokai slumped, his head falling to his chest, as the torrent of words came to a halt. Suki was still trembling, but Seigetsu simply tucked his ball into his robes and brushed out his sleeves, before turning his attention to the yokai again. On the pillow, Taka groaned, stirred and slowly opened his eye, blinking up at the man overhead.

			Seigetsu smiled. “Back with us, Taka-chan?” he asked.

			The yokai’s forehead wrinkled. “Did I...have another vision, master?”

			“You did.” Seigetsu nodded and tossed him a silk handkerchief. “Quite a terrible one, it seemed. I had to pull you back before you caused real damage to yourself.”

			Taka caught the handkerchief, frowning, before pressing the cloth to his nose with a plaintive sigh. “I wish I could remember.”

			“No, Taka-chan,” Seigetsu reassured him. “You wouldn’t understand the visions even if you could. Put it from your mind. I have already discerned what I needed to know.”

			“Hai, Seigetsu-sama.” The little yokai perked a bit, giving his master a toothy smile. “As long as I can be useful to you, that is all I wish for.”

			Watching them, Suki was suddenly filled with apprehension. Could Taka-chan see the future, or at least a part of it? And if he could, was Lord Seigetsu using the little yokai for his own ends? The thought made her uncomfortable. Seigetsu-sama was obviously very powerful and could control some kind of magic, just like Lady Satomi. What did he want with the kitsune girl and the demon?

			Taking a step back, Seigetsu waved a hand, as if he were ripping something from the air. With a soundless billow, the tranquil pond and gardens surrounding them frayed apart, scattering to the wind like tendrils of colored smoke, revealing a dark, murky forest. The torches disappeared, taking their light with them, and even the tiny glimmers of fireflies vanished like they had never been. In the sudden gloom, Seigetsu’s eyes glowed like candlelight as he gazed into the shadows. “Everything is going according to plan,” he mused, as Taka scrambled to his feet, the pillow beneath him dissolving into colored mist. “The game is starting to come together, but we mustn’t let either of them go too far down the wrong path. It seems the fox girl will be occupied for a time, so perhaps we should keep an eye on Hakaimono, make certain his part in the story is not lost. Come, Taka.” He turned away, a brilliant figure in white, silver hair and robes glowing in the shadows. “It is a long journey to Mizu lands, even if we ride the winds. We should get started.”

			“Can Suki-san come with us, master?”

			Seigetsu looked back. His gaze rose to Suki, still hovering at the edge of the trees, and a corner of his mouth curled up.

			“I had assumed as much.” His voice was like a cool mountain spring, deep and powerful, and Suki felt a shiver all the way from her toes to the top of her head. “She is, of course, important to the story, as well.”
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