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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Towering trees bowed beneath the weight of snow on their branches, and high above, stars glittered in the dark sky. Emi ran, shadows dancing across her path and snow flying behind her feet. Icy air numbed her throat with each gasping breath.

      She’d had this dream before.

      Ahead of her, a white fox bounded through the snow. She knew she wouldn’t catch him, but she had to try. His bushy tail flicked as he flashed in and out of sight through the trees, and when he reappeared, he had changed. Now the size of a lean and leggy white wolf, he dashed onward with three fox tails dancing in his wake.

      Her sleeping consciousness recoiled against what would come next, yet in the dream she could do nothing more than chase him. He vanished around a thick stand of spruce and she sprinted after him.

      Heat blasted her like an open volcano, pushing her back. In the clearing ahead, a creature of myth and nightmare awaited her. The massive white specter of fur and flame towered over her, eyes glowing like magma and nine tails of fire writhing behind it. White-hot flames flickered beneath its huge paws as it stalked forward, turning the snow all around it into steaming water.

      In its path, the wolfish fox cowered, three tails quivering.

      The kyubi no kitsune loosed a deep growl that vibrated with feral rage and made every hair on her body stand on end, yet she still rushed toward it, one hand outstretched as she cried out a name. The crimson markings on its face flashed brightly and it lunged for the three-tailed fox, turning the whole world into blue-white fire.

      Emi’s eyes popped open, a silent gasp catching in her throat. Her muscles twitched with adrenaline.

      “There is nothing.”

      Yumei’s soft voice made her start. Squinting in the dim light of the candles scattered around the circular room, she turned her head, but otherwise remained unmoving where she lay on the padding of blankets. Across the room, Yumei—also known as the Tengu, Lord of Crows, and harbinger of war—sat with one elbow on the low table in front of him and his chin in his hand. A yokai sitting like an irritated teenager was a strange sight all on its own, but knowing Yumei was at least a thousand years old made it even more disconcerting. His smooth, ageless face didn’t show his years.

      He tapped a taloned fingertip on the table to draw the attention of his tablemate. Even from across the room, Shiro’s ruby eyes gleamed in the candlelight as he focused on Yumei. His vulpine ears rotated, identical to those of the fox from her dream. Kitsune were one of countless types of yokai—earth spirits who populated the human world and their own spirit realm, Tsuchi.

      “What do you want me to say?” he asked, his voice as quiet as Yumei’s but not nearly as soft. Hostility hardened his normally purring tones. “I don’t have any answers for you.”

      “If you cannot remember anything, then our search is over.”

      “Even if I could remember, I might not know anything relevant.”

      “You must. Why else would an Amatsukami have bothered to so thoroughly destroy you?”

      For a brief moment, the markings on Shiro’s forehead and across each cheekbone glowed crimson with his power and temper. Two weeks ago, he’d had almost no power to speak of, but Emi had changed that. Red onenju prayer beads formed two glossy loops around his forearm, and within the beads was a curse that bound his power and memories away from him—a curse she had failed to remove as she’d promised.

      Yumei’s silver eyes blazed in response, but when he spoke, he sounded merely impatient. “Did the removal of the second binding not release any memories at all?”

      “My mind is not a book to be opened and rifled through,” Shiro said flatly. “It is a landscape shrouded in a fog I cannot penetrate. No sooner does a memory appear than I lose it again.”

      Hardly daring to breathe lest they realize she was awake, Emi watched the two yokai. Sometimes Shiro did that: changed his speech patterns from the casual language of someone her age to a strange, ancient cadence that sounded like something from another century. She wasn’t sure he realized he did it.

      Her dream pushed into her thoughts, bringing with it the image of the great kyubi no kitsune. In her repeating dream, she would run toward the monstrous yokai and call out a name, but she could never remember the name upon waking. What she couldn’t forget was the beast’s terrible rage as it attacked the three-tailed fox. In the legends of kitsune, they gained another tail with each hundred years they lived until reaching their ultimate form: the nine-tailed fox, a yokai so powerful it rivaled dragons.

      “Don’t count on me to remember anything useful,” Shiro said, switching back to his usual, casual tones, though frustration still tinged his words. “Not until the beads are off entirely.”

      “Then our only option is to wait for the kamigakari to recover enough strength to remove them.”

      “That can’t be our only option. We don’t even know if she can fully remove them. She’s not actually an Amatsukami.”

      Emi flinched and slid the blanket up over her nose, leaving only her eyes exposed so she could continue watching them.

      “Inari has been missing for a century,” Yumei said. “Susano began a gradual withdrawal from this world decades ago and disappeared five years past. Sarutahiko and Uzume were last seen on the winter solstice the year before last and not since.”

      Their faces were hard, almost despondent, as they discussed the missing Kunitsukami, the four leaders of the yokai: Inari of the Fire, Susano of the Storm, Sarutahiko of the Mountain, and his wife, Uzume of the Wood. Yumei and Shiro had been searching for them since before she met them. She’d been tasked with the same impossible mission, except now they knew the Kunitsukami weren’t missing, but imprisoned by Izanami, the Amatsukami of the Earth.

      Yumei growled, the sound shivering down her spine. “I do not know where else to search. Knowing they are prisoners only widens the possibilities.”

      “How do you imprison a Kunitsukami?” Shiro muttered. “It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Clearly Izanami has devised ways, unless Amaterasu lied.”

      “She didn’t lie,” Emi said without thinking.

      They turned. She sat up, tugging her simple white kimono straight. Shiro watched her with a wicked little smile and she fought not to blush. She was several layers short of a respectable outfit, but this was all she had. Her clothes had been ruined and Yumei had nothing else to give her. When she’d complained, he’d asked in acid tones if she thought he was in the habit of collecting women’s garments. She’d decided not to pursue the topic.

      Self-consciously adjusting the obi sash around her waist, she clambered up and crossed the room. Only after she’d dropped down on a cushion between them did the surreality of the moment strike her—her, a mortal girl, sitting with two dangerous yokai. How casually she’d joined them, as though she somehow belonged in their company.

      Focusing, she turned to Yumei.

      “Amaterasu didn’t lie,” she repeated. “She was possessing me. She was inside my head. I don’t think there was any way she could have lied to me. I could feel her urgency and her anger. She was so angry with Izanami.”

      “If she cares so much about the Kunitsukami,” Shiro asked, “why didn’t she tell you where to look?”

      “I told you already,” Emi said, trying to keep her exasperation in check. They’d had this conversation already, but both yokai were overly inclined to mistrust Amaterasu, the Amatsukami of the Wind. “She tried to tell me, but I—either I forgot or I didn’t hear her. I was … it was difficult to concentrate by that point.”

      She shuddered at the memory—the burning agony of Amaterasu’s power, her overwhelmingly vast spirit consuming Emi’s mortal mind like flames devouring paper. As the kamigakari, that was the fate that awaited Emi on the winter solstice—obliteration by Amaterasu’s power as she took up residence in her new host body. Emi was trying not to think about it.

      The heavenly Amatsukami and the earthly Kunitsukami were two sides of the same divine coin. Like the kami they ruled, the Amatsukami resided in the heavenly realm and used mortal kamigakari like Emi as their vessels when they visited Earth. The Kunitsukami originated from Tsuchi, the spirit realm of yokai, and had no need of host bodies in the human realm. Together, the eight of them created a balance of power and nature that protected all three worlds.

      But Izanami had changed that. Somehow, she had imprisoned the four Kunitsukami, thereby unbalancing the crucial harmony of elemental powers. Izanami should have understood that, enemies or not, the worlds needed the Kunitsukami, but for unknown reasons, she had set out to destroy them.

      Amaterasu, at least, had recognized Izanami’s betrayal and was doing what she could to stop whatever catastrophic plan Izanami intended to enact on the winter solstice. Unfortunately, Amaterasu’s only ally on Earth was Emi. Since Izanami had killed all of Amaterasu’s kamigakari for the past century, she had no doubt also killed any other allies Amaterasu might have called upon.

      That’s how Emi had ended up with the task of finding the missing Kunitsukami—a mission so preposterous for a human kamigakari that she could hardly believe it herself.

      “I think you must know something important—really important,” she told Shiro. “Amaterasu told me, ‘He must not die or all hope is lost.’ She knows about you, and it sounds like you’re vital somehow in finding the Kunitsukami.”

      Shadows passed through his eyes. “I can’t remember anything.”

      Exhaling, she pushed her tangled hair off her shoulders. Yumei didn’t own a comb either. Her attempt to explain to him how long hair like hers required regular grooming hadn’t produced any better results than her request for proper clothing.

      “We don’t have time to wait until I can remove the onenju,” she told them. “After a hundred years, I don’t think we have much chance of finding Inari in the next few weeks. We should focus on Sarutahiko. As the leader of the Kunitsukami, he could help us find the others.”

      “A sound theory,” Shiro said with a hint of sarcasm, “but we still have no way to find Sarutahiko. He’s not in his territory or Uzume’s, and none of his vassals can locate him.”

      “What about suspicious … suspicious stuff? Have you asked around about that?”

      “Suspicious like what, exactly?”

      “Well, they’ve been imprisoned,” she huffed. “Surely there would be some sign of a Kunitsukami kidnapping and imprisonment in the last couple years. Wouldn’t Izanami have had to defeat them to capture them? That would hardly be a quiet affair.”

      “I have already questioned all yokai who could have information on unusual activity,” Yumei said. “I do not lie when I say there are no further options to pursue unless you—either of you—can provide new evidence.”

      Emi picked at the jagged edge of a fingernail. “Maybe I can try to talk to Amaterasu somehow …”

      “So we have nothing,” Yumei said with icy finality, pushing away from the table. He rose and strode toward the open doorway filled with utter, unnatural darkness. His home existed in Tsuchi, and the abyss-like threshold was a gateway between realms. As he vanished into it without so much as a glance back, it rippled eerily with red light.

      Her shoulders sagged. “What do we do now?”

      Shiro stared at the wall across from him, his expression distant.

      “Amaterasu said we have to free them before the solstice,” she pressed, urgency creeping into her tone. “That’s only five weeks away. If we can’t come up with—”

      Shiro slammed both hands down on the table.

      “I can’t remember,” he snarled. He uncoiled from his spot with liquid grace and strode to the door, each step radiating anger.

      She watched him vanish through the threshold, too shocked to move. Shiro was normally so levelheaded. Even deadly battles and life-threatening injuries had failed to shake his steady calm. She’d seen him hurt, hostile, even afraid, but never truly angry—until now. Although his fury toward Koyane, Izanami’s vassal, after the kami had stolen her ki had come close.

      She twisted her hands together in her lap. How hard must it be to be lost in a world where you didn’t even know your name? She remembered doubting the legitimacy of the name “Shiro” when he’d first offered it, dubious that a white fox would be named “white.” How could she have guessed he’d given her a fake name because he couldn’t remember his real one?

      And now, his memories weren’t just a key to his past, but to saving the Kunitsukami—and in the process, the world. Emi didn’t know what Izanami was planning or why she’d imprisoned the Kunitsukami, but if Amaterasu said it would destroy the world, Emi wasn’t inclined to doubt her.

      Shiro didn’t doubt it either, and he had to be putting more pressure on himself to remember than either she or Yumei could. She turned her hands over and pushed her left thumb into the palm of her opposite hand, remembering the electric magic that had seared her palm. Only two days had passed since she’d tried, and failed, to remove the second to last onenju binding, and only four days since Izanami’s attack on the shrine, but time was already so short. Could Emi gain enough power from Amaterasu to fully remove the onenju, not only before the solstice, but also with enough time to locate and free the Kunitsukami?

      Rising, she faced the darkness-filled doorway through which both yokai had vanished. They’d been searching for so long already, their hope worn down by failure.

      It was time for her to take up the fight for them. She had to find a way, find an answer, before it was too late. It was up to her, and she would not accept failure. She just had to come up with something they hadn’t thought of yet.

      If only she had some idea where to start.

    

  









          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Yumei’s home wasn’t designed for a wingless human.

      Breathing heavily, Emi crouched on the lowest branch of the colossal oak tree and squinted at the ground below. Shiro’s tracks were all that broke the smooth snow, his footprints leading away into the woods. On the trunk high above was the dark doorway that connected Yumei’s home with her world.

      From higher in the tree, a crow swept down and landed on a bough a few feet away with a loud squawk. Another hopped down, beady black eyes watching her. One by one, a dozen crows took up spots around her, waiting. Though they looked as harmless as any other bird, they weren’t mundane creatures. They were karasu, crow yokai who served the Tengu.

      Sitting on the rough bark, she dangled her feet over nothingness. The crows leaned in eagerly.

      “An eight-foot drop won’t kill me,” she told them, “so you might as well go away.”

      They didn’t move, waiting to see if she would break her neck so they could eat her without Yumei or Shiro getting angry. Being followed around by yokai eager to devour her was creepier than she wanted to admit.

      Stretching her legs downward, she pushed off the branch. The rushing fall lasted only a second and then her feet hit the ground. She fell forward onto her hands and knees, compressing a patch of snow. Wincing, she clambered up and brushed off her kimono.

      “See?” she called upward. “I told you so.”

      The crows clacked their beaks and rustled their wings in disappointment.

      Shaking her head, she started away from the oak, following Shiro’s footprints. Yumei hadn’t left any tracks, but she hadn’t expected him to; why would he walk when he could fly? As she moved into the trees, the sounds of the crows faded until all was quiet. The clear night sky offered enough light for her to follow Shiro’s trail, but she could see little else. The heavy, snow-laden boughs of spruce trees brushed against her sleeves as she slipped between them, and the occasional red leaf drifted down from the tangled maple branches above.

      The trickling song of a stream reached her ears as she came out from between two thick spruces. Her breath puffed out in front of her in a visible cloud as she stopped.

      Shiro sat on a rock on the bank of the stream, his elbow propped on one knee and his chin resting on his palm as he watched the water. The moonlight gleamed on his white hair. His sleeveless white kosode shirt contrasted starkly with the black hakama pants and black wraps running from his hands up above his elbows, bound in place with crisscrossing red ties. And, of course, the glossy crimson onenju looped around his right arm.

      One furred fox ear rotated toward her and he turned his head. She forced herself to move, crossing to him. Using one sleeve, she brushed the snow off a flat rock before sitting. The cold seeped through her kimono and she shivered. The temperature was above freezing, but not by much.

      He watched her shiver, then lifted a hand. Fire sparked in his palm, and an orb of white and blue flame—a kitsunebi—drifted into the air. Heat washed over her face as it hovered in front of her. She gratefully held her hands out to the warmth.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      He nodded, his gaze returning to the water. The entwined branches of the trees were dark shadows against the deep blue night sky dusted with glittering stars. The glowing face of the moon brushed sapphire hues over the snow to create a beautiful but eerie palette of cool blues across the vista of forest and mountains.

      The woods were quiet but for the babbling stream. Normally the sound would have sent apprehension trembling through her limbs but Shiro’s presence quieted her phobia of water. The light from the kitsunebi flickered over his face, casting elusive shadows across his features. She wasn’t used to him being so quiet.

      “I’m sorry,” she tried again. “I didn’t mean to pressure you about your memories. It must be hard not to remember anything.”

      “It isn’t that I remember nothing.” He picked up a red maple leaf from the snow and twirled it by its stem. “But what I can remember doesn’t make any sense.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These memories … they have no context. Faces, voices, snatches of conversation, places I know I’ve been but I don’t recognize. Nothing is tied together. Nothing fits what I know now.” His hand closed around the leaf, crushing it. “Without context, my memories are useless.”

      “You can remember some things, though.” She pointed at the kitsunebi floating in front of her. “Like how to use your magic.”

      He squinted at the fiery orb. “I would call it instinct, not memory. I’ve been figuring it out as I’ve needed it.”

      Sighing, she pulled her legs up, wrapped her arms around them, and rested her chin on her knees. “I wish there was some way Amaterasu could help us, some way to talk to her.”

      “I don’t know about you,” he murmured, resuming his study of the water rushing over dark stones, “but I’m not eager to see her possess you again.”

      She glanced at him in surprise but his profile revealed nothing of his thoughts. “Even though she could probably tell us where to look for the Kunitsukami?”

      “Do you think you would survive it a second time?” He turned to her, and her breath caught in her throat at his somber stare. “You changed so much in just a few minutes. Your eyes, your voice, even your scent changed.”

      “They … they did?”

      “Your eyes and voice returned to normal, but your scent …”

      She blinked in alarm. “What about my scent?”

      His head tilted to one side as his nostrils flared. “You still smell a little like her—like a kami. No yokai will believe you’re just a miko now.”

      Her hand crept up to her chest and closed over the front of her kimono. Beneath it was her kamigakari mark, a dark symbol that represented her connection to Amaterasu. The bond between them had formed when Emi was only eight years old, and in the intervening years, Amaterasu had filtered drop after drop of her ki—her life force and the source of her magic—into Emi. Was her connection to Amaterasu even stronger now, or had Amaterasu’s possession left traces of the Amatsukami behind in her body and soul? Was Amaterasu’s mind already leaking into hers, changing her? Destroying her?

      “It’s … it’s inevitable anyway, I guess,” she said, trying to calm a rush of anxiety. Five weeks. She still had five weeks to live her life before Amaterasu took it.

      As she glanced at Shiro, something flashed in his gaze—some powerful emotion she couldn’t identify—before he turned back to the stream. She blinked again, confused and uncertain. Had she said something to make him angry? He’d been more unpredictable than usual since Izanami’s attack. She desperately wanted to ease the burden of his lost memories in some way and bring back his sly, teasing smile.

      “Maybe Amaterasu can help indirectly,” she said, straightening where she sat. “What about a spring blessing ceremony?”

      “A what?”

      “It’s a ceremony of renewal,” she said, a flicker of hope sparking in her. “Miko perform it for sick people and worshippers who want a fresh start or rejuvenation. Maybe it would help you recover your memories.”

      “Those ceremonies have almost no power,” he said, doubt written all over his face. “And even if they did, I don’t think a kami ceremony will work on a yokai.”

      She held up a finger. “One, I’m not just any miko. Two, the power of the ceremony will come from Amaterasu and she wants you to remember, so I’m sure she’ll make an exception.”

      “I don’t think it’s that simple—”

      Launching to her feet, she grabbed the shoulder of his kosode and tugged on it. “What’s the harm in trying? Come on.”

      “Come on where?” he grumbled, giving in to her pulling and rising. His hovering kitsunebi flickered out.

      “I need more space. Over here.”

      She led him to the center of a clear, flat spot in the trees, the snow unbroken by animal tracks. As the kamigakari, she had learned all the same skills as a regular miko—in fact, she had learned them even better than the average shrine maiden.

      “Sit,” she ordered.

      He looked at her askance as he sank to sit cross-legged in the snow. “This won’t work.”

      “Don’t be such a pessimist.” She scouted around the nearby trees and selected a thin, foot-long stick with a cluster of golden leaves clinging to the end. Snapping it off, she returned to stand in front of him.

      “What’s with the twig?”

      “I don’t have the proper tools. I can’t do the dance without something to hold.”

      “You’re going to dance?”

      “Almost all miko ceremonies involve dancing.”

      His skeptical look intensified. Ignoring him, she turned her back to him and adjusted her kimono. Wrong outfit and lacking the proper instruments, but it would have to do. The ritual of the dance—the careful, precise movements that called upon the powers of the earth and the heavens, human ki and kami ki coming together—was what mattered. Closing her eyes, she took a few deep breaths and mentally centered herself. Letting the tension slide away and the calm serenity of the ceremony envelop her, she cleared her mind and turned back to him.

      His eyes widened when he saw the difference in her demeanor. Keeping her expression smooth and tranquil, she extended the twig out to the side, her arm perfectly parallel to the ground, and positioned her feet with the toe of her left sandal touching the ground in front of her right foot. And then she began.

      The movements flowed from within her, rising from deep inside her core. Her arm swept slowly in a quarter circle until the twig pointed forward, and she simultaneously slid her left foot out and around, drawing a curving line in the snow. Her body began to turn, her other arm rising, palm rotating from the sky to the ground, wide sleeves fluttering, the motions smooth with slow elegance. Warmth shimmered through her body and resonated into the ground as her feet slid from step to step.
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As she moved in the precise choreography of the dance, she became aware of Shiro’s gaze following her every move. She brought the twig toward her chest and swept her other hand past the leaves before lifting her palm to the sky, the dance requiring she lift her face to the stars as well. She spun slowly, feet sliding through the snow in careful movements.

      She completed her turn, automatically seeking his face—and that ruby stare caught her, holding her fast. She lowered her body in a painfully slow and smooth kneeling motion that had taken months of practice. As she went down, she felt herself falling into his eyes, sinking into their depths. From within the shadows of his gaze, something ancient looked out at her, something wise and cunning and dangerous. Something that whispered to her and called to her soul.

      Barely able to breathe, she extended the branch to him, turning her hand in the same motion. The leaves rustled as they brushed his kosode over his heart. She couldn’t look away from him. That ancient something in his eyes had her, held her, chained her.

      Her leg muscles clenched, and she began the precise, measured rise until she stood over him, the leaves held over his head. His stare followed her up, refusing to release her. She was drowning in him, losing her grasp on the world around her. But the dance was ingrained in her very bones and she was so close to the end. She slid her right foot back, transferring her weight onto it as she spread her arms wide, palms turned up, the leaves rustling.

      Then her heel hit a tree root under the snow and her graceful movements came to a crashing end.

      She went over backward, arms flailing. With a poof of displaced snow, she landed hard, the air shoved out of her lungs. As she wheezed, Shiro’s face appeared above her, his mouth canted in a crooked grin that revealed one pointed canine.

      “Is that the traditional way to end a ceremony dance?”

      “Obviously not,” she croaked, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. Trying to convince her lungs to work properly, she pushed herself up and discovered the broken twig in her hand, snapped clean in two.

      Shiro crouched beside her, insufferably amused. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed that the strange, ancient power she’d glimpsed was once again hidden among the shadows in his eyes.

      “Did you remember anything?” she asked hopefully.

      “Not a thing.”

      His grin widened when she wilted with disappointment. He reached out and she froze when his fingers slid over her hair just above her ear, his touch sending tingles rushing down her spine.

      “You have snow on your head,” he informed her, flicking some away.

      She squeaked, her hands flying up. She hastily brushed the snow away, trying not to blush more than she already was. No point in hoping he hadn’t noticed. He noticed everything.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, pulling her hair over her shoulder to pick leaves out of it. “I guess a kamigakari isn’t much better than a miko.”

      “I felt something. Just not memories.”

      She peeked at him. Had he felt the same thing she had seen in his eyes? Or had she been imagining it? Maybe the dance had been working—before it ended so dramatically. But that ancient cunning … as much as she wanted him to remember who he was, that something in his eyes scared her.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, misinterpreting her worried look. “It’s our job to find the Kunitsukami. We yokai should be able to locate our own lords.”

      “Even if Amaterasu hadn’t given me this task, I would still …” Her mouth hung open midsentence. Yokai looking for yokai lords. Why hadn’t she realized it sooner?

      A hand waved in front of her face, snapping her out of her daze. She blinked at Shiro.

      “Did you hit your head, little miko?” he asked dryly, looking more amused than concerned.

      “I know where we need to search for the Kunitsukami,” she said breathlessly.

      His amusement vanished, replaced with sharp focus. “What?”

      She sprang to her feet. “Yumei said it, didn’t he? He’s asked every yokai he can think of about the Kunitsukami—but that’s the problem. The Kunitsukami aren’t lost where yokai can find them; they’re prisoners of the kami. We’ve been trying to think of yokai leads to follow, but that’s not who we need to talk to. Izanami has no reason to cover her tracks from her fellow kami.”

      His anticipation soured. “We can’t question kami.”

      “No, of course not. But kannushi and miko are gossipy like you wouldn’t believe.” She raised her eyebrows. “I would know, wouldn’t I? If there’s something weird going on with Izanami, then our best bet for finding out about it is from her human servants.”

      He considered her idea, then smiled slowly. “Interesting theory. I’ll support it on one condition.”

      “What’s that?” she asked warily.

      “You have to convince Yumei.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You want to ask humans?”

      Emi fought the urge to lean away from the Tengu. “Well, you see—”

      “What could humans possibly know about the whereabouts of the Kunitsukami?”

      “They might not know anything directly, but if there’s anything suspicious going on, they’re more likely to have heard about it than a yokai—”

      “You have no concept of what would be required to imprison a Kunitsukami, and neither do the humans of kami shrines.”

      She glanced helplessly past Yumei to Shiro, who was leaning against the wall by the fireplace. He shrugged and continued eating, devouring his rice and beans like he hadn’t eaten in a month. Though Yumei had ignored all her requests for human necessities, he’d at least recognized she couldn’t go days without eating. Food kept turning up on his table—fresh, hot meals in glossy white boxes. She was curious which unfortunate takeout restaurants his karasu were stealing from.

      Taking a deep breath, she tried again. “Izanami knows she needs to hide her activity from the yokai, but she has no reason to hide what she’s doing from her vassals and shrine servants. Someone is bound to have noticed something strange when Sarutahiko went missing, even if they don’t understand it. Maybe strange things are still ongoing. It has to take resources of some kind to keep Kunitsukami locked up, so—”

      “You have no idea of what you speak.” His quiet voice cut through her like a blade. “How can you determine what is relevant ‘strangeness’ when you do not know what—”

      “You don’t know either!” she snapped, losing patience entirely.

      Yumei’s face hardened and even Shiro’s eyebrows shot up at her blatant rudeness toward the Tengu. Her pulse quickened, but she told herself it was anger, not fear.

      “You don’t know any better than I do what it would take to confine a Kunitsukami,” she said sternly. “You’ve been searching for years and found nothing. You said yourself you have no more leads to pursue. Well, I’m offering you a lead and you won’t even let me explain it because it’s not what you want to hear.”

      At Yumei’s arctic stare, she wondered if he was about to murder her. Shiro’s eyebrows lifted impossibly higher and he looked like he was trying hard not to laugh. She ignored him.

      “Izanami can’t do everything herself,” she continued. “We know she isn’t guarding the Kunitsukami personally since she had time to come here and try to kill me. That means someone is helping her—her vassals, like Koyane. Yokai are good at living off the land and don’t like humans, but kami are different. They use a human vessel that needs appropriate care. They live among humans and depend on humans.”

      She folded her hands tightly in her lap. “Somewhere, human shrine servants are supporting kami who are supporting Izanami. I know the odds are slim, but we have no better options right now. If we can uncover information about Izanami servants acting unusually, we’ll at least have somewhere to start.”

      Silence fell, broken only by Shiro’s chopsticks scraping the bottom of his box. Yumei studied her before finally speaking.

      “And how do you propose to procure information from Izanami servants?” The question, though worded neutrally, wasn’t friendly.

      “Kannushi typically only serve one shrine,” she explained, “but miko and sohei sometimes switch shrines and affiliations based on personal preferences—or moving to a new city, for example. We can’t talk to Izanami servants directly, but I can start by inquiring among Amaterasu shrine servants.”

      “We don’t have time for an undercover investigation,” Shiro interjected, crossing the room to drop his empty box on the table. “And you’re too recognizable as the kamigakari to pretend to be a miko.”

      He picked up her half-eaten carton of rice and dug his chopsticks in. She frowned at him as he unapologetically started eating her meal.

      “I know we don’t have time for that,” she told them. “That’s why I need the Guji’s help.”

      Shiro’s chopsticks paused halfway to his mouth. “The Guji? You mean the high priest of your shrines that you ran away from because he planned to lock you up until the solstice?”

      “Well, yes. But that was before Amaterasu commanded me to find the Kunitsukami. He can’t argue with Amaterasu.”

      “But Amaterasu didn’t give him orders; she gave you orders.”

      “I can make him understand. Guji Ishida is absolutely committed to Amaterasu’s will. He can contact every Amaterasu kannushi across the country and have them probe for any unusual Izanami shrine servant behavior. We can’t accomplish anything close to the same on our own.”

      Judgment weighed in Yumei’s eyes. “The servants of Amaterasu returned to your shrine yesterday. They have been sending sohei into the woods to search for you.”

      She straightened, a notch of tension easing in her spine. Four days ago, when she’d returned to the Shirayuri Shrine, she’d found it abandoned by the humans who lived there and taken over by Izanami and her vassals. She was relieved to hear that everyone seemed to have returned safely.

      “Guji Ishida is probably there then,” she said. “He must be frantic to find me.”

      “If you’re going back,” Shiro said, dropping her dinner, the box now empty, beside his, “it will have to be now. Izanami has retreated for the time being, but if she’s as determined to kill us as she seemed, she’ll be back.”

      “I can return to the shrine and talk to Guji Ishida right away.” Her nerves fluttered but she ignored the feeling. “We could have the information we need in a few days.”

      “Go then,” Yumei said. “We cannot waste any more time.”

      “Go? Now?”

      “No, of course not.” Shiro stretched his arms over his head, arching his back. “Let’s wait until December for the added challenge.”

      “But it’s the middle of the night.” When he just raised his eyebrows, she pushed to her feet. “You’re right. There’s no time to waste.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      Suppressing a yawn, Emi followed Shiro through the dark trees. He wound among them, breaking the icy crust of the half-foot-deep snow. She gazed absently at his back and swiveling ears as her mind rushed ahead of them to the Shirayuri Shrine.

      Since she’d slept through most of the past seventy-two hours, her sense of time was foggy. It didn’t seem like that long, but almost five days had passed since she’d run away from the Shirayuri Shrine. Before she fled, she’d been about to meet Ishida for the first time in six months. His visits were brief but regular; twice a year, he would check on her current accommodations and bring her new omamori.

      Beneath her kimono, the flat silk bag on a thin tie rested above her heart. Inside it, a special ofuda—a paper talisman inscribed with a protective invocation—disguised her ki so yokai wouldn’t recognize her as a kamigakari. If Shiro was right about her changed scent, the omamori could no longer protect her.

      Shiro halted, raising a hand. She stopped abruptly, anxious thoughts of yokai attacks competing with the image of beautiful, deadly kami gliding through the trees toward them.

      His ears twitched, following sounds she couldn’t hear.

      “Caw.”

      Above their heads, one of Yumei’s crows canted its head and called another flat, derisive note. Shiro dropped his arm.

      A few dozen yards ahead, barely visible in the moonlight, a deer trotted through the trees, her almost-grown fawn running after her. Emi exhaled, relief carrying away her trepidation. As the two deer vanished into the darkness, she glanced up again at the crow. Yumei had declined to accompany her back to the shrine, leaving the job to Shiro, but it seemed he’d still sent a few karasu to watch over them.

      She fought off another yawn, wishing the Tengu had volunteered to use his mysterious teleportation skills to spare them the long trek out of the mountains. She’d been exhausted since the fight with Izanami; she’d slept more in the last few days than she normally did in a week. Shiro, too, had done a lot of sleeping. He’d been badly wounded in his battle with Ameonna and her dog-like servant, and he had fought Izanami on top of that.

      Taking advantage of Shiro’s pause, she trotted a few steps to catch up with him. They walked together for a few minutes before she spoke, her quiet voice uncomfortably loud in her ears after the long silence in the forest.

      “Do you have any theories,” she began, “about how Izanami has imprisoned the Kunitsukami?”

      “Only that I doubt it was by brute force.” He shrugged. “That’s all I can guess. She must have found some way to weaken them first. Otherwise, she would need one Amatsukami guarding each Kunitsukami at all times, and without Amaterasu, she’s one short.”

      “Weaken them …” she repeated in a murmur. “Amaterasu accused Izanami of tricking her into destroying Inari. ‘Destroying’ sounds more permanent than weakening.”

      Shiro’s jaw flexed.

      “Inari has been missing for a hundred years,” she continued, “and Izanami started killing Amaterasu’s kamigakari a hundred years ago. Izanami must have tricked Amaterasu into doing her dirty work by getting rid of Inari, then Izanami got rid of Amaterasu.”

      She glanced at him, hoping for his opinion, and saw the tightness in his face. Her cheeks flushed at her carelessness. “I’m sorry, Shiro. I didn’t mean to … Let’s talk about something else.”

      How inconsiderate was she? Inari was the patron of kitsune, and Shiro had been searching for the Kunitsukami for years—and here she was, casually talking about the destruction of his master.

      He walked stiffly, ears not quite flattened to his head. She looked around wildly for inspiration, seeing nothing but snow and trees.

      “My first big solo performance in a ceremony was the Winter Hearth Blessing dance,” she said in a rush, stumbling over roots hidden in the snow as she worked to keep up with him. “I was fourteen and not particularly graceful, but Guji Ishida decided I would do it anyway. I practiced for months.”

      Shiro’s jaw finally unclenched and he blinked at her, curious and a little bemused as she continued.

      “On the day of the ceremony, I was so nervous. The Shion Shrine is huge. Thousands of people were gathered for the winter festival. I remember standing on the stage, waiting to start and seeing all those faces staring at me. There were so many they were all a blur.”

      She huffed, watching her breath turn to white mist from the cold. “By some miracle, I managed to do everything perfectly, even the parts I had trouble with in practice. I was holding an onusa—a wand with folded paper streamers; have you seen them before? Anyway, part of the ceremony involves waving the onusa through the smoke from a small brazier on the stage. I was doing the dance so perfectly, but the onusa was fancier than the one I’d practiced with and the paper streamers were longer. When I passed it over the brazier, the ends touched the coals and caught fire.”

      He snorted, humor lighting his eyes and chasing away the shadows. Stopping on the path, he asked, “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t have many options. I was holding a wand with flaming paper streamers that were burning up faster than I could think. So I gave my arm a sort of elegant wave and set the paper down into the brazier as fast as I could. It instantly whooshed into two-foot-tall flames and I just sort of twirled around and waved my arms like it was all part of the dance.”

      “What did the spectators think?”

      “They loved it. They thought it was an exciting new variation of the regular, boring dance. Guji Ishida was less pleased.”

      “It sounds like a magnificent recovery to me.”

      She smiled, fighting a blush at his praise. “My friend—” Her throat tried to close and she swallowed hard. “She said she would never have known except for the look of sheer panic on my face when it first caught fire.”

      He tilted his head. “What brought on that story?”

      “Oh, I just thought you should know you haven’t witnessed my most spectacular dance mistake.”

      “I see.”

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him back into motion. The scarcely visible trail began to slope downward, and somehow, as he followed a half step behind her, it didn’t seem necessary to release his hand. His fingers were warm and strong, curled lightly around hers as she led the way. She didn’t like seeing those dark shadows in his gaze, the distant pain he usually hid so carefully.

      Not that long ago, he’d told her she seemed lonely and afraid and he wanted to know why. She wondered now how lonely and afraid he was beneath the sly grins and confidence he normally projected.

      Her hand tightened on his. She would remove the onenju and give him back his memories. She would not fail.

      The path became more discernable, following the slope of a mountain with a steep drop on one side. Around the time she realized the trail was familiar to her, they rounded a bend. Just beyond, a fallen tree blocked the path, its splintered branches covered with snow. It was a familiar spot.

      “Ah,” she said. “The tree.”

      “The tree,” he agreed. His eyes glinted mischievously and then he moved. His arms came around her, scooping her off the ground and against his chest.

      “Shiro!”

      He bent at the knees, gathering himself, then sprang. Barely jostling her, he landed lightly on the other side of the obstacle—an impossible jump for a human but easy for a yokai.

      “Show-off,” she muttered.

      “If I let you climb over it again, the sun would rise before we reached the shrine.”

      “Hardly. Put me down.”

      “Why do you take such issue with me holding you?”

      She opened her mouth but the words died on her tongue.

      His stare challenged her to speak, to argue with him, but she didn’t know what to say. She was a kamigakari; she wasn’t supposed to touch men or yokai, and he was both. That’s what she should say.

      “Why are you so determined to hold me?” She almost cringed. Why had she said that?

      “You’re shivering.”

      “I am?” She didn’t think she was, but she couldn’t disagree that he was deliciously warm in the chilly night air. If the exertion of walking hadn’t been keeping her blood flowing, she would have been frozen to the bone.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Do you want me to put you down?”

      Do you want me to move?

      Heat flushed through her entire body as his question triggered the memory of his face inches from hers, his warm body pinning her to the floor. The way his mouth had hovered just above hers, his pupils dilating with anticipation, and the way she had closed her eyes in surrender.

      It was a memory she had fought to keep out of her thoughts for the past four days. With the long hours of sleep and Yumei’s almost continuous presence, she hadn’t spent any length of time alone with Shiro since. But the recollection of him pinning her to the floor and almost kissing her hadn’t been far from her disobedient thoughts.

      “I—I—” She tried to find words, wondering if he’d meant to mimic his question from that night.

      His arms loosened and she slid down him until her feet touched the ground. But his arms were still around her, keeping her trapped against him. Butterflies danced in her stomach. Why couldn’t she read his face? What was he thinking?

      “You’ll be careful, little miko?” he murmured.

      “Careful?”

      “And not just with that Guji of yours. Izanami will be waiting for you to turn up somewhere unprotected.”

      “I—yes. I’ll be careful.”

      How could his eyes hold her prisoner like that? She tried to remember how to breathe.

      “You promised me,” he said softly. “That means you have to come back.”

      “I will,” she whispered. “I won’t break my promise.”

      That mischievous smile twitched his lips. Then he scooped her right off her feet again and leaped forward. She flung her arms around his neck as he bounded down the trail in his deer-like run that ate up the miles. In mere minutes, he slowed to a trot.

      Ahead, a familiar shape appeared. The two thick posts and parallel crossbeams of the red torii gate marked the edge of shrine grounds.

      He stopped a few yards away and set her down, not even winded from his sprint. She wobbled a couple steps and gave her head a shake, still a little dazed.

      “The karasu already checked it out,” he said. “No kami, just some kannushi and a dozen sohei who’ve been scouring the woods for you.”

      When she’d run away that night, her red kimono flying all around her, she’d somehow never imagined returning and having to face all those she’d abandoned. Would they believe her tale of Izanami’s attack and Amaterasu’s possession?

      They would have to believe her. She wouldn’t give them a choice.

      She glanced back at Shiro. “You’ll be nearby?”

      “As close as I can.”

      Those words in his deep, purring voice kept repeating in her ears as she approached the torii, preparing to reenter the world of the kami and once again don her role as kamigakari.
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* * *

      Though dawn was still an hour away, a warm glow already emanated from the house’s windows. The sohei inside were likely preparing to head out at first light to resume their search for her. Though the warrior priests were well trained in combat and yokai exorcism, they weren’t woodsmen and would no doubt appreciate the end of their wilderness excursions. After her own trek through the mountains, she was thoroughly chilled, and the prospect of a warm heater and a cushion to sit on was enough to overcome her dread of facing everyone.

      Though she’d intended to go straight to the house, when she reached the garden, her feet turned in the opposite direction. An odd, disbelieving daze came over her as she slowly crossed the footbridge and stopped at the edge of the courtyard.

      She remembered her first view of the Shirayuri Shrine so clearly. Framed by the torii at the top of the long stone steps, the huge sacred tree, its golden leaves fluttering in the brisk breeze, had cast dappled shadows across the long courtyard. Weather-worn koma-inu statues, the stone sentinels forever standing guard over the home of the kami, had protected the two-story hall of worship with its peaked roof and curling eaves.

      She could barely recognize the quaint shrine in the scene of destruction before her.

      A deep, jagged fissure had split the courtyard stones, leaving an ugly black scar across them. The earth had buckled in a dozen places and several fallen spruce trees lay across the shattered stonework. A centuries-old maple had landed on the stage pavilion, collapsing the roof.

      The hall of worship was a hollow shell. The walls had been torn apart, the wood blackened from fire. Something—like a giant raven yokai—had smashed through the front of the building, demolishing the delicate woodwork around the entryway. The koma-inu statues were no more than shattered chunks of stone scattered amongst the wreckage. Only the sacred oak tree had survived the destruction unscathed.

      Her throat tightened. The beautiful little shrine, so well cared for by Fujimoto and Nanako, was little more than ruins. With the six-foot-wide fracture in the earth, repairing the courtyard would be expensive at best and impossible at worst. And the shrine, which had stood for hundreds of years, was probably unsalvageable.

      During the terrifying battle four days ago, she hadn’t given any thought to the destruction; the lives at stake had been far more important. But seeing it all now, the damage done by Yumei and the kami he’d battled, then by Izanami’s catastrophic power, she wished there was some way to undo it. Wiping at her cheeks, she turned to go back to the house.

      On the other side of the footbridge, Katsuo stood in the center of the path.

      Though his hair was tousled like he’d just gotten out of bed, he was fully dressed in his sohei uniform with a katana at his hip. A hot, squeezing sensation shot through her at the sight of him. When they’d last parted, she’d asked him to kiss her—then she’d bound him in place with an ofuda so he couldn’t follow her into the forest. Guilt had clung to her ever since.

      “Emi?” he said, so quietly she almost couldn’t hear him. His face was as white as the snow, his eyes wide.

      “Katsuo.” Pressing her hands to her thighs, she bent into a deep bow. “I’m so sorry for—”

      His rapid footsteps thudded on the wooden footbridge. She looked up as he bore down on her. She squeaked in surprise when he grabbed her, crushing her to him in a tight hug.

      “K-Katsuo?” she stuttered.

      “You’re alive,” he said hoarsely. “When I saw you standing there in that white kimono, I thought you were a ghost.”

      She blinked. A ghost? She supposed, with her white kimono and loose, tangled hair, she did look like a lost spirit. Held tight in his arms, she tipped her head back to peer up at him. Had he forgotten he wasn’t supposed to touch the kamigakari, or did he just not care?

      He took a half step back to peer down at her, holding her upper arms as though afraid she would vanish if he released her.

      “You are alive, right?”

      She gave him a weak smile. “Yes, very alive.”

      His grip on her lightened and he let out a long exhale, his stare darting all over her face. “Where have you been?”

      “In the mountains, mostly,” she mumbled, looking at the ground. “I’m sorry for letting you worry for so many days. I didn’t intend to be gone that long.”

      “In the mountains? For five days? What about shelter and food …?”

      “I was … at the Tengu’s home.” When his eyes went wide with a mixture of horror and anger, she rushed on. “He’s not the best host, but he isn’t that bad. He brought food, but he wouldn’t get me a brush for my hair and he got mad when I asked for something else to wear. His crows wanted to eat me but he told them to leave me—”

      “His crows what?”

      “I guess I smell good? They wanted to eat my ki.”

      His jaw clenched. “Why were you there at all?”

      “It’s a long story, but I didn’t have much choice after …” Her attention flitted toward the ruins of the shrine.

      He released her and stepped back, following the direction of her gaze. “The townspeople said there was an earthquake. All the damage seems to be here, though. They hardly felt the tremors in Kiroibara.”

      “An earthquake is a mild way to describe Izanami,” she replied bitterly. The town a mile south of the shrine was lucky to have escaped any damage.

      “Izanami? What do you know about Izanami?”

      “Tell me what you know first.”

      “An envoy of her vassals showed up a few hours after you ran away. They were dressed like sohei but I—I’d never seen a kami in the flesh before, but I knew right away they weren’t human. They told Guji Ishida and Kannushi Fujimoto that they’d heard about the yokai attack and they’d come to take you to safety. When they found out you’d run away into the woods, they said they would find you and that Izanami herself would arrive shortly to make sure you were safe.”

      She grimaced. “Safe” and “dead” weren’t usually synonyms.

      “The kami ordered us all to leave because the torii barrier was too damaged to protect us. Guji Ishida argued but …” He shrugged unhappily. “The kami weren’t allowing any compromise and when they started to get angry, Guji Ishida gave in. We left.”

      Guilt weighed on his features. “Obviously we shouldn’t have, since you’ve been in the mountains alone this whole time—alone with yokai. Guji Ishida tried to find out what was happening with the search for you, but Izanami’s Guji wouldn’t say anything. After three days without any word, we came back only to find the shrine damaged by the earthquake and all Izanami’s vassals gone.”

      He searched her face. “Tell me what happened, Emi. Why did you leave without me? Why did you go back to the Tengu? Why have you returned now?”

      She winced under a wave of her own guilt. “I’m so sorry for what I did, Katsuo. I couldn’t let you come with me. It was too dangerous.”

      “It’s my job to protect you.”

      “You couldn’t have protected me there. The Tengu hates humans and he only tolerates me because I’m useful to him.” She shook her head. “That’s not important. What I need now is to speak to Guji Ishida.”

      “He’s not here. He went back to Shion yesterday to find out what’s going on from the Izanami shrines. We had no idea if Izanami’s vassals had found you and taken you somewhere safer, or if you were still lost in the mountains.”

      “Back to Shion,” she muttered. That complicated things. “I need to speak with him.”

      “As soon as Ishida lays eyes on you, he’ll lock you in the shrine until the solstice to make sure you don’t run away again.”

      “No, he won’t. I have orders directly from Amaterasu, and he needs to help me fulfill them.”

      His mouth popped open in surprise. “Directly from Amaterasu?”

      “Yes. We need to leave for Shion immediately—and you all need to come with me. It’s not safe here.”

      “The torii barrier—”

      “Not the torii. You aren’t safe from Izanami and her vassals.”

      His eyes widened.

      “I’ll explain everything,” she said. “Is Kannushi Fujimoto here? I should—”

      A shriek from the direction of the house interrupted her. Nanako came sprinting up the path toward Emi and Katsuo as a group of men poured around the corner of the house after her. The miko ran, her red hakama flapping and the wide sleeves of her white kimono billowing. Flinching in anticipation of Nanako’s acid tones, Emi took half a step back as the woman swooped down on her.

      Instead, Nanako slid to a stop and grabbed Emi’s hands, clutching them in hers as she drew in a shuddering breath.

      “Emi!” she exclaimed—the first time she’d ever used Emi’s name in her hearing. “You’re safe! Oh, thank the kami! What happened? You’re so pale and—and your hair. What happened to your hair? It’s a disaster.”

      The men rushed onto the footbridge—a dozen sohei including Minoru—with Fujimoto in the lead. He grabbed his tall hat as it tipped halfway off his head, his shocked stare sweeping over her from head to toe. Then his disbelief hardened into anger.

      “Kamigakari Kimura, where—” he began sternly.

      “Don’t even start!” Nanako spun on the kannushi so aggressively that he stumbled backward into the sohei behind him. “Can’t you see she’s frozen to the bone? Your questions can wait. The kamigakari is here and safe. That’s all you need to know for now.”

      She put an arm around Emi and pulled her forward. “Out of the way! You can speak to her when I’m done with her.”

      Without argument, all the men, including Fujimoto, retreated from Nanako’s steely glare and barked orders. Dumbfounded, Emi mutely allowed Nanako to lead her toward the house, sparing only one glance back at Katsuo, who looked just as confused as she felt. Nanako kept her arm around Emi and talked about warm baths, hot meals, and clean clothes without a single question except to ask what she wanted to eat.

      Thirty minutes later, Emi found herself reclining in a steaming tub. A thick, fluffy towel waited beside her and another was already wrapped around her hair. Nanako had helped her brush it out, spending almost ten minutes meticulously picking out tangles and a surprising amount of debris. The miko had left her to bathe, promising to have breakfast ready when Emi finished. She had no idea why Nanako was being so nice to her all of a sudden, but there was no denying the miko’s genuine, almost maternal concern.

      Emi slumped lower until water lapped at her chin. The heat soaked down to her bones and melted the tension from her muscles. She might have felt guilty about the delay, but she didn’t think an hour more would make much difference—though Shiro, wherever he was, would probably disagree. In a way, she felt like she was washing away the casual yokai lifestyle that had rubbed off on her over the last few days. It had been nice to laze around, eating and sleeping whenever she wanted, with no duties to fulfill or expectations to meet.

      She closed her eyes, taking another couple minutes to work herself up to facing Fujimoto. That conversation wouldn’t be pleasant, but she would take a confrontation with the kannushi over one with the Tengu any day.
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* * *

      Emi opened her closet doors.

      Behind her, Fujimoto, Nanako, Katsuo, and Minoru waited silently. She slipped her hand between layers of folded bedding and extracted the kannushi manual. Turning to the others, she opened the book to the page that described her fate as the kamigakari and held it out to Fujimoto. He frowned as he accepted it and skimmed the text.

      She reached back into the closet and unearthed her journal from its hiding spot. From between the pages, she slipped out the black crow feather.

      “That book is what started everything,” she murmured, sliding her fingers over the glossy feather. “It’s how I found out the truth about being the kamigakari and the reason I ended up in the forest that night.”

      She told them how she met the injured white fox in the woods and, with Katsuo’s help, brought him back to the shrine. When she described his shift from fox to man, Fujimoto dropped the kannushi manual and spluttered incoherently. Snatching the book from the floor, Nanako shushed him.

      Emi described her bargain with Shiro and her subsequent meeting with the Tengu. She kept the details as brief as possible, skipping straight to sneaking out of the shrine and meeting Koyane, Izanami’s vassal. No one tried to interrupt her after she explained how the kami had attempted to kill her.

      Gesturing for them to follow, she led them out of the house and across the footbridge. Standing in the ruined courtyard, she pointed to the blackened stones. “Koyane sent two yokai to ambush us when we returned to the shrine. Shiro fought them. His foxfire is what scorched the stones.”

      Fujimoto’s mouth flattened in a thin, angry line when she told them how she’d fled the shrine to reunite with Shiro and remove the rest of the onenju curse, but his anger faded when she got to the part where the kami had captured them. Feeling sick, she walked to the main hall and stepped over the debris in the demolished entryway. Lifting a wooden plank, she pulled it away from the center of the room and looked down. Faint white lines still marked the circle that had bound her. Her nausea worsened.

      Swallowing hard, she pointed to the dark stain on the floor. “After admitting to killing all of Amaterasu’s past kamigakari, Izanami stabbed me in the stomach.”

      Nanako gasped and Katsuo’s face went white. As she explained what had happened next, she led them out of the shrine and around the offices. The ground grew rougher, marred by fissures and fallen trees. She stopped at the edge of the stone-lined circle, where Izanami had tried to rebind Shiro with the onenju, and finished her tale with the terrible battle between kami and yokai—and Amaterasu’s final instructions.

      Turning back to the others, she lifted the black feather still in her hand. “For the last few days, I’ve been with the Tengu and Shiro, recovering from Amaterasu’s possession. But now I must fulfill the task she gave me.”

      She looked from Katsuo’s grim expression to Fujimoto. The kannushi’s jaw worked as he looked from the circle to the split ground and twisted tree roots that, after being commanded by Izanami, were still tangled in bizarre shapes above the earth. Finally, his gaze stopped on the black feather in her hand and his bushy eyebrows pinched together.

      She took a deep breath and prepared to defend her story.

      Fujimoto rubbed a hand over his jaw. “The ways of the kami are a mystery to mortals such as ourselves. To think an Amatsukami would turn against her sister … to think a yokai would ally with a human or fight alongside a kami … Preposterous, I would say! And yet the evidence I see …” He pressed his hands to his thighs and bent into a bow. “Kamigakari Kimura, I apologize for doubting you.”

      “I—I can only thank you for believing me, Kannushi Fujimoto,” she stuttered in surprise. “Please do not apologize.”

      He straightened too quickly and his hat tumbled off. He snatched it up and crammed it back onto his head. “We must get you to Shion without delay. And evacuate everyone from the shrine in case we have any more treacherous, divine visitors.”

      Tears unexpectedly threatened at his easy acceptance of the truth—an utterly preposterous truth, as he’d said—and his immediate willingness to help. She had underestimated him.

      She leaned forward in her own bow. “You are a true and loyal servant of Amaterasu, Kannushi Fujimoto.”

      “Oh, come now,” he said gruffly. “None of that. We have no time to waste. Nanako, would you gather the lady’s belongings? Minoru, fetch the sohei.”

      As Nanako and Minoru hurried away, Fujimoto turned to Emi. “My lady …” He adjusted his hat again. “I can see your story is true, and I will support your word, but Guji Ishida …”

      She nodded. Fujimoto didn’t need to complete his thought because she already understood perfectly. Convincing Ishida of the truth would not be nearly as easy—and she didn’t want to consider the consequences of failure.
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      The car rolled to an easy stop. Emi didn’t move as Nanako, sitting beside her, unbuckled her seatbelt and opened the door. A cool breeze fluttered in, carrying the scents of fresh snow, spruce needles, and car exhaust. Emi stared at her hands folded neatly in her lap, pale against her red hakama.

      They’d left the shrine in a flurry of activity, and she hadn’t had a chance to slip away to find Shiro before Nanako and Fujimoto had ushered her into the car. She was confident Shiro would figure out where she’d gone, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from looking out the car’s back window as they drove away, squinting at the empty road for a flash of white fur.

      Voices carried past her ears, the quiet talk of worshippers going to and from the shrine. Some spoke with hushed respect, some with cheerful admiration, others with awed exclamations. Inside the shrine grounds would be even more worshippers, plus countless kannushi, miko, and sohei who trained or worked at Shion. When she’d last walked those grounds, she’d been a celebrity, akin to a princess.

      But that was before she’d learned the truth. Since she was a little girl, she’d thought that to be the kamigakari was to become a kami. When she’d found out the dark truth that was hidden from all but a select few kannushi, her perception of the days she’d spent training here had changed. How would she face Ishida now, knowing he had guided her toward her destruction for so many years without guilt for the lies, without remorse for the inevitable end of her life?

      The door beside her opened. “Emi?”

      With no choice, she forced herself to look up at Katsuo.

      Concern softened his face. “Are you ready?”

      Was she? She didn’t know. She took another long breath. She had battled a murderous Amatsukami. Surely she could face her return to the Shion Shrine with a modicum of courage.

      As she slid out of the car, her attention automatically turned to the opposite side of the street—toward the sound of water.

      Stretching over a hundred yards, a wide, wooden bridge arched over the sparkling river. The far bank was swathed in green and white: hundreds of mature spruce and beech trees, their branches laden with snow. At the end of the bridge, a red torii was the only other color.

      Fujimoto cleared his throat. “This way, this way,” he said, starting across the street. “Hurry along.”

      Emi pushed herself into motion, grateful for Katsuo’s steady presence on her right. Nanako flanked her on the left, and the remaining sohei trailed behind them. As they approached the bridge, the small groups of worshippers stood respectfully aside. Businessmen, schoolgirls, mothers with children—all kinds of people came here to offer their prayers to Amaterasu. Did any of them realize just how real the kami was? Could they even imagine that the simple miko walking past them would soon become Amaterasu, an immortal living within human flesh?

      The quiet river flowed beneath the bridge, and Emi was relieved her phobia of water stayed silent. The bridge was wide and the water far below, insulating her from her fears. As they neared the far bank, the huge torii towered over them, spanning the full width of the bridge and dwarfing all who passed beneath it. She stopped and bowed deeply.

      When she placed her foot on the gravel path directly beneath the torii, warmth rushed up her ankle and filled her torso with welcoming heat. She couldn’t help her smile as the sacred land welcomed her. Straightening her shoulders, she strode down the path, forcing the others to hurry to keep pace. The wide trail cut through the trees, guiding visitors toward the shrine.

      A second torii arched over the pathway, then the trees retreated to create an open, almost park-like space. Several dozen worshippers surrounded the long, roofed structure that housed the water fountain where they would symbolically purify their bodies by rinsing their hands and mouths. Emi scarcely noticed them watching as she turned left, away from the water station. Had she continued onward, she would have eventually arrived at the hall of worship where one could pray to Amaterasu. But she wasn’t here to pray.

      Peeking through the trees, a white wall stretched left and right, interrupted in the center by an open gate, the threshold covered with its own small, tiled roof. She strode through the opening and into the sprawling courtyard beyond. Large square stones formed a smooth surface across the entire space, unbroken except for eight cherry trees planted to form a perfect circle in the center. Golden leaves still clung to the branches, though the cherries were long gone.

      A dozen buildings filled the space inside the walls, but the structure across from her overshadowed them all. Three stories tall with elaborate, curling eaves, carved wooden embellishments, and two massive koma-inu statues guarding the front steps, the building was as imposing as it was beautiful. The hall of purification was the seat of the Guji, a retreat for kannushi, and the training grounds for future servants of Amaterasu. When Amaterasu’s kami vassals took human hosts on Earth, they too would live within the hall.

      The courtyard was bustling with activity—miko with brooms waging war against the snow and leaves, sohei carrying weapons, kannushi attending to various tasks. As the first eyes turned to her, Emi fought the urge to stop. Instead, she lifted her chin and strode forward. Three years ago, she had been sent away after Hana’s death, feeling as though she had been banished from her home for her recklessness, but she would not cringe on her return like a guilty criminal. She was the kamigakari, Amaterasu’s vessel, and she would not falter.

      All other movement in the courtyard came to a standstill as everyone stopped to watch the kamigakari approach the hall of purification. Of course they recognized her. Everyone at this shrine knew her name and face. She knew most of them too.

      When she was halfway across the courtyard, almost directly in the center of the circle of cherry trees, the wide doors of the hall opened. Two kannushi walked out and moved aside. A man stepped out after them, halting just before the stairs to watch her approach.

      Guji Ishida was as daunting as the hall behind him. Standing taller than average, he exuded power and authority in a way that Fujimoto could never hope to imitate. His tall black hat added to his distinguished air, and his uniform was the finest purple silk, with a darker lining inside the wide sleeves that hung nearly to the floor.

      His attention weighed on her as she crossed the remainder of the courtyard. Only when she reached the steps did she dare look up. His dark eyes watched her from a lined face with sharp cheekbones, hollow cheeks, and a square jaw. He wasn’t a handsome man but his stark and objectively harsh countenance was impossible to forget.

      She bent into a low, respectful bow. The rustling behind her told her the others had copied her. After a moment, she straightened, staring at the ground. Until Ishida acknowledged her, she could do no more than stand and wait. Everyone in the courtyard watched them mutely.

      “Kamigakari Kimura,” Ishida finally said, his gravelly voice neither cold nor warm. “Welcome home.”

      Her gaze shot up to his, but she couldn’t read his expression in the slightest. He tipped his chin toward the doors and turned, sweeping back into the hall without another word. She glanced back at Katsuo and Fujimoto. The former looked worried but the latter gave her an encouraging nod.

      Swallowing her nerves, Emi ascended the steps and entered the hall for the first time in three years.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After setting the tray of tea in front of Emi and bowing, the young miko scuffled backward on her knees, rose, and swiftly exited the room, closing the door behind her. Emi touched the edge of a cup, the china so fine it looked like the slightest pressure would surely shatter it. She hadn’t held china so fine since she’d left Shion.

      She was alone in the small but beautiful room, surrounded by painted rice paper walls and finely woven tatami mats on the floor. The cushion beneath her was covered in smooth, heavy silk. She’d never questioned the opulence while living here, but after spending so much time in shrines that could barely afford to keep their roofs from leaking, she wondered where the money for all this finery came from.

      Ishida and Fujimoto were meeting in a different room. She pressed her lips together as she poured the steaming liquid into her cup. Should she have insisted on being part of their meeting? Proper manners were so deeply ingrained in her that she hadn’t even protested when Ishida had sent her to wait. She should have said something, but obedience to him was an equally deep-seated habit.

      At least Fujimoto knew the whole story—the important parts; she had skipped over most of her and Shiro’s interactions. But he knew enough to convey her mission and its gravity to Ishida. Perhaps Ishida would give more weight to an experienced kannushi’s words than hers. Her mentor had never indulged in any real conversation with her in the past. Their interactions had always been limited to brief inquiries about her wellbeing.

      She sipped her tea, slowly emptying the cup as minutes ticked passed. How long would it take Shiro to catch up with her in Shion? Would he travel the entire distance on foot, or would he have Yumei transport him? What if he couldn’t find her? As her anxiety wound tighter, she forced her body to relax into a meditative state.

      She was just finishing her second cup of tea when the door slid open. Fujimoto and Ishida walked in, and as the Guji turned to close the door behind him, she glimpsed a third person standing in the hall. The door snapped shut, and Ishida swept around the table, his long robes billowing, and knelt across from her.

      Fujimoto sat as well, grimacing at the tabletop. With a prickle of nerves, she looked at Ishida.

      “Kamigakari Kimura,” he said, his raspy tones breaking the heavy silence. “I regret that your return to Shion after so long could not be more festive, but we are relieved you have returned to us safely.”

      She frowned. “Festive” hardly seemed appropriate, regardless of the circumstances of her return.

      “Was Kannushi Fujimoto able to tell you what happened while I was at the Shirayuri Shrine?” she asked. “And what Amaterasu told me to do?”

      “The last two weeks have been very difficult for you,” Ishida replied. “Your safety is assured now that you have returned to Shion, and we will do everything we can to help you.”

      “Help me … You mean help me find the Kunitsukami?”

      Ishida picked up the teapot. He filled a cup and set it in front of Fujimoto before pouring a second one for himself.

      “Your wellbeing is of the utmost priority,” he finally said. “With only five weeks until the solstice, we must ensure you are properly prepared in body and spirit to fulfill your duty to Amaterasu.”

      She closed her hands around her empty cup, resisting the urge to squeeze it. Fulfill your duty. He knew she was now aware of the scope of the lies he had perpetrated. She took a deep breath and released it, expelling the surge of pain and anger his words had triggered. Ishida’s priority above all else was to Amaterasu, and his kami needed a willing vessel. Emi’s life was insignificant in the face of that need. His predecessors had chosen deceit to achieve that goal, and his decision to continue the lies would not change, regardless of what she might say.

      Her opinions had never mattered to Ishida. She’d sought his approval since she was a little girl, always trying to win a word of praise. She’d never defied him, never argued, never so much as complained.

      “I could tell you,” she said slowly, “how despicable you and the other kannushi are to have deceived not only the kamigakari that preceded me, but every miko who has volunteered herself for this role.”

      The Guji slowly straightened. Though his expression didn’t change, his gaze swept down her and back up again as though seeing her anew. She’d never spoken to him so boldly before.

      “However, the lies—and the truth—don’t matter now. What matters is the task Amaterasu has given me. The task Kannushi Fujimoto explained to you,” she prompted, looking at the kannushi.

      Fujimoto cleared his throat quietly. “I told Guji Ishida everything you conveyed to me.”

      She looked expectantly at Ishida, but he merely leaned back and  sipped his tea, watching her.

      Setting his cup down, he folded his hands on the table. “The Tengu is a mysterious and highly dangerous yokai. Many stories tell of his propensity for stealing humans, bringing them into his realm, and trapping them in fantasy worlds. Even victims who have escaped often struggle to fully return to reality. Though we must often rely on myths and age-old tales for information, sometimes the kami will confirm that the legends indeed mirror the truth.”

      “The Tengu is certainly dangerous, but I don’t see why he would ever …” She trailed off, frowning. Why was he talking about Yumei? “I don’t understand.”

      “I am thankful you were able to escape the clutches of such a treacherous creature.”

      “Escape? I didn’t—”

      “We will do everything we can to aid in your recovery. This will be a difficult time for you, Kamigakari Kimura, but I have faith in your strength of spirit.”

      An inexplicable dread kindled in her even as confusion befuddled her thoughts. Why was he so focused on Yumei? Why had he told her about the stories of the Tengu stealing people?

      She went rigid as she realized what Ishida hadn’t quite said.

      “You think I’ve been experiencing some kind of fantasy put in my head by the Tengu?” she demanded, her chest tight. “You think everything I told Kannushi Fujimoto was some kind of hallucination? What about the damage to the shrine? Izanami—”

      “Izanami battled a powerful yokai,” Ishida interrupted, his deep voice rolling over hers. “I knew before your arrival that Izanami fought the Tengu at Shirayuri. It is truly a tragedy that Izanami was unable to slay him at that time and that you had to endure four more days as his prisoner.”

      “Prisoner?” she exclaimed furiously. “I wasn’t a prisoner! Izanami wasn’t trying to save me. She was—”

      “Calm yourself, kamigakari.” Ishida rose to his feet, unfazed by her anger. “There is no shame in being taken in by such a yokai. We have already made arrangements for your healing and purification. Soon, you will be yourself again.”

      Emi shot to her feet, sending her teacup tumbling. It rolled off the table and broke on the tatami mats. She looked desperately from Ishida to Fujimoto.

      “Kannushi Fujimoto, tell him!” she cried. “You saw the circle in the shrine, the blood, the—the—” She faltered, struggling to think of what else could prove that Izanami was the traitor, not the protector battling a treacherous yokai. “You believed me when we were at the shrine!”

      Fujimoto’s face scrunched in distress. He cleared his throat again. “Guji Ishida, I must again express my concerns that the kamigakari’s claims warrant consideration, especially in light of—”

      “Wild fantasies of allying with yokai, of a human wielding Amatsukami power, and ludicrous quests to find Kunitsukami are not worth consideration,” Ishida said coldly, his unimpressed stare bowing Fujimoto’s head again. “The arrangements have already been made.”

      As he spoke, he walked to the door. “The kamigakari needs healing and care—and protection—that we cannot provide.”

      He opened the door and from the hallway, a man stepped into the threshold. His lined, elderly face spoke of wisdom and authority, as did his formal kannushi robes, but the sight of him sent ice cascading through Emi’s veins. His robes were not the violet color scheme of Amaterasu’s servants, but shades of brown and burgundy.

      Izanami’s colors.

      With a frightened gasp, she backpedaled away from the door.

      “Izanami and her servants have offered their care and protection,” Ishida told her calmly as the kannushi smiled benevolently. “Izanami herself will ensure your purification and healing. An escort will arrive shortly to ensure your safe transport to Izanami’s shrine.”

      “N-no,” Emi stuttered. Ishida was giving her over to Izanami? He was handing her to the Amatsukami who’d attempted to kill her, who’d stabbed her and left her to die? “Izanami wants me dead! She’s been killing Amaterasu’s kamigakari and vassals for a hundred years—”

      “Izanami wants nothing more than to see you safe and whole,” the new kannushi interrupted gently. “Once you have been cleansed, you will see that the Tengu seeks only to sow discord among the followers of the Amatsukami.”

      “Izanami is a traitor! She tried to kill me!” She took another step back, her pleading stare flashing from Ishida’s impassive face to Fujimoto’s bent head.

      Fujimoto glanced sideways at her, worry and uncertainty tightening his expression. As though making a polite observation, he murmured quietly, “The servant of Izanami has been conferring with Guji Ishida since the Tengu’s attack on the shrine, warning him of your capture and enchantment, and informing him of Izanami’s valiant efforts to recover you safely.”

      Her hands clenched as she understood what Fujimoto was trying to communicate. If this kannushi had been here for days, whispering in Ishida’s ear, blaming the Tengu for everything, and seeding doubt about Emi’s mental state even before she arrived, she had no hope of convincing the Guji that Izanami was manipulating him. Judging by the conflict tightening Fujimoto’s face, even he was unsure which story to believe.

      “Recover me safely?” she repeated, unable to stop herself. “Why did she leave Shirayuri then, if she was trying to rescue me?”

      “Izanami is wise to the ways of yokai,” the kannushi answered. “Her presence near the Tengu’s lair would only encourage him to tighten his hold on you. Her strategy clearly worked well, as you are now free of him.”

      She spluttered wordlessly, not knowing how to argue against such ridiculous—yet somehow logical—lies.

      “You will be well again soon, Kamigakari Kimura.” Ishida glanced at the kannushi and Fujimoto. “I will leave you to sit with the kamigakari while I greet her escort.”

      As he disappeared through the doorway, Emi stood frozen. Would Ishida ever learn that he had willingly sent his precious kamigakari to her death, or would Izanami’s servants feed him more lies when she didn’t return?

      She pushed her shoulders back. No. She would not allow this. She wouldn’t be handed to her enemy like a powerless child. She was the kamigakari, Amaterasu’s vessel in more than name, and she would not fail.

      “Kannushi Fujimoto,” she said, extending her hand to him. “I require your ofuda.”

      Still kneeling at the low table, Fujimoto blinked foolishly, then put his hand in his sleeve and withdrew several ofuda, carried everywhere by all kannushi. She took them and fanned them out. Izanami’s kannushi watched with idle curiosity, unconcerned. After all, humans could not use ofuda against other humans. The magic simply didn’t work.

      Selecting the ofuda she wanted, she slipped the others into her sleeve pocket and swept around the table. The kannushi was still smiling like an indulgent parent when she slapped the paper talisman against his chest.

      “Sotei no shinketsu.”

      As her voice rang through the room and the ofuda lit with blue light, shock replaced the kannushi’s smile. Then the glow rushed over his body, encasing him entirely.

      Fujimoto scrambled to his feet, his jaw hanging open.

      She slashed a look toward him and ordered, “Don’t let him leave this room.”

      As he bowed in acceptance, she strode for the door. In the hall, two sohei stood watch. At the sight of her, one of them stepped into her path, his face familiar to her from three years ago—a sohei who had guarded her, though she couldn’t remember his name. Before he could speak, she shoved him hard in the shoulder, making him stagger, and rushed past. She didn’t have the leisure of gentleness or obedience anymore.

      The sohei shouted for her to come back, hurrying after her. She broke into a run, dashing down the long corridor. At the raised voices, heads poked out of doorways but she sped past them.

      The front doors of the building were open, revealing the bustling courtyard, consumed with midday activities. Halfway across the long space, Ishida strode toward the gate, his back to her.

      She flew out the doors and down the steps, briefly glimpsing Katsuo, Nanako, and Minoru waiting beside the hall.

      “Ishida!” she yelled.

      Everyone in the courtyard stopped dead. Ishida jerked to a halt and turned, his robes flaring outward.

      Emi slid to a stop inside the broad circle of trees, their sprawling branches intertwined high above. She met Ishida’s eyes across the distance between them, and fury boiled in her that he would trust a strange kannushi’s word over hers, that he would turn his back on his kami. Amaterasu had entrusted Emi with this task and she could not fail. But how was she supposed to convince him that her version of events was the truth?

      Fluttering heat whispered in her chest, almost like a question. She remembered Amaterasu’s fierceness as she’d faced Izanami through Emi. Emi could be fierce too. She was Amaterasu’s vessel, her voice on Earth. Though the descension had yet to occur, Emi was closer to being a kami now than any kamigakari had ever before. She was enacting Amaterasu’s will.

      “Guji Ishida.” Her voice filled the courtyard, the ring of command unfamiliar to her ears. “Your duty is to serve Amaterasu.”

      His mouth thinned. “I live to serve my kami,” he replied quietly.

      “I bring you Amaterasu’s command,” she declared. “Do you refuse to obey?”

      Anger, visible even halfway across the courtyard, tightened his face. “Until the solstice, I am afraid you cannot speak for the holy Amatsukami.”

      The breeze churned, sweeping the fallen leaves in a circle around her legs. The heat inside her pulsed in time with her heartbeat.

      “I do speak for Amaterasu. She has given me her words and her power.” She lifted her chin. “Whether you believe my story is irrelevant. Your opinion is not required. Amaterasu has commanded me, and through me, you. Will you obey the will of your kami?”

      As still as a statue, the Guji analyzed her. Her authoritative commands might have been obnoxiously arrogant under different circumstances, but kami did not ask their servants for cooperation. They did not convince, persuade, or cajole. They commanded. And if Emi was to be Amaterasu’s will in this world, she too would command.

      His gaze dropped to the leaves swirling in a lazy circle around her feet and doubt flickered across his features.

      Then another voice slid through the silence of the courtyard.

      “No mortal may speak for a kami, not even a kamigakari.”

      From behind a group of miko near the courtyard gate, a man swept into view, flanked by two armed sohei. His long robes, flowing behind him, were a cross between a kannushi’s uniform and the fine garments of a nobleman. His hair was cut in a short, modern style, at odds with his traditional clothing, and his young face seemed to glow from within.

      Emi’s knees weakened and she pressed her hands against her thighs to hide their trembling. The man could be none other than the escort from Izanami’s shrine, come to take her away.

      And he was a kami.
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      The kami stopped as Ishida bent into a deep bow of respect. Immediately, everyone in the courtyard copied his genuflection, but she kept her spine stubbornly straight.

      The kami’s dark eyes gleamed with cold amusement at her defiance.

      “You are not welcome upon Amaterasu’s sacred ground,” she said into the silent courtyard, her words easily carrying to the kami. “Leave this shrine at once.”

      Disbelieving gasps echoed through the courtyard. She didn’t move, her stare locked with the kami’s. He wouldn’t attack her with so many witnesses, would he? How would she defend herself? Shiro hadn’t had enough time to reach the shrine, and even if he had, she wasn’t sure he could successfully fight a kami. Yumei had struggled to defeat Koyane, though Koyane had been exceptionally powerful.

      “I am here to escort you to Izanami,” the kami said, sickly sweet kindness dripping from his voice—an emotion he clearly wasn’t well practiced in portraying.

      “I will not accompany you anywhere. Leave now.”

      “I must take you to Izanami for your own good, child.” He started forward with gliding steps, his sohei following him. “I do hope you will not resist our aid.”

      If he got close enough to touch her, he would be able to incapacitate her almost instantly. She couldn’t let him reach her.

      “Stay away!” she said desperately, backing up a step.

      In a flash of movement, Katsuo appeared in front of her, one hand on the hilt of his katana. Minoru joined him, his bladed staff held defensively. The two sohei stood between her and the approaching kami.

      “The kamigakari asked you to leave the shrine,” Katsuo said.

      The kami stopped a few steps away from the two sohei, his own pair of guardians flanking him.

      “I must admit,” he murmured softly enough that his voice wouldn’t carry beyond her ears, “that I have no desire to play this game, Kimura Emi. Izanami did not specify whether your life should end by her hand or another’s.”

      “You would murder me in front of all these people?” she asked with a slight quaver.

      “I care not for the concerns of humans.” He tilted his head toward the sohei flanking him. “Kill her men.”

      The sohei drew their swords and lunged with shocking speed. Katsuo’s sword rang as he whipped it from its sheath. Steel met steel in an ear-shattering crash as weapons collided, and panicked screams followed from the watching shrine servants. The kami’s sohei drove Katsuo and Minoru back, pushing them away from her.

      The kami stepped forward, one hand reaching for her. If he touched her, it would be over. He could kill her or put her in an enchanted sleep in seconds. Heat pulsated in her chest. Not sure if she was obeying Amaterasu or instinct, Emi thrust her hand out. Power rushed down her arm.

      Wind erupted in the courtyard. A rushing gust spiraled out from her and struck the kami. He flew backward, barely staying on his feet. Weapons clashed loudly and voices were shouting and screaming unintelligible words.

      The kami righted himself, his upper lip curled in a sneer. “A paltry breeze will not be nearly enough, kamigakari.”

      With a flick of his hand, the ground rumbled violently.

      The stones beneath Emi’s feet split. She plunged into a crevice in the earth, landing painfully on her knees. Trapped between walls of rock, she flung her hand down. Wind burst to life, hurling her upward as the ground shook. She shot out of the crevice as it slammed closed again with a screech of tearing stone, leaving no more than a thin crack. If she’d been inside the gap, she would have been crushed.

      She had to stop him before he brought his considerably greater power to bear. Sticking her hand into her sleeve, she grabbed the ofuda she’d taken from Fujimoto.

      The kami bore down on her a second time. Perhaps he still intended to take her alive if possible. She couldn’t give him the chance. With a gasp, she flung herself forward to meet him.

      Surprise darted across his features. He thrust his hand out to meet hers, and instead of striking his torso with her ofuda, she connected with the palm of his hand.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!” she cried.

      Magic rushed through her as a blue glow lit the ofuda. Light shimmered over the kami, but instead of encasing him as it had the kannushi, it rippled wildly. White power snapped out from the kami as he fought the binding with his own ki.

      She pressed her hand hard to his, struggling to hold the spell. The wind erupted again, surging through the courtyard and catching all the golden leaves of the cherry trees in the cyclone. They spiraled up into the sky as she strained to force the binding onto him.

      In a swirl of violet robes, Ishida appeared beside Emi, seemingly unfazed by the whirlwind around her and the kami.

      “Hold him a little longer, Kimura,” he said.

      She pushed her hand and ki against the ofuda as heat built in her chest until it felt like her kamigakari mark was on fire. Power scorched her nerves. Focusing on the kami, she bent her will to holding the binding on him as the paper turned black beneath her palm.

      Hands grabbed the back of her kimono and yanked her away.

      She gasped as her hand left the ofuda. Without her ki to support it, it instantly dissolved into black ash. The kami’s mouth twisted furiously as he stretched his hand toward her.

      “Sotei no shinketsu,” Ishida’s deep voice rumbled.

      Blinding white light erupted. On the ground around the kami, the lines of a complex marugata glowed with power. The light swept over the kami, encasing him where her ofuda had failed. The kami froze in place, bound by magic of the exorcism circle.

      Ishida stood in front of it. Someone had given him a long staff topped with an elaborate gold hoop, and he held it with the butt resting on the edge of the circle he had drawn on the stones around her and the kami. Used to bind and seal the most dangerous of yokai, marugata were far more powerful than ofuda. She hadn’t realized they could bind kami too.

      Katsuo stood beside her, having pulled her from the marugata just before Ishida activated it. The kami’s two sohei were disarmed and surrounded by Amaterasu’s purple-clad sohei.

      Breathing hard, Emi turned to Ishida. “Do you believe me now?” she asked hoarsely.

      Ishida met her stare, his face unreadable.

      “Emi, are you okay?” Katsuo murmured beside her.

      “Huh?” She started to turn toward him and her knees buckled. He grabbed her as she sagged, her whole body trembling. A strange ringing filled her head as a painful hollowness spread from her chest outward.

      As Katsuo supported her and Ishida strode toward her, the buzzing of the courtyard melded with the ringing in her ears, and everything faded into darkness.
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* * *

      Pressing her hands together, Emi bowed her head.

      In front of her, the small household shrine for private prayer occupied a nook in the wall, framed by white vases that were filled with fresh flowers every week. The rest of the suite, the largest one among the miko lodgings, was so familiar she could picture it perfectly without opening her eyes.

      Beautiful tatami mats covered the spacious floors and several stunning, painted scrolls accented the wood-paneled walls. A low, rectangular table, surrounded by plush cushions, filled the center of the space. In a semi-enclosed second room, a large, full-size bed waited—a significant upgrade from the usual futon mattresses stored in the closet during the day. It was one of the few nontraditional elements in the room. Wall-to-wall closets with carved wooden doors faced the bedroom.

      She turned her attention inward, hoping to feel Amaterasu’s presence within her. After a couple minutes, hot pain flickered through her kamigakari mark. She held her breath and waited but, as before, the brief pain was all she felt.

      She lifted her head, completing her prayer with a final bow. Rising to her feet, she paced the length of her room and back again.

      After battling the kami, she’d collapsed in a dead faint. She’d woken as groggy and weak as she’d felt after Koyane had stolen most of her ki. Yumei had warned her she would need significant recovery time before she could wield Amaterasu’s power again; the Amatsukami’s possession of her had weakened her body and ki. For the same reason, she was not yet able to free Shiro from the onenju.

      Channeling Amaterasu’s power in the courtyard had not only exhausted her, but her vastly diminished supply of Amaterasu’s ki had also weakened her connection with her kami to the point where she couldn’t even feel Amaterasu’s presence.

      Fortunately, she didn’t need any divine power for the time being. The kami was sealed and wouldn’t be leaving the shrine any time soon. She didn’t know exactly what Ishida had done with the kami, or his kannushi and sohei, and she hadn’t asked. Until she left Shion, they couldn’t be allowed to pass on her whereabouts to Izanami.

      And Ishida was not risking another attempt on her life. He’d tripled the guard around the shrine and increased its magical protections as well. Though he’d assured her she was as safe as she could be under the circumstances, he still insisted she stay within the walled complex where they could best protect her.

      The small silver lining of the kami’s unreserved attempt to kill her was that it had firmly reversed Ishida’s stance on her version of events. When she’d again reiterated Amaterasu’s command that she find and free the Kunitsukami, he’d finally initiated a careful search for clues among Izanami shrines and servants.

      Still pacing the room, she wrung her hands. It was now the fourth day since her return to Shion, and Ishida had no information for her yet. The delay chafed her, shortening her patience and increasing the hunted feeling that dogged her every step. She’d met with him the previous two days to see what he had learned, but he had nothing to share. He’d assured her it would take some time to contact all the kannushi and in turn have them discreetly question the members of their shrines. Patience, he had said.

      Patience was difficult when the days were slipping away too quickly. It was already the nineteenth of November and the solstice was on the twenty-first of December. Less than five weeks were left to find and free the Kunitsukami. Less than five weeks until her life ended.

      She shook her head, banishing the last thought. She had accepted her fate. Her only concern now was completing the crucial task Amaterasu had given her before the solstice.

      Drifting to a stop in the middle of her room, she toyed with the idea of pestering Ishida again. She had nothing else to do. For four days she had remained inside the miko lodgings, where she would be safest from further attack. Four days of pacing her bedroom, pacing the halls, pacing the inner garden in the center of the building. Several miko, no doubt at Ishida’s urging, had offered to include her in activities—assisting with training, observing a new class practicing their kagura dances, drawing ofuda and other talismans.

      She hadn’t accepted any of the invitations. Not only was she too consumed by worries and frustrations to give any of those tasks her attention, but she also couldn’t bring herself to partake in anything that resembled her routine as a miko. Memories were already haunting her … memories of Hana. In every inch of this building, of this shrine, she could see the ghosts of their friendship. Until now, she had never been at Shion without Hana at her side. Their friendship had begun on Emi’s first day here as a frightened eight-year-old, and mere days after Hana’s death, Emi had left Shion permanently. Each reminder of Hana and her absence cut at her heart.

      She rubbed two fingers over her forehead, massaging a burgeoning headache. It would have been nice to speak with Katsuo, to share her worries and frustrations, but she hadn’t seen him since the day they arrived. Every time she’d asked about him, she’d been informed he was in some sort of training. She couldn’t help her disappointment that he hadn’t come to check on her.

      She sighed. It had been even longer since she’d seen Shiro. She’d been concerned he would come bursting into the shrine upon realizing a kami battle had taken place in the courtyard, but perhaps he hadn’t come close enough to notice. The Shion Shrine was not a safe place for a yokai, especially with everyone on high alert.

      She should let him know what was happening; he was probably going crazy waiting for her. Nodding to herself, she headed for the door. The halls were quiet, most miko out and about attending to their various duties. Lost in thought, she walked through the familiar corridors until a murmur of conversation caught her attention.

      “But it can’t be true.”

      The miko’s voice drifted from a partially open door at the end of the hall. Emi slowed her steps, surprised by the girl’s vehement denial.

      “Why would she lie, though?” another miko countered.

      “Miko Nanako isn’t exactly friendly most of the time.”

      At Nanako’s name, Emi stepped closer to the door and peered curiously through the crack. Four teenaged miko sat in a circle, their hands busy braiding shimenawa ropes while they talked.

      “Being unfriendly and being a liar are two different things,” one of the girls said firmly. “Besides, it’s hardly a crazy story compared to what happened in the courtyard.”

      Another girl huffed unhappily. “I wish I’d been there.”

      “No, you don’t. It was terrifying.” The girl’s hands paused on the rope. “I’d never seen a kami before. I’m not sure I even really believed … but he was real. And when he made the ground open up and swallow Kimura, I thought she was dead for sure.”

      “But why would a kami want to kill our kamigakari?”

      “Miko Nanako said Izanami has betrayed the other Amatsukami.”

      Silence fell over the girls.

      “I always thought the kamigakari got to become immortal and live forever,” one girl mumbled. “Or at least live until Amaterasu needed to ascend again, which could be centuries.”

      “Tsukiyomi has been using the same kamigakari for a long time and I heard he still looks, like, twenty or something.”

      “What’ll Kimura do? She didn’t know she would die.”

      “She’s going to do it anyway,” the one who’d witnessed the fight in the courtyard said as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. “How could she do anything else? If she backed out now … that would be so shameful.”

      “But she didn’t know when she was chosen. If it were me, I would run away.”

      “Me too.”

      “Same here.”

      “She won’t run and neither would I,” the girl replied. “Did you see what she did in the courtyard? She might die on the solstice, but how could she betray Amaterasu by backing out now? Amaterasu needs her and she knows it.”

      The other girls murmured in reluctant agreement and Emi forced herself back into motion. Sickness churned in her stomach.

      If it were me, I would run away.

      Hearing other girls say with such certainty that, in the face of death, they would abandon their duty shook Emi. Was there something wrong with her that she hadn’t reacted like that? The one miko had understood. Backing out wasn’t just shameful; it was unforgivably selfish.

      She hurried to the main doors of the hall and onto the front steps. The courtyard was empty except for a few kannushi near the hall of purification and a trio of sohei lingering near the doors of the miko lodgings—additional security for the kamigakari, no doubt. Clouds gathered in the sky and the crisp, cold air smelled of coming snow.

      Glancing across the courtyard, she considered where she was most likely to find Shiro. He might have come and gone at will from the Shirayuri Shrine, but entering Shion was a danger he wouldn’t lightly undertake. The torii could potentially reject him, but even if it didn’t, the grounds were covered in purifying ofuda and shimenawa ropes, plus a fair few binding marugata circles and, of course, the many skilled kannushi and sohei who would detect a nearby yokai presence.

      The eastern edge of the grounds was the most heavily forested and the safest place for him to hide. Descending the steps, she considered how to discreetly find him once she was outside the grounds.

      “My lady?” The three sohei rushed to join her. “May we ask where you’re going?”

      She tipped her head toward the gate leading out of the courtyard. “I need to step outside the shrine grounds for a moment.”

      They exchanged an alarmed look. “Guji Ishida indicated that you were to remain here.”

      “It’s necessary,” she assured them. “Don’t worry, you may accompany me. It will only take a few minutes.”

      They exchanged another terse look. One of them turned on his heel and took off at a brisk jog toward the hall of purification.

      The older one hesitated, strangely wary. “We were instructed to ensure you stay within the complex.”

      “I don’t intend to go far.” She turned toward the gate again, but no sooner did she take a step than they both jumped in front of her, blocking her path.

      “Our orders are from the Guji, my lady,” the older sohei said stiffly. “Please understand that we must ensure you stay here.”

      She hesitated, unsure how to respond. As the kamigakari, she was soundly outranked by the Guji. But as the voice of Amaterasu, she was the greatest authority in the shrine. She drew herself up.

      To her surprise, both sohei stepped backward and the younger one grabbed the hilt of his sword. She froze. Were they afraid of her? As her mind spun, the younger sohei’s focus shifted to her left and relief swept over his face. Emi turned.

      Ishida approached swiftly with the third sohei half trotting after him, struggling to keep up with the Guji’s long strides.

      “Kamigakari Kimura,” he said. “Please come with me.”

      Casting a cold look at the three sohei, she followed Ishida as he returned to the hall of purification. He led her directly to his office and knelt on the far side of the table. Emi lowered herself to kneel opposite him.

      “Kamigakari Kimura, why did you attempt to leave the grounds?”

      “I wanted to see if Shiro or the Tengu was nearby. They’re waiting for information on Izanami so we can act immediately.”

      “And you did not consider the danger of leaving the shrine?”

      “I—of course, but I was only—”

      “Despite our best efforts, we cannot guarantee your safety beyond the torii. Izanami’s servants could be waiting to strike the moment you are exposed.” He folded his hands on the table. “You will not leave the grounds under any circumstances, Kamigakari Kimura. Is that clear?”

      “How am I supposed to communicate with Shiro and the Tengu if I can’t leave the grounds?” Her eyes narrowed. “Once we have an idea on where to look for the missing Kunitsukami, I will have to leave. Amaterasu commanded me to find and free them. I can’t do that from within the shrine.”

      “Amatsukami have vassals and servants to complete dangerous tasks for them so they may remain safe—as we need them to be. You have brought this task to me, and now you must entrust me to see it through. All who serve at this shrine exist to put our lives before Amaterasu’s—and therefore yours.”

      “I will not sit here doing nothing while—”

      “You will remain safe within the shrine. Amaterasu gave you this task, and you have given it to me. I will ensure the thorough investigation of whatever leads we uncover, and if we discover imprisoned Kunitsukami, we will deal with it.”

      “What does ‘deal with it’ mean?” She struggled to keep her tone even. “Whatever Izanami has done to imprison the Kunitsukami is not something a human can undo. I’ll need to—”

      “I will not allow you anywhere near a Kunitsukami. The ceremony is little more than a month away, and Izanami is already hunting you. Even a single step outside the protection of the grounds could be your immediate demise.”

      “Freeing the Kunitsukami is more important,” she insisted. “Izanami is doing something that Amaterasu said would destroy the world. That’s more important than my life or Amaterasu’s descension.”

      “Until it becomes apparent that the world is in imminent danger, I will not risk you.”

      “Amaterasu told me—”

      “At this time, there is nothing for you to do that our skilled and accomplished sohei and kannushi cannot do.”

      “I won’t be put on the sidelines for this, Guji Ishida.”

      The temperature of his stare dropped until it was arctic. “Your safety and survival are my highest priority and I will not allow you to die before the solstice. To that end, I have already made arrangements to move you to a safe, hidden location where neither kami nor yokai can find you.”

      She inhaled sharply. Ishida was supposed to help her, not take her task away and lock her up in a hidden location, cut off from everything. “You—you can’t—”

      “I will do whatever I must to serve my kami.”

      If she attempted to leave against his wishes, Ishida would no doubt use force to stop her, and she had no power to fight with even if she was willing to; her ki was still exhausted from battling the kami. And, on the slim chance she could get past Ishida, every kannushi and sohei at the shrine would put himself between her and escape.

      “The Tengu and Shiro won’t deal with you,” she said desperately. “Without them—”

      “We can make do without yokai assistance.”

      “No, you can’t. You don’t even know what to look for beyond—”

      “It was not difficult to identify signs of Izanami’s duplicitous activities once we knew to look for it,” he cut in dismissively.

      She stiffened. “You—you found something? Why didn’t you tell me? What did you find?”

      “Nothing you need to be concerned with. We will deal with it.”

      “This is my task!” Her voice rose despite her best efforts to control it. “You can’t just investigate it yourself; you’ll tip off Izanami that we’re—”

      Ishida rose to his feet. “I am far more capable than you give me credit for, Kamigakari Kimura. Clearly sharing any information will only distress you. I recommend you relax for the afternoon and practice your meditation. The solstice ceremony is only a month away and you need to be of the purest mind and heart before then. Tomorrow afternoon, we will initiate your relocation.”

      He removed a small silk bag from his pocket and placed it on the table in front of her. “I have prepared a new omamori for you. It is as strong as I can make it and you will need it in the weeks ahead. Put it on immediately.”

      Before she could respond—or resume their argument—he swept out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      Picking up the flat silk bag, she squeezed it in her hand. How had she let this happen? Instead of working with her, Ishida had taken all power and responsibility from her, leaving her with nothing. He had the information she had come here for—and he wouldn’t tell her anything about it. Once again, she was just a body awaiting the kami’s descension, useless and inconsequential. And tomorrow, he would send her away to some remote location where, presumably, not even Shiro and Yumei could find her.

      She had to take control back from him. She had to stop him from sending her away and taking the investigation too far on his own. If Izanami realized someone was searching out the imprisoned Kunitsukami, rescuing them would escalate from “extremely difficult” to “utterly impossible.” She had to stop him—but she had no power, not right now.

      If she didn’t have power, then she needed someone who did.

      Unease crept through her at the idea forming in her head. She needed help, and she had only one option left.

    

  









          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      In the east grounds of the Shion Shrine, a fenced pasture held twenty-four lean and show-ready horses. Opposite the pasture was what one might assume was a large riding arena, but the space wasn’t for equine training.

      As a light snow fell gently around them, three dozen sohei holding wooden practice swords moved in perfect unison through a series of slow, precise stances. The synchronized movements were mesmerizing, and once upon a time, Emi had spent many afternoons pretending to pet the horses while watching the young sohei train—one sohei in particular.

      Marching down the wide path, she had to fight the sickness squirming in her stomach. North of the training arena was a narrow trail that led out of the shrine grounds, across a small footbridge, and into the heavily wooded park beyond. It was the same trail she had followed with Hana so she could spy on teenaged Katsuo, and the same trail where Hana had died three years ago.

      Ishida had increased the number of sohei standing guard in the courtyard after her last attempt to leave the complex. With patience and a dose of luck, she’d managed to slip in among a group of miko and walk by the sohei while they were watching an argument between two kannushi at the other end of the courtyard. Unfortunately, she had cut it too close to dinnertime and someone was bound to notice her absence within the next few minutes.

      Katsuo watched her approach the arena but didn’t break form. He brought his sword around in a perfect arc as he slid his left foot backward. Leaning sideways to counterbalance, he and the other sohei extended their right legs in a slow-motion side kick. These exercises were more about conditioning the body and ingraining proper form than actually fighting. The slower the motion, the more strength and control it took to maintain perfect form—especially since these sessions typically ran several hours.

      She stopped just before the gravel path turned to smooth, compacted sand that had been carefully cleared of snow. The gray-haired and wiry-framed sohei overseeing the exercise ring offered her a bow. Normally, Emi would have bowed deeper than him to show her respect for his age, experience, and skill, but this time, she barely dipped her head in response. A blush at her own boldness rose in her cheeks but she gritted her teeth and stood tall.

      The old sohei’s eyebrows lifted at her choice of bow.

      “Sensei,” she said. “My apologies for interrupting.”

      “How may I assist you, my lady?”

      “I need to speak with Katsuo.”

      “Katsuo?” The old man glanced over his shoulder. The sohei continued their routine but Katsuo was clearly more focused on Emi than what he was doing—though his form remained as perfect as ever. “As you can see, we are busy. You may return in an hour when we’re finished.”

      “I require his presence immediately,” she said coldly, hiding her impatience.

      “I’m afraid that—”

      She swept past the sensei onto the sand, leaving him with his mouth hanging open. She didn’t have time to argue.

      The nearest sohei broke form, turning their weapons down so there was no chance they could strike her. Katsuo also turned his sword down as she strode up to him. Without a word, she grabbed his sleeve and dragged him back through the array of sohei, marching straight at them and forcing them to jump out of her way. Katsuo passed off his practice sword to one of his peers and rushed after her. As she rejoined the path, she extended her stride, pulling him with her.

      “Emi,” he stuttered. “What—”

      “Over here,” she said. “Quickly.”

      She steered Katsuo toward the pasture fence so they would be out of earshot of the practice arena.

      She bent her head toward him and said in a low voice, “I don’t know how long I have before someone comes to drag me back.”

      Katsuo’s jaw clenched. “I wanted to see you but every time I tried, you were ‘unavailable.’”

      “Ishida is afraid you’ll help me instead of obey him.”

      “He’s right. Whatever you need, Emi, I’ll help you.”

      “Thank you, Katsuo.” She blinked rapidly before her eyes could tear up too much. “Ishida has decided that following Amaterasu’s orders is too dangerous for me. Tomorrow he’s sending me away to a secret location.”

      “Why am I not surprised,” Katsuo muttered. “What should we do?”

      She grimaced. “I need you to go outside the shrine grounds and find some crows.”

      “Crows,” he said flatly, no doubt making the connection immediately.

      “Yes. Find some crows that seem to be paying attention to you. Tell them I sent you and that the Guji has the information we need but won’t share it and won’t let me leave. If Shiro finds you first, you can give him the same message.”

      “Shiro,” he grunted in displeasure. “I’m supposed to tell the crows so the Tengu gets your message, is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Emi, I know they helped you before, but they’re yokai.”

      She shook her head. “You should be more worried about any kami that might be out there.”

      He huffed. “Okay. What’s the rest of the message?”

      “Just that I don’t know how to get the information from Ishida, and I need to get out of here so we can decide what to do next.” She tried to keep her body relaxed so the watchful sensei wouldn’t see her tension. Asking Shiro and Yumei to help her was a huge risk; she had no idea what they might do.

      Drumming his fingers on the top rail of the fence, Katsuo frowned. “Will the crows, uh, say anything?”

      “Probably not, but if you hang around, the Tengu might show up to talk to you.” She hesitated. “That would be a bad idea. Maybe don’t do that.”

      “Yeah, don’t think I will.”

      From beyond the trees, a group of sohei appeared, walking fast toward the arena and pasture.

      “Will you be able to get away?” she asked quickly.

      “Yes, I’ll sneak out tonight. It shouldn’t be difficult.”

      “Be careful, okay, Katsuo? Shiro won’t hurt you but the Tengu doesn’t like humans.”

      “I’ll be careful.” He smiled tersely. “I hope the kitsune shows up. I’ve been kind of meaning to have a talk with him about some things.”

      Her eyes widened. “When I said he wouldn’t hurt you, I meant without provocation. Don’t—”

      “I’ll be careful,” he repeated, not sounding nearly wary enough.

      She sighed, knowing she couldn’t talk him out of whatever little plan he was cooking up. “Thank you, Katsuo. If anyone asks, I was bidding you farewell.”

      “Got it.”

      With a quick nod, she strode away from him, heading for the oncoming group. Behind her, Katsuo returned to the arena with hurried steps.

      “My lady,” the lead sohei said as she joined them, “you aren’t supposed to leave the complex.”

      She offered a quick bow of apology. “I was merely saying goodbye to Sohei Katsuo. We may return now.”

      Ignoring the sohei’s suspicious looks, she sedately walked past them. They followed silently.

      Sending Katsuo to face Shiro and Yumei alone made her chest tighten with nerves, but with any luck, he could deliver his message to the crows and be done with it. She was almost certain Shiro wouldn’t harm Katsuo, but she didn’t trust Yumei around any humans except her—and only because he needed her alive.

      She wished there had been another way, but Ishida had left her no options. She hoped she wouldn’t regret it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As midnight neared, Emi stood in front of her window, staring out at the darkness lit only by the vestiges of light leaking from the courtyard at the other end of the building. Six sohei, camped in the hallway like misbehaving schoolchildren banished from the classroom by their teacher, guarded her door. Ishida was taking no chances.

      She didn’t know what she was looking for outside; even in the daylight, the view was of a handsomely manicured but simple garden of shrubs and trees that hid the back wall of the complex, a mere dozen yards away.

      She retreated from the window and knelt at the table. In preparation for sleep, she’d already bathed and brushed her hair out, letting it flow loose down her back, the ends resting on the floor where she sat. Though she’d donned her simple cotton night robe, her kimono and hakama lay across her bed, waiting to be put away. She wasn’t ready yet to settle down for the night, and putting away her clothes was the last task remaining before sleep.

      The urge to spring up and pace again swept through her but she suppressed it. She’d paced most of the evening away already, worrying about Katsuo, wondering if he’d managed to sneak out. Wondering if he’d found some of Yumei’s crows, delivered her message, and returned safely. As the night wore on, she wanted more than anything for Katsuo to be safe.

      Chewing on a fingernail before catching herself, she picked up her cup of cold tea and swirled it, watching the liquid spin. How would Shiro and Yumei act on her message? She had no doubt they would have an idea or two on how to get her away from the shrine and how to force information out of Ishida. It was what they might decide to do that worried her—and how much trouble they might cause in the process.

      Realizing she had her fingernail between her teeth again, she set the teacup down and dropped her hands to her lap. Maybe she should go to bed and at least attempt to sleep. Rising to her feet, she meandered toward her bed, absently running her hands over a lock of hair.

      A soft tapping sound broke the quiet in her room. She froze, every muscle tensing as the tapping repeated, coming from the far wall of the main room. Cautiously, she turned toward the sound.

      The silhouette of a man filled her window.

      She clapped her hands over her mouth to silence the scream that tried to leap from her throat. Tamping down her fear, she guardedly approached, squinting through her own reflection in the glass to make out the face on the other side.

      “Katsuo!” She rushed the final steps to the window and slid it open. “Katsuo, what are—How are you—?”

      Clinging awkwardly to the wall and window frame, he gave her a strained smile. The lack of guards around her window might have seemed like an oversight, except the window only opened horizontally about eight inches, meaning anyone going in or out would have to squeeze through sideways. And, like most traditional structures, the building was lifted several feet off the ground by hefty stilts. If Katsuo had been standing on the ground, his head would have been well below the level of the window.

      “Hi,” he said a little breathlessly, hooking one arm over the sill to support himself. “Sorry to—”

      In a flash of pale fur, a white fox landed on Katsuo, balancing his back paws on the sohei’s shoulders with his front paws planted on top of his head. He leaned inside, big ears swiveling.

      “Shiro!” she gasped.

      He opened his jaws and let his tongue loll out in a canine grin. Katsuo flinched as Shiro jumped off him and landed lightly on the floor of her room. Fire burst around him, blue and red flames surging outward. Shiro appeared in the flames and dispelled them with a wave of his hand. His gaze swept down her thin cotton sleeping robe and back up.

      “Little miko,” he purred. “Such a pleasant change to see you so casual.”

      She refused to blush and instead turned to Katsuo, who was still hanging off the window. Shiro brushed past her. He took hold of the sliding panel of the window and snapped it out of its track, opening several more inches. After leaning the panel against the wall, he grabbed Katsuo’s arm and hauled the sohei inside with easy strength, unceremoniously dumping him head first on the floor with a loud thump.

      Emi’s head snapped toward the door of her room. A moment later, someone tapped on the door. Katsuo froze halfway up.

      “My lady?” a muffled voice called. “We heard a noise.”

      “It’s nothing,” she called back. “I dropped my book, that’s all.”

      “Ah, sorry to disturb you.”

      She glared at Shiro.

      He raised his eyebrows, entirely unrepentant. “So many suitors calling at your door.”

      Ignoring him, she moved to Katsuo’s side as he straightened his clothes and adjusted his sword at his hip. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Katsuo, what are you doing here? If you’re caught in my room …”

      A blush tinged his cheeks and he didn’t quite look at her. “He insisted on talking to you.”

      She glanced at Shiro, who had wandered into her bedroom and was examining her modern-style bed, poking at the thick, down-filled quilt.

      “So I guess you managed to sneak out?” she asked Katsuo.

      “I found some crows and gave them your message. He showed up while I was on my way back. He said he was going to talk to you, then turned into a fox and took off toward the shrine. I didn’t want him wandering around trying to find you, so I led him here.”

      She glanced at her bed again. Shiro was now sprawled across it, arms tucked behind his head as he watched them. Katsuo followed her gaze and his eyes bulged.

      “Yokai!” he hissed. “Get off her bed!”

      Shiro’s crooked smile appeared. “It wouldn’t be the first time the little miko and I have shared her bed.”
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Baring his teeth, Katsuo grabbed the hilt of his sword.

      “Don’t let him get to you,” Emi murmured. “He’s just antagonizing you.”

      “But to speak so disrespectfully of you and—”

      She shook her head. “He’s always disrespectful. Come on.”

      She led him into the bedroom and perched on the edge of the bed opposite Shiro. The bedroom was farther from the door and would hopefully keep the sound of their whispered conversation from carrying into the hall.

      “What are you doing here, Shiro?” she demanded. “This is dangerous. Do you even have a plan?”

      He’d closed his eyes, looking as relaxed as if he were lying in his own bed. “So accusatory, little miko. You should be thanking me.”

      “Oh?” she asked doubtfully.

      “Yumei is very displeased that your Guji has a lead and isn’t sharing it.” He cracked one eye open. “I’m here to make sure you have a good plan ready to go, because once the Tengu gets here, his plan will most likely involve razing the shrine to the ground.”

      Fear swooped through her.

      Katsuo scoffed. “Raze this shrine? It would take a Kunitsukami to destroy it.”

      Shiro opened his other eye and fixed his stare on the sohei. “The Tengu has destroyed many shrines in his past, ones far more powerful than a faded denomination with a decades-absent kami and a weak Guji.”

      “You dare—” Katsuo growled.

      Emi lifted a hand, silencing him. “How do you know that, Shiro? Did Yumei tell you?”

      The kitsune blinked, confusion flitting across his face. “I … just know?”

      “You remembered it?” She twisted around on the bed, leaning toward him excitedly. “Do you remember anything else?”

      “Not in particular.” He closed his eyes again. “But if the boy keeps saying idiotic things, I might remember something else.”

      “Huh.” Disappointed that Shiro hadn’t regained more memories, she frowned. “So what’s the plan?”

      “That’s what I’m here to ask you.”

      “Me?”

      “Unless you prefer Yumei’s inevitable strategy of ‘destroy shrine, torture Guji for information.’”

      “That is not happening.”

      “Then you’d better come up with a different plan.”

      She pushed her hair off her shoulders. “You’re not going to help?”

      He opened his eyes and sat up a bit. “I could carry you away right now, before any of these humans could stop me, but we need whatever information the Guji is hiding before we leave. So the question is, how do we get that information?”

      “We need to convince him to give it to us,” she replied promptly.

      “How?”

      “I already tried convincing him he needs to give it to you and Yumei.” She looked helplessly at Katsuo. “He won’t tell me, that’s for sure. Any ideas?”

      “Torturing him won’t work,” Katsuo said. “Guji Ishida would die under torture or take his own life before giving up anything. Threatening him won’t work.”

      “Pretending to threaten my life won’t work either,” she mused, “because he knows Shiro and Yumei need my help. Ishida would call that bluff right away.”

      “Hmm,” Shiro murmured. “So he’s protective of you, but what about the other humans at this shrine?”

      “He’s protective of everyone,” she replied, suppressing the painful memory of his reaction to Hana’s death. “He takes the safety of the shrine servants very seriously and—”

      Shiro abruptly sat up. “Someone is coming. Footsteps down the hall.”

      “A change in guard?” Emi whispered, tensing.

      “No, it’s—”

      A loud rapping on her door interrupted him.

      “—a woman,” he finished.

      “My lady,” a feminine voice called through the door. “May I come in?”

      “M-miko Tamaki,” Emi stuttered. “I—I’m already in bed.”

      “My apologies, my lady. Sohei Jiro told me a few minutes ago that you were reading. Since you didn’t eat much dinner, I brought you a late snack.”

      “I’m not hungry,” Emi called.

      “I’ll just leave it for you on the table then, my lady.”

      The door clacked as the miko started to slide it open. Emi’s panicked gaze flashed over to Katsuo standing beside her and then to Shiro sitting on her bed.

      “Wait!” Emi cried. “I’m—I’m just changing. Give me a minute!”

      “Oh …” Tamaki mumbled in confusion. The door clacked again as she closed it.

      Emi sprang off the bed. The closet was the best hiding spot, but it was all the way across the room and if Tamaki opened the door too soon, Emi’s illicit visitors would be in plain view of the miko and all the sohei in the hallway. Shiro could hide as a fox but it would take too long to get Katsuo back out the window.

      Whirling, she grabbed Shiro by the arm and hauled him off the bed. She shoved him into the corner behind the partition wall that marked the transition from living space to bedroom. Snatching Katsuo by the sleeve, she pushed him backward until he collided with Shiro. When he tried to step away from the kitsune, she pressed him back again.

      “Stay there, both of you!” she hissed.

      Darting out of the bedroom, she rushed toward the door just as Tamaki called out, “Can I come in now, my lady? The food is getting cold.”

      “Yes!” Emi exclaimed, sliding the door open a foot. Shiro and Katsuo were hidden from view as long as Tamaki stayed near the door but if she walked into the room, she would see them on the other side of the narrow wall.

      The middle-aged woman stood in the threshold, holding a tray laden with covered dishes and plates of food. An assortment of bored sohei filled the corridor, trying to look alert. A few cast longing looks toward the tray.

      “Ah, my lady,” Tamaki said, giving Emi’s night robe a critical look. “I’ll just put this on your table for you—”

      “I can take it,” Emi said, quickly reaching for the tray and trying not to sound too desperate.

      The miko stepped back with an almost affronted look on her face. “Oh, no, no, let me.”

      “It’s fine.” Emi took hold of the tray and pulled it toward her. “I can carry a tray. It’s no trouble, really.”

      “My lady—”

      Emi forcefully claimed the tray, managing a terse smile. “Thank you, Miko Tamaki. Have a good night.”

      Tamaki’s offended expression intensified. After a long, disapproving pause, she bowed. “Have a good night.”

      Backing into the room, Emi used her elbow to slide the door shut. Gripping the heavy tray tightly, she waited, listening. On the other side of the door, Tamaki murmured quietly as she bid the sohei goodnight. Emi didn’t move as she slowly counted to ten in her head, hearing only silence from beyond her door.

      Heaving a relieved exhalation, she hurried to the table and set the tray down, then turned around. Katsuo, his mouth twisted in a scowl, stood stiffly with Shiro in the corner. In contrast, Shiro looked perfectly at ease despite the forced closeness with a human.

      “I think it’s safe now,” she whispered.

      Katsuo vaulted out from the corner and Shiro sauntered out after him, smirking at the sohei’s discomfort. At the sight of the two of them together like that, a thought popped into her head: she had kissed them both, hadn’t she? She quashed the realization, but it was too late. An instant blush burned in her cheeks. Then, of course, the memory of Shiro pinning her to the floor followed, intensifying her blush.

      Shiro glided past her, seeing too much of her hidden thoughts, and dropped down in front of the table. He lifted the cover off the bowl of soup, his nostrils flaring as he inhaled the aroma. Raising the bowl, he took a long swallow.

      “Ah,” he sighed. “I haven’t tasted food this fine in a hundred years.”

      She struggled to pull herself together, banishing all inappropriate memories. She glanced at Katsuo, who was giving her a strange look, and cringed. Quickly turning away, she strode over to Shiro and knelt across the table.

      “Who said you could eat my food?” Her whisper was more forceful than necessary. How could he affect her like this? Even days later, with far more important things to worry about, the mere memory of his closeness made her heart race. “That’s supposed to—wait. Did you say a hundred years?”

      “Figure of speech,” he murmured, taking another gulp. His gaze flicked thoughtfully toward the ceiling. “Maybe.”

      She frowned and absently picked up the chopsticks. “So it’s not a memory?”

      “Nope. It has been a long time. Since before the onenju, at least, but I don’t know how long.”

      “Hmm.” She poked at a piece of tempura, then picked it up with the chopsticks. A hundred years. Logically, she knew Shiro was probably at least that old; otherwise, how would he know anything about the disappearance of Inari, who had been missing for a century? And then there was that ancient something slumbering in his eyes … She knew he was old, yet hearing him say it was so strange. How could someone with that annoying, teasing smirk of his be a hundred years old?

      Nibbling on the edge of the battered carrot, she watched him finish the soup and thought about that ancient, cunning presence she’d accidentally awoken within him. What did it mean? Who was he? What was he?

      Katsuo dropped down to sit at the table, startling her. She jerked her attention away from Shiro, realizing with a renewed flush that she’d forgotten Katsuo was there.

      “Are we going to come up with a plan or not?” Katsuo demanded, his voice low but aggressive. “We don’t have all night.”

      Shiro bit into a slice of pear. “You’ll live longer if you relax a bit, sohei.”

      “What?” Katsuo spluttered furiously.

      “You’re awfully uptight.”

      “Shiro,” Emi scolded quietly. “Knock it off. He’s right. We need a plan.”

      “Done.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      He ate another pear slice. “I have a plan. I think it will play out quite nicely, in fact. Yumei will like it. Probably.”

      “You—when did you come up with a plan? What is it?”

      “All I need you to do is get the Guji relatively alone. How about the shrine hall? Can you get him there in, say, an hour?”

      “An hour? But what—”

      “Yumei and I will handle the rest.” He shoved a handful of fruit into his mouth and stood. “Speaking of certain temperamental ravens, I need to intercept him before he reaches the shrine.”

      “You’re leaving now?” She jumped up, Katsuo following suit. “But Shiro, tell us what—”

      “It’ll be lots of fun, don’t worry.”

      “Fun?” she squeaked in alarm. As he headed for the window, she grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

      To her surprise, he didn’t resist and she unintentionally yanked him into her. His hands caught her upper arms before she fell backward and when he pulled her upright, she found herself pressed against his chest, her wide eyes locked on his. He leaned down until their lips were only a breath apart.

      “So distressed to see me leave, little miko?” he purred, their faces so close, only a whisper of space between them. Heat swooped through her middle.

      His hands vanished from her arms and he sprang away, easily avoiding Katsuo’s aggressive attempt to grab him. The red ties around his arms swept outward like ribbons as he spun toward the window, grinning crookedly. Katsuo planted himself in front of her, arms spread protectively wide.

      Ignoring the sohei, Shiro put one hand on the windowsill.

      “Fear not, I won’t be far.” His smile faded, a sudden somberness overtaking his expression, and those ruby eyes captured her one more time. “I’ll see you soon … Emi.”

      Her heart thudded as his purring voice caressed her name. In a flash of fire, the small white fox took his place, his bushy tail already vanishing through the window. And then he was gone.
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      She stared at the empty window. Emi. The way he’d said her name … He didn’t use her name often, and he’d never said it quite like that before.

      Katsuo lowered his arms, exhaling harshly. He turned, his eyes seeking her face. For a long moment, they just looked at each other. A cold breeze rushed in through the window, chilling her skin through her robe and forcing a shiver out of her.

      Finally moving, Katsuo picked up the window panel and set it back on the sill, blocking the worst of the breeze.

      “Are you … okay?” he asked haltingly.

      “I’m fine,” she said, shrugging off her daze. “Shiro can be … difficult sometimes.”

      “He’s an animal,” Katsuo growled. “Getting so close to you, touching you, saying—” He bit off the rest of his sentence. “He’s dangerous.”

      She almost disagreed but realized she would only sound foolish. Of course Shiro was dangerous. He was already powerful, even with half his ki still bound by the onenju. And he was unpredictable. She never knew what he would do next, and not knowing what plan he had in mind frightened her more than she wanted to admit. In what possible way was it better that she not know what he planned to do once she got Ishida to the shrine hall—assuming she could manage that much?

      “He should have told us,” she muttered. “How are we supposed to prepare?”

      “I think the idea is that we don’t.” Katsuo glanced at the door. “I should—”

      “Don’t go!”

      He blinked in surprise and she blushed. She hadn’t meant to blurt that out; she didn’t even know if that’s what he’d been about to say.

      “I just—I don’t want to wait by myself, worrying about what will happen,” she finished in a mumble.

      A small smile softened his face and he brushed his hair out of his eyes. “I’ll stay with you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Hesitating, she returned to the table and knelt again. Katsuo joined her, watching as she picked at a few more pieces of tempura. The battered vegetables were delicious and it would have been a shame to waste them. She wasn’t surprised the food had impressed Shiro; even with her diet restrictions, the cooks at Shion never failed to produce high-quality meals with the finest ingredients and elegant seasonings.

      As she nibbled at the food, they discussed options for luring Ishida to the hall of worship. In the end, they decided to keep it simple: if she headed for the shrine hall this late at night, one of her guards would immediately fetch Ishida to stop her.

      “I wonder what he found out about Izanami,” she mused to distract herself from what was coming. “If it doesn’t lead us to one of the Kunitsukami, I don’t know what we’ll do.”

      Katsuo fiddled with a cup of cold tea on the tray, turning it this way and that. “What will you do once you have the information?”

      “Search for the Kunitsukami, of course. Hopefully we won’t have to go far, and—”

      “We?” he interrupted quietly. “You mean the kitsune and the Tengu?”

      She nodded.

      “You’re going to go off with them alone again?” He pulled his hand back from the teacup as his fingers balled into a tight fist. “That’s too dangerous, Emi. Not even counting the Tengu, it’s too dangerous for you to be alone with that kitsune. The way he looks at you …”

      She set the chopsticks down, frowning at Katsuo. “How does he look at me?”

      “Like he wants to devour you.” A blush tinted Katsuo’s cheeks. “I know he was taunting me on purpose, getting me angry just because he could. I saw what he was doing, but I couldn’t stop myself from reacting, not when he kept looking at you like you belonged to him.”

      “I don’t belong to him,” she said softly, sympathetic to his distress. “Shiro likes to toy with people for entertainment. He even taunts the Tengu.”

      “It’s more than that,” he disagreed. “He’s playing games with you too, Emi. And I don’t think it’s a meaningless amusement for him either.”

      She absently organized the empty dishes on the tray. Shiro did play games with her emotions, and sometimes it felt like she was a marionette and he held all her strings. But she’d seen the opposite side of the confident trickster fox too. She’d seen him lost and confused, vulnerable and even afraid. He’d reached out to her for help and let her ground him.

      Whatever games he might play, she didn’t believe he intended her any harm. Did that make her naïve? Had she fallen into the trap of trusting him?

      “Emi,” Katsuo said, drawing her attention back to him. “Take me with you.”

      “What?”

      “When you go with the yokai, take me with you. You shouldn’t be alone with them. Let me protect you.”

      You can’t. She couldn’t say the words, couldn’t hurt him like that, but the truth was as clear as a mountain stream. Katsuo was human. She, too, was human, but kami power grew inside her with every passing day. Shiro and Yumei would protect her because they needed her. They would not protect Katsuo. In Katsuo’s first encounter with the Tengu, Yumei had struck him down with a mere glance. Katsuo would never survive, and unlike her, he had his entire life ahead of him.

      “I’ll think about it,” she said, the lie coming too easily to her tongue. No matter how much it hurt her, she would bind Katsuo a hundred times to keep him safe.

      Rising from the table, she moved toward her bedroom. “I need to change. Wait here.”

      Collecting her kimono and hakama from the edge of the bed and checking that Katsuo’s back was still to her, she quickly slid out of her robe and into her kimono. After donning her hakama, she took a minute to straighten out her bed and fluff the pillows.

      Calling Katsuo over, she gestured to the bed. “I want to turn the lights out before the sohei in the hall wonder why I’m still awake. Instead of sitting in the dark, we can at least be comfortable.”

      His gaze darted from her to the bed and back again. She smiled at his hesitation and went into the main room to hit the light switch. Darkness plunged over them, but the dim glow from the window offered enough light for her to return to the bedroom. She slid onto the bed on top of the comforter, leaned back against the pillows, and looked at him expectantly.

      He pulled his katana off his hip and propped it against the wall, then climbed onto the bed and leaned back beside her. A soft silence filled the room and she let her eyes close, wondering if Shiro had intercepted Yumei yet.

      “Emi?”

      “Hmm?” She opened her eyes and fought back a yawn.

      Katsuo’s face was a darker shadow in the night-swathed room. “You’re going to go through with it, aren’t you? When you ran away that night at Shirayuri, I thought you’d realized your life was worth more than this, but now … you don’t seem to be fighting anymore.”

      She pressed her hands together in her lap, too aware of the hidden mark on her chest. “I’m fighting for something far more important than my life. I was deceived, but that doesn’t change anything. Everything happening with the Kunitsukami only proves Amaterasu is needed on Earth. She needs a vessel. How many lives depend on her descending?”

      She raised her eyes to his shadowed face. “Aside from that, even if I could somehow stop being the kamigakari, I wouldn’t. Without me, Amaterasu would have to choose another girl. How could I live with myself if I purposely let someone else die for me? Once Amaterasu descends, my body will be her vessel for as long as she needs it, and no other girl will need to die.”

      Katsuo watched her mutely, unmoving except for the faint shift of his shoulders with each breath. She wondered if he could tell that her pulse raced in her ears at the thought of her coming end or that sick fear twisted in her when she remembered Amaterasu’s power tearing apart her mind. Though she had accepted her fate, her duty, it wasn’t easy. Acceptance didn’t make it any less terrifying.

      “You care so much even for the fate of strangers. It’s too noble, Emi.” He sighed. “Hana would be proud of you.”

      She blinked quickly as tears instantly formed. With their return to Shion, he must have found Hana lingering in his thoughts just as much as she had.

      She swallowed. “Do you think … do you think she would forgive me?”

      “I don’t think there was ever anything to forgive.”

      “I led her out there. I ran ahead of her. If I’d been beside her, I could have kept her from falling.” Her voice cracked and warbled. The memory bloomed in her mind like a poisonous cloud. “And I think … I think I …”

      His warm fingers touched her hands where she clenched them together. “You what?”

      The never-ending nightmare rose from deep in her subconscious where it waited, always waited, to submerge her in the suffering all over again. The rushing creek, Hana’s terrified screams, the claws of the yokai in Emi’s ankle, her desperate grip on her best friend’s hand.

      “I was holding her hand, but I …” Her greatest fear, greatest guilt, swelled inside her. Never had she admitted her guilty suspicion to anyone. “I was trying to hold on to the bridge and the yokai were pulling us down and I think … I think I let her go t-to save m-myself.”

      A sob choked her on the final words. She pressed her hands over her face, too ashamed to look at him. Tears wet her fingers and she held back the cry of despair building in her throat. How could she have been so selfish? How had she failed the one person who’d still loved her?

      Katsuo touched her shoulder, then gently slid his arm behind her and pulled her to him. Her pain was too much to allow room for surprise and she slumped against him, fighting the tears.

      “It’s okay to cry,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her. “Even a kamigakari is allowed to cry.”

      His kindness shattered the last of her self-control, and before she could stop herself, she was weeping uncontrollably against his shoulder. Pain she’d suppressed for years came flooding out. Three years of loneliness, three years of guilt and fear and never-ending nightmares about Hana’s death with no one to talk to, no one to grieve with. She had been alone for so long, had sealed away her heart for so long, focusing only on being the best kamigakari she could be so that her life would be worth some small thing to make up for the beautiful soul that had been lost because of her.

      When her tears finally subsided, Katsuo squeezed her gently.

      “I didn’t see what happened,” he murmured, “but I know you, Emi. I know you didn’t let her go on purpose. You would have held on to that girl down to the bottom of the ocean.”

      “But—”

      “No,” he cut in. “I know you. You would have given your life in an instant to save hers if you could have. You’ve always placed more value on others’ lives than your own.”

      She wiped tears from her eyes. His tone when he’d said she put more value on the lives of others suggested he considered it more of a fault than a virtue.

      “How do you know me so well?” she mumbled. “In so little time …”

      “Ah.” He shifted awkwardly—though he didn’t move his arms from around her. “I suppose it’s silly to pretend anymore. I’ve always watched you … for at least as long as you’ve watched me.”

      Heat rushed into her face. “I didn’t—I mean—”

      He laughed softly. “Don’t deny it. You weren’t incredibly subtle at fifteen.”

      Her face got even hotter.

      “I requested—no, I fought to be assigned as your sohei at the Shirayuri Shrine. I knew this solstice would be your last, and I needed to see you again. I couldn’t forget that day Hana died, or how broken you looked when they escorted you away from Shion to go to your new shrine, all alone. I wanted to see you again, to make sure you were okay. I didn’t—I didn’t realize how much seeing me would hurt you.”

      He let his head fall back against the headboard. “I used to watch you a lot at Shion, and that day … I knew you were in the woods. I knew you were following us even before we left the grounds.” He paused, tension hardening his muscles. “I was excited. I wanted you to come. I was hoping to impress you. I thought maybe we could even talk—have an actual conversation. When I realized you two had fallen behind, I backtracked to look for you. That’s why we were close enough to hear when Hana started screaming.”

      Emi wrapped her arms around herself, shaken by the shift in perception. She’d never thought to wonder why Katsuo and the other young sohei had arrived so quickly. Logically, they should have been far too deep into the park to hear the screams, let alone race back to help, but the trauma of the experience hadn’t allowed her to analyze the facts.

      “So,” he continued heavily, “if there is blame to be placed, it is just as much mine as it is yours. I knew you and Hana had followed us, and I led you deeper into the park anyway. I could have stopped and taken you back to safety at any point, but I didn’t. I selfishly wanted you to myself, just once.”

      “It’s my fault,” she whispered. “I decided to follow you.”

      “And Hana decided to go with you, and I decided to let you.” He brushed his hand lightly over the back of her head, smoothing her hair. “You are only responsible for your own choices, Emi. You can’t carry the burden for us all.”

      Renewed tears trickled down her cheeks, and she leaned her head against his chest.

      “Seeing you at Shirayuri did hurt,” she murmured. “But only at first. I’m so glad you were here for all this, Katsuo. Thank you for staying with me.”

      His arms tightened around her and she closed her eyes, relishing the sensation of being held. Soft, warm contentment slipped through her, and the ache of loneliness she’d endured for three years went silent for the first time since Hana died.

      With a long, soundless sigh, she did her best to memorize the feeling, knowing she would probably never experience it again.
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      Emi stood in front of her bedroom door. She’d already sent Katsuo back through the window and off into the night. He’d wanted to help her but she had another task for him; however the next hour went, she didn’t think she would be staying at Shion much longer.

      For now, she was on her own. Swallowing hard, she flung the bedroom door open.

      The drowsy sohei in the hallway snapped to attention, shocked that she was awake and fully dressed. As they were still spluttering in confusion, she brushed past them.

      “My lady! Kamigakari, please stop!”

      “I am going to the shrine,” she declared without slowing. “I must pray at the shrine.”

      They rushed after her but, forbidden from touching her, they couldn’t actually stop her.

      “My lady, the Guji has ordered us to—”

      “Then go fetch the Guji!” she said as she reached the main doors. “I must pray.”

      She pushed the doors open and hurried down the steps to the courtyard. A light snow drifted from the dark heavens, illuminated by the lights from the surrounding buildings. One of the sohei sprinted past her toward the hall of purification. She increased her pace, urgency competing with her relief that the plan was working. She had to reach the shrine before Ishida, but that shouldn’t be difficult. He would at least need to dress before chasing after her. The world could be burning down around him and the Guji still wouldn’t run outside in his sleepwear.

      She breezed through the courtyard and came to the entrance. The gates were closed each night, but Katsuo had gone ahead for more than one reason. One of the heavy panels was open just enough for her to slip through with barely a pause. As she vanished through the gap, one of the sohei swore quietly; they had probably been hoping the gate would stop her.

      Beyond the well-lit courtyard, the path was smothered in darkness. Her skin prickled as she rushed toward the faint lights ahead. Stone lanterns, each lit with a flickering candle, lined the wide path leading to the shrine. She rushed to the washing pavilion and quickly rinsed her hands and mouth. Though she was sure Amaterasu would forgive her for approaching the shrine without completing the purification ritual, she just couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      The lights of the lanterns hanging from the eaves of the hall of worship called her onward. Ignoring the sohei’s continued protests, she strode toward the sprawling structure. The great hall was among the largest in the country, two thousand years old and utterly magnificent. Intricately carved wood embellishments decorated every beam, eave, and pillar. The entire massive structure was constructed without metal, held together by the master craftsmanship of ancient architects. It loomed from the darkness, lit by flickering orange light.

      She swept past the huge koma-inu statues, their bestial faces cast in dark shadows, and ascended the steps. A shimenawa rope as thick as a tree trunk and decorated with folded paper streamers hung from the beams above her. Stopping in front of the long offering box, she took one of the hanging ropes and pulled it. The bell above clanged gently.

      She bowed twice, clapped her hands, and bent her head. Below her at the bottom of the steps, the sohei stirred impatiently, muttering among themselves. She stood stiffly, waiting and listening. Where were Shiro and Yumei? What were they planning to do?

      The sohei’s tone changed to relief, and then Ishida’s gravelly voice broke the silence, his words lined with displeasure.

      “Kamigakari Kimura, what are you doing?”

      She waited. Shiro had said to bring Ishida to the shrine, and Ishida was here. What was supposed to happen now?

      “Kamigakari,” he repeated angrily.

      “I’m praying,” she answered without lowering her hands. Where was Shiro? She couldn’t stall Ishida for long.

      “At this hour? Was I not clear that—”

      “Caw.”

      Emi’s head snapped up. A dark shadow glided down to land on the eave above her. The crow cocked its head and looked at the gathering of humans. She too glanced down the steps to see Ishida standing stiffly in the formal robes of his station; he’d even brought his staff, topped with a large golden ring. Another half-dozen sohei had accompanied him, bringing the total to twelve. Were there too many now for Shiro’s plan, whatever it was, to work? Shiro had said “relatively” alone.

      With a flutter of wings, another crow landed beside the first. Then, from out of the darkness, an entire flock swept in on near-soundless wings to perch on the shrine roof and nearby trees. Glossy black feathers gleamed in the glow of the lanterns hanging from the eaves. They shifted restlessly, watching the humans with eerie quiet.

      Ishida’s gaze snapped across the gathering crows while the sohei gripped the hilts of their swords, tense and wary but waiting for the Guji’s instructions.

      An arm slipped around her waist, pulling her backward into a warm body.

      “Did you miss me?” Shiro purred in her ear.
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Her startled gasp drew the sohei’s attention.

      “A yokai!” one of the sohei yelled. In almost perfect unison, they drew their swords.

      Ishida’s face tightened with fury.

      Emi twisted in Shiro’s grip and found him grinning, his pointed canines on full display. He was sitting casually on top of the offering box, one knee propped up and his arm looped around her middle, red onenju gleaming on his wrist.

      The sohei surged toward the steps but came up short when Shiro nonchalantly tapped her cheek with one finger.

      “Now, now,” he crooned. “You don’t really want to come any closer, do you?”

      They shifted their weight, puzzling over how to save her when the yokai already had her.

      “Let her go!” one of them shouted.

      “Why would I do that?” Shiro’s hand drifted from her cheek to her hair and captured a lock. He slid it through his fingers as he leered at the sohei. “Lovely, isn’t she?”

      “Shiro!” she hissed, hardly making a sound.

      With his eyes still fixed on the sohei, he leaned in and nuzzled her cheek like a predator about to taste his prey. Tingles rushed down the back of her neck.

      “Try to look scared, little miko,” he breathed in her ear.

      Ishida took a step forward, the small hoops linked through the large ring on top of his staff jingling with the movement. A vein in his cheek throbbed. “What do you want, yokai?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Shiro’s face dipped close to hers again as he pulled her back into his chest, pressing their bodies together. “I want your kamigakari all to myself.”

      Ishida stood perfectly still, probably thinking fast. He knew Shiro wouldn’t hurt her, but neither did he seem to want to call Shiro’s bluff.

      “But don’t worry, Ishida,” Shiro continued. His omission of Ishida’s title was insulting on its own, but the sneer Shiro added to the name cut like a knife. “You don’t have to negotiate with me.”

      Ishida’s eyebrows drew down in confusion. A soft, shivering sensation slid over the ground and coiled in the air. As it seeped out of the trees, the sohei shifted closer to one another, hands on their weapons. The icy ki thickened the air, chilling Emi’s lungs.

      “A yokai aura,” one of her sohei whispered hoarsely. “So powerful …”

      The lanterns flickered and dimmed as the shadows drew closer, too dense and dark, almost alive. The silence shivered.

      With huge wings spread wide, the giant raven swept out of the darkness, and every crow erupted in a triumphant scream.

      The moment the raven’s feet touched the carved head of the koma-inu, his talons scraping the stone, a blue glow erupted around his legs, swirling and twisting angrily. The torii barrier was rejecting him, trying to drive him away, but he showed no reaction, by all appearances impervious to the magical attack.

      To their credit, the sohei didn’t retreat, but their swords wavered slightly in the air and they didn’t know whether to point their weapons at the giant raven or the white-haired, fox-eared yokai who already had his hands on their kamigakari. At least Yumei wasn’t using his most massive form, the terrifyingly enormous bird that had fought Koyane and Izanami.

      The great raven turned to the Guji. Though that was his only movement, the crows stirred all around. Their eyes glowed like hot coals, a hundred red spots in the darkness. The birds flared their wings as shadows rippled over their bodies until they were neither solid nor spectral but something in between.

      A dozen crows launched off the shrine and swooped toward the sohei. With alarmed cries, they slashed at the birds but their swords passed right through the yokai. The birds swept their wings around the sohei’s heads, engulfing them in shadows. Bands of rippling darkness spread from the crows and wound around the men, pinning their arms to their sides. Their frightened cries cut through Emi and she reflexively leaned back against Shiro.

      One by one, the sohei dropped to their knees and slumped to the ground. The great raven snapped his beak and the birds detached from their victims and swept back to land on the building, leaving the Guji standing alone among the dozen fallen sohei.

      Shiro gently squeezed her middle and she realized she was trembling.

      “They’re fine,” he murmured, his warm breath tickling her ear.

      The great raven unfurled his wings. He sprang off the statue, darkness and red light rippling over him as his form shrank, and when he landed, he had assumed his human shape. The fierce glow of his silver eyes belied his blank expression. His aura seethed in the air and blue light danced soundlessly around his legs as the sacred ground fought futilely to expel him. He had not entered the shrine devoid of ill intent.

      Ishida’s face was hard. Did he know he needed to tread cautiously?

      “Tengu,” Ishida spat, his words edged with cold fury. “Whatever ploy you are attempting, you will not—”

      Yumei’s soft tones slid right across the Guji, silencing him instantly. “You will tell me what I want to know. You will answer every question fully and without hesitation.”

      Ishida’s lips pulled back in a sneer. “If you think I will obey a yok—”

      “For every word of defiance you utter,” Yumei intoned without emotion, “a human in the shrine will die.”

      The blood drained from Emi’s head, leaving her dizzy. Yumei wouldn’t actually kill the innocent people in the shrine, would he? Looking at his cold face, devoid of emotion, she knew he would.

      Shiro dropped his arm and leaned back, propping himself up with one hand and looking thoroughly entertained.

      “You know why I am here.” Yumei’s voice whispered through the darkness like an icy poison. “Refuse me and I will slay every servant of the shrine. I will begin with the warriors here, whom I will not spare a second time.”

      Ishida glanced at the fallen sohei—experienced warriors who hadn’t even been able to defend themselves. He straightened his shoulders, his jaw flexing and his face pale. “To spare the lives I am sworn to protect, I will tell you what you want to know.”

      “What have you learned of the missing Kunitsukami?”

      Ishida’s glare shot to Emi before swiftly returning to Yumei. “I know nothing of the Kunitsukami. However”—he adjusted his grip on his staff, the metal rings jingling—“in the northeastern region of Sumire is a small shrine called Hinagiku. In four separate instances in the past year, an Izanami shrine servant was transferred to the Hinagiku Shrine and was then never heard from again.”

      Emi stiffened, her gaze flicking between Ishida and Yumei.

      “The Hinagiku Shrine is very remote,” Ishida continued. “There is no reason it would require four additional staff in a single year. None of them have returned from Sumire or can be contacted. Though we could only identify four, I suspect more people have gone missing from Hinagiku.”

      Emi hesitantly asked, “But why would they disappear? It’s suspicious, I agree, but what could disappearing shrine servants have to do with imprisoning Kunitsukami?”

      The nighttime hush vibrated with tension before Yumei answered, “Sacrifice.”

      “W-what?”

      “Izanami,” Shiro murmured, “is having her own shrine servants sent to this shrine to be sacrificed. I would assume it’s for blood magic.” He glanced at Yumei questioningly.

      “That seems likely, though there are other reasons one might require regular sacrifices.”

      She suppressed a shudder. Yumei had used blood magic on her in a spell to save Shiro’s life. The dangerous magic had seemed to have a life of its own, a sentience similar to that of Tsuchi, the yokai spirit realm. How powerful would a spell become if a life were fed to it? She bit her lip against a wave of grief for the innocent people who had died on Izanami’s command.

      “Where is this shrine?” Yumei asked.

      “Sumire is a mountainous region with a few towns and a handful of ski resorts.” Ishida listed several nearby mountains and landmarks until Yumei nodded in recognition.

      “Anything else, Guji?”

      “Nothing.”

      Yumei turned to Shiro and they shared a brief, indecipherable glance. Ki abruptly charged the air, crackling all around them. Black and red light glowed across Yumei, then burst outward. Huge wings spread wide, and the great raven swept away into the darkness. The crows, their eyes glowing red, launched into the air after him, vanishing just as quickly.

      Ishida’s glare snapped to Shiro. “You have what you wanted, now leave this place. Kamigakari Kimura, come with me.”

      Shiro grabbed her kimono and pulled her backward until she bumped into him. “I told you what I want, Ishida, and it isn’t information.”

      She squinted in confusion, unsure what he was talking about.

      “You can’t have her,” Ishida snapped, his grip on his staff tightening.

      I want your kamigakari all to myself. Shiro hadn’t meant that, had he? It had been part of his act.

      “Can’t I?” Shiro crooned. “You intend to imprison her for her final weeks. Such a waste, don’t you think?”

      “Even if you didn’t kill her, yokai, you would foul her beyond salvation, ruining her as a kami vessel. That would be the true waste.”

      Locking stares with Ishida, Emi lifted her chin. “Amaterasu gave me the task of freeing the Kunitsukami, and I will see it to the very end, Guji Ishida. I will not fail my kami.”

      “You are throwing your life away.”

      “It’s not as though you were planning a long and happy life for her anyway.” Shiro leaned forward until his chin was almost resting on her shoulder. “If your best protections can’t stop a couple of yokai, how will they stop Izanami?”

      Ishida looked back to Emi. “Don’t throw away all your sacrifices now, Kimura. Don’t let it all be for nothing.”

      “That’s why I have to do this,” she said. “If I stay here and the Tengu and Shiro fail without me, then it will all have truly been for nothing.”

      His jaw tightened. “I will not let you leave.”

      Ignoring Ishida, Shiro hopped off the offering box and stretched lazily. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Um, I think so.” She looked around and raised her voice. “Katsuo?”

      A rustling sound from farther down the path answered her. Katsuo appeared from a shadowy nook behind a tree, and to Emi’s surprise, Nanako followed him, carrying a backpack in her arms. Katsuo held a bow and a quiver of arrows. Though he glanced worriedly at the fallen sohei, he walked right by Ishida without looking at him and joined Emi at the top of the shrine stairs.

      Nanako stopped several steps down, staring at Shiro with a mixture of fear and fascination.

      Katsuo gestured toward the bag. “We packed everything you should need for a few days. And I added a stack of the strongest ofuda I have.”

      Tearing her gaze away from Shiro’s vulpine ears, Nanako dared ascend another step. She passed the bag to Emi. “I made sure he didn’t forget anything. There’s a warm coat for you as well.”

      Once she’d put on the backpack, Katsuo passed her the bow and quiver. “You might need this too.”

      She cautiously accepted the weapon. It was a bit smaller than the ceremonial one she was used to, but the wood gleamed and the smooth string was taut as steel. Ishida watched the exchange mutely, his face hard and jaw clenched, but he seemed to realize he couldn’t stop her.

      She slung the bow and quiver over her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “Emi …” Katsuo shifted his weight from foot to foot. “You shouldn’t go alone. Let me come with you.”

      “You couldn’t keep up with me.” Shiro lightly tugged a lock of her hair that had escaped her ponytail. “And I’m not carrying you.”

      Focused on the kitsune’s hand by her face, Katsuo flexed his jaw. She swatted Shiro’s hand away.

      “Katsuo,” she murmured apologetically. “I can’t bring you.”

      Fear shadowed his eyes. “Be safe, Emi,” he said gruffly.

      Stepping away from Shiro, she wrapped her arms around Katsuo in a tight hug. After only a brief hesitation, his arms came around her, squeezing her just as tightly, his embrace as comforting as when he’d held her as she cried just an hour earlier. Reluctantly, she stepped back.

      She shared a brief farewell hug with Nanako as well, then hitched her gear higher on her shoulder. She gave Ishida a brief glance, but she didn’t know what to say to him. When he said nothing, she looked expectantly at Shiro. His ears flicked forward and back, his expression unreadable, then he scooped her into his arms with easy strength.

      Leaping off the statue onto the shrine roof, he bounded across the tiles with matchless agility. She glanced back to see Katsuo, Nanako, and Ishida watching her. Then Shiro dropped down onto the other side of the building and took off in his bounding run.

      Darkness closed in around them. For the second time, she was leaving Shion Shrine behind—and this time, she suspected she would never return.
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      Standing at the edge of the valley, Emi stared at the sight before her.

      Crisp, unbroken snow swept down a rolling slope to what was probably a lush meadow in the summer. The early morning sun lit the snow, turning it blinding white. Dark trees draped in snow blanketed the sides of the mountains, which rose to white peaks. The vivid blue sky dazzled her eyes as she looked across the vista.

      To think only an hour before, she’d been hundreds of miles away in Shion. The cold mountain air had a painful bite, but the sun basked her face in warmth and she decided to wait a little longer to search her bag for the coat Nanako had promised.

      After she and Shiro had rejoined Yumei outside the shrine grounds, the Tengu wasted no time in transporting them to the Sumire region in a single, impressive leap of magic. Though she’d expected Yumei to teleport them with his unique ability, she hadn’t expected him to collapse afterward, still in raven form.

      It had taken Yumei half an hour to recover enough to take off again and glide over the mountains in search of the Izanami shrine. She wondered how long it would take him to find it among the sprawling summits and valleys. Though they were in the correct area, there were many mountains to search and she hadn’t thought to bring a map. Perhaps Yumei could ask the local yokai for directions.

      She pursed her lips. Considering the average human male’s resistance to asking for directions, she rather doubted a yokai as proud as the Tengu would lower himself to that.

      Snow crunched beneath approaching steps and she glanced over her shoulder as Shiro joined her.

      “Until Yumei finds this shrine, we’ll have to camp out,” he said. “But there’s no real shelter around here.”

      She blew on her hands to warm them, her breath frosting the air. “Too bad he didn’t bring any of his crows to help him.”

      “His karasu would have trouble travelling this far, but I’m sure he’ll soon bring a new flock under his sway. They won’t be as powerful, but they’ll be able to help us search.”

      She glanced back at the disturbed snow where Yumei had fallen. She’d never seen him weakened like that. “He’ll be okay, right?”

      “Worrying about the Tengu now, little miko?” He brushed some snow off his shoulder. “Don’t fret over him. It was a long distance to jump with two passengers, but he’ll recover quickly.”

      “How does he do it? Teleport like that?”

      “Among yokai, he has an extraordinarily strong connection with Tsuchi,” he explained, referring to the yokai spirit realm. “Tsuchi isn’t permanently tied to this world. Aside from some anchor points—like Yumei’s home—it shifts and moves like a flowing tide. When Yumei wants to travel quickly, Tsuchi bends for him, shifting him to a different location in the earthly realm.”

      She blinked, trying to wrap her mind around the concept. No wonder the accuracy was less than ideal.

      Shiro looked across the valley. “I’ll go search for better shelter. Do you want to wait here?”

      Nodding, she turned her face back to the sun. “It’s warm here.”

      “I won’t be far.”

      She watched him vanish into the dense woods behind her before facing the valley again. Slipping her bag off her shoulder, she set it in the snow before laying her bow and quiver on top of it. Her fingers brushed the smooth wood of the bow. It was a simple but elegant weapon. Did it belong to Katsuo, or had he taken it from the sohei supplies?

      Crouching to sit on her heels and rubbing her hands together for warmth, she gazed idly at the sparkling snow in the valley. She’d never been so far north before.

      Anxiety fluttered in her chest as she wondered what would happen when they found the shrine. Would they have to question the shrine servants? Would Yumei threaten to kill innocent people again? She didn’t want to allow such a thing, but she wasn’t sure they had much choice. They didn’t have time to politely convince people to divulge what they knew.

      As for what that information might be, she couldn’t even begin to guess. Izanami was sending people here to die—for blood magic, as Shiro suspected, or something else? She assumed it was to fuel a magic powerful enough to keep a Kunitsukami imprisoned, but if it was for some other purpose, then they were back to having no leads whatsoever on the whereabouts of the Kunitsukami.

      Time was running out. There were only thirty-two days left until the solstice. How would they find all four Kunitsukami and uncover whatever plot Izanami was devising in less than five weeks? She was already worried about how long this one task would take—finding the shrine, convincing the servants to tell her what they knew, tracking down where the vanishing humans had gone. Would they waste days or weeks here, getting nowhere?

      Her eyelids drooped, weariness dragging at her. She’d missed an entire night’s sleep, and she didn’t know when she would next get to rest. Shiro might be searching for a sheltered campsite, but she couldn’t see herself sleeping in the snow—not if she planned to wake up again. The weather was noticeably colder here than in Shion. Winter had not only arrived in these mountains but had well and truly settled over the land.

      As a hundred worries competed in her head, soft sounds intruded on her thoughts. Her head came up, but nothing moved in the valley before her. The air was still, the pleasant calm of dawn still holding sway over the wind.

      After a moment of quiet, she heard it again—a strange, high-pitched whispering. Then, clearly, a squeaky, childlike laugh.

      Her body went cold with trepidation. Yokai? But no, Shiro wouldn’t have left her alone if there were yokai nearby. Could it be a human? Perhaps these mountains weren’t as remote as they’d assumed. Cautiously, she rose and took a few hesitant steps along the tree line in the direction of the sounds.

      The whispering continued, a babble of high voices speaking in what sounded like excitement. Emi crept toward the sound, scouring the trees and snow for movement.

      “That’s not how you do it!”

      The words rang clearly from among the whispers. Emi froze again. The speakers had sounded so close, but only trees and a boulder barely two feet tall interrupted the blanket of untouched snow.

      “No, Mai, not like that. You’re doing it all wrong.”

      As the squeaky voice rose above the others for a second time, sounding so close, Emi realized there was no way a human was speaking—there was no one nearby—which meant she had to be hearing a yokai. She glanced back at her bow and arrows sitting uselessly on her pack twenty feet away.

      “I’ll show you,” the voice squawked.

      Before Emi could retreat, something jumped out from behind the boulder and landed on top of the rock. A second thing hopped up after it, snatching at the first one. The creatures were only a foot tall, with vaguely human-shaped bodies and wild mops of red hair on their overly large heads.

      The second one grabbed at the fat twig the first one held. Halfway through the motion, its large, bright green eyes swept to Emi. It went rigid. The one with the stick held its prize aloft in triumph before it, too, spotted her.

      Both yokai froze with obvious shock on their odd, round faces.

      “It’s a human,” one of them whispered.

      “What’s a human doing here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think it can see us.”

      “Humans can’t see us.”

      “But it’s looking right at us.”

      “What do we do?”

      The two yokai stared at her mutely, and she stared back, as much at a complete loss for what to do as they seemed to be.

      “Maybe if we don’t move,” the one with the twig whispered, “it will go away.”

      “But what if it doesn’t?”

      Did they realize she could hear them? She blinked repeatedly, gathering her wits as she studied the small creatures. Their bobble-like heads were too large for their bodies, and their unkempt hair only emphasized the disproportionate size. Leaves and twigs stuck out from their crimson locks and their pale bodies were clad in green leaves that shouldn’t have existed this late in the year.

      She cautiously bent into a bow. “My apologies for disturbing you.”

      “The human is talking to us.”

      “It bowed. That’s very polite.”

      “Should we answer?”

      “You should talk to it.”

      “No, you do it.”

      “Fine.” The one with the twig cleared its throat and exclaimed imperiously, “Human! You have trespassed in our territory!”

      She straightened in surprise.

      “Oh, that was well done,” the second one said.

      “Thanks.” It waved its twig. “Human! You are guilty of entering our land. What do you have to say in your defense?”

      “Um.” She looked between them. “I didn’t know this was your territory. I only just arrived.”

      “Ignorance is no excuse! You must be punished!”

      “Punished?” she echoed nervously. The yokai looked harmless, but that didn’t mean anything.

      “I think it’s scared,” the second one whispered. “Good job.”

      The twig-holder grinned triumphantly. “You must submit to your assigned penance, or we will make you pay.”

      Her gaze swept the valley for any sign of Shiro. “Uh, what penance?”

      The yokai blinked its oversized eyes and leaned toward its companion. “What’s the penance?”

      “I don’t know. It was your idea.”

      “But I don’t know either.”

      “Uh.” The creature pointed to the twig in its fellow’s hand. “It’s a human. Make it show us how.”

      “But I know how!”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I saw them doing it.”

      “Just tell the human to teach us!”

      The yokai grunted and pointed its twig at her. “Human! You will teach us a human thing in payment for your crime.”

      “A human … thing?”

      “Yes.” It slapped the twig against its tiny hand like a baseball bat. “We have seen the humans who slide down mountains on sticks, and we want to learn how.”

      The yokai’s words took a few moments to sink in. Humans sliding down mountains on sticks? “Do you mean … skiing?”

      “Oh. Um.” It glanced at its companion. “Yes! Skiing! Teach us!”

      Ishida had mentioned there were ski resorts in this area. Had these yokai seen humans skiing and decided they wanted to try it themselves? The surreality of the moment slowed her thoughts, and she wondered if she was dreaming.

      “Refuse and we will punish you, human!” the yokai threatened squeakily.

      She sighed, wishing Shiro would hurry up and return. He would know how to deal with these yokai. “You can’t slide down the mountain without skis.”

      “We have sticks.” It held up its twig.

      “Skis are flat sticks with smooth bottoms. It makes them slippery so they can slide over the snow.”

      “You are refusing to teach us! We will make you sorry!”

      Grimacing, she glanced at the valley slope and back to the small, angry yokai brandishing a twig. It seemed to be gaining confidence. Maybe she could frighten them away? Then again, if they had any sort of magic, she could quickly end up in over her head.

      “I can’t teach you how to ski,” she said, “but I could teach you how to toboggan instead. It’s much more fun.”

      “Toe … bog … gan? What is that?”

      “It is also a human game of sliding down mountains,” she said solemnly.

      The two yokai bent their heads together, whispering. The twig-holder straightened. “We accept! Teach us this toe-bog-gan game.”

      “You will need a large, flat piece of wood first.” She held her hands out to show how big.

      “Hmm.” The yokai tapped its chin thoughtfully with its twig. “Ah, I know!”

      It hopped off the boulder and sprinted toward the nearest tree. Leaping, it went head first into the tree, vanishing.

      “Ah. Um.” The remaining yokai twisted its hands anxiously, eyeing her. As it waited, two more red-haired heads cautiously poked up from behind the boulder. Emi suppressed a wince. So there were four of them, not two. Lovely.

      In a flash of motion, the yokai burst out of the tree again. In its hands, it carried a giant piece of bark that dwarfed its tiny frame. It sprang onto the boulder and tossed the bark down into the snow in front of her.

      “Is this sufficient, human?”

      She picked up the piece, rather impressed that the tiny creature could carry a two-by-three-foot hunk of bark. It was stronger than it looked. “I think so.”

      Crouching in the snow, she started pulling the roughest bits of bark away. The yokai sidled closer, its three companions creeping after it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “It needs to be smooth so it can slide,” she explained as she pulled off another piece of bark.

      “Smooth?” The yokai reached out and put its hand on the bark. The wood warmed under her hands and blurred in her vision. Before her eyes, it transformed into a sleek, smooth board. “Like this?”

      “Y-yes,” she stuttered. She ran her hand over it, amazed. Magic indeed. It was probably smart that she hadn’t antagonized the creatures. “Um, before we continue, can I ask how much of this land is your territory? So I don’t accidentally trespass again?”

      “Wherever trees root, the land belongs to us!” the yokai exclaimed. “Everyone knows that.”

      “Oh, I see,” she murmured. Yumei would probably disagree with their claim over all forests in the world.

      “But Mai,” one of the others whispered, “you forgot the misty valley.”

      The leader of the four deflated a little. “Oh, yes, the misty valley. That is not ours. But you should not go there!”

      “I shouldn’t?”

      “No. Definitely not.” It looked her over from head to toe. “You are too soft. You would die.”

      One of the yokai leaned toward the leader and whispered in his ear.

      “Oh! Oh, yes.” The creature drew itself up to its full, diminutive height. “Human! If you teach us this toboggan game, we will allow you to stay in our land so you don’t have to go into the misty valley.”

      “That’s very generous of you,” she said carefully. “What’s wrong with the misty valley?”

      “No one who goes into the valley comes out again.” It nodded firmly. “Especially humans. You are not a bad human, so we will let you stay here instead—if you promise to obey us.”

      A valley where humans disappeared, never to return? She pressed her lips together. “Where is the valley? I don’t want to go there by accident.”

      All four yokai simultaneously pointed north.

      “That way. It is always misty. Don’t go into the mist, and you will be safe.” It puffed out its chest. “We will protect you.”

      “Thank you.”

      They all grinned at each other, looking incredibly pleased with themselves.

      “Show us the game!” the leader commanded.

      Forcing her thoughts away from the ominous misty valley, she carried the wooden board to the edge of the hillside and laid it on the snow. She’d never tobogganed, but she’d seen other children do it. With a little effort, she bent the front edge of the thin wood up to form a lip; it was as flexible as the sheet of bark it had started as, though it no longer resembled bark.

      “Sit on the wood,” she told them, “and push yourselves forward. Then you will slide like humans do.”

      The four yokai rushed enthusiastically to the makeshift sled and jumped onto it. Emi gave the back end a firm shove. The smooth wood slid into motion as gravity caught it. The yokai squealed delightedly as they picked up a little speed. After a few yards, however, their momentum petered out and the sled came to a stop on top of the snow.

      “We didn’t slide down the mountain!” the leader exclaimed angrily. “You tricked us!”

      “No, no,” she said quickly, wading through the calf-deep snow to join them. “You just weigh a lot less than humans.”

      She frowned at the sled and the relatively gentle incline, then scrutinized the sunlit valley below, smooth except for a winding hump in the center like a low, oblong hill. Maybe they should move farther down the slope and try there, where it was a bit steeper.

      “You are heavy,” the yokai said suddenly. “You can help.”

      “What?”

      “Get on!”

      “I—no, I couldn’t possibly—”

      “Get on now or we will punish you for your disobedience!”

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. They were awfully bossy for being so tiny. With the gentle slope and hill at the bottom to absorb their momentum, she supposed there was no harm in it. And this would probably be her only chance to try tobogganing before her opportunities to experience new things were gone forever.

      Sorrow whispered through her at the thought but she quickly pushed it away and approached the sled. The yokai hopped off and she sat, keeping one foot in the snow so the sled wouldn’t move. The redheaded creatures piled on with her, two leaping fearlessly into her lap and the other two hanging onto the back of her kimono. She blinked at the tops of their heads, stunned that she had strange, wild yokai sitting on her.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, pulling her thoughts together.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!”

      Swallowing hard, she used her foot to nudge the sled into motion. They glided slowly, gaining a little speed. Clutching the front of the sled, she leaned forward and their speed increased, the breeze teasing her hair. The sled picked up momentum and the icy wind brushed against her cheeks.

      Just as the nose of the sled dipped down, she realized the bright sun and shadowless snow had disguised the actual grade of the slope.

      The sled zoomed down the steepening incline, gaining speed. Her ponytail whipped out behind them and her wide eyes watered from the wind. The world rushed by in a blur as they rocketed toward the valley floor.

      The wild, ecstatic laughter of the yokai rang over the roar of wind in her ears. As the sled sailed over the smooth snow, scarcely touching the ground, her fear dissipated. She let out her own laugh as adrenaline-spiked excitement rushed through her. They whooshed down the slope as the valley leveled out. The humplike hill rose in front of them, but they were going too fast for the ascent to stop them. They shot up the side of the hill.

      And then they were airborne.

      The sled flew out from under her and a piercing scream escaped her as she glimpsed the dark band of rocks on the other side of the hill, shining in the sun.

      And then she landed in the creek with an enormous splash.

      The arctic water engulfed her, the painful cold seizing her muscles. She hit the rocky bottom and thrashed in a panic before getting her feet under her. She burst out of the waist-deep water. Freezing liquid poured off her and she gasped for air, flailing toward the rocky bank. Out of the water—she had to get out of the water. She could already feel the sharp claws grabbing her legs, and she could hear Hana screaming inside her head.

      Grabbing at the rocks, she hauled herself out of the creek, gasping and panting. She crawled away from the bank until her arms gave out and she thumped down in the snow.

      “We did it!” the four yokai squealed, exclaiming excitedly over one another. “We did it!”

      “Human!” the leader cried happily. “We will slide again now! Human, are you—Oh.” The final sound came out in a frightened gasp.

      Gulping down air and quivering from head to toe, Emi lifted her head, her teeth chattering loudly.

      “What in the name of Yomi are you doing?”

      She blinked slowly as her searching gaze found black hakama a few paces in front of her. She dragged her head up to meet a disbelieving ruby stare. Towering over her with his hands on his hips, Shiro shook his head incredulously.

      Something thumped on top of her. With the press of tiny feet, all four yokai piled on her back.

      “This human is ours!” the leader squeaked aggressively, slapping the top of her head with a small hand. “Go find your own human.”

      Shiro’s expression of disbelief slid away and his eyes narrowed to slits as they focused on the yokai. “She’s mine.”

      “We found it first! It belongs to us!” Unfamiliar ki singed the air. “We will not let you take it away from us!”

      “She belongs to me. Use your nose, imp.”

      “What? What do you …”

      All four yokai sniffed loudly.

      “The human smells like the kitsune,” one of them whispered.

      “The human must belong to him.”

      “No fair.”

      “But we found it.”

      After a loud sigh, the leader declared irritably, “We accept your prior claim.”

      “Good. Now get off her.” He strode forward and the yokai hopped away. Grabbing her arms, he pulled her up. She tried to get her feet under her.

      “Sh-sh-shi-r-r-ro,” she chattered, her whole body quaking with violent shivers as icy water dripped off her. “I d-d-didn’t m-m-mean t-t-to—”

      He scooped her into his arms, heedless of her drenched clothes. She pressed into his warmth, shaking even harder.

      “Kodama!” he barked. “You damaged my human. I demand recompense.”

      A tiny voice grumbled, “We didn’t damage it.”

      “You got her wet in the cold. Humans are fragile and she needs warmth before she sickens. Your payment is to bring all the dry wood you can find to the spot where the three boulders meet the cliff. You know that spot?”

      “Yes,” the yokai squeaked reluctantly. “We will bring wood.”

      “Don’t waste any time. Go!” he barked, and the yokai jumped in fright before dashing off through the snow.

      Holding her tight to him, Shiro launched back up the valley slope. She attempted to hold her jaw still but the chattering was unstoppable.

      “Idiot miko,” he growled. “Why are you messing around with kodama? They look harmless, but they’re sneaky little imps with dangerous magic.”

      “I-I-I d-did-d-dn’t-t—”

      “Don’t talk,” he snapped as he reached the top of the slope.

      She flinched at his tone and hid her face against his kosode, now almost as wet as her clothes. Her soaked hair slapped at her back with each movement. If she’d had the chance to think about it first, she would have expected Shiro to laugh at her for being stupid and falling in a creek. Why did he seem so angry?

      He stopped just long enough to grab her bow and supply bag before shooting into the trees. The forest rushed by, dappled shadows and spots of bright sun flashing in her eyes. Soon, he was skidding to a stop again. She lifted her head to find them in the center of a round space with a cliff wall on one side and three large boulders forming a wall on the other side. Trees leaned over the bowl-like spot, their overhanging branches adding another layer of insulation. Only a thin film of snow covered the carpet of fallen leaves.

      A pile of small branches and twigs was already stacked in the center. Had the kodama put those there? So fast?

      Shiro cast a hand toward the mound of sticks. Fire leaped from his palm and rushed over the branches, instantly turning them into a merrily crackling campfire. Warmth rushed over her.

      He dumped her onto her feet and she shuffled toward the flames, shuddering from head to toe as she held her hands toward the fire. Behind her, he opened her bag and dug through it. He pulled out her spare miko uniform and what had to be her coat: heavy black wool shaped vaguely like a knee-length haori, with a row of eye-loop buttons on the far side—the coat would fold over itself like a robe before being buttoned, adding to the warmth.

      He held the coat open and extended it to her. “Strip.”

      Her head snapped up. “W-what?”

      “Strip,” he said impatiently. “Get out of those wet clothes.”

      “B-b-but—”

      “Don’t argue with me.” His expression hardened. “Take them off before I rip them off you.”

      Cringing away from him, she blinked rapidly against the sting of tears. He lifted the coat higher until it hung between them, giving her privacy. With trembling hands, she untied her obi, wincing as her hakama loosened around her hips. Gritting her teeth, she slid them down and stepped out of them as she shrugged off her kimono. She quickly grabbed her change of clothes and pulled them on, wincing as the droplets clinging to her skin dampened the new garments.

      Once she was dressed again, she stepped into the coat he held open. He swept it around her before she could insert her arms into the sleeves, bundling her in the wool so swiftly she could only squeak in surprise. He scooped her up, tucked the bottom of the coat under her, and put her down right in front of the fire. Leaving her, he snatched up her wet garments and tossed them over nearby branches, spreading them out to dry.

      As she huddled in her coat, the cold hardly seemed to matter. She couldn’t tear her stare from him, from the sharpness of his movements, the anger in them painfully obvious. Suddenly, she wished she had brought Katsuo with her. With weak fingers, she slid off her soaked boots and pushed them toward the fire.

      Shiro finished laying out her clothes and stalked back to her. Towering over her, he frowned, searching her face. His frown deepened and she wilted, shoulders hunching.

      He leaned down and once again grabbed her. Scooping her into his arms, he dropped down cross-legged where she’d been sitting and held her in his lap. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her tight to him.

      “Shiro!” she gasped, trying to lean away as her face warmed in a blush.

      His arms tightened and he growled, “I’ll let you go when your lips aren’t blue anymore.”

      Blinking in confusion, she stopped resisting, letting him tuck her against his chest. Heat radiated from him, seeping through the coat. Curled up in the wool, the fire at her back and his warmth all around her, she felt her shuddering shivers relent. Her aching muscles relaxed and she tentatively leaned her head on his shoulder. She closed her eyes, her nose filled with his woodsy scent, underlain with a hint of smoke that had nothing to do with the campfire.

      “Kitsune?” a voice squeaked.

      Shiro’s head turned. Emi peeked over the edge of the coat to see the four redheaded yokai standing well back from the fire. Another pile of branches sat in front of them.

      “Will the human recover?” the leader asked hesitantly.

      “If she doesn’t, I’ll burn your forest to the ground.”

      Their faces blanched.

      “Shiro, it wasn’t their fault,” she whispered. “I didn’t see the creek—”

      His glare flashed down to her and he growled. She shut her mouth so fast her teeth clacked.

      He looked back at the kodama. “Go away.”

      They scurried off, casting petulant glares at Shiro as they vanished inside the nearest tree trunks.

      “Little pests,” he grumbled, his arms tightening around her, his grip almost painfully constricting.

      “Shiro …”

      “Don’t start,” he snapped. “What were you thinking? Those aren’t harmless little children to play games with. And sliding down the hill—falling in a creek in this cold—” He snarled again. “Humans are so fragile. You need to be more careful.”

      She forced herself to relax. His arms loosened a little, allowing her to breathe more easily. Humans were indeed fragile compared to yokai, and she finally understood where his bad temper was coming from. It was rooted not in anger, but in fear. He didn’t know exactly how fragile humans were, and getting soaked to the bone in the cold with no shelter was a danger of unknown magnitude.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, resting her cheek on him, her head tucked under his chin. “They were threatening me, and I didn’t know what else to do but go along with their demands.”

      His chest rose under her before he exhaled. “I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

      She wanted to protest that she didn’t need constant supervision but knew better. When it came to yokai, she did need help.

      Wiggling one arm out of the coat, she quickly tugged her hair tie free and spread her hair over her back to dry. Just as she was about to withdraw her arm, his eyes caught hers, his face so close. The memory of the last time they’d been this close swamped her. Her gaze reflexively dropped to his mouth.

      Realizing what she’d done, she pulled her arm back into the coat and held it tightly closed around her, blushing hotly.

      “You look a little more alive,” he observed, uncharacteristically not commenting on her too-obvious ogling of him. “The blush is helping.”

      Her cheeks grew even hotter and she scowled at him. “Helping what?”

      “You were as white as the snow when you got out of the creek. Blue lips, glazed eyes. You looked moments from death.”

      “Cold doesn’t mean instant death for a human,” she told him dryly. “Your lips would have been blue too if you’d taken a dunk in that water.”

      “Not me. Cold never bothers me.”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, almost never.” He grinned crookedly at her skeptical look. “Fire is in my blood, little miko.”

      The return of his grin brought a relieved smile to her face. Her kitsune was back to normal. She hadn’t known how to handle his aggressively protective bad temper.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      “N-nothing.”

      “Are you still cold?” He pulled her closer again. “Do you need a bigger fire?”

      “No, I’m fine,” she said quickly, not wanting to explain that her stutter hadn’t been from shivering but from the fear that he might somehow read her thoughts. To divert him, she asked, “What exactly are kodama?”

      “Tree sprites. Alone, they’re nothing to worry about, but they have frightening powers in large numbers, especially in their home forests. I imagine they were very excited by the idea of a human pet all their own.”

      “A pet?”

      “If you’d been by yourself, you probably would have ended up in Tsuchi for a few decades, ensnared as their servant and playmate until they got bored of you.”

      “For decades?” she whispered, feeling cold again. She pressed closer to him.

      “Don’t humans have stories about yokai kidnapping children and whatnot? It doesn’t happen often anymore, but the stories are reasonably accurate. Some yokai want to eat humans. Others …” He shrugged. “Although, I’m surprised they assumed you were a regular mortal and not—huh.”

      He unexpectedly dipped his head closer to her and his nostrils flared. “Actually, you don’t smell nearly as strongly of kami as you did a few days ago. I can hardly detect it.”

      “Guji Ishida gave me a new omamori to disguise my ki,” she answered, trying to lean away but unable to escape his arms.

      “Hmm.” He pushed his nose into her hair, inhaling again. “No wonder the kodama didn’t notice. A yokai would have to be paying close attention to catch the scent of kami now.”

      “Shiro!” She squirmed, ducking her head away from his face as her cheeks flamed all over again.

      “What?”

      She clenched her jaw, not wanting to point out how smelling her wasn’t exactly polite—and not wanting him to notice that her pulse was racing again. She mentally cast about for something else to say. “What about the stories of the Tengu kidnapping people and trapping them in fantasy worlds?”

      Straightening again, he snorted in amusement. “Those tales aren’t quite right. Tsuchi would seem like a fantasy world to a human, wouldn’t it? And can you see Yumei kidnapping humans? He couldn’t care less. Some of his karasu are troublemakers, though. I wouldn’t put it past them to snatch humans.”

      “His crows only seemed to want to eat me.”

      “His karasu these days are different. Centuries ago, they were more powerful.” He absently watched the dancing flames. “In times long past, the Tengu was a lord in more than name. He ruled his lands with his karasu generals at his back and armies of beasts at his call.”

      The change in his speech—his voice deeper, and his words soft and elegant—immediately caught her attention. His unfocused eyes looked back in time and something ancient stirred in their depths.

      “What changed?” she asked in a neutral tone, struggling to keep her body relaxed despite her intense focus on him.

      “He tired of the demanding tedium of rule,” he answered in those slow, smooth tones, his attention still on the flames—on a past world only he could see. Though he was speaking to her, he didn’t seem entirely aware of her presence. “His generals departed to seek their own glory and he settled in his mountain valley to let the wars wage without him, ever watchful and never quite forgotten.”

      “What was he like back then?” she murmured.

      “Ruthless, certainly. His temper has softened from his time in quiet solitude, but his wit hasn’t dulled.”

      “When did you first meet?”

      “The first time? I don’t …” His gaze abruptly focused, his brow wrinkling in confusion. His eyes dropped to hers, and for a terrifying instant, his blank stare held no recognition.

      “Shiro?” she whispered.

      He blinked. “Emi?”

      She exhaled unsteadily. “Are you okay?”

      “What …” He glanced around the circular campsite, looking confused and lost. “What did I say?”

      “You were talking about Yumei and what he used to be like.” When he didn’t say anything, she asked cautiously, “Don’t you remember?”

      “I remember saying it …” He released her from one arm so he could rub his hand over his face. “I remember speaking, but whatever memories went with those words have already slipped away again. I can’t actually remember …”

      She managed a weak smile, attempting to hide her concern. “But you remembered for a minute there. It’s another step toward regaining all your memories, right?”

      “Right …”

      She tucked herself against him, leaning her head on his chest and hoping he hadn’t seen her fear. His confusion and the way he’d looked at her as though he was so tangled between his past life and his current one that, even for just a moment, he couldn’t figure out who she was … Sickening anxiety twisted in her.

      “It sounded like you met Yumei before,” she whispered. How old did that make Shiro? Well over a hundred years, that was for certain.

      “I don’t think so … I probably just knew his reputation. Maybe I met him in passing, but if it were anything more, he would remember me even if I don’t remember him.”

      “Maybe you weren’t very memorable back then. A little kitsune with one tail or something.”

      He huffed a brief chuckle. “Maybe.”

      “I wonder how scary Yumei was when he was a warlord?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “You don’t think he’s scary now?”

      “I meant more scary.”

      “Probably a lot more. I think all yokai were more frightening back then, especially for humans. Humans no longer believe in us.”

      She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Didn’t you once tell me that yokai are more powerful when people believe in them?”

      “It’s hard to have power over someone who doesn’t even know you’re there.”

      She laughed softly that his mysterious comment had just been meant to throw her off balance. Shiro was good at throwing her off balance.

      Her eyes slipped closed as she listened to the crackling fire. Dread whispered through her, spreading a chill through her body despite the warmth all around her. Sooner or later, she would remove the last two loops of the onenju and free his memories from the binding curse. What would happen then? How much would his memories change him? How different from the man she knew was the person who’d spoken of an ancient, warmongering Tengu?

      What if, when his memories returned, he forgot her?

      If that happened, then she would just have to accept it. His memories were more important. Besides, if he forgot her, then he wouldn’t miss her once she was gone. An ache grew in her chest.

      Weariness spread through her, encouraged by the warm comfort of Shiro’s arms around her, holding her close. Half awake, she drifted as she listened to his heart beating beneath her ear. As sleep whisked her toward oblivion, a sudden thought occurred to her.

      “Oh!” She sat up so abruptly she almost dropped her coat. She yanked it closed against the rush of cold air.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I almost forgot. One good thing came out of my encounter with the kodama.”

      “What would that be?” he asked doubtfully.

      She smiled grimly. “Yumei doesn’t need to find the Hinagiku Shrine. I know where we should look first for the missing humans.”
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      “Well,” Emi said nervously, “it’s definitely misty.”

      Shiro stood on one side of her, Yumei on the other, and together the three of them studied the valley. The sprawling forest spanned the width and length of several mountains, the endless trees melding together into a carpet of green conifers and skeletal branches, devoid of autumn foliage.

      Only the outer edges of the forest were clearly visible. Filling the bowl of the valley, thick fog hung in the air like a cloud too heavy to stay afloat, obscuring everything but for the tops of the tallest trees poking through. The afternoon sun glared in the blue sky, but neither its light nor its warmth affected the softly roiling mist that drenched the valley.

      “Do you feel that?” Shiro asked.

      Yumei nodded. “Tsuchi’s presence is surprisingly strong.”

      “Tsuchi?” Emi repeated, squinting at the fog, unable to sense anything unusual. “But that doesn’t make sense. Izanami would want to imprison a Kunitsukami away from Tsuchi.”

      “Maybe this is something else,” Shiro murmured. “We won’t know until we check it out.”

      Without another word, Yumei started forward, gliding down the slope toward the dark wall of trees. Gripping her bow in one hand, she hurried after him, Shiro trailing behind her. She wished she knew what they were walking into. Even with her bow and the ofuda tucked in her sleeves, she didn’t feel well prepared.

      Trees closed in, the thick trunks towering over them, their bare branches tangled high above. The snow on the ground thinned until it was only ankle deep. Beneath it, a thick carpet of leaves absorbed their steps. Sparse underbrush left the forest floor surprisingly open and easy to traverse.

      She squinted ahead. The dark trunks formed bold lines across the snow, but in the distance, the shapes of the trees softened and disappeared into the white fog.

      “I can see why the local yokai avoid this forest,” Shiro said, his quiet murmur startling her. “It’s so lifeless.”

      “Lifeless?” Emi echoed, glancing around at the endless trees.

      “No birds, no small animals. I can’t hear or smell anything alive.”

      Now that Shiro had pointed it out, she couldn’t ignore the eerie quiet of the woods. Their soft footsteps, even the sound of their breathing, were obtrusively loud. Twitching her shoulders nervously, she hurried her steps to stay closer to Yumei. The Tengu glided through the snow, his head turning slowly as he took it all in—not fearfully, but wary attentiveness did touch his movements.

      “Yumei,” she said, eager to cover up the ominous silence. “Are you sure you’ve never met Shiro before?”

      He didn’t even glance back at her. “Yes.”

      “But he remembers you.”

      He stopped and turned, his silver eyes shining in the shadows as they snapped from her to Shiro. “What are you talking about?”

      She explained what Shiro had said about the Tengu of the past and how he’d forgotten the memories immediately afterward. “What if you two did meet a long time ago, but you just don’t remember him?”

      “We have not met,” Yumei said without emotion. “I would not have forgotten such an irritating creature.”

      “I’m glad I’ve made such a lasting impression,” Shiro said, his smirk suggesting more amusement than insult.

      “How would Shiro know so much about you then?” Emi persisted.

      Yumei turned and resumed walking. “Probably from his master. Though I cannot recall the face of any Kunitsukami after so long, I have met Inari on numerous occasions.”

      Because the Kunitsukami were so far from mortal—beings of deep power and magic—their appearances easily slipped from the memories of lesser beings. It seemed so strange to her that Yumei could remember so much about them but not their faces.

      “What’s Inari like?” she asked.

      “Irritating. The kitsune take after their master.”

      Emi frowned at such a rude description of a Kunitsukami. Shouldn’t Yumei be more respectful, even in passing?

      “So how would Inari and Shiro most likely know each other?” She glanced between the two yokai, unsure who she was directing the question at. “All I know is that the kitsune are said to be Inari’s messengers.”

      “Why would a Kunitsukami need messengers?” Shiro asked. “If we ever find Inari, that will be my first question.”

      Yumei flicked a hand in annoyance. “Messenger, servant, vassal. Many words for the same role. As I have my karasu, Inari has the kitsune.”

      Emi scrunched her eyes, imagining a stern, regal figure surrounded by a tumbling pack of fluffy white foxes. Not nearly as intimidating an image as Yumei and his flock of black, beady-eyed crows.

      “So Shiro is probably Inari’s vassal? I guess that makes sense.”

      “I don’t know.” Shiro laced his hands behind his head, tipping his face toward the forest canopy enshrouded in fog. “I have my doubts.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” he replied dryly, “but I’m not the obedient, reliable type. No Kunitsukami in their right mind would want me as a vassal.”

      Emi didn’t respond. Despite Shiro’s poor opinion of himself, she suspected his capacity for honor and loyalty far outweighed his unpredictable tendencies.

      “In their right mind?” Yumei repeated in a murmur. “Inari is many things, but that is not among the first descriptions I would apply.”

      Startled out of her thoughts, Emi stared at the Tengu’s back with wide eyes. “What do you mean? Are you saying Inari isn’t … sane?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Yumei stopped, his head swiveling. Emi halted as well, apprehension sliding through her. Gripping her bow in both hands, she scoured their surroundings—the unmoving trees and swaths of unbroken snow. It took her a moment to see what was amiss.

      Two dozen yards beyond the nearest trunks, everything was white. During their walk, the fog had thickened, obscuring the woods. The diffused sunlight cast no shadows, creating an eerie world of dim, indistinct light.

      “Are we lost?” Emi whispered, remembering her circular walk through the mountain forest a few weeks ago when she’d first encountered Shiro and his oni pursuer.

      “Not yet,” Shiro answered.

      “Stay close,” Yumei said, resuming his gliding walk. “And keep quiet.”

      Shiro moved to her side and they followed the Tengu through the woods. The minutes ticked by and she wondered how much daylight they had left. A couple hours, at least, but that wasn’t enough time to search the entire valley. Yumei and Shiro probably didn’t mind the dark, but the thought of wandering this strange, noiseless forest after nightfall filled her with dread.

      What would they even find here? Maybe this place had nothing to do with Izanami and the missing Kunitsukami. Even if it did, they were roaming without direction in a sprawling valley. With the limited visibility, they could walk right past obvious clues without seeing them.

      Obeying Yumei’s demand for silence, she didn’t share her thoughts. Until the Tengu gave up the search, they wouldn’t be leaving these woods. Shivering in the cold and tugging nervously at a lock of hair that had escaped her tight bun, she followed him wordlessly.

      Shiro strode beside her, scanning the woods. The fog drifted in and out of the trees, thickening unexpectedly into dense clouds before thinning again. They walked in and out of the pockets of mist, some so dense that Yumei’s dark shape ahead of her would almost vanish.

      Her skin prickled. The chill in the air grew, seeming to leak up from the ground to coil around her ankles with each step. Yumei’s silhouette faded to misty grey as the fog rolled over them again. She shifted closer to Shiro until her sleeve brushed his arm, the slight contact calming her nerves a little.

      Yumei came to a stop, the mist slowly roiling around him like a cloud. He turned his head side to side.

      “I lost it again,” he murmured.

      “I lost it too,” Shiro said. “Tracking in these conditions is impossible.”

      “Lost what?” Emi asked, rubbing her arm with her free hand. The bow held tight in her other fist did little to comfort her.

      Shiro rolled his shoulders to release tension. “I can sense a strange presence, but I’m not quite sure what it is.”

      “Tsuchi is obscuring our senses,” Yumei added irritably.

      “Wait, you two are following something?” She looked between them, a scowl pulling at her mouth. “Why didn’t you tell me? I thought we were just walking around aimlessly.”

      “The earthly and spirit realms are dangerously intertwined here,” Yumei said, ignoring her complaint. “They shift continuously with the fog.”

      Shiro pushed his hair out of his eyes. “Since the fog is coming from Tsuchi, can you do anything about it?”

      Yumei turned, his gaze sweeping across the misty trees. “I have no power over Tsuchi here. I cannot even …”

      An eddy swept over them and his words faded with the swirling fog. The dense mist obscured his form entirely, though he was only a few steps away. His voice disappeared along with his shadow.

      Shiro’s arms clamped around her, pulling her against him. She clung to him, fear dancing along her nerves. She couldn’t see anything but white.

      “Yumei?” she called.

      “He’s not there,” Shiro said in a rough growl. “I should be able to hear him but I can’t.”

      “What—but what happened?”

      “I’m not sure. All I know is he’s not where he was a moment ago—or we aren’t. The realms keep shifting with this accursed fog.” His head snapped around, ears swiveling rapidly. “We’re getting out of here.”

      “What about Yumei?”

      “He can take care of himself.” He gripped her hand, entwining their fingers tightly together. “Don’t let go of me.”

      She nodded anxiously and he started back the way they’d come. The heavy fog churned all around, hiding the forest. Trees appeared in front of them, visible only from a few feet away. Shiro steered her unhesitatingly, weaving around trunks and underbrush. Emi glanced at the snow, searching for the tracks they’d made on their way into the forest, but she couldn’t see so much as a footprint.

      “How do you know which way to go?” she asked in a hush.

      “I have a good sense of direction.” He stopped, his ears swiveling, then started again at a different angle. “This fog is making it difficult, though. I’ve never seen the two realms intermingled like this before.”

      “What about Yumei’s home?”

      “His home is an anchor, but this is something else.” He circled a ragged spruce tree. “I don’t know much about how it works. Yumei is the expert, not me.”

      “What if this forest—” she began.

      Shiro jerked backward mid-step—or he tried to. He twisted strangely, almost convulsing on the spot.

      Clutching his hand, she stepped closer. “Shiro, what—”

      “Stay back!”

      Still holding her hand, he dug one foot into the snow and strained backward, but somehow he didn’t move, as though an invisible force was holding him in place.

      As she clutched his hand, a strange, golden shimmer caught her eye. She squinted. When Shiro moved, a thin line shone like a thread of spun gold, stretching away from him into the trees. Another thread gleamed, almost invisible in the fog, then another and another. As she leaned back, the shape materialized before her.

      A web. A glistening golden spider web stretched between the trees.

      Shiro strained against the huge web, his left arm and side stuck to the shining threads. Emi grabbed his hand with both of hers and pulled, throwing all her weight into it. The sound of a seam ripping accompanied his grunt as he dug his free foot into the snow. They both pulled hard against the web as the threads bowed under the pressure.

      Then his foot slipped.

      The web snapped back into shape, yanking him with it—and tearing his hand out of hers. As she fell, the fog roiled violently. Scrambling up, she lunged for Shiro as the mist swept over them.

      “Emi!”

      His voice came out of the fog and she reached for the spot where he should have been. Her hands found nothing but cool mist as she stumbled forward.

      “Shiro? Shiro!”

      Her panicked cry echoed around her. She froze in place, her senses straining. It was silent. Impenetrable white fog surrounded her. She couldn’t see or hear anything.

      “Shiro!” she called desperately.

      He should have been right there. Right there in front of her. Why wasn’t he answering? Why couldn’t she see him? Stretching her hands out, she took a few more careful steps, terrified of walking into the spider web and becoming trapped with him. Where was he? Why wasn’t he there?

      After a few more steps and frantic calls, she knew she was alone. Squeezing her eyes shut, she saw Yumei vanish right before them, swallowed by the fog. The same thing had happened to her. Was she still in the earthly realm? Or had she been shifted to the spirit realm?

      Panic spun through her head. What was she supposed to do? She hadn’t thought to ask Shiro or Yumei what to do if they became separated. Opening her eyes, she stared around at the fog. She should do nothing and wait. If she wandered around, she would only make it harder for them to find her.

      Fighting to stay calm, she stepped backward, retracing her steps to the spot where she’d first realized Shiro was gone. She would wait there until he found her. She bit hard on her lip. He would free himself from that giant web, wouldn’t he? He could summon his swords and cut himself free before the web spinner arrived to see what it had ensnared.

      She was trying hard not to think about what had spun that web. No one who goes into the valley comes out again.

      Focused on keeping her panic contained, she retreated another step. Her back hit something strange—something that resisted her movement but wasn’t wholly solid. Her stomach plummeted in terror and she flung herself away.

      She moved about six inches before being yanked back into place. With her heart in her throat, she looked up. Sticky gold threads crisscrossed behind her, stretching to the nearest trees. She’d backed into another web. But how? She’d just walked safely through this exact spot!

      Dropping her bow, she lunged forward again only to be pulled back by the elastic web. Barely containing a scream, she thrashed as the utter, consuming terror of being trapped, of being helpless prey for a monster, emptied her head. Her flailing arm hit the web and stuck for a petrifying instant before she tore it free again.

      Think. She had to think. Forcing herself to stop, she sucked in rapid breaths and examined the web. She remembered the sound of Shiro’s clothes ripping. Yes, of course. Her clothes were stuck to the web, not her skin, and with her arms free, she could shed the clothing binding her in place.

      Careful to keep her arms away from the web, she slipped the straps of her bag off her shoulders. Her torso came free, leaving the backpack stuck in place. Only the lower half of her body was trapped now. She bent toward the ground, the bottom hem of her coat and the back of her hakama still glued to the web, and scrabbled at the snow until her hands found a tree root. Using it as leverage, she pulled with all her strength. The web bowed.

      With the snap of breaking threads, she came free all at once.

      She collapsed into the snow. Gasping, she rolled to her feet and turned back to the web. Her bag hung from it, empty straps dangling. Taking hold of the straps, she braced herself and heaved. The web curved toward her but didn’t release its victim. The bag was fused in place.

      She swiftly inspected it. Her quiver of arrows stuck out through the open zipper on top of the bag, the dark fletching contrasting with the endless white fog. Maybe she could cut the threads with an arrowhead. She slid the quiver free, plucked an arrow out, and swung the quiver over her shoulder. As she reached for her bag again, it wobbled on the web.

      Her fingers froze in place, hovering a few inches from the strap. The bag gave another little shiver, moving all by itself. No, it wasn’t the bag that was moving. It was the web.

      Scrambling back a step, she looked up.

      In the mist ten feet above her head, a dark shape floated in midair. Then two long, thin legs uncurled from the body, reaching downward like searching fingers. With the instinct of a small, hunted animal, she slowly crouched down, never taking her eyes off the dark shape, and picked up her bow from the snow. Then she crept away from the web.

      The enormous spider picked its way down the shivering strands. Its front four legs were freakishly long, twice the length of its body, while the back four legs were shorter. The flat center of its body was a dull gold, with faint black stripes marking its elongated abdomen. Its legs, smooth on top with stiff bristles on the underside, were banded in matching colors. From front legs to back, it was at least three feet long.

      Her heart raced in a frenzy, choking her. She continued slowly backing away, her bow extended behind her so she wouldn’t walk into another web. The spider climbed down, motions paced and precise, until it reached her bag. One long front leg reached down and tapped the fabric.

      So fast she would have missed it if she’d blinked, the spider pounced on her bag. Bulbous protrusions on its face extended and it sank a pair of giant, glistening fangs into the front of the bag. Wet strings of venom dripped from its mouth as it dug the curved barbs into its prey.

      She didn’t realize she’d audibly gasped until the spider stilled. Its head came up and six black eyes stared—a cluster of four in the center and two larger ones on either side of its head. A pair of tiny, arm-like appendages on either side of its face wiggled busily, sliding over the fangs as though preparing them for another bite.

      Retreating another step, she slowly placed the arrow in her hand against the bow. Cautiously, she lifted the bow and took aim. The spider’s mouth twitched hungrily and it stretched out its long front legs, as though reaching for her across the space between them. She drew the string back to her cheek.

      A heavy weight slammed down on top of her head.

      The arrow shot into the fog as long legs curled over her. A bloodcurdling scream ripped through her throat as she ducked and thrashed, trying to throw the spider off her. She caught it with the edge of the bow and tore it off her back, flinging it to the ground. It reared up, taller than she was, its front legs waving and fangs extended. Faster than she ever had in her life, she snatched another arrow, nocked it, and fired.

      At the last second, the spider dropped down and the arrow struck its bulbous abdomen instead of its head. It shuddered in soundless pain but didn’t even step back. Through her panic, she realized she’d forgotten to add her ki to the arrow. With a final quiver, the spider flexed its fangs and lunged at her.

      She screamed again, thrusting her bow out in front of her. The spider hit it and bounced off, legs waving in the air. She grabbed another arrow and nocked it.

      “Shukusei no tama!” she cried and fired the arrow.

      It whooshed through the air, glowing white, and hit the spider in its underbelly. Light flashed brightly and the creature slumped in the snow, legs limp.

      She spun toward the web where her bag still hung, dripping venom, but the first spider was nowhere in sight. She grabbed another arrow and laid it against the bow, ready to draw it at the first sign of movement. As she panted, her hands trembling, the bag wobbled on the web once again. Her gaze snapped up.

      A dark, hazy shape hovered among the branches above her. Then she saw the second one. Then the third. Her knees weakened as she counted five giant spiders clinging to invisible webs twenty feet above her head. Almost simultaneously, they extended their legs and began to move.

      Her courage broke. Whirling around, she bolted through the trees. Thuds sounded behind her and she glanced back to see the spiders dropping to the ground and scuttling after her, their legs a blur. Screaming in her head but too terrified to make a sound, she ran blindly through the mist, dodging trees as they appeared out of the endless white.

      A cluster of trees loomed ahead of her. In the wide gap between two, a golden web spanned the branches. Skidding to a stop in the snow, she faced the web. A human-sized hole had been torn in it, the ragged edges black as though charred by fire.

      “Shiro?” she shouted. “Shiro!”

      Silence was her only answer. She whirled around, looking back the way she’d come, bow and arrow at the ready, but she couldn’t see anything through the mist. Were the spiders following her? She looked up.

      A spider dropped out of the fog. She jolted backward and it landed in front of her, raising its front limbs threateningly. Backpedaling, she snapped her bow up. The spider dropped onto all eight legs and retreated swiftly. She took aim.

      Another spider lunged out of the mist from her left. The moment she spun toward it, the first one lurched toward her from the other side. Whirling around, she retreated on trembling legs. A third spider dropped into the snow directly ahead of her. She jerked her bow toward it but didn’t fire. The threat of the arrow was the only thing keeping them away from her, and if she shot one of them, the other two would attack before she could draw another arrow.

      Panting, she continued to retreat. A fourth one picked its way casually down a tree trunk, legs moving in eerie, graceful waves. Its black eyes watched her.

      “Shiro!” she screamed desperately. How far could he be?

      The spiders inched closer as she swung her bow between them like a pendulum. A fifth one descended from the branches above, hanging upside down by a golden thread. Struggling to breathe, she retreated step by step as the spiders advanced on her. Should she fire? Should she run again? She was pretty sure they were faster than her. The fifth spider lowered to the ground, the thread trailing behind it, and joined its fellows.

      Spread in a half circle, the spiders pressed closer, shrinking the gap. Emi pulled the bowstring back to her cheek, summoning her ki as she prepared to speak the incantation.

      The five spiders lunged at her.

      She hurled herself away as she fired at the nearest one, too startled to utter the purification incantation. Her back hit something soft behind her at the same time her arrow struck the spider in the center of its cluster of eyes. It dropped to the ground, legs shuddering violently before it went still.

      Emi wrenched forward but her body didn’t move. Golden threads glimmered in her peripheral vision but she couldn’t even turn her head to see them. Her hair was glued to the web. Her back, upper arms, and legs were all stuck. She had jumped backward right into it.

      As the spiders casually drifted closer, ignoring their dead comrade, she realized they’d deliberately herded her into the web like a sheep into a pen. Pain lanced her muscles as she fought to free herself, even one arm. If she could get one arm out, she could try getting out of her clothes.

      The spiders scuttled closer. The largest one reached the far side of the web and climbed onto it, picking its way toward her. Its mouth-like appendages wiggled as its long fangs uncurled, glistening wetly. It approached with slow caution, filling her vision with its dull gold body and beady cluster of lidless eyes. One leg stretched out, the clawed tip reaching for her as it extended its fangs.

      She screamed, writhing madly in the web.

      From out of the fog, bright light flashed. A white shape hurtled out of the mist and into the cluster of spiders. Blue and white flames rippled off the fox’s fur as his three tails lashed behind him. With red eyes and face markings glowing fiercely, he grabbed the spider’s leg in his jaws before it could touch Emi and wrenched it off the web.

      All four spiders swarmed toward the kitsune. Impossibly agile, he vaulted away and spun around, grabbing another one by the leg. Fire erupted from his jaws and he tore the leg clean off. He dashed and whirled among the flailing, lunging spiders, his wolf-sized form far better suited to fighting the spiders than his two-legged human form. Kitsunebi sparked to life around him, the fiery orbs spiraling through the air. They bombarded the spiders as Shiro danced among the creatures, so fast he was a streak of fire and fur. Flames trailed behind him as he caught them one after another, ripping off limbs as his kitsunebi barraged them.

      When he at last stopped moving, only maimed, burning bodies were left, their dismembered legs scattered around in the snow.

      Shiro whirled toward her as fire burst over him. His human form appeared. As he sprang toward her, his kitsunebi streaked ahead of him and ripped through the web all around her. She sagged, her bow slipping from her quivering hand as he grabbed her.

      “Emi!” He pulled her up and set her on her feet. His hands clamped around the sides of her head and he lifted her face, his gaze sweeping frantically across her features. “Are you hurt? Were you bitten?”

      “I—”

      He released her face and swept his hands over her shoulders and down her sides, scouring her body for injuries. He spun her and checked her back, then turned her around again to face him.

      “Shiro, I’m fine.” Still winded, she dizzily gripped his wrists so he couldn’t spin her again. “They didn’t bite me.”

      His eyes swept her face again, the markings on his cheeks glowing faintly, and he finally nodded.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said, stooping to grab her bow.

      “What’s happening? What are those—”

      “Tsuchigumo,” he growled, holding her bow out to her. “Spider yokai of the spirit realm. We walked right into a damn nest, and we need to get out of this forest before—”

      He whirled around, hands flying up. A gargantuan shadow dropped out of the fog and slammed into him. He fell back into Emi, driving her into the ground and landing on top of her. The back of her head struck a root beneath the snow, jarring her skull like a hammer strike.

      In the instant where pain and shock caused time to slow to a crawl, she saw everything.

      Shiro was on top of her, crushing the air from her lungs, his back to her and his arms extended in front of him. On top of him was a nightmarish monster. The spider was four or five times the size of the ones that had attacked Emi. The markings on its massive body were bright, vibrant yellow, with a blood-red band across its bulging abdomen. Its endless legs writhed around them, scraping at the snow as it pressed down.

      In his hands, Shiro held her bow. He’d pushed the thin band of wood into the colossal spider’s mouth and his arms trembled as he strained to hold the spider back, its deadly fangs hovering only a foot from his unprotected flesh.

      She saw all this in a single instant. Then with a loud crack, the bow splintered in two.

      Fire exploded out from Shiro as the spider’s fangs plunged toward him. The spider reared back with a loud, furious hiss, and Shiro’s weight vanished off her. For a moment, Emi couldn’t make sense of his sudden movement.

      Then the giant spider retreated, dragging Shiro with it—dragging him by the fangs buried deep in his shoulder.
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      Terror immobilized Emi. She couldn’t look away from Shiro, from the fangs piercing his body.

      On his knees in the monster’s grasp, he grabbed the spider’s face with one hand. Fire sparked in his other, and as his sword appeared in his grip, he thrust it upward. Flames erupted over the blade as he rammed it deep into the spider’s underbelly. The monster dropped him, recoiling with a hiss so loud it was almost a scream. Pale fluid gushed from its body as it retreated from him with flailing legs and loud hisses.

      Then Shiro’s sword fell from his hand and he slumped to the ground.

      Emi’s paralysis broke. She surged to her feet and flew to his side. Grabbing his arm, she tried to drag him up. He sagged sideways into her.

      “Shiro!” she gasped, her voice cracking.

      His weight was too much for her and he slid to the ground, half on his side. Blood trickled from the two large puncture wounds that went straight through his shoulder from front to back, but the clear, shining fluid that coated the wounds scared her the most.

      “Emi,” he said hoarsely. His eyes, already glazed and losing focus, rose to hers. “Run.”

      “W-what?”

      “Run. Before she comes back.”

      “She? The spider?” she stuttered, looking up. The monstrous arachnid huddled a few dozen yards away, scarcely visible in the fog. “Then get up so we can run.”

      His hand closed on her sleeve. “You have to run.”

      “Not without you. Get up, Shiro.”

      “Emi …” His eyes lost focus entirely and his eyelids drooped.

      As she sucked in a panicked gasp, she realized how slow his breathing was. “Get up, Shiro!”

      His hand slipped from her arm and thumped limply to the ground. He stared sightlessly, his chest rising and falling with sluggish breaths, each slower than the last. His sword suddenly dissolved in a surge of flames.

      “Shiro!” She shook his shoulder violently, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Shiro, get up! I can’t run away without you!”

      She grabbed his face, turning it toward her. His hooded, glazed eyes didn’t see her. Beneath her palms, his skin was cool, almost cold. Her heart compressed, squeezed beneath the weight of agony. No. No, this couldn’t be happening.

      Amaterasu! Help me!

      Her internal cry echoed within her, but the kamigakari mark was silent, yet to recover after her battle with the kami. She was alone. No one was going to save her or Shiro.

      A loud hiss broke into her frenzied thoughts. Her head snapped up as the colossal spider sidled closer, dripping white blood into the snow. It was coming back for them—for Shiro. Her hands clenched around his face. She wouldn’t let that monster have him.

      Burning fury like she’d never felt before boiled up inside her, fueled by anguish. She pushed to her feet, stepping between Shiro and the spider. She wouldn’t let the yokai have him. She wouldn’t let him die. Not yet. Not before she could remove the onenju and give his memories—his life—back to him. He couldn’t die before he got his life back.

      The rage churned violently inside her as she looked up to meet the spider’s black stare. She slipped her hands into her sleeves and withdrew her ofuda.

      “You can’t have him,” she said, her voice husky as determination built inside her.

      A breeze, the first one she’d felt since entering the forest, whispered over her, teasing her hair and cooling the tears on her cheeks.

      The spider reared up, towering over her with its legs outstretched and fangs bared. She gripped her ofuda tightly as the breeze swirled around her, sending the mist into wild eddies across the ground.

      The spider charged.

      She threw herself forward, diving beneath the lethal fangs. Jumping up beneath it, she slapped an ofuda against its underbelly. “Sotei no—”

      The spider lurched off her and a thick leg whipped out, striking her in the chest. Agony speared her ribs as she flew through the air.

      The breeze surged, whirling around her in a sudden gust. Somehow, impossibly, the wind swept beneath her, halting her fall and pushing her upright. She landed neatly on her feet. Panting, she looked around in confusion. What had just happened? The wind had caught her, just as it had when Amaterasu had used Emi’s body to fight Izanami. But Emi’s kamigakari mark was cold and devoid of magic. She couldn’t feel any of Amaterasu’s power inside her or around her.

      The spider hissed loudly. Behind her, Shiro lay in the snow, motionless. Desperate rage bubbled up in her again and the wind churned, sending snow dancing all around her. She clutched her ofuda.

      Once again, the spider rushed her, then it wheeled to one side and scooted up a tree trunk. Emi scrambled backward, craning her neck as the dark shape disappeared in the fog above.

      Without thinking, she thrust her hand upward. A violent gust followed her motion, surging toward the sky. Tree branches creaked and the fog writhed as though resisting the wind’s push. As the mist dispersed, a dark shape directly above Emi manifested.

      The spider dropped from the web above. Emi sprang backward, the wind pushing her and holding her upright at the same time. The spider landed directly in front of her, fangs extended, but she was already flinging her hand out. The incantation bloomed in her mind though she had no time to speak the words.

      The binding ofuda in her hand struck the spider in the eyes as the words rang through her head. Sotei no shinketsu!

      Blue light surged over the yokai, immobilizing its entire body. Emi grabbed another ofuda and slammed it down on top of the first.

      “Shukusei no tama!”

      With the words of the purification spell, the air around the spider flashed brightly. She crushed her hand against the ofuda, bringing every ounce of her will and concentration upon it. Heat built inside her—not from the kamigakari mark, but from deep in her chest, from deep in her heart. Ki surged down her arm. Light sparked all over the spider and wind gusted violently around them.

      In a final bright flash, both ofuda turned to black ash beneath her hand. The spider collapsed to the ground and its form began to soften in the yokai death.

      Emi staggered back. She’d killed the spider by purifying all its ki, destroying its life force. Shaking her head, she stumbled away from the body, one thought—one name—filling her mind until she could think of nothing else. Shiro.

      She dropped to her knees at his side and touched his cheek. His cold skin chilled her palm. His eyes had closed and only his faint, shallow breath revealed the life he still clung to.

      “Shiro,” she whispered. “Shiro, please wake up.”

      The breeze shimmered over her. It was just a breeze, but somehow she knew to look up, to heed its silent warning.

      The fog drifted through the clearing and within it a new shadow took shape. From out of nothing but roiling white, a figure coalesced into a solid form. The woman was petite, shorter than Emi, with a thin, willowy figure clad in a kimono of solid, shimmering gold silk. Black hair softly framed a beautiful face of delicate features—beautiful except for her eyes.

      Her eyes were solid, lidless black orbs glaring from her gentle countenance.

      The woman’s head turned, her long black hair swaying behind her. Bound in regular intervals by golden ties, the silky locks fell all the way to the ground, brushing the snow. She pursed her rosebud lips at the body of the spider before those ugly black eyes slid across Emi and dropped to Shiro.

      “I would ask,” the woman said in low, sibilant tones, “which of you I should punish for slaying my daughter, but I see one of you has already paid the price.”

      Emi gripped Shiro’s shoulder, her fingers digging in. “Who are you?”

      “You hold him as though you still bear hope,” the woman observed. “You know he will never wake, do you not?”

      “He’s not dead,” Emi retorted, her voice high with desperation.

      “Oh no,” the woman replied sweetly. “He will not die for a very long time, but death he would wish for if he were capable of wishing now.”

      Emi’s whole body went cold. “What are you talking about?”

      “Ah, so you do not know.” The woman drifted closer, her golden kimono rippling with each step. “What are you, I wonder? You appear as no more than a human, but I can scent the faint presence of a kami in the air.”

      Clutching her ofuda, Emi rose to her feet and stepped in front of Shiro. “I’m a human.”

      “Perhaps you are, but you are not as human as the sweet morsels I have dined on these past months. My benefactor did not send you into my webs.”

      “You—you’ve been eating the people from the shrine?”

      “Ah.” The woman smiled knowingly. “So you are not the innocent wanderer you would have me believe, hmm? Since you know so little about my sons and daughters, I doubt you come to hunt monsters, as so many once did in years past. Do you search for one of the lost Kunitsukami?”

      Emi straightened, struggling to focus while panic spun endlessly in her head. “What do you know about the Kunitsukami?”

      “I know they forbid me to hunt humans—as is my right, my legacy. I am the Devourer of Souls, yet they confined me to this valley and allow me to consume only whatever foolish prey enters it. Do you know how few humans come here?”

      The Devourer of Souls. Emi knew that name. “You … You’re Jorogumo?”

      The yokai smoothed her hair, looking pleased to be recognized. “So you are not utterly ignorant. What do you know of me?”

      Jorogumo was a yokai featured in almost as many tales as the Tengu, but her stories were far darker. Tales of the arachnid Devourer of Souls had given Emi nightmares as a child.

      Before she could answer, a strange shadow fell over the clearing. The yokai’s head tilted back as she looked curiously at the sky, and Emi copied the movement. Above, the white fog went dark as though the sun had dimmed. The gloom thickened until an unnatural twilight had settled over the woods.

      “Jorogumo.”

      Emi recognized the deep voice, but the shivering tones that whispered of ancient forests, dark shadows, and long nights were entirely unfamiliar.

      “Devourer of Souls, Queen of Arachnids, Mistress of Tsuchi,” the speaker continued, and Emi realized he was answering Jorogumo’s question. “Lady of Blood and Silk, and Spider Witch of the North.”

      From out of the darkness, Yumei glided into the clearing—but he wasn’t quite the yokai she knew. His motions were slow, precise, cloaked in a predatory grace. The feathers that normally intermingled with his dark hair now extended beyond the back of his head from behind each pointed ear, and his eyes had turned wholly silver, devoid of pupils or sclera. In his hand he held a long black spear, the haft aligned with his arm and the bladed head pointed toward the ground.

      And from behind his back, black wings slowly unfurled, long feathers flaring outward.

      “Ah,” Jorogumo breathed. “Tengu, how long it has been. Has it haunted you, your failure to kill me all those long centuries ago?”

      Yumei drifted to a stop beside Emi and folded his wings against his back. His pale eyes glowed faintly in the unnatural gloom.

      “Though it would have been a kindness to rid the world of your filth,” he said without emotion, “I cannot say your existence has crossed my mind since our parting.”

      Jorogumo’s face twisted. “You lie. You swore to destroy me. You would not forget.”

      “You assume a wretch such as you would ever occupy my thoughts?”

      The woman hissed furiously before regaining her composure. Tossing her head, she twirled a strand of dark hair around her finger. “If you have come to save your companions, you are too late. One has already fallen to my daughter’s fangs.”

      Yumei’s gaze flicked to Shiro then back to the spider queen.

      “The company you keep speaks of your fallen prowess,” she continued boastfully, “while I have grown only more powerful on a diet of fresh human blood and powerful yokai ki. Your companion will feed me even longer.”

      Emi’s hands clamped around her ofuda. “Yumei,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “Jorogumo mentioned the Kunitsukami. I think she knows something.”

      “She would know nothing of such matters,” Yumei said without lowering his voice. “She is far beneath even the mention of the Kunitsukami.”

      “Is that why you came, Tengu?” Jorogumo exclaimed gleefully. “Again, you are too late!”

      “She knows nothing,” he repeated indifferently to Emi.

      Jorogumo hissed, her composure cracking again. “I am no lowly minion, Tengu! You think you are so mighty, blessed by the graces of Sarutahiko? No one can resist my venomous kiss, not even your precious master.”

      Only because she was watching for it did Emi see the tiny flex in Yumei’s jaw, but he sounded as dismissive as before when he said, “Your lies do not impress me. You think I would believe you capable of bringing down the Daimyojin?”

      Jorogumo glanced away before returning her glare to Yumei. “I assure you I have tasted the divine potency of his blood, and he did fall, caught in the endless sleep of my kiss.”

      “Izanami helped you,” Emi said loudly. “Didn’t she?”

      Shock flashed across Jorogumo’s face—an answer in itself. “However you came to that knowledge, it matters not. You will never leave this forest to speak of it.”

      The spider queen fixed her unblinking stare on Yumei and spread her arms, the draping sleeves of her kimono fluttering. “You come to my valley, where I rule with all my sons and daughters beside me, where we gorge on human and yokai ki, and you think to challenge me? You, the pathetic, withered raven who once waged battle with his warrior daitengu at his side but has now come crawling before me without a single soldier to command? You cannot defeat me.”

      Yumei extended his spear out to one side, causing the feathers that hung from the haft just below the blade to sway. “Time has not improved your arrogance.”

      She laughed, her arms still outstretched. “I should say the same for you. I will enjoy drinking your ki, Tengu.”

      She lifted her palms skyward. As her hands rose, giant shapes descended from the twilight darkness. The massive spiders uncurled their legs and emitted eager hisses as dozens more of their smaller siblings dropped down to join them.

      Jorogumo threw her head back, spouting a cackling laugh as fierce ki ripped through the air. The fog seethed and boiled, whirling around her and gathering into a dense cloud that completely obscured her form.

      In a sudden gust, the cloud dispersed. The most enormous spider of them all rose on thick black and yellow legs, the ends tipped with hooked claws. Where the spider’s head should have been, Jorogumo’s human torso melded grotesquely to the arachnid body, her long hair and golden kimono splayed across the bulging abdomen. She lifted her human arms and laughed.

      “Take your true form, raven!” she mocked. “Spread your great wings within these trees!”
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Yumei unfurled his smaller wings but didn’t transform into the immense raven Emi had seen battle the kami Koyane. How could such a large form fight in these dense trees, their branches filled with ensnaring webs? But his human form, even with wings, was so small as he faced the monstrous spider-woman.

      With no sign of fear, Yumei lifted his weapon. The darkness deepened and the shadows beneath the trees rippled. They writhed and danced, growing larger—growing solid. Wings spread from the shadows and red eyes glowed from within them—three red eyes per rippling raven. The birds pulled free of the shadows from which they were born and hovered weightlessly in the still air without a single beat of their spectral wings.

      Jorogumo’s head swung rapidly back and forth as she took in the gathering army of shadow creatures. Yumei smiled, and Emi shivered at the sight.

      “Did you forget, Jorogumo?” he asked softly, darkness sliding through his voice. “I am not a mere Lord of Crows. I am the Prince of Shadows, and always do my soldiers await my call.”

      Fear crawled across Jorogumo’s face before she clenched her jaw. With a furious shriek, she flung herself at Yumei. Her horde of spiders rushed after her.

      Yumei’s wings snapped wide. He sprang into the air and his shadow ravens dove like missiles for the oncoming spiders.

      The Tengu and the spider queen crashed together as the spiders and ravens tore into each other. Emi cowered over Shiro, clutching him as ribbons of black and red magic, rippling with strange runes, uncoiled around Yumei. Jorogumo lashed out with her magic. The two forces collided and exploded outward. A wave of dirt and snow rained down on Emi and she curled around Shiro, shielding her face.

      As the two yokai battled, Emi grabbed Shiro by the shoulders and dragged him away. Her muscles strained as she pulled him step by painstaking step. Heaving him behind a thick tree trunk, she collapsed beside him, panting as the ground quaked beneath the battle of ancient powers.

      She wrapped her arms around Shiro and pressed her cheek against his face until she felt his faint breath on her skin. Tears slipped down her cheeks. Jorogumo had said he would never wake, and that even Sarutahiko, the most powerful of the Kunitsukami, had fallen to the spider venom.

      As the earth trembled and the shadows writhed, Emi clutched Shiro to her and fought the sobs building in her chest. What was she doing here? What could she, a pathetic human, do? What had she thought she could do in this world of gods and monsters? She’d barely managed to kill one spider, and now Yumei had to battle the spider queen and her arachnid army alone.

      She had failed Shiro. She had failed Amaterasu. Izanami and Jorogumo had already taken Sarutahiko down with spider venom. How could Emi free the leader of the Kunitsukami from a poison? How could she save him before the solstice? She was useless.

      She squeezed her eyes shut as hopeless despair ripped through her.

      Descend now, she screamed soundlessly. Descend now and take my body, Amaterasu! I can’t do this!

      The cold emptiness within her offered no answer.

      “Shiro,” she wept. “What do I do? What am I supposed to do?”

      Something slammed into the opposite side of the tree trunk, the impact shaking snow from the upper branches. A flurry of black feathers fluttered down with the snow. Emi shot to her feet as Yumei hit the ground, his back to the tree and wings splayed. Golden threads—remnants of broken webs—trailed from him.

      The spider queen charged after him, her monstrous form emerging from the darkness as her cackling laugh shattered the silence. Yumei lurched forward and staggered up, the feathers of one wing bent in the wrong direction. Blood ran from rips in his kosode and splattered the white snow around him.

      The monstrous yokai surged toward him. Evading her charge, he slashed his spear at her leg as she thrust the limb with lethal force. The hooked claw at the tip struck the tree where he’d been, splitting the trunk. White blood dripped from numerous cuts over the human and spider halves of her body but she laughed hungrily, unaffected by her injuries.

      “Finally grounded, Tengu?” she shrieked triumphantly. “You cannot evade me forever! I will drink your ki before the sun sets!”

      Cold spread through Emi as she clutched the tree. Yumei darted away, red magic undulating in his wake, and Jorogumo followed, power leaking from her body like glowing strands of spun gold. Among the trees, spiders and shadow ravens battled in a futile war—the ravens too small to do serious damage to the giant spiders, but the spiders unable to harm the shadow creatures.

      His shadows might be impervious to harm, but Yumei wasn’t. The spider queen had been right. Alone and outside his territory, in a place where he couldn’t use his most powerful form, he was at a severe disadvantage. She was going to kill him—or deliver an incapacitating bite and trap him in the same eternal sleep as Shiro and Sarutahiko.

      The breeze whispered across Emi, teasing loose strands of her hair. She could almost taste the tentative question in its caress.

      Whirling back to Shiro, slumped lifelessly against the tree, she grabbed her ofuda from where she’d carelessly dropped them. After separating out the purification talismans, she pulled an arrow from her quiver and wrapped all five ofuda around the shaft. Leaving the quiver beside Shiro, she surveyed the battle: the surge of shadows and spiders, the violent clash of Yumei and the spider queen.

      She turned to the tree beside her, its long branches winding above the battle. The breeze danced around her. Sticking the arrow in her obi, she took two running steps and leaped, reaching for the lowest branch.

      The breeze turned into a heavy gust that swept beneath her, propelling her up. She landed on top of the branch and wobbled dangerously before grabbing the trunk. Without giving herself time to think, she jumped for a nearby bough. Again the wind caught her, flinging her up. She grasped the thick branch and swung on top of it. Standing with her arms spread wide for balance, she ran along the bough, following it out over the clearing.

      Below, the spider queen caught Yumei with her long foreleg, hurling him to the ground. She pounced, raising one clawed front limb. Before he could recover, she rammed the claw through his lower chest.

      “You have lost, Tengu!” Jorogumo sang. “I have defeated you! Never again will I be counted as your inferior!”

      Yumei, his spear still in one hand, bared his teeth at the spider as he grabbed the leg piercing his body. “I am not dead yet.”

      Emi pulled the arrow from her obi. The wind swirled around her, an unspoken promise.

      “You could never admit defeat,” Jorogumo sneered. She lifted another front limb, the clawed tip gleaming. “But no matter. I will—”

      Emi dove off the branch. She sailed on a gust of air and plunged down onto the spider queen’s bulbous abdomen. The arrow was already in her hands, raised above her head. As she landed, she brought the arrow down, driving it between the yokai’s human shoulder blades.

      “Shukusei no tama!” Emi screamed with every drop of willpower she possessed.

      The ofuda and arrow transformed into blinding white light. Jorogumo reared back with an agonized shriek as light flashed over her body. Howling, she flung her arms back and grabbed Emi’s shoulders.

      From below the spider queen, Yumei bolted up, his spear in his hands. In one smooth motion, he thrust the blade into her belly and up under her ribcage. Red and black light rushed up the haft toward the buried blade. Jorogumo writhed and screamed, and then dark power erupted from her body, rupturing her torso in a spray of white blood.

      The blast flung Emi backward. She tumbled over the spider’s abdomen and fell off the rump, crashing to the ground. Piercing pain ripped through her ribs, reminding her of the blow from the spider earlier.

      The spider queen slumped to the ground, legs twitching robotically as death took her. Emi lay on her back, panting and lightheaded from pain. With distressed hisses, the spiders fled, vanishing into the fog.

      All at once, the unnatural gloom lifted and the light returned, tinted orange as the unseen sun began its descent. Yumei circled the fallen queen with gliding, predatory steps, his spear still dripping blood. Emi didn’t move as he stopped beside her and gazed down with those solid silver eyes. A shiver of fear ran down her spine.

      Then he extended his hand to her.

      “Today, we claim victory.” His ever-unreadable expression softened fractionally. “Well fought, Emi.”

      Her breath caught. He had actually called her by name. She managed an exhausted smile as she reached up to take his hand.
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      Yumei pulled her to her feet. She flinched at the stabbing pain in her ribs, wondering how she’d ignored it for so long. Or had she further injured herself when she fell off the spider? Grimacing, she tugged her coat straight. The dark wool was liberally splattered with thick white blood.

      Yumei turned to the north. “I can once again sense the presence we were following.”

      Emi nodded but turned in the opposite direction, where Shiro was slumped at the base of the tree. Her lungs constricted. “What about Shiro?”

      “He was bitten.”

      “Is there a cure or a treatment …” Her voice broke and she couldn’t finish the question.

      Yumei’s eyes changed, his pupils reappearing and the silver shrinking to form dark-rimmed irises. “Despite the relative ease by which they can be slain, tsuchigumo are among our deadliest foes. Had I known they were present in this forest, I would not have brought you and the kitsune with me.” He rested the butt of his spear on the ground. “Their venom inflicts an everlasting sleep on yokai, so their ki can be fed upon at  the spider’s leisure.”

      “But …” she whispered, her hands trembling so badly she gripped the hem of her coat to still them. She wanted to protest, to deny it, but she didn’t know what to say.

      His gaze slid over her, his expression unreadable. “Killing him is the kindest farewell.”

      “What?” she gasped.

      “I imagine it is difficult for a human to accept death …” His shoulders shifted in a silent sigh. “Killing him while his ki is intact will aid in his eventual revival from the spirit realm.”

      “But … but how long …”

      He thought for a moment. “With the onenju binding him, several decades at least.”

      “Decades?” she choked.

      “Not all yokai revive. Some revive many times only to never return.”

      She bit hard on the inside of her cheek. “You can’t kill him.”

      “He will not wake, and the weaker he becomes, the more his chances of revival will diminish.”

      “You can’t kill him. Amaterasu said if he dies, all hope is lost.”

      “He is already lost.” Yumei turned away from her—toward Shiro. “You may think me heartless, but your weakness is far crueler.”

      Without thinking, she jumped in front of him, her arms spread wide. “You can’t kill him!”

      “I will not leave him to be fed upon.”

      “Then we’ll take him with us.”

      “I cannot carry you both, and we cannot linger. The tsuchigumo will soon return.”

      “There has to be some other option.”

      “There is no other option.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “Move, kamigakari.”

      “I won’t let you kill him!”

      He closed his eyes as though gathering his remaining patience. When he opened them, his stare gleamed with cold resolve. Emi recoiled, then planted her feet in the snow, hands clenched. She would not let him kill Shiro. She would not accept that Shiro was gone, that he was already dead in every sense that mattered. She would not give up on him.

      Yumei stepped toward her, and she knew he intended to incapacitate her or restrain her so he could kill Shiro. He was a thousand times more powerful and she was no more of an obstacle to him than snowflakes were to the wind.

      She didn’t care. She wouldn’t let him touch Shiro.

      “I said no!” she yelled, thrusting her arm out. Her palm hit his chest, a harmless strike—except the instant she touched him, the wind erupted in a shrieking gale.

      The blast of wind hit him like a battering ram, throwing him backward. His wings flared and he landed ten yards away, skidding in the snow, astonishment clearly written across his normally impassive features.

      Emi waited for his counter attack as the wind spun around her in a slow cyclone of leaves and snow, ready to defend her.

      He observed the spinning whirlwind before his gaze lifted to meet hers. She wondered what he saw in her face. She gritted her teeth, heart hammering in her throat and hands quivering.

      He straightened and folded his wings. Blood ran from his wounds but he ignored it. “Terms then, kamigakari.”

      She blinked. “W-what?”

      “I told you I cannot carry two. I will bring the kitsune, but only if you can keep pace with me by your own strength.”

      Her tense stance relaxed slightly. “You’re not going to kill him?”

      “The wind is not a foe I wish to battle.”

      Her brow wrinkled in confusion.

      “Do you agree?” he asked.

      “Y-yes.”

      For the second time, he smiled sharply, revealing a hint of pointed, predatory canines. As he glided past her to collect Shiro, she wished she knew what that smile meant.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wrapping her arms around her legs, Emi wearily rested her chin on her knees and watched Yumei pace. Her ribs ached fiercely.

      He’d led her on a harrowing run through the woods, never letting up his grueling pace. She had followed at a desperate sprint, her muscles burning and chest on fire, but she hadn’t slowed either. Alone, she would have been left behind in moments, but once again the wind had come to her rescue. It had swept through the trees with her, pushing her on, lifting her until she almost felt like she was flying.

      They’d sped through the woods, heading toward something only Yumei could sense. She’d begun to doubt him as the endless trees whipped by, unbroken by anything but golden webs that he’d ripped right through without breaking stride, even with Shiro slung over his shoulder.

      Then, between one step and the next, the forest had changed. Warmth had rushed over them and the snow had vanished beneath their feet. She and Yumei had slid to a stop, shocked into stillness.

      They had run into a beautiful summer glade devoid of fog. Trees overflowed with broad green leaves and bright fruit, tall grass swayed in the soft breeze, and flowers bloomed in every color. She and Yumei had cautiously entered the warmth, with the late afternoon sun beaming down on them. In the center of the glade, a spring of crystalline water glittered in a hundred shades of aquamarine, so clear that the pebbled bottom fifteen feet below was visible.

      With the sun now dipping toward the distant mountain peaks, Emi watched Yumei pace another circle around the pool. His wings and spear had disappeared at some point when she wasn’t paying attention and he once again looked like the Tengu she knew. Beside her, Shiro was propped against the trunk of a sprawling plum tree, its branches laden with ripe fruit. She slid one hand toward him and curled her fingers around his. His skin was so cold. He hadn’t stirred since falling unconscious.

      Yumei finally ceased his pacing, stopping a few yards away to stare into the water.

      “I can sense it,” he growled. “I can sense it, but there is nothing here.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t sensing the glade itself?” she asked, lifting her head and glancing around. This small pocket in the forest was as close to heaven as she could have imagined. Surely there was magic in it.

      “This glade is a result of the ki emanating from this spot,” he said. “But where is the ki coming from?”

      “Is it Kunitsukami ki?”

      He nodded, glaring at the spring as though it were personally responsible for the lack of answers in the glade.

      “Sit down for a minute, Yumei,” she said tiredly. His glare snapped to her but she was too exhausted to flinch. “Jorogumo punched a hole through your chest. You should rest a bit. Do your wounds need treatment?”

      “I am not as fragile as the kitsune,” he said irritably, but despite his words, he treaded through the long grass and dropped down beside her. “If we came all this way for nothing, I will not be pleased.”

      Emi’s hand tightened around Shiro’s. If she’d lost Shiro for nothing … She closed her eyes and again rested her chin on her knees. She was so tired and pain raked her ribcage with each inhalation. But the physical pain was nothing compared to her internal suffering. Anguish and terror over Shiro’s fate roiled endlessly and she couldn’t bear to look at him, to see his pale face and slack features. The spider ambush, the bow snapping, the monster dragging him away with its fangs buried in his shoulder—it kept replaying in her head, over and over until she wanted to scream.

      “Does it get easier when you live a long time?” she whispered, a tear slipping down her cheek. “Or does pain still cause the same suffering? Does regret still make it hard to breathe?”

      Yumei brushed his hand over the grass. “With each year, each century, the burdens only grow. Yokai who cannot bear the weight do not survive. The loss of a life”—he glanced at Shiro—“is one regret among many that I must always carry.”

      She sniffed, wiping her cheek with her sleeve. “Maybe the yokai who can’t carry the burdens of a long life are the ones who stop coming back after they die. They don’t want to hurt anymore.”

      “Perhaps,” he murmured.

      “Have you ever died?”

      “Yes.”

      “What … what happens?”

      “If you ask of the afterlife, I cannot answer. We do not remember.” He plucked a blade of grass and slid it between his fingers. “When we return … when we revive … it is not a birth but a slow awakening, a gradual gathering of our inner selves and our power. Our consciousness returns first, followed by memories. The first memory is always of the final moments of life, not of what follows.”

      “It must be nice to know you’ll come back though, right? You don’t have to be so afraid to die …”

      “What about death is to be feared? The burdens of life can be so great that it would be a comfort to know that someday it will end … that someday, we will have earned the final rest.”

      She raised her head and looked at him, at his distant silver eyes that watched the blade of grass slide through his fingers. He let it go and it fell among its fellows, where it would wither and fade while they continued to grow. Fatigue touched his features, a weariness that spoke more of the soul than of the body.

      She uncurled from her ball and rose to her feet, resisting the urge to glance at Shiro. Pressing one hand against her ribs, she contemplated the sparkling pond.

      “Do you think that water is safe to drink?”

      “I imagine so.”

      She unbuttoned her jacket and slipped it off, holding it in her hands. After a brief hesitation, she turned to Shiro. His still form, his chest barely shifting with each slow, faint breath, tore through her heart. Leaning down, she spread her coat over him. The glade was as warm as a summer evening, but his skin was still icy.

      With a sigh, she walked to the edge of the pool. How had it come to this? She had been so hopeful, so determined to accomplish her mission for Amaterasu … for the good of the world. But they had accomplished nothing. Kneeling on the pebbles at the edge of the water, she dipped her hand into the cool liquid.

      Emi.

      Confusion froze her in place. Her brow furrowed as she stared at the water.

      Emi, come to me.

      Her eyes went out of focus. The water rippled softly, filling her vision with shimmering turquoise and sparkling sunlight. Without thought, she pushed her other hand into the water. The call echoed inside her, pulling her onward.

      In a dreamlike daze, she crawled into the spring, heedless of the cool water flooding over her limbs and soaking her clothes. Yumei called her name, but she pushed forward. Caressing liquid rushed over her torso and she slipped beneath the surface. The pebbly bottom fell away and she sank, eyes closed, drifting peacefully.

      She descended slowly, lost in a tranquil haze, until she settled gently on the bottom. Her hands closed around soft blades of grass and she took a deep breath of sweet air.

      “Welcome, Emi.”

      The voice was even sweeter than the honeyed air. Emi blinked her eyes open. A face came into focus before her. Skin as white as a lily, hair in countless shades of golden brown, and bright eyes the color of sunlight. The woman brushed her fingers gently across Emi’s cheek.

      “I am sorry, child. The passage is difficult for a human.”

      “Passage?” she whispered. The dreamlike daze clung to her mind, slowing her thoughts. Hadn’t she been sinking in the spring? But now …

      She turned, trying to take in her surroundings, but all around her was a strange blur of rippling colors as though she were still underwater. The colors, though—every color she could imagine, every shade of the rainbow and a thousand more, swirled endlessly around her, too beautiful for words.

      The fingers on her chin turned her head back. “Look at me, Emi. This is not a world for mortal eyes.”

      She blinked again, focusing on the woman kneeling across from her. Her face was inhumanly beautiful, like a kami yet … yet somehow earthlier. Leaves and flowers clung to her butterscotch hair, the long length woven into a thick braid, and her kimono, patterned in pink blossoms, was soft, simple cotton.

      “Who are you?” she asked faintly.

      “I think you know, Emi.”

      She struggled through the haze in her mind. “You are Uzume, the Kunitsukami of the Wood.”

      The woman smiled. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Emi.”

      Confusion slid through her. How would a Kunitsukami know her name? After a moment of mental fumbling, she placed her hands on the grass in front of her and bent forward in a deep bow.

      “Rise, child.”

      Sitting up, she squinted blurrily. “How do you know who I am? And … I thought you were missing.”

      “I know your name but little else.” Uzume’s voice was soft and gentle, as beautiful as a breeze through summer leaves. “The kodama told the forest of your arrival, and my trees have watched you since. I had hoped … Despite the danger, I had truly hoped you would reach this place.”

      “What is this place? Are you trapped here?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” She took Emi’s hands in hers, her skin smooth and warm. “Tell me how you came to search for me here, Emi.”

      Haltingly, Emi explained as simply as possible how Amaterasu had come to give Emi the task of finding the Kunitsukami.

      “I see,” Uzume murmured. “It is well that we have Amaterasu as an ally. I admit I thought poorly of her after we lost Inari …”

      Emi straightened, but before she could ask about Inari, Uzume continued.

      “I do not know what Izanami plans, or how my kin and I stand between her and her goal, but she is determined to end us.”

      “Was Jorogumo telling the truth?” Emi asked. “About Sarutahiko?”

      Sorrow settled over Uzume’s face, but beneath the outward sadness, something flickered deep in her yellow eyes—a blaze of rage that sent a shiver through Emi. This sweet and gentle Kunitsukami was not as passive as she seemed.

      “The spider witch spoke truthfully. She did infect my beloved husband with her foul venom.” Sighing, Uzume squeezed Emi’s hands. “We may be powerful, but we are not perfect, nor are we omnipotent. Over the past centuries of relative peace, of quiet simplicity, we grew complacent. When Inari died, we should have suspected, but we assumed it had been a quarrel with Amaterasu. Recklessness has always been Inari’s closest companion, after all.”

      Rage burned in Uzume’s gaze again as she continued. “My beloved did not suspect foul deeds when he came to this forest to subdue the spider witch—a task he has completed with some regularity over the centuries. How was he to know Izanami was lying in wait for him? She ambushed him and before he could summon any defense, the spider witch struck.

      “When he didn’t return as expected, I came here to find him. The trees showed me what had befallen him.” She released Emi’s hands and sat back, her braid swaying behind her. “No cure for the spider witch’s venom exists in the mortal world because the tsuchigumo are not of the mortal world. But deep in the farthest reaches of Tsuchi are places that even yokai are reluctant to venture, where true magic lives and thrives.

      “In a few of those places grows an extraordinary tree. Its blossoms hold such potent healing magic that they can revive even the recently deceased. When I realized what had happened to my beloved, I knew his only hope was a healing blossom. I opened a passage to Tsuchi in the very spot I stood—the edge of the spring—and delved deep into its farthest lands. But when I arrived …”

      She looked to the side, her beautiful face tight with furious grief. The blur of their surroundings shifted, revealing the shattered trunk of a great tree laying upon the grass, its boughs broken and bare. The jagged stump was still anchored to the earth and from atop it, a tiny sapling rose, as thin as Emi’s thumb and only a foot tall. A handful of green leaves clung to its thin branches, and a single white flower bud hung on the verge of opening.

      “Somehow, Izanami knew of this tree and had it destroyed before I arrived,” Uzume murmured sorrowfully. “She had prepared well. How she knew of this tree and convinced a yokai to tear down such ancient majesty, I cannot fathom.”

      Emi regarded the blossom, her thoughts gathering sluggishly. “You aren’t trapped here, are you? There’s nothing stopping you from leaving, but you can’t go, because if the tree dies or Izanami has it destroyed, you won’t be able to revive Sarutahiko.”

      Uzume nodded. “I have waited two years for someone to find me, but in exchange for Izanami’s offerings of innocent humans, the spider witch guarded the valley to ensure my location remained undiscovered.” She smiled sadly. “Besides, who would search for me? With Inari lost and Susano captured, who aside from my beloved would notice my absence?”

      “Yumei noticed. He’s been searching for you and the others.” Emi glanced around. “Why didn’t you bring him here too? I’m sure he wants to see you.”

      “I dare not bring him this far, this deep. Tsuchi loves its dark prince and would never let him go.”

      Fear trickled through Emi. “Will I be able to leave?”

      “Oh yes,” Uzume replied with a small laugh. “Tsuchi does not like you at all.” Her head canted to one side, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You are human but you are not. I can taste the kami in your soul, Emi.”

      “Well, I’m a kamigakari.”

      “It is more than that now, child. I saw through my trees how the wind answered your call. That was not Amaterasu acting through you.”

      “It … it wasn’t?” Though she hadn’t been able to feel Amaterasu’s power, she’d still assumed the Amatsukami was somehow aiding her.

      “Amaterasu commands the wind. She would never allow it to run wild as you did.”

      “I … I didn’t …”

      Uzume brushed her thumb gently over Emi’s brow, where a confused wrinkle had formed. “My dear child, this is so very much to handle, is it not?”

      Emi’s lower lip trembled with sudden emotion.

      “You are doing incredibly well. Your courage and strength are clear to me, and to Amaterasu, I am certain. Though you will pass from this life too soon, we who are immortal will never forget you. You will live on with us for all time.”

      Tears spilled down Emi’s cheeks and a sob caught in her throat. Uzume pressed a warm hand to her face.

      “I will tell them all,” she promised. “Sarutahiko will nod solemnly—he is always solemn—and he will commit every word perfectly to memory, to honor you. Susano will say nothing, for he rarely speaks of heartfelt matters, but pride will light his eyes for your courage. And Inari will laugh and say, ‘What a bold girl! I would have been pleased to meet such a spitfire child.’”

      Emi sniffed, smiling through her tears. “How do you know what Inari will say?”

      “I have known them all for time longer than you can conceive. Even the ever-unpredictable Inari is still predictable in many ways.” She drew herself up where she sat. “Emi, though I am loath to ask more of you, I must place yet another burden upon your shoulders.”

      At Uzume’s words, Emi wanted to weep that she couldn’t do it—that she couldn’t take on another burden, that she couldn’t bear the weight of more responsibility, more lives, more pain. But she remembered what Yumei had said about the hundreds of years and hundreds of regrets that he carried every day with no end in sight. She needed only to carry her burdens for a few more weeks before she could rest.

      Drawing in a shuddering breath, she focused on Uzume as best she could through her dreamy thoughts.

      “The blossoms of this tree bloom only in moonlight,” Uzume told her, “and the flowers die without it. Were I to pluck the lone blossom now and rush it to Sarutahiko, it might wither and die before I reach him. I cannot risk this.”

      “So you need Sarutahiko brought to you,” Emi guessed.

      “Yes. And though I have been unable to leave this place, I have not been idle. I have sought what we need to know through the trees. Izanami had Sarutahiko taken to the eastern coast near the Sabuten Islands. Are you familiar with this location?”

      “I think so. Why would they take him there?”

      “Izanami is cautious. Though Sarutahiko has fallen to the venom, she takes no chances. She moved him to the islands and left him under the guard of Tsukiyomi.”

      Tsukiyomi, the Amatsukami of the Water, would be most powerful in an oceanic location.

      Uzume tucked a loose strand of hair behind her pointed ear. “I will not ask you to challenge Tsukiyomi; he would unquestionably destroy you. The only one with any chance to defeat him is Susano.”

      “The Kunitsukami of the Storm,” Emi murmured. “Didn’t you say he was captured?”

      “I did. And that is the task I must charge you with. I have been searching for him.” Her shoulders wilted. “I should have begun the search far sooner, but he is ever elusive and disinterested in companionship, so I did not recognize his absence these past few years as abnormal. The trail was old and it took much searching and seeking among the trees to learn what I know.

      “Where Susano vanished, the trees speak of darkness, of a place deep beneath their roots. I know he did not go willingly to such a place, for he is a creature of the sky and would never venture underground of his own accord. Do you know of the Wasurenagusa hot springs?”

      “Yes, they’re very famous among humans.”

      “He is there … somewhere underground. I know no more than that, but you should first seek a place where Izanami’s power is strong. When the trees do not speak to me, it is because she has claimed their will.”

      “We will go right away—” Emi broke off, grief spearing her at the realization that “we” no longer included Shiro. She swallowed hard. “Uzume, when we were fighting the spiders, Shiro was bitten …”

      “I know, child.”

      Tears once again filled her eyes, her emotions so much closer to the surface in the strange dream haze. “There’s only one blossom …”

      And given the choice between Sarutahiko and Shiro, Uzume would never choose Shiro.

      She and Uzume both looked to the white bud. As they watched, it lifted as though it were tilting its face to the sky and the petals unfurled one by one, spreading wide into a shimmering, rose-like blossom with a blushing interior.

      Uzume reached out with slender fingers and caressed the outer petals. Then she pinched one gently between her fingers and pulled it free from the blossom. Taking Emi’s hand, she set the petal in her palm.

      “Give this to the Tengu and have him place it on his tongue until it dissolves. His wounds alone will not claim his life, but he has weakened far more than he has allowed you to see. In his next battle, unless he is healed, his injuries will most certainly cause his demise.”

      Uzume pulled another petal from the flower and set it in Emi’s palm with the first. “This one, place upon your tongue for the count of three. No longer, for its magic is too potent for your mortal body.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “You have four cracked ribs, child. I assure you, you do need it.” Uzume plucked a third petal and laid it atop the first two. “This one, place in Shiro’s mouth. It may not be enough to save him. If it revives him, he will wake within a few hours. If not, he will sleep forever.”

      “I could give him mine too—”

      “Do not give him a second one. It is a risk to give a mere kitsune even one petal; two will destroy him.” She curled Emi’s fingers around the petals. “Be brave, child. Not every life can be saved, but we must continue on regardless.”

      Uzume rose to her feet, tawny hair cascading down her back to the ground, the braid woven with leaves and flowers. Still holding Emi’s hand, the Kunitsukami drew Emi up with her.

      “You are a child of Amaterasu, Emi, but I now claim you as my daughter in name and soul. With my blessing, the forests of this world will always welcome you, unless another has claimed them. If ever you are lost, turn to the trees of the land and I will send whatever aid I can.”

      “Thank you,” Emi whispered.

      Uzume lifted Emi’s hand upward and a bizarre weightlessness spread through her body. Her feet left the ground as she floated skyward, anchored only by Uzume’s grip on her hand.

      “Stay in the glade while you recover; I will keep you safe. Luck and courage go with you, child.” Uzume released her.

      Emi drifted toward the sky as though gravity had forgotten her. Smiling serenely, Uzume watched her rise until the watery blur obscured her form. The vibrant colors dimmed and shifted, turning to a thousand shades of aquamarine. Emi gasped in a startled breath—and swallowed a mouthful of cold liquid.

      The dreamy daze shattered and she flailed in the water, completely disoriented. Which way was up? Her lungs burned fiercely and panic pierced her.

      A hand closed around her arm and yanked her violently upward. Her head broke the surface, cool air hitting her drenched skin. She inhaled desperately and immediately doubled over coughing, almost slipping back beneath the surface.

      Yumei grabbed her around her middle and hauled her out of the spring. He deposited her dripping, coughing form on the grass.

      “What happened?” he demanded, towering over her.

      In answer, she lifted her hand and uncurled her fingers. The three pristine white petals rested on her palm, decorated with crystalline water droplets that shimmered under the light of the newly risen moon.
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      Emi lay in the grass on her side, her head cushioned on one arm. The broad leaves filling the branches above her rustled softly in the breeze, and beyond them, glittering stars dusted the dark sky. She fought the weight of her eyelids, refusing to close them.

      Shiro lay beside her, moonlight and shadows dancing across his face. His chest rose in a faint, slow rhythm that hadn’t changed as night crept closer and closer to dawn.

      Yumei sat against the tree trunk behind Emi, his arms folded and his head bowed. He’d fallen asleep a couple hours ago. The healing powers of the petals had caused them both terrible fatigue, but the Tengu had waited with her as the hours had dragged on before succumbing to his exhaustion. Emi still clung stubbornly to consciousness despite her desperate need for sleep.

      She’d given Shiro his healing petal, slipping it into his mouth before taking her own and touching it to her tongue for a count of three. Its sweetness had bloomed across her tongue and spread throughout her body in a wave of warmth. Over the next hour, the pain in her ribs had faded away, as had all her other tiny aches and pains, including the regular ones of day-to-day life. She’d never felt so whole, so strong, so alive.

      Though an hour had passed, then another, then another, Shiro hadn’t stirred. His breathing hadn’t strengthened at all. His eyes, when she pulled up his eyelids, were dull … blank … lifeless. The “few hours” that Uzume had indicated had come and gone. He hadn’t woken.

      He will sleep forever.

      Anguish built, crushing her lungs. The petal hadn’t saved him. It hadn’t been enough.

      She lightly traced the red symbol on his cheek. Her fingertips slid down his jaw to his chin, then traced the column of his throat until they found the pulse in his neck. It fluttered ever so slowly against her fingers, his skin so cool. Alive, but out of reach. Alive, but gone.

      Beyond the glade, the mountains were dark silhouettes against the starry sky. Hovering just above the summits, the moon gradually sank toward the horizon.

      With one hand still resting on his throat, she opened her other. Cupped in her palm was the white petal she’d briefly touched to her tongue. It shimmered as though emitting its own moonlight. Once the moon above sank below the mountains, the petal would die.

      She slid her hand down to Shiro’s shoulder and squeezed it tight. Uzume had said it would destroy him, but Emi hadn’t had a chance to explain Shiro’s circumstances—his bound power, his unknown identity.  Uzume had called him a “mere” kitsune, but he was more than that. What if a second petal could revive him when the first had failed?

      Or maybe the petal would destroy him entirely—destroy any possibility that he would revive from the spirit realm.

      Her gaze flicked to the moon again. He will sleep forever. Before she could second-guess herself, she took the petal between two fingers and pushed it between his lips.

      Rigid with tension, she stared at him, waiting. Seconds dragged into minutes, but nothing happened. Nothing changed. He didn’t spontaneously combust, nor did he wake. She sagged down in the grass, pillowing her head on her arm again. The moon slid below the peaks and its silvery light dimmed.

      Dread whispered through her, gaining strength. Had she just condemned Shiro to a permanent death? Would he never revive again because of her? What had she done? Her hands trembled and nausea crawled through her. Out of pure selfishness—wanting him back while she was still alive—had she stolen his immortality?

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she shifted closer until her face was pressed against his shoulder. Exhaustion dragged at her, battling her grief and guilt. Sliding her hand across his chest, she once again found the pulse in his neck. He was alive. She would hold on to hope until all hope was gone.
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* * *

      Emi walked hand in hand with Hana, their arms swinging back and forth like small children. Hana laughed, her brown eyes alight with happiness. They strolled past the pond at the Shirayuri Shrine, the sparkling water surrounded by a riot of green leaves and bright flowers—the colors of summer.

      She smiled at seeing Hana so happy, even as sadness gathered in her heart that neither she nor Hana would ever get to see the Shirayuri Shrine in full summer bloom. As they reached the footbridge, Hana let go of her hand and skipped to the center of the bridge, still laughing. Delight remained etched on her face even as the still waters began to churn.

      A monstrous spider exploded from the pond. It smashed through the bridge in a wave of frothing water and writhing legs. Hana vanished underneath it as it dragged her down beneath the surface.

      Emi lurched forward but her body was sluggish and unresponsive, an invisible weight dragging at her limbs. The spider erupted from the pond again and surged up the bank toward her, venom dripping from its long fangs.

      In a burst of blue flames, a three-tailed fox the size of a wolf sprinted past her. He vaulted onto the spider’s back, his tails—part fur, part white flame—flicking back and forth for balance. The markings on his face glowed and a fireball engulfed him and the spider. The heat slammed into her, forcing her back a step.

      Smoke roiled skyward and as the flames died, revealing the charred spider corpse, the kitsune sprang free. He landed on the bank of the pond beside her and looked up at her with inquisitive ruby eyes.

      Then his stare dulled and he sank to the ground. Two puncture wounds in his shoulder leaked blood and venom. Gasping, she dropped to her knees and gathered the fox in her arms, her hands buried in his thick, soft fur. She stroked his muzzle as tears of despair streamed down her face.

      Heat washed over her and a deep, savage growl rumbled behind her. She twisted around, still clutching the fox in her arms.

      The massive kyubi no kitsune towered over her, its nine tails lashing behind it as white flames rose from its body. Its nostrils flared, its nose only a couple feet from her. Blazing crimson eyes glared, its ears flattened to its head, and its snarl increased in volume. It bared its huge fangs and flames erupted over its body as it lunged for her.

      Her eyes flew open, a strangled gasp catching in her throat. Unexpected light blinded her. Shaking off the haze and lingering adrenaline from the dream, she blinked rapidly as she adjusted to the warm light of early dawn. Shiro’s profile came into focus and her inner agony reignited even more fiercely. Biting her lip to hold back tears, she lightly brushed her fingers across his cheek.

      Shock surged through her before she understood why. Then she realized: his skin was warm.

      At her gasp, his eyelids fluttered open. His chest rose in a deep breath and his head slowly turned toward her.

      “Shiro!” she exclaimed hoarsely, her relief so potent it hurt.

      His eyes met hers, groggy and not quite focused. But beneath the sleepy haze was something else. Her blood chilled. Somehow, she knew the yokai looking back at her wasn’t quite the Shiro she knew. He was more and less and different … and dangerous.

      With her fingers still lightly touching his jaw, she swallowed hard and whispered, “Shiro?”

      The ancient cunning in his gaze sharpened. “That is not my name.”

      Her heart stuttered. His voice was slower, smoother, lined with that purring undertone that sent shivers whispering over her skin.

      “What is your name then?” she breathed, barely making a sound.

      His ears swiveled backward. Her pulse thundered in her ears as she realized he wasn’t hesitating because he didn’t know. Rather, he was deciding whether he wanted to tell her.

      She pressed her fingers against his cheek. “Tell me your name.”

      His expression was a mystery. Who was he? Was there anything of the Shiro she knew in this yokai, who showed no sign of tenderness or mercy in his stare?

      Before he could answer—or not answer—something shimmered in her peripheral vision. A few feet above her, the tree trunk rippled like a mirage.

      A redheaded kodama came flying out of the bark with a loud squeal.

      Shiro jerked upright on one side of her and on the other, Yumei shot to his feet in one smooth motion. Emi was only halfway up, her reflexes much slower, when the kodama grabbed her hair and yanked it painfully.

      “Human!” the kodama exclaimed. “I have a message!”

      “A message?” she stuttered.

      “The trees said to tell you. The earth kami is coming and you must leave now.”

      “The earth ka—Wait, you mean Izanami?” she gasped.

      “Yes, yes. The earth kami! You must go now.” The kodama looked around fearfully. “I do not like the misty valley. I am leaving now.”

      “Wait—which direction is Izanami coming from?”

      “From the light of the sun. Leave now. I am leaving now!” Without another glance, it bolted back into the tree and was gone in a blink.

      Silence pulsed for a long moment.

      “You have awoken,” Yumei observed.

      Scrambling up, Emi turned to Shiro as he shrugged.

      “Seems like it.” He plucked at the two bloodstained holes in his kosode. “I admit I’m surprised.”

      “As am I,” Yumei murmured, regarding Emi with what might have been suspicion, but she was too focused on Shiro.

      “Shiro, you said …”

      He blinked as he again tugged at his punctured kosode, as though unable to believe what he saw. “What did I say?”

      He didn’t remember? Just like when he’d talked about the Tengu’s past, he seemed to have forgotten his briefly reclaimed memories. He’d forgotten his name again without realizing he’d remembered it. If only he’d told her before the kodama arrived!

      But did that really matter? He was alive. He was awake.

      “Are you going to fill me in or what?” he asked, rolling his eyes. “Or do I have to ask all those annoying questions about what happened and where we—”

      He broke off as she threw her arms around him and buried her face in his chest. A shudder ran through her body to feel his warmth, to hear the strong, steady beat of his heart beneath her ear. She clutched him as tightly as she could, as though she could squeeze away all the pain and suffering of the night.

      “Emi …” he mumbled.

      “You can indulge in a reunion later,” Yumei said impatiently. “If Izanami has entered the forest, then we must retreat immediately.”

      Blushing at her own forwardness, Emi quickly stepped back. She couldn’t quite look at Shiro as she turned away from him. He hadn’t returned her embrace. Her cheeks burned hotter and a painful, sick feeling twisted quietly inside her.

      “Can you teleport us, Yumei?” she asked. “The Wasurenagusa hot springs aren’t anywhere near here.”

      As he nodded and began to shift forms, she glanced at Shiro. He was studying the crystalline pool, his eyes distant. She wrapped her arms around herself. He hadn’t returned her embrace, but she should have known better. What had led her to believe that he felt affection for her? Attraction, yes, but affection?

      It didn’t matter. He was alive. He was awake. And as soon as she could, she would remove the onenju and free his memories, even if that meant the Shiro she knew would be lost forever.
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* * *

      The Wasurenagusa hot springs were rightfully famous. Ranging from large interconnected pools to tiny, near-boiling holes in the rock, they spanned a large portion of the mountain. In the chill air, it seemed almost as though the forest were on fire as steam rose through the trees high up the summit.

      Emi sat beside Shiro on a log, rubbing her hands together for warmth while they waited for Yumei to return. The temperature was the coldest it had been all season, and her fingers were white and numb from the chill. She shivered in her coat and scrunched her frozen, aching toes in her boots.

      Beside her, Shiro stared vaguely in the direction of the springs, a small wrinkle between his eyebrows. He seemed unaware of her discomfort and she didn’t want to ask him to create a kitsunebi to warm her. She’d filled him in on everything that had happened since he was bitten by the tsuchigumo, from Yumei killing Jorogumo to Uzume’s information and their new mission. But his reaction hadn’t been quite right, almost as though he didn’t care—or he was too distracted by something else to give it proper consideration.

      She shouldn’t have hugged him. What had possessed her to do that? She’d just been so relieved, so overwhelmed with emotion that he was awake. She’d thought he was gone forever. And really, was a simple embrace that shocking when he had already kissed her? When he had pinned her to the floor and almost kissed her a second time?

      Perhaps his desire for closeness was purely physical. Her embrace had been too emotional. And yet, after rescuing her from the tsuchigumo’s web, he’d seemed so frantic …

      She pushed the thought away and concentrated on waiting instead. Yumei should be back soon. After recovering from the effort of transporting them to Wasurenagusa, he had taken off to scout the area. The sun had disappeared behind thickening clouds as the afternoon waned, and the temperature continued to drop.

      An errant wind tugged erratically at her clothing and loosened her hair in its bun. What had Uzume meant when she’d said that Amaterasu commanded the wind, but Emi had let it run wild? And Yumei had said he didn’t want the wind as his foe. They’d both spoken as though the wind was sentient, or at least semi-aware and capable of independent action.

      When the wind had helped her fight Jorogumo, Emi hadn’t given much thought to whether she was in control. The wind had answered her will, acting in whatever way she needed, so she’d assumed it was Amaterasu’s doing, but now she wasn’t sure. Within Uzume’s and Yumei’s words, she sensed a warning. She wished she could talk to Amaterasu and find out what was happening to her.

      She pressed her cold hand to her coat over her kamigakari mark. Whether because she had recovered enough of Amaterasu’s ki or because of the healing powers of the flower petal, she could once again feel a familiar, comforting warmth in the mark. Soon, she would be ready to attempt to remove another band of the onenju from Shiro.

      She peeked at him again. He was still contemplating the mountainous horizon, his expression indecipherable.

      “What’s wrong?” The words escaped her before she could stop them.

      “Hmm?” He looked at her for the first time in nearly an hour.

      She hunched her shoulders. “You seem distracted.”

      He grinned crookedly. “Craving my attention, little miko?”

      She almost gave up, but instead she studied him. It was nearly imperceptible, but his smile seemed hollow, devoid of the mischievous humor that usually accompanied it.

      Her concern grew despite her best efforts to keep her emotions neutral. “What’s the matter, Shiro?”

      Something flickered through his eyes. Dismay? Irritation? She wasn’t sure.

      He huffed, his breath fogging the air. Propping one foot on the log, he rested his arm on his knee. “I remembered something from … before the onenju. A real memory.”

      Her heart leaped with a painful mixture of hope and dread. “What do you remember?”

      His gaze flicked away before returning to hers. “Dying.”

      “You—you died?”

      “I remember feeling enraged, consumed by fury … by betrayal.” He lifted his arm with the onenju, turning his wrist so the beads gleamed. “I had just been bound by the onenju, I think. I felt torn open and hollowed out, my power emptied from my soul.”

      His hand closed around the front of his kosode. “Then I was … pierced. Run through from behind.”

      “Someone bound you with the onenju and then stabbed you in the back?” she whispered, horrified.

      “I had thought, all this time, that I had no memories because the onenju had sealed them away or destroyed them or … something. But now I wonder … perhaps the onenju didn’t have a direct effect on my memories. Perhaps I have no recollections because I died.”

      “Yumei said that yokai’s memories return gradually after they revive.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard too. It takes a few months, perhaps even longer depending on the yokai’s strength, for both ki and self to fully regenerate.”

      “But if the onenju is blocking your ki,” she said slowly, “then it’s also blocking your memories from returning.”

      He nodded. “We know where to find Susano and Sarutahiko, but if I alone hold the key to Inari’s disappearance in my memories … Even if you were to remove the onenju this moment, it could take months for me to remember everything.”

      Sympathy welled in her at the worried crease between his brows.

      “Don’t give up hope. Susano and Sarutahiko might know more.” Without thinking, she placed her hand on his. “Maybe Susano—”

      He gasped, yanking his hand out from under hers. She snatched her hand back, her face warming with embarrassment at his rejection. Hurt flashed through her before she tamped it down.

      “Your fingers are like ice.” His tone was a mixture of disbelief and complaint. She blinked in surprise as he frowned at her in clear disapproval. Before she could react, he scooped both her hands into his and pressed them between his wonderfully warm palms.

      “Why didn’t you say you were cold?” he demanded.

      “I …” She stared at her hands enveloped by his. “I just …”

      “Just wanted to turn into a block of ice while I wasn’t paying attention? Do I have to watch you every minute?” Four kitsunebi burst to life and formed a circle around her. Heat washed over her, almost painful after sitting so long in the cold. “Is this some sort of female punishment because I almost died or something?”

      “W-what?”

      “Don’t ask me to explain how women’s minds work. Why else would you freeze to death without saying anything?”

      “I wasn’t freezing to death,” she protested weakly. “I was just a little cold.”

      “A little?” He squeezed her hands more tightly between his. “I can’t read your mind. If you need my help, just tell me.”

      She ducked her head, wishing she could escape his uncompromising stare but unable to while he still held her hands.

      “I didn’t think you wanted …” Her halfhearted mumble trailed off into silence.

      “Didn’t want to what?”

      She shook her head.

      “Emi.”

      “It’s nothing. Never mind.”

      “Emi,” he growled and her belly swooped a little at the sound of him saying her name like that, even if he was annoyed with her.

      Before she could come up with a response, a huge raven swept out of the sky and landed in the snow a few yards away. Black rippled over him and Yumei appeared from the wave of dark magic. To her relief, Shiro’s heavy scrutiny at last shifted to the new target.

      “Find anything?” he asked Yumei, still holding her hands captive.

      “Nothing immediately suspicious. A storm is building in the west and will be here in an hour. We will need shelter.”

      “An outdoor shelter won’t be enough for a human. The miko is already a block of ice.”

      Irritation skimmed Yumei’s eyes as it always did whenever her fragile humanity inconvenienced him. “You cannot keep her warm?”

      A wicked smile curved Shiro’s lips. “Not with clothes on.”

      Emi’s mouth fell open but she was struck speechless. She tried to yank her hands away from him but his grip was too tight.

      Yumei tipped his head toward the plumes of steam rising from the distant, unseen hot springs. “Ajisai is not far.”

      Shiro blinked. “You mean the inn? Is that a good idea?”

      “What’s wrong with an inn?” she asked, finally finding her voice. She determinedly did not acknowledge Shiro’s comment about clothing.

      “A yokai inn,” he clarified.

      “Which would you prefer to risk?” Yumei asked. “The storm or the yokai?”

      Shiro stood, pulling her with him. “Fair point.”

      “Actually,” Emi began nervously, “we could go to a human inn instead and—”

      “The human establishments are on the west side of the summit,” Yumei interrupted. “We will be lucky to reach Ajisai before the storm.”

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      Shiro pulled her closer to him. “Scared, little miko?”

      “Won’t they want to eat me?”

      “Probably,” he said, not sounding worried at all despite having already expressed concern. She sighed.

      A ten-minute flight later, Emi huddled under Shiro’s arm as they trudged through deep snow. The howling wind drove icy pellets into their faces and the afternoon light had dimmed until an unpleasant gloom lay over the mountain. The clouds above roiled angrily, casting their fury down upon the land.

      As Yumei led the way through the trees, she wondered how much farther the inn was—and how yokai could find it in the middle of nowhere. No roads or paths interrupted the untouched wilderness. The forest seemed empty of life.

      At long last, Yumei stopped. She squinted through the snow. In front of him was a simple wooden post, waist high and unmarked. Yumei placed one finger on the front face and traced a complex symbol that briefly glowed red. The air before him shimmered strangely.

      He stepped into the shimmer and disappeared.

      Shiro led her toward it. When they reached the barrier, a cold even deeper than the wind brushed across her skin. Dark, alien magic slid over her, searching, tasting. The air thickened, pushing her back. With Shiro pulling her onward, she struggled to step forward as it forced her back with equal force.

      Yumei reappeared beside her. He curled his arm around her back, just below Shiro’s arm, and together they drew her into the thick, icy wall of air. The magic seethed angrily across her skin, hissing imperceptibly in her ears. Shiro and Yumei dragged her forward, compressing her against the invisible, unyielding wall.

      Then, with a shudder of magic, she was through. The pressure vanished and she stumbled, almost falling. Shiro caught her and pulled her upright.

      Yumei released her. “Tsuchi does not like you.”

      “Uzume said the same thing,” she muttered through chattering teeth.

      The wind gusted again, whipping over them. She looked up to see what the shimmering barrier had been hiding.
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A tall wall had appeared among the trees, interrupted by an entryway with a narrow, pitched roof. Peels of rotting wood and old paint marred the surface and a stone lantern post stained with green moss sat in front, the flame within flickering wildly in the wind. Beyond the opening, a boardwalk of old, uneven wooden planks curved through a sparse front garden, the empty flowerbeds dotted with spindly trees barren of leaves.

      With Shiro at her side, she followed Yumei toward a low, sprawling abode with glowing lanterns hanging from the eaves to welcome visitors. The worn exterior inspired about as much confidence as the boardwalk and garden, but with her numb hands tucked under her arms and her face so cold it hurt, all she could think about was getting warm. As she ascended the steps, Yumei slid the door open, spilling light across the stoop, and passed through the threshold. Squinting, she stepped into a wave of warm air that smelled of cooking food. Shiro slid the door shut behind them with a thud.

      The rumble of relaxed conversation permeated the air. As she blinked in the soft light of the candles and lamps scattered about the room, her heart beat faster and faster.

      The interior of the inn was significantly less shabby than the outside, but it was far from a high-end establishment. The walls were dark wood, as was the vaulted ceiling, giving the entire space a gloomy air. Beyond the small entryway, wide double doors were open to the common room, where long, low tables and cushions had been laid out in preparation for dinner. Finer inns served their guests in their rooms, but small country inns—which this one resembled—served a single communal meal for guests to share. A square fire pit in the center of the room smoked faintly and a black iron kettle sat atop the coals.

      Though dinner had yet to be laid out, various light foods had been left for hungry guests to graze on. And indeed, an assortment of visitors lounged in the large room, some at the table and some nearby.

      On one of the threadbare cushions, two furred animals that looked like a cross between a monkey and a dog were curled up together. The creature sitting at a table with a cup of tea was definitely more monkey than anything else, if monkeys grew six feet tall and wore samurai-style armor. His furless face was bright pink and his dark eyes watched the three creatures on the other side of the table. His tablemates were as short as small children, with dark red skin, boldly pointed ears, and long raven hair. The three matching yokai were bent over something on the table, gesturing energetically.

      A man reclined against the wall, separate from the others, with a bowl of food on the table beside him. He might have looked human except for the dark stripes across his skin and the tiger ears rising from his silver hair, tied back in a long tail that hung over one shoulder. His clothing was decidedly fine and a sheathed sword lay on the floor beside him.

      Before she could get a good look at the handful of other yokai populating the room, Shiro grabbed her hand and pulled her into motion. Yumei had already reached the reception desk where a staff member was welcoming him—or she assumed the yokai was a staff member. He looked like a ten-year-old boy, except for the single large eye in the center of his forehead.

      As she stumbled after Shiro, the large monkey yokai glanced toward her and the three small, red-skinned creatures turned to see what he was looking at. Almost in unison, they grinned hungrily and her face went cold.

      “A human?” one said loudly, its scratchy voice cutting through the murmur of conversation. “You insult the innkeeper by bringing your own dinner.”

      The tiger-eared yokai looked over and the monkey-dogs raised their heads, ears perked forward. Two female yokai at the far end of the room broke off their conversation.

      Shiro flicked a cutting glance over his shoulder at the speaker. “Jealous, moryo?”

      “It’s also rude to indulge in fresh human blood without sharing,” the yokai added, displaying two rows of sharply pointed teeth in a horrific parody of a smile.

      “Why would I share with a runt like you?”

      “Maybe you won’t have a choice.”

      Shiro stopped and turned halfway toward the moryo. His motion casually put him between Emi and the yokai. The markings on his face briefly flared red.

      “Your ill manners are an affront to all the guests of this inn,” the tiger yokai cut in unexpectedly in slow, deep tones. “Mind yourself, moryo.”

      “Can you not smell that human, Byakko?” the red-skinned yokai snapped. “You think it fair that the kitsune parade his prey in front of us?”

      Unexpectedly, Yumei stepped between her and Shiro. His hands came down on top of their heads and he pushed down, bending their necks uncomfortably.

      “These both belong to me,” he said into the suddenly silent room, his inflectionless voice echoing with a hint of dark caverns and icy winds. “Any who would challenge me for them, do it now.”

      The moryo backed up a step and plopped down on his cushion again. Everyone but the tiger yokai conspicuously resumed their interrupted activities. Yumei met Byakko’s golden eyes and inclined his head slightly. Byakko returned the nod with a slightly deeper bow of his head, acknowledging that the Tengu outranked him.

      Yumei released her and Shiro. She straightened, trying not to grimace. She was fairly certain she understood what Yumei had done—he’d demonstrated her and Shiro’s submissiveness to his will—but she didn’t like it.

      The yokai from behind the desk approached. Emi shuddered as his single eye lingered on her for too long before he led them out of the lobby. He took them to a room at the far end of a long hall, where he opened the door and bowed them through. Emi scurried past him into the room, almost stepping on Shiro’s heels. The innkeeper closed the door behind them.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that many yokai start drooling simultaneously,” Shiro observed, grinning at her obvious discomfort. “I’ve told you before that your scent is mouthwatering.”

      “Stop it, Shiro.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering despite the warmth. She moved to the center of the room and knelt at the low table. Beside it, a round brazier warmed the space. The simple room was empty except for the table and a few cushions, but there would be futons and bedding in the closet. “I’m not sure Yumei’s threat was enough for them to leave me alone.”

      “Just don’t go off by yourself,” Shiro said, drifting around the perimeter of the room.

      “Byakko is the only one with power to speak of,” Yumei said, “and he will not harm you.”

      Emi glanced up. “Are you sure?”

      “He has no interest in humans.” He turned back to the door. “I will see what he knows of this area. Stay here. The innkeeper will bring your dinner to the room.”

      As the door closed behind him, she shifted closer to the brazier. He didn’t have to tell her to stay in the room. She had no intention of setting foot outside it until they could leave this den of monsters.
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      “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Emi whispered.

      Shiro stood beside the wide threshold filled with a red curtain, one eyebrow raised. She folded her arms stubbornly, still not entirely sure how she’d ended up in this hallway, far from the safety of their room. Hadn’t she decided to stay put until they were ready to leave?

      “You want to stay at an inn with hot springs and not use them?” he asked.

      “I just don’t think—”

      “You can’t tell me you don’t want to bathe. Don’t miko normally bathe every couple hours?”

      “Not that often,” she spluttered. She inched away from the curtained doorway. “The storm outside is—”

      “The pool is well sheltered and the water is hot.”

      “But what if there are yokai—”

      “There’s no one in there, and I’ll be nearby.” He leaned toward her. “Unless you’re saying you want me to go in with you, little miko?”

      “No!” The word came out in an embarrassed squeak and her face flushed.

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m going to bathe. If you get scared, just scream.”

      Leaving her standing in the hall, he walked to the blue-curtained doorway and disappeared inside. She blinked after him, then turned to the faded red curtain. She did desperately want to bathe. If he thought it was safe …

      She pulled the curtain aside and peered in. The changing room was indeed empty. She slipped inside and approached the wooden shelves lined with fraying baskets. Swallowing hard and keeping an apprehensive watch on the curtained doorway, she pulled off her clothing, folded the garments, and set them in a basket. The only thing she kept in place was the omamori around her neck.

      She took two simple white towels from the stack above the storage baskets, surprised to find the fabric soft and thick. With effort, she left the basket—and her hidden ofuda—and crept to the doorway that led to the next room where running water splashed loudly. The walls changed from wood to stone, and along one side, bamboo pipes poured steaming water into a track in the floor. Wooden stools and basins waited in the corner. Again, she was surprised—the room was scrupulously clean and well stocked. The inn might not have the finest finishes, but it wasn’t quite the drab, rundown establishment she’d assumed.

      After hanging her towels on a hook, Emi pulled a stool up to one of the pipes, perched on the edge of the seat, and used the basin to pour steaming water over herself, rinsing the dust and dirt and blood from her skin. She dumped a full basin over her head, gasping as the water ran down her face, then picked up the soap. After thoroughly washing, she twisted a towel around her hair and secured it on top of her head. Holding the second towel against her front, she peered through the final doorway. An icy breeze slid across her wet skin, making her shiver.

      Covered by a wooden overhang, the stone floor extended several more steps, then sank into the pool. Steam rose in eddies that drifted in the slight breeze, and tall, snow-dusted rocks enclosed the spring. The wall to her left, however, was wooden: the partition between the men’s and women’s baths.

      To her relief, the pool was empty. She quickly folded her spare towel and placed it near the rocky edge, then stretched one foot into the water, searching for the top step. Finding smooth stone with her toes, she descended into the steaming water. A breathy sigh slipped from her as the heat radiated through her skin and warmed her bones. It seemed like weeks had passed since she’d last been properly warm.

      Finding a bench-like ridge of rock under the water, she sat by the steps, close to her towel and escape back into the washing room if needed. Steam rose all around her, blurring the nearby stone walls but failing to obscure the majestic peak rising above the inn.

      Sinking a little lower, she leaned against the rocky edge of the pool. Somewhere on the other side of the wooden wall across from her, Shiro was soaking in the same water. Her cheeks burned at the thought. Shiro, on the other side of the wall … with no clothes on. She bit her lip, trying and failing to banish the thought. Instead, an image rose in her mind: Shiro leaning against the wall in her bedroom, his bare torso gleaming faintly after bathing, his hair mussed from the towel.

      She lifted her hands from the water and pressed them to her cheeks to cool her blush. Surely she could find something more productive—and appropriate—to occupy her thoughts. He was a yokai, after all. Just because he made suggestive quips … and had kissed her once … and had almost kissed her a second time … She let her hands fall back into the water. He couldn’t be more confusing if he tried.

      Closing her eyes, she sought the inner meditative calm she had so thoroughly neglected lately, but her mind stubbornly lingered where it shouldn’t. A sleepy lassitude slipped over her, and as she soaked, she indulged in forbidden thoughts she would never have entertained if she hadn’t been alone.

      She’d been listening to the quiet chatter of female voices for several minutes, vaguely enjoying the familiar, comforting sound, when it dawned on her that nearby conversation should not be comforting—exactly the opposite. Her eyes flew open and she sat up, her shoulders poking out of the water. The cold breeze battled with the hot steam.

      In a burst of sound and movement, a group of women poured out of the doorway, laughing together. Their nakedness didn’t surprise her—traditional communal baths were always enjoyed in the nude—but she hadn’t been expecting the less human additions. Each woman had a pair of cat ears poking out of her hair and a long furred tail swishing behind her.

      Still laughing, they splashed straight into the pool. Emi sank down until her chin touched the water and clamped her hands over her chest, covering her kamigakari mark. What should she do? Call out for Shiro’s help? But … but she was naked, and if he came to her rescue … he probably wouldn’t be any more clothed. She was fairly certain she would rather die at the hands of the cat women instead.

      “Kaori!” the woman with black hair and ears suddenly gasped. “Don’t pinch me!”

      A cat yokai with ash-brown hair tied in a bun on top of her head giggled. “I can’t help myself, Noriko.”

      “Ladies,” the one with striped orange ears and matching hair said in exasperation. “Behave yourselves. We aren’t alone.”

      All four yokai—bakeneko, she was guessing—turned bright eyes on Emi. She shrank back, nervously noting they all had vertical pupils in their yellow or green irises.

      “Ooh,” Kaori exclaimed, adjusting the tie in her hair. “It’s the human from the lobby!”

      Four pairs of feline ears perked toward Emi.

      They glanced at one another, then Noriko stepped closer. “Hello.”

      After a brief, fearful hesitation, Emi whispered, “Hello.”

      “Aw, she’s shy,” Kaori observed.

      Noriko swatted her shoulder. “She’s not a dumb mute, Kaori. She can hear you.” She turned a pointy-toothed smile on Emi. “Don’t worry. You’re perfectly safe with us.”

      “We only eat male humans,” Kaori added.

      The orange-haired one shot Kaori a rebuking glare. “I don’t think she needed to know that.”

      Emi opened her mouth, then closed it without saying anything. Her gaze darted toward the door.

      “Oh, no, you don’t have to leave.” Noriko grabbed the arms of her fellow yokai. “We’ll go over there instead.”

      She started dragging them away, but Kaori pulled free and waded determinedly over to Emi. She planted her hands on her hips and stared down at Emi without the slightest inclination toward modesty. Not that she had any reason to be ashamed of her body.

      “Kaori,” Noriko chastised.

      “I just want to know,” Kaori said, leaning down to inspect Emi with bright gold eyes. “Whose okini are you? The kitsune’s or the other one’s?”

      “W-what?” Emi stuttered. Okini, as she knew the word, meant “favorite” or “pet” but she had no idea which meaning the yokai intended.

      “Which one? It’s a simple question.”

      Noriko grabbed Kaori by one feline ear and pulled her backward. “You’re so rude.”

      “Ow! I just want to know!”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “How are you not curious? Curiosity is our defining trait.”

      “So is caution, and I don’t want to upset that daitengu by bothering his human.”

      “What’s a daitengu?” Emi asked without thinking. Jorogumo had used the same word.

      They all looked at Emi in surprise.

      “The yokai in black you came in with,” Kaori said. “He’s a daitengu. He reeks of raven.”

      “The crow and raven yokai come in three types,” Noriko added. “The weak crows, the more powerful generals, and their leader.”

      “Oh,” Emi replied. “So the daitengu are the Tengu’s generals. I see.”

      “Why wouldn’t you know what a daitengu is?” Kaori asked. “That’s what your master is.”

      Emi shook her head. “No, he’s the Tengu.”

      Kaori snorted. “Maybe that’s what he told you, but there’s no way. The Tengu doesn’t leave his territory.”

      Emi didn’t respond. Maybe it was better she didn’t confirm Yumei’s identity.

      Kaori leaned closer again. “You didn’t answer my question. Whose okini are you?”

      Noriko rolled her eyes. “Why do you care so much?”

      “I don’t want to get on that daitengu’s bad side, but I’m not afraid of a kitsune.” Kaori scrutinized Emi. “Hachiro said the bounty was for a young human miko with long hair. She fits, so why not hand her over?”

      Emi sucked in a sharp breath. A bounty on miko with long hair? It had to be Izanami’s doing. Since Emi was travelling with two yokai, turning other yokai against her was the surest way to ensure she was captured or killed before she could cause Izanami any more problems.

      Noriko scowled. “I don’t want to get involved in that.”

      “Then butt out,” Kaori said. “I didn’t want to share the bounty anyway.”

      “And when that daitengu rips you apart, we won’t stop him.”

      “I don’t think she belongs to him. I think she’s the kitsune’s okini.”

      “And the kitsune belongs to the daitengu. If you kill the girl, that raven will skin you alive either way. Just leave it, Kaori.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” She turned her back on Emi. “You’re so boring, Noriko.”

      “I think ‘smart’ is the better word,” the orange-haired one said. Together, the four yokai waded to the far end of the pool without another glance at Emi.

      She didn’t waste any time. As soon as they were across the pool, she grabbed the edge of the spring and hauled herself out, water cascading off her. Snatching up her towel, she rushed through the doorway, across the washing room, and into the changing room. Drying as fast as she could, she pulled on her clothes and checked that her ofuda were still hidden in her inner sleeve pockets.

      Cautiously, she poked her head out of the curtain, looking back and forth down the empty hall. Where was Shiro? Had he not overheard the cat yokai talking about turning her over for a bounty? She considered her options, then decided to head back to their room. Maybe Yumei had returned.

      Pulling her damp hair over her shoulder so it didn’t soak the back of her kimono, she headed down the hall.

      “Little miko!”

      She turned around. Shiro stood at the other end of the hall. He must have finished at the springs too, because he was fully dressed as though he’d never gone in.

      “Shiro? What are you—”

      “This way,” he said, gesturing for her to come to him. “Hurry.”

      She hastened back down the hall. So he had heard what the cat yokai had said. Was it not safe to return to their room? “What’s—”

      Waving at her to follow, he pushed through another curtained doorway. She slipped through after him into a narrow, unlit hall—clearly not an area meant for the inn’s guests. He sped down the corridor and she rushed to keep up. Sick apprehension settled in her gut.

      “Shiro, where—”

      “Shh,” he hissed, not looking back. “Hurry, little miko.”

      Her steps hesitated, her skin prickling at the way he’d said “little miko.” And why did he sound terse and almost … nervous? Shiro rarely lost his cool. “Where are we—”

      He stopped and spun around. His eyes gleamed like gemstones in the shadows and he bared his teeth. “Do you want to die? Then be quiet and follow me.”

      Fear zinged through her and she stumbled to a stop. “Where’s Yumei?”

      “Waiting for us.”

      “Where?”

      “Follow me and I’ll show you.”

      Wariness sang along her nerves, warning her that something was wrong. She took a step back. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      With an angry hiss, he strode to her and grabbed her wrist, jerking her after him. Pain shot up her arm from the strength of his grip and she looked down at his hand in shock. He was hurting her. He never hurt her.

      She stared at his hand, at the black wrap that wound over the back of his hand, up his forearm, and over his elbow, held in place by red ties. Ice slid through her veins. His right hand. He was holding her with his right hand, but where were the glossy red beads that should have been wrapped twice around his wrist? The onenju was missing.

      Shiro couldn’t remove the onenju. No one could—except her.

      If he wasn’t wearing the onenju, then the yokai dragging her down the dark corridor couldn’t be Shiro.
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      As he hauled her after him, his grip bruising her arm, she gathered her frayed wits. Somehow, despite looking and sounding just like Shiro, this yokai wasn’t him. She stuck her hand into her sleeve and pinched a thin rectangle of paper between her fingers.

      “Hey!” she yelled.

      His head snapped toward her, teeth bared with furious impatience. She flung her hand out and slapped the ofuda against his face.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!”

      Blue light lit the ofuda and rushed over his body. He froze in place, teeth still bared angrily. Jerking out of his grip, she stumbled back, hands shaking. For a moment, she panicked, afraid she’d just hit Shiro with an ofuda, but she looked again at his wrist and the missing onenju. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be him.

      She backed up another step, frantically wondering what she should do.

      A soft footstep sounded behind her and she whirled around. A short, thickset yokai that resembled a furry dwarf stalked down the hall toward her, its hideous face contorted in a grimace. She snatched another ofuda.

      In a sudden surge of motion, the yokai grabbed her by the throat and threw her.

      Her back hit the wall, pain jarring her limbs. Before she could react, the yokai jabbed her in the chest with one finger. Magic speared her body like a bolt of lightning, and all the air in her lungs vanished.

      Her hands flew to her throat as her chest heaved, but no matter how much she tried to inhale, no air entered her lungs. Panic exploded through her and she slumped back against the wall, grabbing pointlessly at her neck. Dizziness swept over her as her lungs screamed for air.

      “You had one job,” the stocky yokai growled. “Get the miko out of the inn. You couldn’t even manage that.”

      He reached for the glowing ofuda on the other yokai’s face, but it flared brightly and he yanked his hand back. “How are you so incompetent that you let a human bind you? Now I have to wait for the spell to run its course. Idiot.”

      As sparks flashed in her vision, Emi pressed her hands to her chest. Squeezing her eyes shut, she turned her focus inward, where the warmth of her ki waited. Forming the words in her mind, she threw all her will into the incantation: Shukusei no tama!

      Her ki surged through her body, purifying the yokai magic. She sucked in a rasping gasp, the stale air of the hallway filling her lungs.

      The yokai spun around at the sound. He sneered when he saw her breathing again. “So you want to do this the painful way, then?”

      As he drew his foot back to kick her, Shiro’s voice drifted out of the shadows. “The painful way sounds about right.”

      He appeared out of the darkness, his prowling steps silent on the floor. Water dripped from his hair and droplets trickled down his bare torso. He wore only his black hakama and the red onenju around his wrist.

      The yokai snarled and raised a hand toward Shiro. In one smooth motion, Shiro grabbed the yokai by the front of his kosode and threw him into the wall. The wood creaked from the force of the impact. Shiro raised his other hand and fire sparked in his palm, forming a dancing orb of flame.

      “Breathe this,” he said, a feral smile sliding across his lips. He clamped his hand over the yokai’s mouth, shoving his head back into the wall.

      Flame surged around Shiro’s fingers and the yokai screamed, the sound muffled by Shiro’s hand. The yokai convulsed in agony for a long minute before sagging. Shiro pulled his hand back and the yokai crumpled to the floor, his dead stare empty and smoke rising from his charred mouth.

      Shiro turned to the other yokai—his lookalike, still bound by Emi’s ofuda. Identical red eyes met before Shiro seized the yokai by the face. Her ofuda flared blue and turned to ash beneath his hand. He spun the yokai around and slammed his head into the wall.

      “Who—” He slammed the yokai’s head into the wall again. “—said—” Another slam. “—you—could—impersonate—me?”

      He punctuated each word with the bang of the yokai’s head hitting the wall. With the final impact, the imposter let out a pitiful wail. Shimmers and dancing green light whirled over his body, and when it faded, a completely different yokai cowered before Shiro: dark ears with white fur sprouting from inside them, ruffled, pale brown hair with dark roots, and a bushy tail that trembled noticeably. Shiro let go of the yokai’s face and he curled into a ball, whimpering and holding his head.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he whined. “He made me do it.”

      Shiro’s expression didn’t soften. “You still did it.”

      “He was going to steal my breath!”

      “You were going to steal my human.”

      “Please, please, don’t kill me.”

      Shiro crouched beside the yokai. “Did you see what I did to the yamachichi?”

      The yokai whimpered again.

      “That will be a sweet caress compared to what the Tengu will do to you when he hears about this.”

      “N-no, please don’t …”

      “Well …” Shiro leaned over him. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll plead your case to the Tengu and ask him to spare you—if you do something for me.”

      The yokai peeked at Shiro with terrified brown eyes.

      “Do you see that miko?” Shiro tipped his head toward Emi, where she was leaning against the wall, still winded. “I want you to take her form.”

      “H-her?”

      “Yes. Take her form. Then I want you to prance through the whole inn, making sure everyone sees you. Understand?”

      The yokai nodded unsteadily.

      “And then you will leave the inn and go into the mountains.”

      “Where in the mountains?”

      “I don’t care. But I want you to make sure that any yokai who follow you keep following you. Do you understand?”

      Comprehension dawned on the yokai’s face. “For how long?”

      “Two days. Then you can take another form and escape. You’re good at escaping, yes?”

      The yokai nodded again.

      “Good. And tanuki?” Shiro leaned in, his grin closer to a malevolent leer. “If you don’t do exactly as I said, I won’t be the one to find you. The Tengu will. His crows will be watching you, so don’t give him a reason to hunt you down.”

      “Y-yes. I’ll do it exactly like you said, I swear.”

      Shiro stood. The tanuki clambered to his feet and brushed off his clothes, more to mask his continued shaking than out of concern for his appearance. He squinted at Emi and concentration tightened his face. His body shimmered brightly again, and when the green light faded, Emi’s perfect doppelganger stood in his place.

      She gaped at her own face, her long hair hanging loose around her hips, her white kimono and red hakama pristine and perfect.

      “Is this good?” the tanuki asked Shiro in a light, sweet feminine tone. He—she?—smiled prettily.

      “Good. Get going.”

      The Emi imposter sashayed past Shiro and disappeared into the shadowy hallway. Emi frowned after the yokai. She did not sway her hips like that when she walked. How ridiculous.

      Shiro turned to her. “Come on. We need to get you out of sight so none of your hunters realize there are now two of you.”

      He reached for her. As his hand—the same hand with which he’d wielded the flames that had killed the other yokai—came toward her, she flinched, unable to stop herself. His hand faltered, then closed gently around her elbow and pulled her up. She scrambled to her feet, her knees still weak, and avoided looking at the dead yokai on the floor—but she couldn’t block out the stench of roasted flesh.

      Shiro led her back to their room. She stumbled in, wishing her legs would regain some strength, and leaned back against the wall. The yamachichi’s ability to steal the air out of her lungs had been more terrifying than she wanted to admit. With her eyes closed, she again saw Shiro’s dark smile as he shoved a handful of fire into the yokai’s mouth and incinerated him alive from the inside. A shudder rolled over her.

      The door thumped shut. A moment later, warm fingers touched her chin, lifting her face. Her eyes flew open.

      Shiro turned her head to one side as he peered at her neck. “Looks like it’s just a bruise. Does it hurt to breathe?”

      “No,” she whispered.

      His gaze rose to meet hers and glinted with challenge.

      “Do you fear me now?” he asked softly.

      He had burned a yokai alive in front of her. A yokai that had attacked her … tried to suffocate her … and would have killed her for a bounty. Yamachichi were featured in many tales where they snuck into people’s homes and sucked the breath out of a sleeping human, leaving the victim’s family to find the dead body in the morning. A monster in the truest sense of the word.

      “No,” she answered firmly.

      “I told you before—”

      “That I’m a fool for not fearing you?” She closed her hand around his wrist, where he still held her chin. “You told me once you would kill me if you had a good reason. Is that still true?”

      Shadows slid through his eyes. “How did you figure out the tanuki wasn’t me?”

      She raised her eyebrows at his evasiveness and released his wrist. He lowered his hand from her face, but he didn’t step back, still standing close.

      “He called me ‘little miko’ like you do,” she said, “but he was doing it wrong. Then I saw the onenju was missing, and I realized it couldn’t be you.”

      “Is there a wrong way to call you little miko?”

      “No … it’s just different when you do it.”

      “Different how?”

      “I … I don’t know.” She shifted her weight, intending to slide along the wall to get out from in front of him. He planted his hand on the wall beside her, blocking her escape with his arm. His bare arm.

      Before she could stop herself, her gaze dropped to his naked torso, sliding from his chest down to his flat, muscular stomach and the ties of his hakama wrapped low around his hips. She jerked her attention back up where it belonged, her face flaming.

      “I—I’m okay now,” she forced out in a whisper.

      “I had assumed as much.”

      Why was he standing so close? Why wasn’t he letting her step away?

      “You … you can move now.”

      His head tilted to one side as he smiled—that sly, mischievous smirk that had once driven her crazy and now inexplicably warmed her.

      “Do you want me to move?” he asked, a purr sliding through his deep voice.

      Her face blanched at the familiar question and a tremor ran through her. Did she want him to move? He was so close, warmth radiating off him.

      His smile widened, showing a hint of teeth. He leaned closer, closing the distance between their faces, and her lungs froze. The tip of his nose touched her cheek before drawing a whisper-light line to her ear. He shifted even closer.

      “Do you want me to move now?”

      His warm breath on her ear sent a shiver down her spine and started slow, weightless somersaults in her middle. Barely an inch of space separated their bodies. She sucked in air to calm her galloping heart. She should tell him to move. She definitely should. But for some reason, she couldn’t remember why that was the right answer.

      His lips suddenly brushed her earlobe, then slid slowly down the side of her neck, sending tingles racing over her skin. Heat swooped through her center.

      When he reached the spot where her neck joined her shoulder, his tongue flicked against her skin, tasting her. She gasped soundlessly, rigid with tension and pressed hard against the wall.

      “How about now?” he asked.

      She couldn’t make a sound. She didn’t know what she would say if she could speak. Her blood coursed through her like flames.

      His lips touched her neck again, sliding back up to the soft spot under her jaw. His teeth grazed her.

      “Shiro!” she gasped hoarsely.

      “That’s not an answer,” he murmured against her throat, again sliding the points of his canines over her skin.

      “I …” She panted, trying to assemble her scattered thoughts. “Why are you so persistent about asking me that?”

      “Why?” His head came up and her ability to breathe vanished entirely. His eyes seared her, taking her apart piece by piece and laying claim to each one. His smile had never looked more dangerous—or more alluring.

      “So you can’t lie to yourself, little miko.” His purring voice caressed her, unraveling her. “So you can’t tell yourself the evil yokai forced himself on you.”

      He leaned closer, bracing his other hand on the wall, trapping her between his arms. His mouth dropped toward hers but stopped with scarcely a whisper of space between them, hovering so close.

      “Are you lying to yourself, little miko?” he crooned. “Tell me to move.”

      His stare held her prisoner, sucking her in until she was drowning, denying her any escape. His lips, so close, taunted her. No part of him touched her, yet her nerves tingled with sensation—with anticipation. She flattened her hands against the wall, afraid of what they might do if she moved them.

      “Say the words, Emi,” he breathed. “Tell me you don’t want me.”

      Eyes wide, she trembled, unable to speak, unable to think. He was telling her what to say, but she couldn’t say it. She didn’t want to.

      “Shiro.” She wasn’t sure what she’d intended to say, but his name came out in a pleading whisper and even she could hear the longing in it.

      That was all the answer he needed.

      His mouth closed over hers and he pushed into her, crushing her against the wall. Every lean, hard plane of his body pressed into her as he kissed her with fierce, undeniable hunger. Heat plunged through her, lighting her on fire.

      His fingers closed over her chin again, holding her mouth where he wanted it. He slid his other arm around the small of her back and pulled her tight against him. She gasped, her feet barely touching the floor.

      Chest heaving, she tentatively brushed her fingers over his bare side. His breath caught and she snatched her hand back, uncertain.

      He lifted his head. Releasing her jaw, he captured her wrist and pressed her hand firmly to his stomach, surprising her. He brought his face back to hers, but this time the touch of his lips was soft, teasing her, gently exploring instead of taking what he wanted. Her fingers flexed against him and he released her wrist, tangling his hand in her hair at the nape of her neck instead.

      Timidly, she slid her hand over him, over the wondrous feeling of warm skin and hard muscle beneath. She brought her other hand up and found his skin with her fingertips. At her sudden touch, the muscles beneath her hands tightened. She ran her hands up his abs and over his chest, savoring every moment of her skin touching his.

      His lips moved over hers, softly encouraging until she forgot she was nervous, forgot she didn’t know how to kiss a man. Lost in the feel of his body beneath her hands, of his mouth on hers, she kissed him back, moving her lips like he moved his until finally she parted her lips for him. His tongue slipped into her mouth and she nearly went limp as new sensations danced through her, running in tingling lines to the pool of warmth in her belly.

      He scooped her against him and again pushed her into the wall. His mouth locked on hers, lips and tongue moving with growing urgency as his hunger broke free again. Her hands slid across his shoulders and up his neck into his damp hair. She pulled him harder into her, telling him she wanted more. She wanted him. The need smoldered through every inch of her body.

      He growled against her mouth. The sound, layered with desire and his own need, sent another hot wave rushing through her.

      The door slid open with a loud clack.

      Shiro broke their kiss and turned his head to the door, keeping her pinned against the wall. Panic and embarrassment burst through her but she couldn’t move, couldn’t even hide.

      Yumei stood in the threshold, disgust flickering across his face. “Get off her, kitsune.”

      “You have the worst timing,” Shiro complained.

      “I would call it excellent timing.” Yumei strode into the room and grabbed Shiro’s arm, yanking him away from Emi. “Have you abandoned your wish to be free of the onenju?”

      “Of course not,” Shiro grumbled, folding his arms.

      Her face flaming, Emi stayed where she was, wishing she could melt into the wall and vanish.

      “Then keep your hands off the kamigakari,” Yumei ordered flatly. “If you compromise her purity, you will sabotage your own salvation.”

      Her purity. She hadn’t even considered whether intimacy with Shiro would threaten her purity. If she strayed too far from makoto no kokoro, the state of inner harmony, her ability to receive and channel Amaterasu’s ki would be reduced or even crippled. Without Amaterasu’s power, she wouldn’t be able to remove the onenju.

      She flicked an alarmed glance at Shiro, who returned her look with a wrinkle of worry between his brows. He must not have thought of that potential consequence either. To protect her purity, Ishida and the other kannushi had kept her separated from men, from any kind of physical temptation. However, they’d also restricted her from many things that she didn’t think were directly related to her purity.

      She didn’t know if intimacy could ruin her makoto no kokoro, but she couldn’t risk it. Her inner turmoil over the truth of her fate and the adventures of the past few weeks had completely dismantled her normal kamigakari routines, leaving her far from a peaceful, harmonious state, even without additional distractions. Freeing Shiro from the onenju was too important, and the solstice was only a month away. She had to be as pure as possible to ensure her body survived Amaterasu’s descension.

      Her quivering hand rose to her lips and she forced herself to look away from Shiro. The breathless elation she’d felt moments before shriveled inside her, replaced with an ache that ran deep into her heart.
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      The red torii sent a pang of lonely longing through Emi. As she bowed automatically, she thought of the small, humble torii at the Shirayuri Shrine. Everything had seemed so simple when she had first passed beneath that torii, expecting to spend a peaceful, if boring, two months at the shrine before meeting her destiny on the solstice. So much had changed since then.

      She walked through the torii, falling into step beside Shiro. They hadn’t had any opportunity to speak privately since Yumei had interrupted them the previous evening. The Tengu had hardly left their room, though whether he’d been supervising her or simply had no reason to leave, she wasn’t sure.

      Ahead of them, he strode side by side with another yokai: the silver-haired, tiger-eared Byakko. His fine white kosode and hakama, accented with pale blue and touches of shimmering silver, would have inspired envy in an emperor, and a flowing haori rippled out behind him, brushing the snow-dusted ground as he walked.

      Byakko was their guide. When Yumei had approached him for information about an underground location where Izanami’s power held sway over the land, Byakko had immediately suggested this place.

      The collection of buildings was all too familiar—a rundown washing fountain, a small hall of worship with crumbling roof tiles, and a weathered stage for ceremonies and dances. Many shrines, especially the smallest ones, didn’t have fulltime kannushi to care for them, but at the air of neglect that hung around the buildings, she wondered if a kannushi maintained this shrine at all. Her skin prickled with nerves, the feeling heightened by the warmth of unfamiliar kami power leaking from the earth beneath her feet. This was Izanami’s domain and Emi had never felt more like an intruder.

      Byakko led them past the shrine buildings onto a path edged with a low rope fence and mature maple trees on one side. On the other, rising toward the summit of the mountain above, the rocky cliff wall leaned over the footpath. Moss clung to the jagged rock, and yesterday’s storm had blown away most of the snow.

      The sidewalk wound along the base of the cliff. With Shiro beside her, she followed Byakko and Yumei to a sharp bend where the rock jutted out from the stone wall.

      Around the corner, three large square openings had been cut into the flat cliff face. Within them, shadows swallowed all light, leaving no indication of how far back the tunnels went. In front of the openings, five tombstones with square bases and carved oval markers stood in a perfect line parallel to the sidewalk.

      “The Tenjikubotan burial caves,” Byakko said in his slow, deep voice. “The original caves have existed as long as the mountain itself. Fifteen hundred years ago, human worshippers of Izanami began using them to store the ashes of their dead in the hopes of earning Izanami’s blessing on their journey to Yomi.”

      For those who ascribed to the belief, Yomi was the fourth realm—the underworld where human spirits passed after death. Earth, the realm where humans lived, Tsuchi, the spirit realm of the yokai, and Takamahara, the heavenly realm of the kami, completed the set. As the Amatsukami of the Earth, Izanami was sometimes thought to be the guardian kami of Yomi.

      “Humans believe evil spirits haunt the caves,” Byakko continued. “I have seen no sign of spirits here, evil or otherwise, but the yokai of the area avoid this place. Some say that deep within the inner labyrinth slumbers a terrible beast that devours any intruder, body and soul, leaving no ki to revive from Tsuchi. Others say that, should you wander too deep, you will fall into Yomi, never to return.”

      His ears swiveled and he turned his golden eyes to Yumei. “Whatever the truth of the tales may be, it is well known that yokai who venture too far into these caves do not return, even from death.”

      “That sounds familiar,” Shiro muttered. “First that valley, now this.”

      “Have you observed anything unusual in this area in the last decade?” Yumei asked.

      “Not personally,” Byakko replied. “However, I am often away for months or even years.”

      “It fits, though,” Emi said, studying the dark interior of the nearest cave. “An underground location where Izanami is already powerful. It’s exactly what we’re looking for.”

      Byakko’s ears flicked back and forward again. “Yumei, I must sincerely warn against entering the caves. You may possess greater strength and magic than those who have preceded you, but what could possibly be worth the risk?”

      Emi glanced at them, surprised Yumei hadn’t told Byakko why they were here. Did he not trust Byakko or was he just being cautious?

      “It is necessary,” Yumei replied, appraising the caves. “The darkness poses no issue for me, but if it is as much a labyrinth as the legends suggest, I would prefer a secondary method of tracing my path.”

      “If you insist on going, I can assist you,” Byakko said with obvious reluctance. “An anchor is simple enough magic for me.”

      “Your aid is appreciated.” Yumei turned to Shiro. “Your fire may be useful.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m coming.” Shiro grinned. “I’m not letting you have all the fun.”

      “I’m coming too,” Emi said.

      All three yokai looked at her.

      “You will wait with Byakko,” Yumei said flatly.

      “No, I’m coming.” She folded her arms. “This is my task and I won’t be left behind.”

      “We have other concerns besides protecting you,” he snapped. “Izanami will not have left her prize unguarded. Do you wish to repeat the tsuchigumo bite?”

      She stopped herself from glancing guiltily at Shiro.

      “If I may interject,” Byakko said. “She would be a more effective receptacle for my anchor. Her ki is unlikely to fluctuate should you engage in battle.”

      After a brief, considering pause, Yumei agreed. Byakko stepped over the rope fence and knelt behind the tombstones. She, Yumei, and Shiro followed him. In the hard-packed dirt, he drew a small circle and traced a complex pattern within it. The lines glowed softly.

      “Your hand,” he said to Emi.

      She extended her hand and he took her wrist, turning her palm toward him. With his fingertip, he lightly drew a circle with a similar symbol over her palm, leaving glowing lines on her skin. His magic tingled through her hand and up her arm. He pushed his thumb into the center of her palm, and she glimpsed a cat-like claw extending before he punctured her skin.

      A drop of blood welled in her palm. He turned her hand over and the drop fell, landing in the center of the circle in the dirt. Light flashed and a shimmering line leaped from the circle to her hand, connecting them.

      Lips parting in amazement, she turned her hand over. The glowing line was attached to the circle on her palm. As she lifted her arm, the line extended, a thin ribbon of pure light.

      “I will maintain it until dawn,” he said. “If you do not return by then, I will assume you are lost.”

      Emi glanced at the sky. The sun hung low above the peaks and would soon begin its final descent of the day. She certainly hoped they wouldn’t be in the caves for the entire night.

      “We will return as swiftly as possible,” Yumei told Byakko.

      He strode toward the center cavern. Emi hurried after him, watching the ribbon of light stretch with each step. Sometimes she forgot how strange and beautiful yokai magic could be.

      Pulling her attention away from the anchor spell, she trailed after Yumei, Shiro following behind her. The cavern enclosed them, its ceiling a little too low for comfort, even for her. The weight of the mountain seemed to press down on her.

      Inside the cave, rows of stone grave markers formed curving lines along the rock walls. At the back of the main cavern, an arched entryway led into black nothingness. Yumei disappeared into it, showing no hesitation in the darkness. Emi followed, and as she walked through the arch, the symbol on her palm and the shimmering thread of magic cast a soft white glow on the walls of the next stone cavity.

      Several more arched openings branched off the new cave. Yumei chose the centermost one, heading in a more or less straight line deeper into the mountain. Emi wrinkled her nose as the air grew damp and musty, the smell of rot and mold clogging her airways. As they passed into another cavern, more gravestones marked the resting places of ancient Izanami worshippers.

      The caves grew damper and the air chillier. She was grateful for Shiro’s soft but steady footfalls behind her as she trailed after Yumei. The darkness had become impenetrable but for the glow of the anchor spell. She glanced back, comforted to see the radiant line winding back through the caverns, floating like a weightless ribbon.

      “Byakko seems like a decent yokai,” she said, shattering the oppressive silence despite her attempt to speak softly. “It was nice of him to help us.”

      “‘Nice’ probably doesn’t have much to do with it,” Shiro murmured, lengthening his stride to walk beside her. “I bet he likes the idea of the Tengu owing him a favor.”

      “Why didn’t Yumei tell him we’re looking for Susano?”

      “It’s just easier. What if Byakko doesn’t like Susano or has some other reason to refuse to help a Kunitsukami?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Don’t trust a yokai if you don’t have to,” he added, casting her a sly smile. His eyes caught the soft glow of the spell and gleamed. “I’ve warned you before.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” she said, smiling briefly before the ache in her chest returned. The memory of kissing him forced its way into her thoughts but she pushed it down. “Uzume said Susano isn’t very talkative. I wonder what he’s like?”

      Emi’s knowledge of Susano started and ended with his element: he was the Kunitsukami of the Storm. What that meant, exactly, she wasn’t sure.

      “Kind of a hermit, I’ve heard,” Shiro replied. “He supposedly doesn’t get along with the other Kunitsukami.”

      “Izanami chose her targets wisely,” Yumei said from ahead of them as they entered another cave. The rocky ground had grown rougher, sloping downward. Grave markers no longer interrupted the natural stone caverns.

      “She eliminated Inari first,” he continued. “He connected the other three Kunitsukami and maintained a loose acquaintanceship with the Amatsukami. Without him, the lines of communication were broken. Had any of the others disappeared first, he would have noticed.

      “She captured Susano next. As a known recluse, he was unlikely to be missed for some time, reducing the chances that Sarutahiko or Uzume would grow suspicious.”

      “And then she went after Sarutahiko and Uzume,” Emi murmured. “She had to deal with them at the same time because neither of them would fail to notice if something happened to the other.”

      She rubbed her hands together to warm them. The air had turned even more stale and foul, stinking of mold and mildew and things that only grew in the dark and wet. The rough rock walls gleamed with moisture in the dim light of the anchor spell.

      “How long do you think Izanami has been planning this?” she asked. “At least a hundred years if that’s when Inari disappeared.”

      “Probably centuries,” Shiro said. “Maybe longer. Whatever she has planned is no small endeavor.”

      “It would help if we knew what she intended to do,” Emi muttered. “Uzume didn’t know, and I doubt Susano will have answers. I wish Amaterasu had told me.”

      Silence fell over them again as the caverns grew smaller and narrower, twisting and turning until Yumei had to pause at intersections, considering them carefully before choosing a direction. She found herself checking more and more frequently that the ribbon of light connected to her hand, their only hope of finding their way out, still wound back out of sight.

      They entered another cavern with jagged rock walls and a steeply sloping floor. The stale air reeked and the musty, slimy stench coated her nose. She automatically lifted her hand to cover her mouth, causing the ribbon to flutter. Its light rippled over the cavern walls, illuminating long, narrow, snaking shapes.

      She stumbled to a stop. “What are those?”

      “Roots? Vines?” Shiro shrugged. “A weird underground plant?”

      “Keep moving,” Yumei said over his shoulder. He was already halfway across the cavern, little more than a shadow in the darkness.

      She forced her feet into motion again, scanning the mass of tangled roots. Or were they vines? She couldn’t tell. Roots seemed unlikely; how could a tree send roots this far through solid rock? But she didn’t know of any vine that could grow without sunlight.

      As she walked, the passage narrowed to a few yards across, bringing the snake-like shapes closer to her light. She squinted at them. Smooth and tough, they did look like roots. Small, conical bumps that resembled barnacles formed clusters on the thicker plants. She slowed again, holding her hand closer to throw more light on the strange things.

      The nearest bulb appeared to twitch. A hole like a tiny mouth opened at the peak and a puff of discolored air spurted from it. The foul, moldy stench hit her nose and she gagged.

      “Ugh,” she choked. “Was that some sort of fungus spore?”

      “Whatever it was, it’s disgusting,” Shiro said, pushing her forward. “The smell is making my head hurt.”

      She hurried to catch up with Yumei, who was standing at another crossroad, studying the three passages. She stopped beside him and squinted down each one.

      “They all look the same. How do we know which way to go?” When he didn’t answer, she turned to him with a worried frown. “Yumei?”

      He looked straight ahead, his face in shadows. A slow, almost soundless exhale slipped from him—and he slumped sideways, falling into Emi.

      She gasped, catching his shoulders. Shiro grabbed his arms and pulled him off her as she crumpled under his weight.

      “Yumei!” Shiro lowered the Tengu to the rocky floor. “What’s wrong?”

      Yumei slumped limply, eyes closed. Shiro shook him roughly, then pulled back one of his eyelids. His pupil was rolled halfway back in his head, sightless and empty.

      “He’s out cold,” Shiro growled. “What happened?”

      Panic skimmed Emi’s thoughts. The Tengu was the strongest among them—stronger than the majority of yokai. He was supposed to be near infallible. Even after Jorogumo had punched holes through him, he had walked—run, actually—away from the battlefield without faltering. What could possibly have rendered him unconscious without warning?

      “We can’t leave him here.” Shiro pressed a hand to his head, snarling under his breath. “I can’t think. This stench is driving me crazy.”

      She stiffened with a sudden suspicion. A few feet away, another cluster of bulbs spat foul clouds into the air. The twisting vine shapes covered the cavern walls.

      She grabbed Shiro’s arm. “Pick him up. We need to get out of here.”

      He squinted hazily. “What?”

      “Do as I say! Can you carry Yumei? Pick him up!”

      Catching on to her urgency, he turned and drew Yumei’s arms over his shoulders, pulling the Tengu onto his back. He stood quickly—and swayed. Staggering, he caught himself, alarm flashing across his face.

      “Hold your breath, Shiro!” She moved out of his way. “You first. Go!”

      He launched into a fast jog back through the cavern. She ran after him, praying it wasn’t too late. The bulbs spat more clouds of spores as they rushed out of the cavern and into the previous one, following the glowing ribbon of light. Shiro stumbled more than he should have but caught himself each time without slowing his determined pace.

      When they reached a wider cave, the walls mercifully free of any twisting vines or bulbs, she slowed. Shiro stumbled from a jog to a heavy walk, breathing hard. He adjusted his grip on Yumei and cast dull eyes toward her.

      “Are you okay?” she asked him quickly.

      “Not particularly,” he said. “Another minute in that cavern and I would have been out cold too.”

      “I should have realized sooner.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “Poisonous spores. Izanami doesn’t need a guard for Susano if the air in the caverns is too toxic to enter.”

      “At least you figured it out. Without you, I would still be standing in there wondering why Yumei passed out.”

      She smiled weakly. “Let’s get him out of here and see if he wakes up.”

      They trudged back through the endless maze of caverns, following the glowing line of the anchor spell. When she saw the first glimpse of light ahead, her heart leaped and she hurried her steps.

      Byakko met them in the outermost cavern and his face tightened when he saw Shiro carrying Yumei on his back. The tiger yokai helped carry Yumei out of the cave, where the last light of the setting sun blazed behind the western summits. Shiro and Byakko leaned Yumei against the rocky wall a dozen feet away from the first cave.

      “What happened?” Byakko demanded as Shiro pulled up one of Yumei’s eyelids again, checking for any sign of returning awareness.

      Emi told him about the strange plants and the spore-spitting bulbs.

      “No doubt it was a virulent poison to affect the Tengu so,” Byakko said solemnly, studying Yumei. “Yokai are not susceptible to the natural environment as humans are, and he even less so than most.”

      Shiro rubbed his hand over his hair, flattening one ear. His face was pale and his eyes still hazy. “I don’t understand why it took him down before me. He’s stronger.”

      “Unless that is the very nature of the poison,” Byakko murmured thoughtfully. “A mundane poison would affect humans more strongly, followed by weak yokai, then finally powerful yokai. Yet I see the opposite.” He looked across the three of them. “The strongest fell first, the weaker struggles to resist, yet the weakest of you is unharmed.”

      Emi nodded in understanding. “So it must not be a mundane poison. Maybe Izanami created this fungus to attack powerful yokai. She wouldn’t care as much about a weak yokai making it deep into the caverns, but she definitely wants to keep out the powerful ones who have a chance of rescuing—” She clamped her mouth shut, swallowing the rest of her sentence.

      Byakko’s head snapped toward her. “Rescuing whom?”

      She briefly considered how to answer, then threw caution to the wind. “Susano.”

      “Izanami’s prize,” he whispered, repeating Yumei’s earlier word. “If this poison reacts more strongly in relation to the strength of a yokai’s ki, it would be perilously toxic to a Kunitsukami.”

      Shiro slumped against the rock wall beside Yumei, heaving a long sigh. “Well, unless you’ve got a bright idea, he’s staying where he is. I doubt Izanami would stop with a single obstacle between Susano and a rescuer. Any yokai weak enough to make it through the spores without passing out—assuming that’s even possible—won’t be strong enough to free Susano from whatever else Izanami has lying in wait down there.”

      Emi looked from Yumei, still unconscious and showing no signs of waking, to Shiro, who’d closed his eyes wearily. Rising to her feet, she walked back toward the caves and stopped beside Byakko’s circle, still glowing on the ground. Her stomach churned with growing terror as she peered into the darkness.

      After a few minutes, Byakko came to stand beside her. The final rays of the sun disappeared behind the mountains, drenching the land in shadows.

      “The poison didn’t affect me,” she whispered into the silence.

      “Perhaps it would have, given more time,” Byakko replied, equally quiet.

      “I could last much longer than Shiro and Yumei.” She stared into the darkness. “Maybe long enough.”

      “A brave sentiment, but alone, what can a human do?”

      “I’m more than a human.”

      He turned to her. “I thought I smelled kami on you.”

      “I’m Amaterasu’s kamigakari. She gave me this task—to save the Kunitsukami and stop Izanami.”

      “I see.” He considered her. “Do you think you can reach Susano alone?”

      “I don’t know. I can try, though. Even if I can get far enough to see what else guards him, we can make a proper plan and try again.”

      “The spores may still poison you. You will need to move quickly.”

      She clenched her hands to hide their shaking. Byakko lifted one of the long ties of the blue obi around his waist and tore it with one swift pull. He handed the strip of silk to her.

      “Tie this around your face to slow the spores.” He glanced at the darkening sky. “Of the four Amatsukami, I have always found Amaterasu to be the least unpalatable. We share an affinity for the same element.”

      He slipped a hand beneath his haori and withdrew a katana with a braided blue hilt and a white sheath. “Take this with you. Her name is Kogarashi, and if you too share our affinity for the wind, she will be of good use to you.”

      She stepped back, raising her hands in protest. “I couldn’t possibly—what if I lose it or—”

      “I can call her back to me should you fail to return her yourself. Take her.”

      She took the weapon, gripping the smooth sheath. Kogarashi—a name meaning cold winter wind—was surprisingly light in her hands. “Thank you.”

      “Use her well. I will hold the anchor as long as I can.”

      She straightened her spine, hoping he couldn’t tell her knees were already weak. “Can you distract Shiro? If he sees me going in, he’ll try to stop me.”

      Byakko inclined his head and turned. Once he had engaged Shiro in conversation, positioning his body to hide her from view, she inhaled deeply, savoring the sweet, cold breeze in her lungs.

      Then, with trembling hands and lifted chin, she strode alone into the dark bowels of the mountain.

    

  









          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      She had never known such complete darkness. Her breath echoed loudly in her ears, the sound amplified by the strip of silk tied tightly over her lower face. The only light came from the glowing ribbon that followed her through the caves.

      How long she had been wandering in the darkness, she didn’t know. Her throat was parched and her body ached with weariness. She had passed the narrow cavern where Yumei had fallen a long time ago, though she’d had to backtrack repeatedly to find it.

      The caverns had grown rougher, shrinking until she had to duck in places. They sloped downward almost constantly now, leading her deeper and deeper into the mountain. Vines crawled over the rock, the fungus bulbs shooting their poisonous spores as she passed. Where the caverns branched, she chose her route by following the fungus. If bare stone stretched on for too long, she turned back and tried again until she found a route with vines twining over the rock.

      She had little doubt she had located the correct path beneath the mountain. There were no more branches or forks, just one tortuous tunnel that led deeper and deeper.

      From where it hung at her hip, Kogarashi bumped her leg with each step. The sword was a comfort, even if she had no idea how to wield it. Point the sharp edge at the enemy, she supposed. That was the best she could do. She swallowed, her dry throat scratching painfully.

      The utter darkness pressed in on her. Every tiny sound—her boot scuffing on stone, her quickened breath, the clatter of a pebble disturbed by her passing—echoed back at her over and over. She glanced yet again at the thread of silver light stretching away behind her. It hadn’t grown dimmer, had it? Had she gone too far? What if the thread snapped? She would never find her way out again, not even if she had weeks to search.

      Panic stirred in her chest. She stuffed it down again, controlling her fear for what seemed like the hundredth time. Her heart beat rapidly, ignoring her internal monologue of “stay calm, don’t panic, stay calm.”

      As she passed through a narrow section of the tunnel, a nearby cluster of bulbs puffed a cloud of spores in her face. She snorted through her nose, blowing the spores away. Was the ache in her muscles from exertion or was the poison beginning to affect her? Would the lightness in her head inevitably lead to unconsciousness or was it just the lingering panic she couldn’t shake?

      Hurrying past the spore cloud, she forged ahead with steady steps. Had Yumei woken yet? What if he didn’t wake, poisoned permanently? She told herself he wouldn’t die. Izanami had most likely used the same poisonous spores on Susano, and her plan did not include killing the Kunitsukami. If any of them died, they would eventually revive and come after her.

      Her thoughts turned to Shiro as she walked through the endless darkness, her legs burning from the strain of the uneven ground. He would be so furious with her. She smiled at the thought of his anger. She would enjoy getting yelled at, because it would mean she’d returned safely. And it would also mean she had scared him. He only got angry with her when she frightened him with her frail mortality.

      She walked on. As much as she tried to occupy her mind, eventually, she couldn’t find the voice of her thoughts in her head. All she could hear was the scrape of her boots on rock and the rasp of her breath echoing back at her. The simmering panic grew and her racing pulse throbbed in her ears.

      The narrow tunnel gradually widened. Her steps slowed as the walls on either side spread farther from her until they were swallowed by the darkness. She stopped, standing in frightening isolation in a small circle of faint light. The air was utterly still and disgustingly stale. The reek of fungus was overwhelming and spores formed a sickening yellow cloud that was thicker here than she’d seen anywhere else.

      Trying to wet her parched mouth, she swallowed and crept forward with cautious steps, her hand on Kogarashi’s hilt. She felt as though she were walking through the empty oblivion of space, a single, faintly glimmering star amidst vast nothingness.

      At last, the far wall of the cavern took form in her faint light. She hesitated, searching the rock for some sign of where she was supposed to go next, but she saw no openings or tunnels. Instead, she found a dark, lumpy shape in the deep shadows a few yards away—a shape that was definitely not made of stone. With a sharp inhalation of rancid air, she sidled closer, ready to draw her sword. As she approached, the dim glow of the anchor spell illuminated the shape enough for her to recognize it.

      A person.

      He sat against the cavern wall, leaning almost casually against it. It might have appeared as if he’d just stopped to rest if not for the thick vines wrapped around him. They coiled around his arms, torso, and legs, and spread across the nearby stone, binding him to the heart of the mountain.

      “Susano,” she whispered.

      Between the darkness and the vines, she couldn’t see much of him. Slender of frame, he was not a large man. His tousled hair was pale in the darkness, with a single dark streak tumbling across his forehead among the lighter locks. She crouched in front of him, tilting her head to see his face. His eyes were closed, his face handsome and young, almost boyish in the poor lighting. There were markings on his cheeks that she couldn’t make out, and his ears were pointed like Yumei’s.

      After a quick, wary glance around, she looked him over. Aside from the vines holding him down and the toxic cloud of spores, nothing else seemed to be guarding him. Shiro must have been wrong about Izanami setting an additional safeguard.

      With a relieved sigh, she carefully drew Kogarashi. The sword hummed softly in her hand as though asking what she needed. Gripping the hilt in one hand, she closed her other hand around the thickest vine across Susano’s chest so she could lift it and slip the blade beneath it.

      The moment she touched the vine, she realized her mistake.

      Every fungus bulb in sight ejected its spores in a violent burst. The vine beneath her hand writhed like a snake. It snapped away from Susano and slammed into her, throwing her backward.

      She landed hard on her back, barely keeping her head from hitting the rock. Scrambling to sit up, she choked on a scream as a hundred vines squirmed toward her. They coiled rapidly around her ankles and slid up her legs. Jerking away, she slashed with Kogarashi. The silver blade sliced through the vines as though they were nothing more than paper.

      Lurching to her feet, she waved the sword again, cutting down vines as they streaked toward her face. More crawled over her feet and started up her legs again. Wobbling precariously, she yanked one foot free. A vine caught her sword arm, looping around her wrist. She lost her balance and fell, the sword clattering loudly against the rock as she struggled to keep hold of it. The snaking plants slid over her and a panicked image rose in her mind: her body covered in vines just like Susano, bound forever in this dark, reeking hole beneath the earth.

      A hoarse scream tore from her throat as she twisted violently, struggling to break free. The tough vines stretched and twisted with her, winding tighter and tighter.

      “Shukusei no tama!” She shrieked the purification incantation. “Shukusei no tama!”

      Light flashed, nearly blinding her. The vines shriveled and stopped moving—but they didn’t break or dissolve. They held her fast, as strong in death as they’d been in life. Dozens more crawled over her, winding over their purified predecessors.

      “Shukusei no tama! Shukusei no tama!”

      Again the vines died, but more kept coming. She was being buried beneath them, hardly able to breathe. She jerked her wrists and Kogarashi’s blade twitched.

      A tiny breeze whispered across her face.

      She tightened her grip on the sword. Kogarashi was a wind blade and Emi, by whatever strange phenomenon, had once called the wind to her aid.

      Gritting her teeth, she concentrated on that tiny breeze she’d felt, filling her mind with it. The vines slid over her, creeping across her face and poking at the cloth covering her nose and mouth. She squeezed her eyes shut and bent her thoughts on the breeze, on the wind, searching for it, calling it.

      Kogarashi shimmered brightly and hummed soundlessly in her hand. The breeze whispered across her again. Emi’s eyes flew open and she threw her wordless plea to the wind.

      The air in the cavern surged. A shrieking gale whipped around her, forming a wild cyclone. It tore through the vines, ripping them away from the rock. As their anchor points came free, the pressure on Emi loosened. She heaved her body off the ground, snapping the remaining tendrils. As the cyclone howled around her, destroying the new vines that surged toward her, she tore the remnants off her body and launched toward Susano.
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Half the vines covering him rose like snakes, preparing to strike. She swung Kogarashi, severing the ones that reached for her. She grabbed one of the thickest vines binding him.

      “Shukusei no tama!”

      With a flash of light, the vines covering him died. As the wind destroyed the attacking plants, she started cutting away the netting of dead fungus as fast as she could. Once he was free, she faltered, realizing she had to somehow carry a grown man back through the caverns.

      She sheathed Kogarashi, praying the wind wouldn’t cease. It continued to tear through the cavern and the sword hummed, still working its magic. Or was it channeling Emi’s new ability to command the wind? She didn’t know and didn’t have time to worry about it.

      Grabbing Susano’s arms, she pulled them over her shoulders like Shiro had done with Yumei. As she heaved the Kunitsukami onto her back, she again called on the wind for help.

      It surged behind her, lessening Susano’s weight and helping her stand. She staggered forward, half carrying, half dragging him. Her back muscles screamed in protest. It wasn’t enough. She needed more.

      The cyclone in the room lessened, losing speed and drawing in around her. At the same time, the wind gusted behind her again, almost lifting her as it pushed her onward. A wave of writhing vines broke through the weakened cyclone and shot toward her. She lurched into a stumbling run, following Byakko’s shimmering anchor line.

      With the wind at her back, she ran. In every rocky corridor, the vines writhed furiously and reached for her. The spiraling gusts beat them back, but every time they had to strike down the vines, the wind supporting her weakened and Susano’s weight sent her to her knees. She climbed to her feet again and ran, the wind sweeping her along.

      Tunnel after tunnel. The howling wind and snaking vines. Her body filled with pain, so much she couldn’t even tell what hurt. She sucked in air, her head spinning from the exertion.

      For a countless time, her legs gave out. Her knees struck the rock, the pain jarring her. She fell, scraping her elbows on the stone floor. Panting, she pushed herself onto her knees and got a grip on Susano’s arms. What she wouldn’t give for yokai strength right now.

      The wind swirled around her as though encouraging her and Kogarashi hummed its soundless song. She lurched to her feet—and immediately fell. Biting the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood, she pushed herself up. This time she made it two steps before falling.

      She hit the ground on all fours and Susano slid off her back, landing beside her. She gasped for air, trying to slow the spinning in her head. She needed to get up. She needed to keep going. Her thoughts were so fuzzy. It was so hard to think.

      Her head snapped up. I can’t think. Shiro had said that when the poison had started to affect him. No, she couldn’t succumb. Not now. Not when she was so close.

      Panic careened through her, compounding her dizziness. She pushed onto her hands and knees. Her muscles trembled with weakness. The poison had to be affecting her, but why? Why now? The wind whipped around her as though asking what to do. Could it be that her use of the wind, of whatever magic allowed her to command it, had made her susceptible to the spores?

      “No,” she moaned, reaching for Susano. Too weak to move him, she couldn’t even turn him over. Desperate tears pooled in her eyes. The wind spun another circle, but it wasn’t quite as fast or as strong. It would fail soon, along with her body, and she and Susano would be trapped here forever.

      With shuddering limbs, she staggered to her feet and drew Kogarashi. She had to protect them from the vines. Turning the point down, she dug it into the rock. She’d only intended to scratch a line, but the blade shimmered and sank an inch into the rock as though it were soft earth. Too frantic to be surprised, she dragged the sword in a circle around Susano.

      She completed the circle and fell to her knees, unable to stay standing any longer. The poison dragged at her limbs, calling her toward darkness. Dropping the sword beside Susano, she pulled out her ofuda. They fell from her trembling hands and she whimpered as she scrambled to pick up the right one. The wind lost speed around her. Vines crawled out of the darkness, reaching for the circle.

      Grabbing the ofuda she needed, she slapped it down on the line carved into the rock.

      “Sekisho no seishin,” she gasped.

      Light flared over the ofuda and a shimmering dome snapped into existence, enclosing her and Susano. The wind dwindled to a faint breeze that eddied weakly, stirring the floating spores caught inside the barrier.

      She slumped onto the ground beside Susano, her whole body quivering. As vines crawled up the sides of her barrier, she struggled to stay awake. Every thought, every moment of consciousness, was an effort of will.

      One of the ofuda she’d dropped lay a few inches away from her face. She inched one hand along the rock until her fingers touched the edge of the paper.

      “Shukusei no tama,” she whispered.

      The spores inside the barrier purified in a flicker of light. She inhaled the stale but clean air and sighed. Then, with nothing left to cling to, surrounded by darkness and terror, she slipped into oblivion.
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* * *

      Fear chased her through nothingness. Her eyelids twitched, awareness returning slowly as panic hammered at her. Her head spun as though the hard rock under her was a churning ocean. Her body ached all over, with sharp, cutting pain searing her knees and elbows and a terrible pain throbbing deep in her back muscles.

      With a shuddering gasp, she forced her eyes open.

      The soft glow of her barrier spell illuminated the inside of the circle. Beyond it, a solid carpet of vines covered the dome, so thick she couldn’t see beyond them. Her ofuda had blackened, leaving only a small patch of glowing paper in the center.

      Tremors ran through her limbs. She had failed. She had freed Susano only to collapse halfway back, still too far for anyone to reach them. She had failed everyone—Shiro, Yumei, Uzume, Amaterasu. Why had she thought she could do this?

      With building despair, she looked at Susano, lying on his side next to her—and the faint light caught on liquid sapphire orbs.

      His eyes were open and watching her.

      “Susano!” she gasped hoarsely. Desolate misery surged through her like a suffocating black tar, dragging at her lungs, and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I’m sorry,” she choked. “I couldn’t get you out. I’m sorry.”

      “How far?” His voice was even rougher than hers.

      “I don’t know.” She looked at the shimmering anchor thread extending from her palm, then at the barrier ofuda with a tiny spot of unburnt paper in its center. “I’m sorry.”

      With painful effort, he pushed himself up to sit beside her. The tremors in his limbs mirrored her quivering weakness. His eyes, though … his sapphire irises churned like storm clouds.

      “Are you ready to die?”

      “No,” she whispered.

      “Then rise and take up your sword.” He stretched his arm up and pressed his palm against the top of the barrier, his finger spread wide. “Until you are dead, the battle is not over.”

      He was right. As long as she was breathing, she couldn’t give up. As her ofuda flared with the last of its magic, she shoved herself up and retrieved Kogarashi, squeezing the hilt with trembling fingers.

      With a final flicker, the barrier dissolved.

      The vines surged to life, and in the same instant, Susano hissed a soft incantation. Crackling, electric teal light exploded from his raised hand and surged over the vines. A smoky stench hung in the air and in the wake of the light, the vines blackened and died.

      Emi lifted Kogarashi. The sword hummed softly and the wind swirled, then gusted, tearing through the encasing vines that Susano had killed. Clambering up, she reached for him. He hooked an arm around her shoulders to lever himself to his feet. She slung her arm around the small of his back, Kogarashi in her other hand, and together they staggered out of the circle, following the glowing line of the anchor spell.

      Through endless caverns they walked. Susano struggled with each step, his body horribly weakened by years of poison and neglect. The vines attacked them ceaselessly, but between her wind and his magic, they forced their way through. Too many times, she stumbled and fell, pulling Susano down with her. Too many times, his legs buckled and they both hit the rocky ground. Each time, they got up again.

      Finally, she realized there were no more vines. The cave walls were clear. Susano wasn’t falling anymore. He walked steadily, and now it was his arm around her waist pulling her onward. He’d drawn her arm over his shoulders, holding her wrist and supporting her weight as she staggered at his side, panting for air. At some point, he’d taken Kogarashi from her shaking hand and returned the sword to its sheath at her hip.

      When the faintest lightening of the never-ending darkness reached them, she thought she must be hallucinating. Susano’s steps slowed and his arm tightened around her waist.

      “Let us return to the sun,” he whispered.

      The air shuddered around them and ki weighed on the air like the hush of a thunderstorm about to unleash its fury. Her connection with the wind vanished—claimed instead by Susano. It swirled around them, gathering, building. His legs bent in a crouch as power formed around them.

      In an explosion of force, he launched forward. The wind caught them and they blasted through the cavern, airborne and flying on the roiling gusts. The caves flashed by, the light growing until suddenly the dark ceiling of rock was gone and sunlight stabbed her eyes.

      They half landed, half crashed in the dirt. Emi collapsed, shielding her face with her arms. She yanked the silk off her mouth and gasped in a breath of sweet, clean air.

      Footsteps thudded toward them and a jumble of voices assaulted her ears after so long in the strange echo of the caves. But there was only one voice she wanted to hear.

      “Emi.”

      Shiro’s voice was almost lost beneath Byakko’s deep tones. He didn’t shout her name, instead barely whispering it, yet she heard so much in the quiet sound.

      Strong arms lifted her off the ground. She caught one brief, half-blind glimpse of his ruby eyes before he crushed her against his chest, holding her so tight she almost couldn’t breathe. He backed away from the others, arms wrapped around her.

      “You’re an idiot,” he hissed. “A complete idiot.”

      A weak, shaky laugh shuddered through her as she pressed her face against him, tears trickling down her cheeks.

      “I’m an idiot,” she agreed in a rasp. Squinting blearily, she turned her head to peer at the sky. The sun peeked out from behind heavy clouds above the eastern peaks. Its significance belatedly dawned on her.

      “It’s—it’s morning?” she gasped. “I was down there all night?”

      He didn’t reply since the answer was obvious. His arms loosened and, holding her shoulders, he stepped back to look her over from head to toe, taking in her torn hakama and bloody knees, her scraped elbows and tear-streaked face.

      His nose wrinkled. “You stink.”

      Before she could respond to that, he let her go and turned to Susano, who had gathered himself and stood. As she’d noticed in the caverns, his build was slender and lean. He was several inches shorter than Yumei and half a foot shorter than the tall Byakko. The sun gleamed on his hair, now revealed to be a pale, steely blue that wasn’t white but wasn’t far off either. The dark streak that fell across his forehead with his tousled bangs was a deep, bluish-black. His stately garments were covered in grime that dimmed the rich blues and gray-toned greens. He looked entirely human except for his pointed ears.

      Once he’d risen, Yumei and Byakko backed away from him, opening a respectful distance. Then, in almost perfect unison, both yokai went down on their knees, placed their palms on the ground, and bent forward until their foreheads almost touched their hands. Emi gaped at the two powerful yokai in full supplication. Shrugging off her astonishment, she quickly sank to her knees, wincing as they touched the ground. With her hands resting on the dirt in front of her, she bent down to touch her forehead to her hands in an even deeper bow.

      A heartbeat of silence passed.

      “Well,” Susano said, his voice still painfully hoarse. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Emi blinked at the ground in confusion, then turned her head to peek sideways. Shiro still stood beside her. Stood. He hadn’t bowed. Why wasn’t he bowing? Of all the times for his habitual rudeness in the face of more powerful yokai, why was he testing the tolerance of a Kunitsukami?

      “You have a disgusting capacity for arrogance,” Susano continued. A dark, vicious anger coated his voice, growing stronger with each word. “If anyone should be prostrated at my feet, it is you.”

      In spite of the discourtesy of rising so soon, Emi sat up. Her gaze snapped between Susano and Shiro, who stood unmoving, his face expressionless and his unreadable stare locked with the Kunitsukami’s. Why was Shiro just standing there? Couldn’t he see his defiance was infuriating Susano? Yumei straightened as well, his attention fixed on Shiro.

      “Do you have nothing to say?” Susano snarled venomously. His sapphire irises seethed with his fury, a dark tempest gathering in his eyes. The wind surged around his feet and the markings on his cheeks glowed with teal light. “You have always been a fool. Did you think, even for a moment, that I would let you live?”

      A gale coursed around him as he set his feet. With a howl of wind, he launched forward in the same lightning-fast leap he’d used to carry Emi out of the caves. He hurtled into Shiro. They shot across the clearing in a blur, and with a loud crack, one of the huge maple trees quaked violently.

      Emi whirled around, too slow to follow Susano’s movement. On the other side of the footpath, Susano held Shiro by the throat against the tree he’d slammed the kitsune into with lethal force. The Kunitsukami raised his other hand and lightning—actual lightning—crackled over his fingers and gathered in his palm.

      “No!” She jumped up and sprinted toward them. “Susano, stop!”

      Teeth bared at Shiro, he ignored her. “When did you grow so pathetically weak?”

      She threw herself at Susano. With both hands, she grabbed the arm that held Shiro by the throat. Blood drenched one side of Shiro’s face and dripped off his jaw, his expression vaguely stunned from his impact with the tree. He hung limply, making no effort to defend himself.

      “Susano, stop!”

      “Get out of the way.”

      She looked frantically to Yumei for support, but both he and Byakko still stood several yards away. When neither moved, she realized they would not stand between a Kunitsukami and the target of his wrath—not even to save Shiro’s life.

      She ducked under Susano’s arm and put her back to Shiro, shielding him with her body. “You can’t kill him.”

      “I owe you a great debt,” Susano snarled, “but I will no longer restrain myself. Move!”

      She pressed back against Shiro, that growing orb of lightning writhing in Susano’s hand so close to her chest. Her limbs trembled and she could hardly believe she was putting herself between a Kunitsukami—an inconceivably powerful god—and his intended victim. But what else could she do?

      “You—do you really intend to kill him just because he didn’t bow?” she asked desperately.

      “I might have at least heard him out if he had groveled in reparation for his betrayal, but—”

      “Betrayal?” she blurted, interrupting him without thinking as confusion briefly overtook her fear. Was he talking about Shiro’s failure to bow or something else? “What betrayal?”

      “He knows what he did.”

      “But he—” she stammered uncertainly. “But Shiro couldn’t possibly …”

      Susano’s eyes narrowed. “What did you call him? Shiro? What sort of idiotic name is that?”

      “That’s—it’s—” she stuttered, unable to answer as too many thoughts cluttered her mind at once.

      Susano’s glare snapped to Shiro behind her, and with his next words, he shattered her world into countless pieces and left her reeling among the broken remains.

      “You never tire of your twisted games,” the Kunitsukami hissed, “do you, Inari?”
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      She couldn’t move. She couldn’t think. The name rang in her mind, obliterating all else. It echoed over and over until it filled her head and threatened to shatter her skull.

      Inari. Inari, Inari, Inari.

      “No.” The word escaped her in a breathless, hopeless moan. She felt like she was falling, like the world had opened up and swallowed her. “You’re wrong.”

      “Wrong?” Susano barked, his anger unabated, unaware of the world-altering revelation he’d casually dropped upon her. “What do you mean, wrong?”

      She barely heard him. The name reverberated through her.

      A mysterious kitsune who had no memory of who he was. A white-haired, fox-eared, fire-wielding yokai who had been bound by a disturbingly powerful Amatsukami curse for decades. A smirking, teasing, fearless creature who sometimes looked at her with ancient eyes, who knew so much but knew so little.

      Inari.

      How had she never guessed? How had she never even suspected? The idea was preposterous. Utterly ridiculous. The little white fox who’d crashed into her in the dark, snowy woods, the yokai who’d tricked her, protected her, bled for her, kissed her—how could he be Inari, the ancient, immortal, all-powerful Kunitsukami of the Fire?

      Her legs gave out. She started to fall when Shiro’s arm slid around her middle. His other hand rose and when he reached for Susano’s swirling sphere of lightning, panic erupted in her. Flames shimmered over his hand as he closed his fingers on Susano’s lightning—and the lightning snuffed out. Disbelief appeared on Susano’s face as Shiro drew his arm back.

      Then he struck, slamming his palm into Susano’s sternum. Fire exploded from his hand, hurling Susano backward. The flames roared up Shiro’s arm and burst over him in a whirling firestorm. Heat washed gently over her, the fire that licked at her skin entirely harmless to her even as it scorched the tree behind them.

      As the flames died, vanishing almost as quickly as they had appeared, Shiro wrapped his other arm around her, pulling her back into him. He pressed his face into her hair, holding her tightly with one arm around her middle and one across the top of her chest. As her head spun with too many thoughts and feelings, she realized she could feel him trembling.
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He held her to him as he shivered, held her as though she were his only anchor in a raging ocean. He hadn’t known either. He hadn’t known his name, his identity. If the realization that he was Inari had shaken her so badly, what was it doing to him?

      Susano picked himself up, his clothes smoking from Shiro’s attack. Ki seethed in the air as the Kunitsukami gathered his power, rage still twisting his features. Thunder rumbled in the clouds and the wind came howling down the side of the mountain.

      “I will destroy you for your betrayal, Inari,” he snarled.

      Shiro didn’t move. He held on to Emi as though he were incapable of anything else until he put the shattered pieces of himself back together. She stiffened, fear sliding through her. She had to stop Susano, but what could possibly blunt his vengeance-fueled rage?

      For the first time in too long, warmth whispered through Emi’s kamigakari mark. Power flashed through her body, burning hot. Her hand rose of its own accord, fingers spreading wide.

      The howling wind Susano had called down from the heavens vanished. The air went deathly still without the faintest hint of a breeze.

      “Susano,” she said, her voice ringing with command. The words fell from her lips, beyond her control. “Set aside your grudge. Inari is not your enemy, for he too has suffered at Izanami’s hands—and for far longer than you.”

      Susano hissed, his eyes blazing. “Amaterasu.”

      “Hear what they must tell you. Time is running out.”

      With another surge of heat, Amaterasu’s power withdrew from Emi, leaving her cold and shivering. Only Shiro’s arms around her kept her upright. A natural breeze drifted among the trees, the wind released from the Amatsukami’s control.

      Susano slowly straightened from his aggressive stance and the pressure of his ki lessened. His cold stare snapped over Emi.

      “I am listening,” he said flatly. “Explain.”
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* * *

      Emi sat on the edge of the fountain and watched as Shiro wet the scrap of silk in the trickle of water running from a bamboo pipe. She held the ladle in her hands, having just drunk her third cup. Her thirst after an entire night in the caverns still wasn’t quenched.

      He wrung out the torn strip of Byakko’s obi that she’d worn over her face in the caves. Crouching in front of her, he pushed her hakama up her leg and began to wash her bloodied knee. She winced as he carefully scrubbed grit and bits of rock from the scrapes. He hadn’t spoken since Susano had attacked him. Not one word.

      He cleaned her knee, rinsed the material out, then started on the other one. Back near the cave entrance, Yumei was telling Susano everything they knew. She was grateful she could skip that conversation. Susano’s temper frightened her. When Uzume had said he was quiet, she had assumed he was even-tempered. Clearly, that was not the case.

      She leaned back against one of the posts that supported the small roof of the washing pavilion. Shiro rose and began rinsing the cloth again. After sliding her hakama back down, she took the cloth from his hands and stood. Reaching up, she gently wiped the blood from his jaw, working her way up the side of his face. He didn’t look at her.

      “Shiro,” she began softly, then flinched. “Or, I mean—”

      “Don’t,” he muttered. His eyes, hollow and haunted, flicked to hers and away.

      Biting her lip, she rubbed the cloth against the side of his head, finding the cut where he’d struck the tree. He pulled away, then sat on the edge of the fountain. Bracing his elbows on his thighs, he dropped his face into his hands.

      “For years,” he said, his nearly inaudible voice muffled by his hands, “I thought if I could just find Inari he would fix everything. He would know what to do, would know how to remove the onenju, would know how to get my memories back. But this whole time, I was searching for myself.”

      She sat beside him and hesitantly laid her hand on the back of his neck, unsure whether he would accept her offered comfort. The breeze whispered over them, fresh and crisp after so many hours in the stale, reeking caverns beneath the mountain.

      “I don’t have any answers,” he whispered. “I don’t remember. I don’t know anything.”

      “I’ll get the onenju off you as soon as I can, and your memories will start coming back.” Sliding her fingers into his hair, she leaned against his shoulder. “Even if you don’t remember everything right away, now that Susano is free, we can rescue Sarutahiko. He’s the leader of the Kunitsukami. If anyone has answers, it’s him. He can take over and figure out how to stop Izanami.”

      Shiro’s ears twitched forward and he raised his head. Yumei came into sight, walking toward them with gliding steps. He seemed to have recovered from the poisonous spores, which gave Emi hope that Susano would return to his full strength quickly as well. He’d already regained a surprising amount of power in such a short time since waking.

      Yumei stopped in front of Shiro, coolly surveying the kitsune.

      “Did you know?” Shiro asked, his voice flat.

      “No, but the possibility had crossed my mind.” Yumei studied Shiro. “Does your name stir your memory, Inari?”

      Emi flinched at hearing the Kunitsukami name again. It sounded so wrong, so impossible. She looked at Shiro.

      That ancient presence lurked in his eyes as they sliced across Yumei. “No.”

      “Do you doubt your identity?”

      The shadow of timeless power stirred, more noticeable than ever before, as though flames were awakening deep in his irises. “No.”

      Yumei’s expression hardened. “Your memories are needed or we can go no further in liberating Sarutahiko.”

      Emi straightened, fighting her exhaustion. “What do you mean?”

      “I spoke with Susano. I told him all we know and what Uzume bid him to do, but his refusal was immediate. He cannot challenge Tsukiyomi with any hope of survival.” Yumei’s stare cut across Shiro. “Because of you.”

      Shiro’s jaw clenched.

      “Susano’s anger toward you is well justified,” Yumei continued. “According to him, one hundred years ago, you stole Ame-no-Murakumo. Then you disappeared, along with the sword.”

      Ame-no-Murakumo—the Gathering Clouds of the Heavens—was a legendary weapon featured in many tales about Susano.

      “I understand he’s upset,” Emi said hesitantly, “but can’t he use a different weapon to rescue Sarutahiko?”

      “Murakumo is not simply a sword,” Yumei said impatiently. “It is an artifact of great power, bound to Susano’s ki and a conduit of the elements. Its loss is what weakened him to the point of falling to Izanami five years ago. Without it, his power is too limited to challenge Tsukiyomi.”

      His focus returned to Shiro. “Susano searched for Murakumo—and for you—for nearly a century before his imprisonment here. He cannot fight an Amatsukami without it. Where did you hide it?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You need to remember.”

      “I don’t remember,” Shiro snarled, and Emi shuddered at the vicious sound. “I don’t remember stealing it. I don’t remember hiding it. I don’t even know what it looks like. What do you want from me, Yumei?”

      “I want you to be of some use for once.”

      Shiro surged to his feet, the markings on his face glowing red. He stepped close to Yumei, getting in his face. “Why don’t I prove my usefulness by ripping out your insufferable tongue?”

      The shadows around Yumei rippled eerily. “You have nowhere near the power yet to even attempt it.”

      “Shall we find out?”

      Jumping up, Emi pushed between them and stepped backward, forcing Shiro to move with her. “Stop it, both of you. This isn’t solving anything. He won’t remember just because we need him to. The only solution is for me to remove the onenju.”

      The writhing shadows stilled as Yumei’s power resettled. “You need rest before you attempt it.”

      She managed a nod, grateful she was leaning against Shiro. Overwhelmed by fatigue, she could barely stay on her feet. “Rest would be good.”

      “We will return to Ajisai.”

      As Yumei left to rejoin Susano and Byakko, Emi slumped against Shiro. He curled an arm around her middle, taking some of her weight off her weary legs.

      “Do you think you can remove them?” he asked quietly.

      She closed her eyes. “I will. I promised, didn’t I?”

      He didn’t answer, perhaps not wanting to express his doubts out loud—the same doubts she didn’t want to voice.

      She had promised, and she could not fail.
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      Emi didn’t remember the journey back to the yokai inn. She’d drifted off at some point before they left the shrine and her only clear memory was settling on a soft bed and someone pulling a blanket over her.

      She’d woken late in the evening to find she’d slept obliviously in the same room as four exceedingly powerful yokai who did not get along. The tension was palpable even in the spacious room. Byakko had acquired a detached, single-room building on the inn grounds that was normally used for banquets and gatherings but worked well enough for lodgings. Most importantly, it kept them away from other inn guests. A futon and a small table had been set up for them.

      She now sat at the table, forcing herself to eat. The food was delicious and she would have enjoyed it if not for the hostile tension permeating the air. Shiro sat behind her, almost like a bodyguard, while Yumei hovered near the sliding doors to the small garden. Arms folded, Susano leaned against the far wall, the soft lamplight from the table flickering over his face. He was significantly cleaner than he’d been last time she’d seen him, the grime and dust of the caverns washed away. She tried not to cringe at her own less-than-fastidious state.

      Byakko had retreated from the room after bringing the tray of food. Maybe he didn’t like the unpleasant pressure of barely controlled tempers either. She wanted to lecture Yumei and Susano on their terrible attitudes, but she knew it would be pointless. A thousand-year-old Prince of Shadows and an immortal Kunitsukami of the Storm weren’t going to listen to a human girl telling them they were acting like children.

      Selecting a bite of fried fish with her chopsticks, she nibbled at its edge. Susano had spent a century nurturing his grudge, so she supposed she could understand his temper, which he was at least attempting to control. But Yumei’s animosity toward Shiro was beyond frustrating. His lost memories weren’t his fault.

      She poked at the remaining fish. Shiro wasn’t Shiro, she reminded herself. He was Inari—a Kunitsukami with amnesia and severely impaired power, but still a Kunitsukami. She needed to stop thinking of him as the sly, teasing Shiro she knew, but she just couldn’t call him Inari, even in her thoughts. Thinking about his real identity, about the irreconcilable differences between the yokai she knew and the Kunitsukami she’d heard about, made her stomach twist sickeningly.

      She pushed her plate away. Immediately, all three yokai looked at her—ruby, silver, and sapphire eyes.

      Rising to her feet, she turned to Shiro. “Are you ready?”

      “Are you?” he asked.

      She nodded. Yumei pushed the table out of the way and moved to stand along the far wall beside Susano. In the center of the room, Shiro faced her, searching her eyes.

      She offered a wavering smile. “It’s time to get those beads off you.”

      “Be careful,” he murmured, extending his right arm.

      Taking hold of his arm just above the beads, she studied the two loops that remained. The previous loop had unlocked his three tails of fire. The more tails a kitsune possessed, the more powerful it was. The next loop, she suspected, would release three more, for a total of six. And with the removal of the final loop, she already knew what form would be released. She’d been dreaming about it almost every night for two weeks: the bestial, nine-tailed specter of flame, the kyubi no kitsune.

      In her dreams, the nine-tailed fox always devoured the three-tailed Shiro. She hadn’t been able to make sense of the dream before, but now she wondered if she’d somehow known, when she’d first seen his fiery tails and the glowing markings on his face, who Shiro would turn out to be. Either way, she finally understood what the dream meant and what fear it represented: that sooner or later, Inari would consume Shiro, destroying him forever.

      Her hand tightened on his arm. She had to release his power—to release Inari from his memories—so he could be whole again. If that meant the Shiro she knew would be gone … She swallowed hard.

      When she met his stare, she was certain she could see the same fear in his eyes.

      She closed her other hand around the lower loop of the beads. Power licked at her fingers and crackled up her arm. She turned her attention inward, calling upon the warm ki sleeping inside her. The kamigakari mark flared with heat.

      She pulled the beads down.

      Power leaped up her arm like a bolt of lightning. It blasted into her chest where her own ki waited. The two powers entwined, then shot back down her arm to collide with the onenju’s spell. The beads clung stubbornly to his arm and she strained to move them, to shift them even a fraction. Her kamigakari mark flared hotter and a gale erupted in the room, spinning wildly around her.

      She wrenched at the beads, teeth gritted. Light flashed over them and the wind howled louder. An unbearable tide of power tore through her, the curse surging into her and ricocheting out again, its magic and her ki combining into agonizing electricity.

      The power built and built—and then it exploded.

      The beads tore out of her hand as she was hurled backward with lethal force. A flash of motion beside her and she crashed into Susano. His back slammed into the wall as he absorbed her momentum and cushioned the collision with his own body. The impact still knocked the air out of her lungs and she sagged, quaking from the force of the magic that had cascaded through her moments before.

      “Are you injured?” Susano asked, steadying her on her feet.

      She shook her head, gasping for air. Looking up, she saw Yumei pulling Shiro from the broken wall opposite her and Susano. Shiro was limp, his head lolling back and limbs hanging lifelessly. Yumei laid him on the floor and knelt at his side, leaning over him.

      His gaze flashed to her and Susano. “He’s not breathing.”

      Emi’s heart lurched. She sprinted across the room and dropped down on Shiro’s other side. She pressed a hand to his face. His cheek was scorching hot. Warmth radiated off him as though a bonfire burned under his skin.

      “Shiro!” She patted his face helplessly. “Shiro, breathe!”

      Susano approached from behind her. He looked down at Shiro, then lifted one foot and stomped on Shiro’s chest.

      Shiro gasped, his eyes flying open, then he convulsed in a violent coughing fit.

      “He appears to be alive,” Susano observed dryly. He crouched beside Shiro as his coughing subsided. “An impressive curse, it seems. May I?”

      Emi blinked, surprised by Susano’s neutral tone. Shiro’s chest heaved as he caught his breath, and he reluctantly extended his right arm to Susano. The Kunitsukami took his wrist and lightly touched the onenju.

      “How many times has she tried but failed to remove a binding?” he asked.

      “This is the second time,” Emi mumbled, shame at her failures bowing her shoulders.

      “The third,” Yumei corrected. “You attempted to remove the second binding at my command. I have also tried to remove it twice.”

      “Oh, yes.” She unconsciously touched her neck at the memory of Yumei’s talons piercing her skin. “Five times total then.”

      “And each time,” Susano asked, “has the backlash been increasingly severe?”

      Shiro sat up with a wince, massaging the back of his head. “Yes. And this one was significantly worse.”

      Susano released his arm. “Whether by design or not, each attempt at removing it seems to trigger an even more violent backlash. Another attempt could kill you.”

      Emi stiffened in alarm. “But—but I won’t know if I can remove it without trying again.”

      “You would be gambling with his life.” Susano scrutinized Shiro. “If Amaterasu is correct that you are necessary to oppose Izanami, that might not be a risk we can take.”

      Shiro flexed his jaw. “We can’t locate your sword if I can’t remember anything. And I can’t remember anything if she can’t remove the onenju.”

      Susano’s shoulders shifted in a sigh, and his temper finally abated. For the first time since they’d exited the caverns, she saw the steady, steely Kunitsukami who’d told her to take up her sword and keep fighting.

      “Is Izanami disconcertingly cunning or sickeningly lucky?” he murmured. “You stole my sword, crippling my power, and before I could reclaim Murakumo, she crippled your power and your memory. In one expert move, she incapacitated us both.”

      “Why would I steal your sword in the first place?” Shiro muttered, rubbing a hand over his face.

      “In short, because you are a two-faced cur.”

      Emi winced and immediately felt guilty for wondering if Susano’s assessment of Inari’s character was accurate or a product of his grudge. She remembered Yumei suggesting that Inari was not always in his right mind and a strange, anxious flutter rippled through her.

      Unable to endure their company after her failure to remove the onenju binding, she excused herself to go to the hot springs. Shiro and Yumei must have been thoroughly distracted by their own thoughts, as neither suggested it might not be safe or attempted to accompany her.

      Thankfully, the baths were empty and she was able to soak away her aches, pains, and stiffness without interruption. She rubbed one hand against her chest, covering her kamigakari mark. Closing her eyes, she tried to resist the prick of building tears. It was so hard to hold them back. Exhaustion, anxiety, confusion, despair, fear … the dark emotions roiled inside her, fighting for an outlet.

      She was so tired. She hadn’t had enough sleep, enough rest, or enough food in what felt like weeks. She hadn’t had a break from the endless storm of emotions sucking away her energy: cycles of panic and pain that kept repeating.

      Now, after all their struggles, all their suffering, they were no closer to achieving anything of value. They’d located three Kunitsukami and knew where to find the fourth, but it made no difference. Susano was free but the loss of his weapon had debilitated his power. And Inari had no memories and even less power than Susano.

      To add a final, impossible hurdle, she couldn’t make another attempt to remove the onenju without risking Shiro’s life. Without removing the onenju, he couldn’t remember what he’d done with Murakumo. Without Murakumo, Susano couldn’t rescue Sarutahiko. Without Sarutahiko, and by extension, Uzume, they couldn’t stop Izanami.

      It all hinged on removing the onenju, and she had failed.

      Scooping up a double handful of hot water, she splashed it on her face to erase her tears. If she tried and failed again, Shiro could die. She couldn’t risk it. Even if she was willing to put his life on the line, Amaterasu had been clear: he needed to live.

      Amaterasu had known his identity all along. If he dies, all hope is lost. Amaterasu had known who Shiro was—and so had Izanami. Neither of them had revealed his name, though. Why hadn’t Amaterasu told her?

      Emi slid deeper into the water and squeezed her eyes shut. Each binding of the onenju had been more difficult to remove than the preceding one. It was possible she would never wield enough power on her own, and she couldn’t risk another attempt.

      The only one who could guarantee the safe removal of the onenju was Amaterasu.

      Emi exhaled slowly and concentrated on calming her churning fear. A desperate voice of denial chattered frantically in the back of her mind, but she knew what she had to do.

      She had done all that she could do alone. She had done all that a mere mortal could do. Her time was up.

      Climbing out of the bath, she dried off and returned to the changing room, already dreading having to put her filthy miko uniform back on. But when she pulled out the basket where she’d left her clothes, they were gone. In their place was a folded garment of soft, pale azure fabric with a darker blue pattern. A handwritten note sat on top, the short message informing her that her clothes had been taken to be washed. Even her boots were gone, replaced with traditional sandals and tabi socks.

      Bemused, she lifted out the kimono and found undergarments and a cobalt obi beneath it. She dressed quickly, enjoying the floral scent of the fabric, and braided her damp hair to keep it out of her way. Piecing together a plan while her heart fluttered unpleasantly, she exited the bath. As she turned down the hall, Byakko rounded the corner ahead of her.

      “Emi.” He glanced over her. “I see you received the kimono. It was the only garment I could procure in short order. Does it suit your needs?”

      “You got this for me?” She brushed her hand down the front, then bowed quickly to show her gratitude. “Yes, of course, it’s very nice. I’ll return it as soon as I can.”

      “You may keep it.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” She put the mystery of where he’d gotten the kimono out of her mind. “Byakko, do you know if there are any Amaterasu shrines near here?”

      “Amaterasu shrines? Yes, there is a small shrine near the human town on the other side of the mountain.”

      “Could you … could you take me there?”

      He frowned. “If needed. I do not know what Susano and Yumei plan—”

      “I need you to take me now.” The words came out in a rush. “Right now.”

      He looked at her askance. “Without the knowledge of Susano, Inari, or the Tengu?”

      “Yes.” She bit her lip. “I need to do something important, but Shiro … Inari … won’t take it well. He might try to stop me, and he’ll end up fighting with Susano and Yumei.”

      Byakko considered her, probably wondering whether he wanted to put himself on the receiving end of the wrath of any one of the three yokai waiting for her.

      “This task,” he said slowly, “it is for Amaterasu?”

      She nodded.

      “I will take you,” he finally said, “but I will have the innkeeper tell your companions of our intended destination after we depart so they do not misunderstand.”

      She nodded again. As long as she reached the shrine before Shiro caught up to her, that would be enough. Despite what she’d told Byakko, she wasn’t entirely sure Shiro would actually try to stop her … but she wanted to believe he cared about her enough that he would.

      And she wanted to take that belief with her when she left this world behind.
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* * *

      She’d been correct in assuming that Byakko could travel a lot faster than she could on her own, but she hadn’t guessed how fast. Only when she sat astride the back of a huge white tiger as he ran upon gusts of wind did she consider exactly how out of her depth she was in the world of yokai. No matter how much power she thought she had gained, she was still only human.

      As the great tiger galloped along the wind, she glimpsed the shrine from the sky: a few small buildings surrounding a stone courtyard lit by glowing lanterns and enclosed by snow-laden trees. He spiraled out of the dark sky and landed before a small, faded torii. She slipped off his back, shivering in the cold and longing for her coat. She rubbed her hands together and blew on them for warmth.

      Wind swirled around the tiger and silvery blue light danced over him. In a burst of light, he resumed his human form.

      “I will wait here,” he told her.

      She faced the torii. Now that she was here, her body trembled with more than shivers. Fear tightened around her and a hundred thoughts whirled through her head, a hundred reasons why she shouldn’t do this. But she had to. Only Amaterasu could remove the onenju from Shiro.

      Struggling to control her trembling, she bowed at the torii and stepped onto sacred land. Amaterasu’s warm power whispered over her as she started up the dark path toward the shrine. The night sky was devoid of moon or stars, leaving the land blanketed in deep darkness, but the shrine’s lanterns drew her forward. From the sky, she’d seen a small house tucked away in the trees; the kannushi or miko who lived here had most likely already retired for the night, but shrines always kept their lights burning.

      At the washing station, her hands shook so badly that she dropped the ladle and had to start again, rinsing one hand then the other with icy water before taking a tiny sip in her mouth.

      Bands of terror constricted her lungs, squeezing tighter and tighter. As she approached the small hall of worship, she focused on the incredible experiences she’d had these past weeks. Meeting Shiro. Meeting Yumei. Seeing so much of the magic and mystery of yokai. She’d seen, heard, felt, experienced more than she could have ever imagined.

      Ascending the steps, she rung the bell and bowed twice. After two quick claps of her numb hands, she clasped them together and bent her head to pray one last time.

      Amaterasu. She had to gather her composure before focusing again. I tried to do as you asked, but I wasn’t strong enough. I can’t remove the onenju from Shiro … from Inari … and if I try again and fail, he might die.

      She squeezed her trembling hands together.

      I can’t do it, but you can. Please. It’s not the solstice yet, but we can’t wait any longer. I’m ready. I know I am. It’s time for you to descend from Takamahara so you can help the Kunitsukami stop Izanami.

      Soft warmth pulsed through the kamigakari mark, and answering panic rushed through Emi. This was it, her final moment. Her life ended now.

      The gentle heat tugged at her chest. It didn’t build into the agonizing blaze she’d felt when Amaterasu had possessed her to fight Izanami. The breeze swept over her, spinning strangely and plucking at her clothes like invisible fingers. Emi blinked her eyes open, her brow furrowing as her kamigakari mark continued to throb strangely.

      The wind pushed at her back as though telling her to move. The doors of the hall rattled from a sudden gust.

      Lowering her hands, she stepped around the offering box and approached the doors. With her heart hammering against her ribs, she placed her hand on one and slid it open. Light from the lanterns on the eaves spilled into the room. She slipped inside, her sandals clacking on the wooden floor and the blue kimono swishing around her legs.

      At the other end of the room, faint light leaked through the crack between a pair of sliding doors—light that was far too pale and silvery to come from a lantern.

      She crossed the room and opened the doors to the inner sanctuary. Within the small chamber, a wooden shrine filled the back wall, and sitting on a low pedestal at the front was a large oval mirror. Silver light rippled over the glossy surface.

      Her kamigakari mark pulsed in time with the swelling light. Trembling, Emi knelt before the mirror—Amaterasu’s shintai, a conduit through which she could channel her power into this world.
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Emi struggled to hold back the terrified, anguished sob building inside her. To be undone, to be destroyed, to be obliterated from within her own body. She didn’t want to die. She wasn’t ready to leave this world. She hadn’t said any goodbyes.

      She wanted to say goodbye to Katsuo and thank him again for all he’d done for her.

      She wanted to say goodbye to Shiro, to tell him she was sorry and that she’d had no choice but to leave him so she could fulfill her promise. She had to leave him, even though he needed her. He might not admit it, but he did. He had held her so tightly, crushing her against him, burying his face in her hair to hide from the truth, from the terrifying reality of his past, his own identity. He shouldn’t face that alone.

      But she had to leave him alone, and she wanted to tell him she was sorry.

      Maybe she should have told him and the others what she was planning to do, but she’d been afraid. She’d been afraid that if she had told Shiro she knew how to free him from the onenju, he wouldn’t have tried to stop her. He wouldn’t have cared enough to stop her. And she would rather leave this life cherishing her memories of him and knowing Amaterasu would save him than leave this life with a shattered heart.

      But oh, how she wished he could be with her now, holding her in his arms, wrapping her in his warmth and strength so he could be the last thing she knew before she died.

      The mirror flared with light, calling to her. Slowly lifting her hand, she pressed her fingers to the waiting glass.
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      “Emi.”

      The smooth glass under her hand was cool, but what she saw wasn’t the shrine and shintai. The mirror had expanded until all she could see was the reflection of the room behind her—the dark walls and wooden floor, the open door and the courtyard beyond—and her reflection, pale and scared.

      “Emi,” her reflection said again. The soft voice was familiar, but it wasn’t hers. Amaterasu’s gentle tones echoed from the mirror and whispered inside her head at the same time.

      Emi stared at her hand touching her reflection’s hand. A tear slipped down her cheek but no tears touched her reflection’s face.

      “I cannot hold this connection for long, Emi,” her reflection said with Amaterasu’s voice. “Keep your hand on the mirror.”

      Emi pushed her hand harder against the cold but unseen glass. “Are you going to descend now?”

      Her reflection smiled sadly. “My sweet, brave child. You are ready to give your life, but I am not ready to take it. There is more for you to do in your world, and more that I must do in mine before the solstice.”

      “But the onenju …”

      “Inari can endure his curse for a little longer yet.”

      Emi wiped the single tear from her cheek with her free hand, vaguely surprised that her reflection didn’t copy her. “Why didn’t you tell me who he was when we saved him from Izanami?”

      “He was not ready to know, and neither were you. But now I must tell you all that I did not have time to tell you before.” A grave expression slid over her reflection’s face. “I do not know precisely when it began, but Izanami has spent decades, centuries, preparing for the transgression she will commit on the solstice, an act we must prevent at all costs.

      “All of Izanami’s crimes have been for the purpose of a single goal. On the solstice, she intends to open the Bridge to Heaven. Emi, do you know why kami do not have physical bodies in the earthly realm but instead must use kamigakari?”

      “Because kami can’t leave Takamahara,” she answered, referring to the heavenly realm where kami lived.

      “Correct. The Bridge to Heaven, however, is a direct passageway between Takamahara and your world—the only passageway. It was created at the beginning of time by the gods of old, and only rarely has it been opened by a kami. Never has a kami used it to step physically upon the mortal lands of Earth.” The face of Emi’s reflection tightened. “This is precisely what Izanami intends to do on the solstice.”

      “She’s … she’s going to open the Bridge,” Emi said slowly, “and come to Earth? Why?”

      “She claims she is bound by duty to do this, but understand, Emi.” Something dark and frightening flashed through her reflection’s eyes. “If Izanami sets foot upon your realm in the full glory of her kami form, life on Earth will be forever changed.

      “When kami send our spirits to a vessel in the earthly realm, we are limited by the mortal flesh we inhabit. But a kami’s true body has no such limitations. On Earth, Izanami will be all-powerful in a way you cannot comprehend. Her power will be limitless, her body indestructible, her will irresistible.

      “She will destroy the Kunitsukami—utterly and permanently destroy them. She will likely destroy all yokai and rip Tsuchi from its anchors in this world, forever separating the realms. She will be a god such as mortals have never known and her absolute power will dominate every facet of humanity’s existence.”

      Her reflection leaned in closer. “An Amatsukami on Earth, physically on Earth, will mean the end of free will for humankind. Izanami cannot open the Bridge. She cannot descend to Earth. This is what the Kunitsukami must prevent. They must stop her from opening the Bridge on the solstice.”

      Emi closed her hand around a fistful of her kimono’s skirt, keeping her other hand flat against the mirror. “Then you must descend, Amaterasu, so you can remove the onenju—”

      “Emi, I cannot—”

      Her reflection wavered, rippling like a stone thrown into calm water. Light flashed brightly and it steadied.

      “One of my vassals has collapsed,” Amaterasu said tersely, a little breathless. “We cannot hold the spell much longer. Emi, listen carefully. I cannot take this task from you. You must …” The reflection rippled again, Amaterasu’s words distorting beyond comprehension.

      “Amaterasu, I can’t hear you!”

      “… onenju’s magic responds to your will. You cannot …” Another violent ripple. “… if your commitment is not … will fail again.”

      “Amaterasu!” Emi cried. “I can’t hear you!”

      The reflection steadied again but pain and concentration tightened her face.

      “Even if you remove the onenju now,” Amaterasu said, speaking so fast her words were barely coherent, “Inari will not remember enough in time. I do not have the power to …” The reflection faded to silver before flashing back into sight. “… will leave you with a memory. It is all I can do now.”

      Her reflection reached out and touched her other hand to the glass. “I will not be able to reach you like this again, but I will help you however I can. Give me your other hand.”

      Light grew in a bright, pulsing spot in her reflection’s palm. Emi pressed her other hand against the cool glass. The light flashed, filling her vision until she could see nothing but light.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As the light faded, Emi stared in confusion—and growing horror.

      The inner shrine was gone and she no longer knelt before the shintai. She stood at the edge of a cliff, looking down into a valley. Several hundred wooden houses were clustered around a winding river, and farmland occupied the vale between the forested mountains, swathed in rich green vegetation that showed no signs of autumn’s touch.

      But what should have been a peaceful, idyllic farming village was anything but.

      Smoke poured from the wreckage of the houses and wild flames tore through the debris and crawled across the fields. Great gouges had torn apart the earth and even from a distance, she could see many small, unmoving forms that looked too much like charred, mangled bodies. It appeared as though a great beast had trampled the village, destroying everything in its path and leaving an inferno in its wake.

      Without conscious thought or command, Emi turned. When she saw the woman standing beside her, she gasped in terror—or tried to. Her lungs didn’t react to her surge of fear, and she realized she had no connection to her body whatsoever.

      “I told you,” Izanami said quietly, her beautiful face drawn with unexpected concern. “I did not exaggerate.”

      “I see that you did not,” Emi—or rather, the body she had no control over—answered. “I apologize, cousin, but I did not want to believe …”

      “You can clearly sense the remnants of the power he unleashed upon this place, his unmistakable ki, can you not?” Izanami insisted. “Amaterasu, you cannot excuse this. I know you do not wish to acknowledge it, but we cannot overlook his actions any longer. Sarutahiko refuses to control him. We must step in.”

      Emi’s borrowed body faced the fiery destruction in the valley again. She struggled to get her bearings. This had to be a vision of Amaterasu’s past—a memory from at least a hundred years ago.

      “It is not our place to intervene,” Amaterasu said, sounding almost hesitant.

      Izanami also turned toward the valley. “You would allow him to continue to slaughter powerless humans for his entertainment? Your attachment to him is clouding your judgment.”

      “I can speak to Sarutahiko—”

      “Who will do nothing. You know this. He has never attempted to contain the power of his fellow Kunitsukami and he will not begin now.”

      “Perhaps he does not realize—”

      “He is most aware, I am sure.” Izanami flung a hand out, the long sleeve of her burgundy kimono fluttering. “What excuse can you make for this, Amaterasu? One of your shrines was destroyed and your own servants were killed. Will you do nothing?”

      Emi felt Amaterasu press her lips together tightly.

      “You know the truth,” Izanami said when Amaterasu didn’t answer. “You know Inari is unstable.”

      “He is not.”

      “He is. You know he is. He has always been unpredictable, erratic even. Now his volatile nature has escalated into unchecked violence.”

      “This is but one instance—”

      “Is one instance of pointless carnage not enough for you, cousin?” Izanami demanded harshly. Her voice softened. “Amaterasu, you understand, do you not? An immortal life is not meant to be lived alone. Susano also shows signs of instability—his distaste for even casual interaction and his withdrawal from the other Kunitsukami. He, however, is not inflicting his power on the defenseless.”

      She laid a hand on Amaterasu’s shoulder. “Izanagi and I have always had each other, as have you and Tsukiyomi. Sarutahiko and Uzume found each other long, long ago, but for millennia and more, Inari has been alone. Not even the minds of Kunitsukami are immune to the strain of such endless solitude.”

      “He has not been entirely alone,” Amaterasu said softly.

      “Intermittent companionship is not the same,” Izanami murmured. “You know this.”

      Amaterasu sighed heavily. “What can we do?”

      “His power must be contained. You are the only one who can accomplish this unhappy task. You are the only Amatsukami he trusts.”

      “You want me to bind him?”

      “A full binding, Amaterasu. If it is not strong enough, he will break it and kill you.”

      “I could never …”

      “You must.”

      “No binding lasts forever, Izanami. It will wear down in a few centuries and he will break it. What then?”

      “It need not be permanent. With his power contained, perhaps you or Uzume can help him … heal what ails him.”

      “How can we heal an eternity of loneliness?”

      “I do not know. But we must act now, before he succumbs to another rage. Before he kills again.” She gestured to the valley. “It is our duty to protect the humans of this world.”

      As Amaterasu looked toward the smoldering remains of the village again, Emi’s vision blurred. Everything spun and she felt as though she were floating through nothing.

      With a flash of light, the memory reformed. She was now walking through a glade of trees, their leaves rustling softly in the breeze. Red spider lilies carpeted the ground, the bright blossoms hovering at knee height as she waded through them. Ahead, a pond glittered in the afternoon sun and birds trilled in the quiet woods. It was beautiful, peaceful.

      Amaterasu walked to the edge of the pond and stopped, pondering the rippling surface that reflected the bright blue sky.

      “What is it about this spot that entices you so, Amaterasu?”

      From within Amaterasu, Emi started in surprise, a strange fear trickling through her at that familiar voice.

      Amaterasu looked up. Above her in the tree branches, he sat with his back against the trunk, one foot propped on the thick bough beneath him and the other hanging off. Gazing down at her with bright ruby eyes, he took a bite of the half-eaten red plum in his hand.

      If Emi had been in her own body, her heart would have been pounding. The yokai sitting in the tree was identical to Shiro, his white hair tousled by the breeze, his vulpine ears turned toward Amaterasu, one eyebrow raised in apparent amusement.

      And yet, though he looked the same, she felt a panicky need to slink silently away, to hide from his attention. The ancient cunning she’d only glimpsed in Shiro burned in his eyes, unmistakable. This man wasn’t her kitsune.

      He was Inari, the Kunitsukami of the Fire, and the aura of deadly, calculating power he carried was palpable in the air.

      “Sometimes,” he continued in that too-familiar voice with an unfamiliar edge to it, “I suspect you only visit me so you can stare pensively into my pond. It wounds my pride.”

      “I was under the impression your pride was impervious to injury,” Amaterasu replied in a light, teasing tone. “Though the rest of you clearly is not.”

      A grin flashed across Inari’s face, but it was a colder, harder version of Shiro’s sly smirk. He pushed off the branch and dropped to the ground with easy grace. Half-dried blood drenched the left side of his white kosode, the material shredded and clinging precariously to his shoulder. Deep wounds peeked out from the tears.

      “Yesterday was unexpectedly unpleasant,” he said casually, taking another bite of his plum. His head tilted, ears swiveling toward Amaterasu. “What brings you to my domain, Lady Wind?”

      “I need to speak with you,” Amaterasu said, her tone sobering, “about … about a village.”

      “A village?”

      “The village from yesterday.”

      Cunning shadows gathered in his eyes. “That village? What do you know of that village?”

      “Many humans died,” Amaterasu murmured.

      “I know.” His expression went cold and he threw the remainder of his plum away. It hit the pond with a splash, sending violent ripples across the surface. “Do you come to mock me, Amaterasu?”

      “Mock you? No, I—”

      “My battles are no business of yours.”

      “Battles? Those humans were slaughtered like cattle.”

      “I did not—”

      Anger hardened Amaterasu’s voice. “The valley was saturated with your ki, Inari. Do not deny your unleashing of power.”

      “Why would I deny that?”

      “Do you feel no shame?” Amaterasu whispered, her anger fading and leaving only sorrow in its wake.

      “So you did come to mock me.” He snorted in disgust. “How typical of an Amatsukami. I thought you might be different, but I suppose that is not possible, is it? We are what we are.”

      “We are what we are,” she repeated, quiet regret lining the words. “Inari …”

      His name was a soft plea upon her lips as she reached for him. Confused surprise flickered over his face and he hesitated just long enough for Amaterasu to take his right wrist in both hands. As soon as she touched him, an incantation flew across her tongue.

      In a single explosive instant, light flashed brightly and dozens of tiny glowing orbs appeared out of nowhere, shooting toward Inari’s arm. Disbelief and rage tore across his face. Wind erupted as Amaterasu called it to her defense but Inari was faster. Fire burst from him as his other hand slashed toward her.

      Pain ripped through Amaterasu. Emi felt it too, but it was distant, not quite touching her. Her vision blurred and whirled as she fell backward. The wind formed a protective cyclone around her, carrying a thousand red petals in it.

      Amaterasu looked at her abdomen, giving Emi a brief glimpse of the horrific wound Inari had inflicted in a single, brief attack. Breathing heavily, Amaterasu pressed her hands to her stomach and white light lit beneath her palms. The charred flesh and deep gashes began to heal. Concentrating on repairing her mortal vessel before the body died, Amaterasu didn’t move.

      The pain faded and she rose to her feet. The wind dispersed, releasing the petals to drift toward the ground like fluttering red snowflakes.

      A few steps away, Inari was on his knees, head bowed and clutching his arm where the glossy red onenju had formed. Four loops around his right forearm glowed with power. He panted, his body shuddering.

      “What did you do?” he growled hoarsely.

      He lifted his head and the terrifying rage that burned in his eyes would have sent Emi stumbling away. Amaterasu didn’t flinch.

      “What did you do?” he roared, surging to his feet. He staggered, chest heaving, barely keeping his balance.

      “I bound your power,” Amaterasu said, impressively calm in the face of his violent fury. “You are not well, Inari. We cannot allow you to butcher humans at a whim.”

      “Butcher humans?” he snarled viciously. “Mock me for falling to that wretched dragon if you must, but do not call me a human killer.”

      “Then what do you call the massacre of that village?” she demanded.

      “How was I to know Orochi was hunting me? I did not even know he had revived, but you blame me for his slaughter of—”

      “Orochi?” Amaterasu repeated, stumbling over the name. “What are you talking about?”

      Inari struggled to straighten, still holding his arm and panting for air. “You think I suffered these wounds at the hands of humans? They were already dead when I found the village.”

      “Already dead?” she whispered.

      “You always think the worst of me. Orochi killed them to hide his presence and he ambushed me when I stopped to investigate.”

      “But … I did not sense Orochi …”

      “Neither did I until he was ripping me open.”

      “I … I do not understand,” Amaterasu whispered.

      “What is there to understand? Orochi wanted Murakumo and—”

      “Murakumo? Susano’s sword?”

      “Yes, I borrowed it. Without permission.” A brief, humorless smile ghosted across his face as he continued to clutch his arm as though in agony. “And now I must retrieve it before Susano discovers that I lost his precious sword to his nemesis.”

      “Inari …”

      Rage burned across his face again. “Get this off me, Amaterasu.”

      She squeezed her hands together. “I am so sorry, Inari. I was—I was misled. Once the seal completes, I can remove it.”

      He grunted, his scorching rage dulling in an almost sickly way as the onenju’s light brightened. Finally, the glow began to diminish. Amaterasu reached toward him and he stiffened, jaw clenching.

      Her hand hovered over his arm. “Inari … how can I ever regain your trust?”

      He looked into her eyes, into Emi’s eyes, and in his gaze was an ancient, bitter loneliness that ran so deep she couldn’t see the end of it.

      “You can’t.”

      Amaterasu met his stare, then reached for the onenju.

      The ground shuddered beneath their feet.

      With a crack, the ground behind Inari tore open. Amaterasu didn’t have a chance to react, to move, to even look away. Her stare was still locked on him as his eyes went wide with shock. His body jolted violently. Hot blood splattered her skin and enraged betrayal flashed across his face.

      Then the light faded from his eyes and his head fell back.

      She staggered back a step, her attention fixed on the pointed tree root protruding from his chest. He hung lifelessly, impaled on a root that had torn straight through his heart. Her gaze dropped to the onenju gleaming brightly around his arm.

      “No,” she whispered in horror.

      The wind flitted across her skin, a warning. Amaterasu spun around.

      Izanami stood in the trees, her expression one of quiet satisfaction, her hand already raised in a commanding gesture. Agony speared Amaterasu’s body. An identical tree root ruptured her chest in a spray of blood. Her vision blurred, then everything turned to bright silver light that swallowed the world.
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      Emi flung herself backward, clutching at her chest and gasping for air. Her back hit the floor, jarring her, and the phantom pain faded. Rolling over, she rose onto her knees, one hand braced on the floor and the other pressed against her heart. It thumped reassuringly beneath her ribs.

      Taking deep, deliberate breaths, she tried to calm her rapid pulse. In her mind, she could still see the thick root piercing her body. She could still see Inari’s lifeless form hanging from the impaling root, his dead eyes staring at the bright sky.

      Shiro had remembered that moment—the instant he died, still enraged at Amaterasu for binding him with the beads. Emi’s hand slid from her chest to her abdomen, where she’d glimpsed the injuries Inari had inflicted on Amaterasu as she’d bound him. No hesitation, no mercy. Without even knowing what Amaterasu was doing or why, he’d struck with lethal force—wounds that would have killed anyone without the Amatsukami’s healing ability. But her healing magic hadn’t been enough to save her human body from Izanami’s direct strike to her heart.

      Emi shook her head slowly, the image of ruby eyes in her mind shifting from Inari’s cold cunning to Shiro’s impish humor and back again.

      Behind her, the doors to the inner shrine flew open with a crash.

      She whirled around. Lit from behind by the outdoor lanterns, a familiar dark silhouette edged in reddish light swept toward her, predatory aggression lining his movements, one hand reaching out.

      As his hand came toward her, the memory of Inari’s claws of flame flashed through her mind and she recoiled with a frightened gasp.

      Shiro’s hand hesitated, fingers stopping a few inches from her arm. He turned his palm up and a tiny flame sparked. Flickering light lit his face, casting sharp shadows across his features.

      “What did you do?” he demanded in a growl.

      Her lungs froze, his two identities battling in her mind. Hearing the same question from Shiro as Inari had demanded of Amaterasu only confused her more. She could see Inari in Shiro as she had never before—or was it that she had seen Shiro in Inari?

      His gaze swept over her face. “You didn’t just do something stupid like ask Amaterasu to descend, did you?”

      Her mouth opened but no sound came out.

      “If that is what she attempted,” Yumei said, his voice coming unexpectedly from behind Shiro, “she does not appear to have succeeded.”

      She looked past Shiro to see Yumei and Susano standing in the doorway, with Byakko hovering behind them.

      “What are you doing in here, Emi?” Shiro asked, command in his tone.

      “I …” She looked between them before focusing on Shiro, crouched in front of her. “I spoke with Amaterasu.”

      “Spoke with her? How?”

      “Through the shintai. She told me … She told me what Izanami is planning to do.”

      Yumei and Susano came the rest of the way into the inner shrine, joining Shiro. Swallowing hard, she repeated everything Amaterasu had told her about the Bridge to Heaven. When she finished, silence hung in the air.

      Finally, Susano spoke. “If she descends on the Bridge, our only hope would be to flee to Tsuchi and sever its anchors, separating it from the earthly realm.”

      “Tsuchi has always been tied to this world,” Yumei said darkly. “Would it survive alone?”

      Emi looked between them. “We have to stop her.”

      “I do not know how the Bridge is opened,” Susano said, “so I cannot guess how we might prevent it. However, Sarutahiko will know. He is the guardian of the Bridge in this world, as Izanagi is the guardian of it in Takamahara.”

      Izanagi, the Amatsukami of the Sky, was the ultimate ruler of Takamahara and Izanami’s brother. Guardian of the Bridge or not, Emi knew they couldn’t rely on him to prevent his sister from opening the passageway from the heavens on the solstice.

      “What’s significant about the solstice?” she asked. “What does it have to do with the Bridge?”

      “The solstice is a time of kami power,” Susano answered. “As the seasons change and the lunar cycles wax and wane, the balance of power between yokai and kami shifts. The winter solstice belongs to the kami. How that affects the Bridge, I do not know. Again, that is a question for Sarutahiko.”

      “But once again, we cannot act,” Yumei said flatly. “We cannot liberate Sarutahiko without Murakumo, which we cannot locate without Inari’s memories.”

      Emi inhaled deeply and glanced at Shiro, who watched her with an unreadable expression. “Amaterasu showed me … she told me something else. A hundred years ago, Orochi ambushed Inari and stole Murakumo from him.”

      “Orochi?” Susano snarled, the blue markings on his cheeks blazing with light as his temper resurfaced in a flash. “Orochi has revived?” His furious stare snapped to Shiro. “You lost my sword to Orochi?”

      “Inari didn’t know Orochi had revived either,” Emi said quickly. “Orochi set a trap for him to steal the sword. He—” She looked at Shiro. “You were planning to get Murakumo back for Susano before …”

      Shiro said nothing, his expression indecipherable.

      “Then I know where to find Murakumo,” Susano growled. “Orochi is a predictable beast. He has no doubt been waiting these past hundred years for me to come for my sword. His thirst for revenge will never be quenched.”

      “Waiting for you where?” Yumei asked.

      “The same spot where I killed him the first time.”

      “Can you reclaim your sword from him? I have never encountered Orochi myself but his reputation is fearsome.”

      “I will reclaim my sword or perish in the attempt,” Susano said, his eyes glinting like sapphire steel. “That beast has held what is mine for long enough.”

      “If Amaterasu spoke the truth,” Byakko said from behind them, where he had listened to their discussion, “Orochi defeated Inari, who would have presumably been at full strength at the time. I mean no offense, but do you stand any chance in your current condition?”

      “Orochi ambushed Inari,” Emi corrected. “He was injured badly before he even had a chance to fight back.”

      “I need only to lay hands upon my weapon and Orochi’s demise will be assured.” Susano rose to his feet. “We will return to the inn and prepare.”

      Yumei and Byakko followed him out, but Shiro didn’t move. Emi sat where she was, unable to look up. His stare weighed heavily on her.

      “You didn’t come here to talk to Amaterasu,” he said, the words low and hard. “You came here to fulfill your role as the kamigakari, didn’t you?”

      “I—” She swallowed. “It’s the only way to safely remove the onenju. Amaterasu needs to do it, not me.”

      “So you left, without a word, expecting to die? You didn’t think to ask my opinion before running off to end your life?”

      She forced herself to look at him. “I … I didn’t think you would …”

      “Didn’t think I would what?”

      She didn’t want to admit she’d been afraid he wouldn’t care—at least not enough. His eyes bored into hers.

      “I would what, Emi?” he repeated, leaning closer.

      She flinched at his sudden movement, her hand flying up defensively as she again saw Inari’s fiery claws flashing toward her.

      He recoiled, his ears angling backward. “What’s the matter with you? What else did Amaterasu say about me?”

      “N-nothing.”

      His mouth curved in an empty smile and his voice dropped to a dangerous croon of ice and fire combined. “Don’t think I can’t tell when you lie to me, little miko.”

      “I—I’m not—”

      “I can smell your fear. I can hear your racing heart.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “Lie, little miko. Another lie.” He abruptly stood, turning away from her. “Don’t rush to your demise for my sake. I’m in no hurry to remember all the reasons I’m so widely detested.”

      “Shiro …” she whispered.

      He spoke with his back still to her. “If you’re going to fear me for it, then call me what I am.”

      Her throat closed, muting her. He turned just enough to look back at her and in his flat stare she saw the shadow of Inari’s bitter loneliness already growing darker, already sinking deep into his soul.

      Shiro was slipping away. She could see it happening, could see Inari’s coldness overcoming him with each rejection—beginning with Susano’s vicious rage, then Yumei’s unexpected aversion, and now her fear. She’d been so afraid that Inari’s memories would overtake Shiro, but it seemed the Kunitsukami’s name alone was enough to destroy him.

      She lifted her hand, reaching for him as she desperately searched for words that could call him back to her, that could banish that darkness from his eyes.

      Byakko called from outside the shrine. At the sound, Shiro turned away from her, not seeing her reaching hand. He walked out of the room.

      Sucking in a breath, she scrambled to her feet and rushed out of the inner shrine. He was already passing through the main doors, about to descend the steps to the courtyard. She had to stop him. She had to tell him she wasn’t afraid of him, that she’d just been confused by the memory Amaterasu had shown her.

      As she flew out the door, an arm appeared in front of her. She stumbled to a stop, surprised to find Susano standing on the steps with his arm extended as a barrier across her path.

      “Let him go,” he said.

      Shiro, already halfway across the courtyard, was heading for the trees. He passed Yumei and Byakko without a word or a glance.

      “I need to—” she began.

      “You need to let him go,” Susano interrupted implacably. “It is time for him to remember what it is to be a Kunitsukami.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Delaying the inevitable will only weaken him further. He has been languishing in this diminished form for too long already.”

      Her stomach clenched. She pushed past Susano but he grabbed her upper arm, pulling her back. At the far edge of the courtyard, dancing blue and white flames rippled over Shiro. The large three-tailed fox took shape in the flames, and as the fire faded, he leaped into the trees, disappearing from sight.

      She fought to control the tight, inexplicable panic blooming inside her. Teeth gritted, she glared at Susano and jerked out of his grip. He released her, having no need to hold her back now that Shiro was gone.

      “It’s time for him to remember what it is to be a Kunitsukami?” Crossing her arms, she took another step away from him. “What does that mean?”

      Susano’s sapphire gaze drifted from Yumei, to Byakko, then lifted toward the dark sky, his eyes as distant as the stars.

      “What does it mean to be a Kunitsukami?” she repeated.

      When he answered, the single word rang with cutting finality.

      “Alone.”
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* * *

      With a destination finally identified, Susano wasted no time. Soon after returning to Ajisai, the innkeeper arrived with a basket, which he handed to the Kunitsukami before bowing and retreating. At the table with the basket, Susano removed sheets of white paper, a flat ink stone, a stick of black ink, a porcelain flask of water, and a brush.

      Emi watched curiously as he wet the ink stone and began grinding the ink stick in the water. She recognized the supplies for creating ofuda, but she hadn’t known yokai used ofuda at all.

      For several minutes, he methodically prepared the ink before picking up the brush. He rolled it in the ink, but instead of writing on the paper, he touched the brush directly to the tabletop. She cringed as he moved the brush, the dark ink sliding across the smooth, polished wood in a perfect circle. He filled the circle with strange markings, then blew on the ink to dry it.

      Only then did he place the first paper in the center of the circle and begin writing out the invocation—except it was no invocation she recognized. It certainly wasn’t a barrier, binding, or purification ofuda.

      Shiro, whom she hadn’t seen since he’d disappeared into the forest at the Amaterasu shrine, strode into the room as Susano was finishing. He carried a bow and a quiver full of arrows in one hand. He passed them to Emi with barely a glance before moving to the table to study Susano’s ofuda. Emi held the bow in one hand, her heart in her throat as she tried and failed to catch his eye.

      Susano watched Shiro leaf through his ofuda. “Do you remember your own?”

      Shiro set the ofuda down again. “No.”

      Picking up a handful of blank papers from the basket, Susano pushed them and the brush toward Shiro. “Try.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Some knowledge runs deeper than memory.”

      Ancient power briefly touched his eyes. “Some, but not this.”

      Susano considered him, then gathered the supplies and returned them to the basket. He tucked his new ofuda into the sleeves of his kosode.

      “Yumei is preparing a passageway through Tsuchi to Orochi’s nest,” he told Shiro. “Are you ready for this battle?”

      “Probably not. Are you?”

      “You never would have admitted as much a hundred years ago.” Susano hesitated, then sighed. “I also do not feel well prepared to face Orochi again so soon.”

      Holding her new bow and arrows, Emi approached the table and knelt. “Susano? May I use your ofuda supplies?”

      At his nod of permission, she drew the basket toward herself and began mixing a new batch of ink. When it was ready, she wrote out a set of purification ofuda. As she completed them, she carefully wrapped each one around the shaft of an arrow. She stole glances at Shiro as she worked, but either he felt no need to look in her direction or he was doing an excellent job avoiding her gaze.

      “What should we expect with Orochi?” he asked.

      Susano drummed his fingers on the tabletop. Emi glanced over at the odd clicking sound and saw his fingers were tipped with dark claws.

      “Orochi’s greatest strength is his physical power. He has no elemental affinities of his own but he is somewhat resistant to elemental magic used against him. Defeating him will not be our initial goal. Rather, you, Yumei, and Byakko will distract him so I can retrieve Murakumo. Once I am armed, I can destroy him once again.”

      “What happened the first time?” Emi asked, looking up from the arrow in her hand. “I only know the stories.”

      Susano shifted away from the table and propped his arm on one knee. “Orochi once reigned over an entire region, delivering terror across the land. He devoured all the kami of the area and most of the yokai. I came across an elder yokai lord and his lady who had fled Orochi’s territory with their last surviving daughter. Orochi was hunting them, determined to devour the entire family.”

      Emi frowned. “Orochi killing so many yokai and kami didn’t come to your attention before that?”

      “This was a very long time ago,” he said. “Longer than a human can conceive. The world was far wilder, with many powerful yokai holding power over territories won through battle and bloodshed. It was a violent world. What was one more violent yokai?”

      Wrapping another ofuda around an arrow, she tried to imagine a world so full of vicious yokai that a monster like Orochi would go unnoticed.

      “Orochi, however, seemed determined to exterminate all yokai who crossed his path. The lord told me of Orochi’s insatiable appetite and begged me to act. When Orochi came for them, I challenged him. However, his strength was more than I had anticipated. I could not defeat him, but neither could he defeat me. Once he had retreated to his territory, I followed and again fought him. The battle was fierce, for he had gorged on ki not his own for far too long, but eventually, I slew him.

      “He revived centuries later and immediately sought me out for revenge. A foolish error, for he was much weaker and I killed him with ease. He has revived twice since, whereupon I swiftly ended him.”

      “You’d think he would have learned to avoid you,” Shiro observed. “He would live a lot longer.”

      “What I wonder,” Susano murmured, “is whether he waited for me to be parted from Murakumo to act, or if pure happenstance allowed him to thieve my weapon from you. He demonstrated neither craft nor patience in our previous confrontations.”

      “If Izanami is involved, I don’t think we should assume anything is a coincidence.” When both yokai looked at her, Emi continued. “Orochi killed an entire village of people so he could ambush Inari and steal the sword. Afterward, Izanami showed the village to Amaterasu and told her that Inari had killed everyone. She convinced Amaterasu that he’d become unstable and his power needed to be bound for the safety of all.”

      Her hand tightened around the arrow shaft. “That’s why Amaterasu put the onenju on Inari—not to hurt him but to control him. Only afterward did Amaterasu realize Izanami had tricked her. As soon as she tried to take the onenju off, Izanami killed them both.”

      Shiro rubbed his chest as though remembering the root bursting through his ribs.

      “So that is what happened.” Susano looked at Shiro. “While searching for you, I heard a rumor that you had killed Amaterasu and gone into hiding before the other Amatsukami could take revenge on you. For years, we assumed you had not been seen because you were avoiding the Amatsukami. By the time Uzume first suggested you were not hiding but missing, the trail was so old we didn’t know where to begin searching for you.”

      Koyane, Izanami’s vassal, had also told Emi that Inari had killed Amaterasu, and since she’d been dying at that point, he’d had no reason to lie; he must have believed the rumor as much as Susano had.

      “I bet Izanami told everyone that,” she said. “And since she was preventing Amaterasu from descending, there was no one to contradict it.”

      Susano thought for a moment. “How far back in time can you remember, Inari?”

      Shiro rolled his eyes toward the ceiling in thought. “Hmm. Fifteen years? Twenty, maybe? I wasn’t counting.”

      “Twenty years. I doubt it took you eighty years to revive.” Susano tapped one claw on the table. “I also doubt your memories have faded and distorted so thoroughly from a single demise and revival.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “Even with severely limited ki, your memories should have returned to some degree, but I suspect you have died more than once since Izanami killed you a hundred years ago. Bound by the onenju, you would have been easy to slay. With each revival, your memories and sense of self became more scattered … until you remembered nothing.”

      Shiro stared at the table, his face pale, and anguish for him twisted inside Emi.

      “When Yumei first told me you had no memories,” Susano continued, “I did not believe him. How could such a fate befall one of us? But I can see it is more than true, and I can see the damage runs deep. You are broken, Inari. I did not think a Kunitsukami could break, but you have. And I do not know if your memories will be enough to make you whole again.”

      Shiro and Susano weighed each other, unspoken words passing between them.

      “Well,” Shiro said dryly, “if I turn out to be crazy once the onenju is off, I’m sure you’ll have fun killing me every few decades for the rest of eternity.”

      Susano’s expression was indecipherable, but his sapphire eyes unexpectedly lightened to a shade of soft cobalt. “No, I do not think I would enjoy that.”

      Emi wrapped her final arrow in an ofuda and sternly ordered herself to remain calm. You are broken, Inari. She wouldn’t panic. She wouldn’t cry in front of them. Shiro—Inari—would be fine. Once the onenju was removed, his memories would be restored and he would return to his usual self.

      She turned to Shiro, but he was still avoiding her gaze. Was he afraid if he looked at her, he would see fear in her again? Or was he distancing himself for some other reason? She didn’t dare ask him with Susano in the room.

      She looked down at the last arrow. Assuming they all survived the coming battle, she would do whatever it took to make Shiro whole again.

    

  









          Chapter 22

        

      

    
    
      The surf thundered against distant cliffs as Emi followed Susano and Yumei through the dark forest. Shiro and Byakko trailed behind her. Above, stars peeked through the gathering clouds; sunrise was still several hours away. Orochi’s island was farther south than Shion and crisp autumn leaves still carpeted the snowless forest floor.

      Her skin prickled as she clutched her bow. The woods were eerily silent but for the muffled crash of waves on rock. Her bow felt pathetically flimsy. Would the wind come to her aid again or would she have to fight with nothing but her human strength?

      “I do not sense Orochi’s presence,” Yumei murmured. “Is this the correct place?”

      “Yes,” Susano replied, equally quiet. “Orochi might not be here, but Murakumo calls to me. It is near.”

      “You can sense it already?” Yumei’s head swiveled. “Be cautious. It is unlikely Orochi would leave it unguarded.”

      Susano led the way deeper into the trees, leaves crunching beneath his feet. The forest stretched on and on, the ground rising and falling in rough dips and hills with an ever-increasing grade. Her legs burned from the exertion. Of course, none of the yokai showed any signs of fatigue.

      As she traipsed after them, she looked from Susano to Yumei, then to Shiro and Byakko behind her. Four powerful yokai—among the most powerful to walk the land. Yumei knew few challengers, and Susano and Shiro were Kunitsukami. Even weakened, they were formidable.

      What was she doing here? What was she, a human, doing with these powerful creatures of another world?

      She tried to hide her labored breathing as she struggled to keep up. The yokai were moving quickly, forcing her to trot every few steps. As the ground grew steeper, the gap between her and Yumei grew. She pushed harder, leaves flying beneath her sandals and her wholly unsuitable kimono dragging behind her. She should have insisted on something else to wear, or at least more appropriate footwear.

      What was she doing, trudging through a strange forest with four yokai who could change forms and fly and hurl lethal magic with a flick of their hands? She didn’t belong with them. She should have stayed behind, where she wouldn’t get in the way.

      With a rustle of leaves, Byakko overtook her. She stumbled as the yokai moved ahead to take the spot behind Yumei. Gritting her teeth, she lurched forward, hurrying even as a stitch constricted her ribcage. In her haste, her foot caught on a hidden root and she stumbled on tired legs.

      A hand caught her elbow, pulling her upright. Shiro met her eyes for the first time since he’d left the Amaterasu shrine.

      “I’m fine,” she said breathlessly before he could comment. “I can keep up.”

      He considered her, then glanced ahead, where Susano, Yumei, and Byakko were mere shadows in the darkness. “You once told me that even when you don’t need help, you should accept it anyway because it’s easier that way.”

      “When did I say that?”

      “When you practically threw me into the bath because I was too filthy to look at.”

      “Oh.” She remembered now. Covered in mud and gore, he had shown up in her bedroom to tell her about Yumei’s lead on an Amatsukami. She had said something about accepting help because it was easier, hadn’t she? He’d been so stubborn about not needing anything from her. “I guess I did.”

      He cast her a sideways glance. “Then you fell all over yourself and dumped a bowl of food in my lap because you couldn’t keep your eyes on my face. Do you remember that part?”

      “I did not!” she gasped, even though it was an accurate description of her reaction to his shirtless state. Warmth flared in her cheeks.

      His mouth curved up in a grin, one pointed canine gleaming in the faint starlight. Her eyes widened and her stomach dropped. Tears threatened to spill down her face, and without thinking, she threw herself against his chest, clutching his kosode.

      “E-Emi?” he stuttered, staggering back half a step. “What—?”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, clutching him. She hadn’t seen him smile like that since she’d come out of the caverns with Susano. She’d been so afraid she’d never again see that expression, never again see her teasing, mischievous Shiro. She’d feared he was already gone forever. “I missed you.”

      “Missed me?” His fingers caught her chin and he pried her head up so he could squint at her face. “What are you talking about?”

      “I just—you haven’t been—” She managed a wobbly smile. “I just missed you teasing me.”

      He scowled. “You’re not supposed to like it. The idea is to annoy you.”

      Her feelings of affection dimmed and she returned his scowl. “I knew you were annoying me on purpose all this time. Why do you do that?”

      His grin reappeared. “Because when you’re annoyed, your eyes flash and your cheeks turn pink and you pout at me.” He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “Just like that.”

      “I do not—you—I don’t—” Her cheeks burned hotter. “You’re horrible!”

      “Obviously not, since you just said you missed me. You’re also still squeezing the air out of my lungs.”

      “I am not!” she exclaimed, flinging her arms out as if she hadn’t just been holding him in a death grip.

      His arms closed around her and he swept her off her feet.

      “Shiro!” she complained, trying to squirm free.

      He held her tighter as he strode forward, his long steps eating up the ground with ease. “Don’t whine.”

      “I’m not whining!”

      “Why exhaust yourself if you don’t need to? Carrying you costs me nothing. Save your strength for the fight.”

      Frowning, she adjusted her bow and quiver on her shoulder. “I’m already the weakest one here. If I can’t even walk fast enough to keep up, what’s the point in me coming?”

      “Did anyone suggest you stay behind?”

      She blinked, surprised to realize no one had. “No …”

      “If Yumei hadn’t wanted you here, you know he would have told you as much. None of us think you’re weak, Emi.”

      A strange heat constricted her chest as she looked up at him. There was no hint of deception in his eyes, no lies or exaggeration, no teasing or humor.

      “But …”

      “You proved yourself. You proved your strength to all of us. You went into the caverns alone. You walked into the depths of the mountain through clouds of poison, and you carried Susano out. You did what none of us could do.”

      “Only because the poison didn’t affect me the same way—”

      “Does that matter? We couldn’t do it. You did. We saw what you looked like when you got out. How many times did you fall in order to batter your knees like that? But you kept going.”

      “That makes me stubborn, not strong,” she mumbled.

      “Strength comes in many forms. Susano knows that. Can’t you tell he respects you? If he didn’t, he would have killed you the moment you stepped between us. He treats you like a yokai, not a human. He listens to you, talks to you. Remember how Yumei hardly spoke to you when you first met him?”

      She hid her face against his shoulder. She hadn’t noticed that Susano treated her no differently from Yumei and Byakko, but now that Shiro had pointed it out, she realized how surprising that was. She was just a human, but a Kunitsukami spoke to her like she was one of his own.

      “I still don’t think I’ll be of any use against Orochi.”

      “I doubt I’ll be much use either,” Shiro confessed. “We’ll just stay out of the way and let Susano and Yumei do the work.”

      “Have you seen Yumei do his shadow thing?” she asked. “When he fought Jorogumo, he made the forest go dark and he turned the shadows into raven soldiers.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I also heard you jumped out of a tree and stabbed her in the back with an arrow before she could put another hole in him.”

      “He—he told you that?”

      “Grudgingly,” he said with obvious amusement. “He’s none too pleased that a human saved him.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder, catching her breath while he trailed behind the other three yokai. The ground grew steeper and steeper until Shiro was climbing more than walking, and she was even more grateful she didn’t have to keep up. Her weight didn’t seem to bother him.

      It was foolish, especially considering they were invading the lair of a fearsome enemy, but she couldn’t help enjoying his closeness, his warmth, his woodsy scent. She cherished the memory of his teasing grin, relieved that he’d recovered a bit more of his usual self. And, beneath that, the memory of kissing him in Ajisai kept threatening to surface. She steadfastly refused to revisit that one … though she’d already returned to it in her dreams.

      Her stomach turned over. She had kissed a Kunitsukami. But he wasn’t really Inari, not yet. He was just Shiro, her teasing kitsune who annoyed her because he liked to make her pout.

      The ground rose until they reached the top of a rocky ridge. On the other side, the earth dropped away, revealing a massive, ancient crater that had once been the mouth of a volcano. It was now a forest of young trees laden with autumn foliage, their color leeched away by the starlight.

      “Murakumo is somewhere in the center,” Susano said.

      “Do you sense Orochi?” Yumei asked.

      “No.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Perhaps luck is with us,” Byakko murmured, “and the beast is not present.”

      They started down the crater’s steep edge. The four yokai alternated between leaping and sliding down the rocky slope until the trees thickened too much for them to move quickly. Emi switched to clinging to Shiro’s back, freeing his arms so he could push through the low branches. She quickly found herself longing for the old-growth forests with their huge trees and sparse underbrush. Their pace slowed to a crawl and even Shiro, who normally moved so quietly as to never betray a footfall, had to work to move with minimal noise through the brush.

      Eventually, the ground leveled off again. When they entered a small clearing with the bed of a long-dried slough, Susano gestured for them to stop.

      “Murakumo is close,” he murmured. “Wait here.”

      He slipped soundlessly into the woods. Emi slid from Shiro’s back and stretched her spine, wrestling with her erratic nerves. Her skin prickled incessantly with the feeling of watching eyes.

      “Why isn’t Orochi here?” Shiro asked quietly. “Why isn’t he guarding the sword?”

      “A hundred years have passed since he stole it,” Yumei replied. “Perhaps he grew lax in protecting his trophy.”

      Hovering beside Shiro, Emi slipped her bow off her shoulder, just in case, and rubbed a hand over the back of her neck to sooth the shivery sensation in her skin. She huffed in a vain attempt to release some tension.

      They waited in silence as the minutes ticked by. The air was unpleasantly cool but lacked the icy bite from farther north. She found herself shivering anyway as her attention darted over the clearing from shadow to shadow.

      “Yumei?” she whispered when she couldn’t stand it anymore. “You don’t see anything, do you?” She was fairly certain he could see in the dark better than she could see in full daylight.

      “Would I say nothing if I did?” he replied irritably.

      “What’s wrong?” Shiro asked her.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled. “Just feeling paranoid.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”

      “I just … I just feel like we’re being watched.” She shook her head quickly, embarrassed to have even admitted it. “It’s nothing. I’m imagining things.”

      “Are you?” he murmured, giving Yumei a meaningful look. The Tengu melted into motion, prowling toward one end of the clearing. Byakko glided toward the other end and the two yokai began a slow, methodic circle around the perimeter, inspecting the darkness beyond the trees.

      Shiro stood beside her, his ears swiveling to take in every sound. “How long?”

      She blinked in confusion, dragging her attention away from Yumei. “How long what?”

      “How long have you felt like we’re being watched?”

      “Um, ten minutes, maybe?”

      “From which direction?”

      She closed her eyes, concentrating on the prickling sensation of unseen watchers, then pointed. “That way.”

      She opened her eyes as Yumei, Byakko, and Shiro pivoted to face the direction she’d indicated. Her cheeks flushed. “I don’t think—”

      With a faint rustle, Susano stepped out of the shadows from the opposite direction. “I can sense Murakumo, but I cannot find it. It seems—“ He broke off, frowning. “What is it?”

      “Emi feels like we’re being watched,” Shiro said.

      “I—I’m probably just imagining things,” she said desperately, unable to believe they were all taking her case of nerves so seriously. “If none of you can sense anything, then—”

      “Then perhaps our adversary knows how to hide from yokai senses,” Susano cut in. “A kami can perceive things we cannot.”

      “I’m not a kami.”

      “No, but you are more than human.”

      Before she could respond, Shiro plucked an arrow from the quiver on her shoulder and held it out to her. “Fire this.”

      “At what?”

      He nodded toward the trees where she’d pointed. “In that direction.”

      “But …” When he just looked at her expectantly, she nocked the arrow on the string and reluctantly raised the bow. “Are you sure?”

      “Very sure.”

      Pressing her lips together, she drew the string back to her cheek and focused her will. The only thing worse than four ultra-powerful yokai thinking her human paranoia was real would be messing up her purification spell too.

      “Shukusei no tama,” she whispered.

      She released the arrow and it shot across the clearing into the trees. She expected the thwack of an impact with a trunk or the skittering sound of it falling to the ground. She wasn’t expecting the strangely dull thud that sounded instead—or the bright flash of light through the trees.

      “Ah,” Shiro said with a satisfied smile. “There goes their barrier.”

      A tingle of warm ki slid over her skin—but it wasn’t yokai ki.

      It was kami ki.

      Something rustled in the darkness. Yumei lifted his hands and red light rippled in strange ribbons over his palms. The light twisted together and solidified into the long black spear he’d used to slay Jorogumo. Byakko drew Kogarashi, the sword with power over the wind that he’d lent her.

      Shiro merely put one hand on his hip, making no move to summon his twin blades.

      From the darkness, a figure emerged. A sohei uniform in dark colors draped a slender form and, as starlight fell across the person’s head, Emi was surprised to see the softer features of a woman’s face. With a bladed staff in one hand, the kami looked across the four yokai with dark eyes in an inhumanly beautiful face.

      With soft footsteps, two more kami in sohei clothing stepped from the darkness of the trees to flank the woman—and behind them, even more shadows took form. Fear made Emi’s limbs go cold. At least a dozen kami. Yumei had barely managed to defeat Koyane. Did they stand a chance against this many?

      The female kami focused on Emi.

      “Kamigakari.” Though she didn’t use any significant volume, she didn’t speak in a hushed voice either, and her flat, toneless voice rang loudly in the quiet night. “I had intended to take the Kunitsukami alive, but since you destroyed my barrier and interrupted our preparations, I have no choice but to kill them.”

      “Fascinating,” Shiro said, his dry tone much quieter than hers. “Though it’s exceedingly generous of you to tell us that, would you mind keeping your voice down?”

      “I inform the kamigakari so that when I present her to my mistress, she can confirm what I have said.”

      “Did you hear that, little miko? Make sure to give Izanami our love. In the meantime, shut your mouth, kami.”

      “I will not be silenced by the likes of you,” the woman said loudly, again shattering the hush. “My mistress anticipated your arrival here once Susano was found to have escaped, and I will—”

      “Yes, yes,” Shiro interrupted. “But can you do it quietly?”

      The woman’s upper lip curled. “I see your insolence is undiminished by a century of pathetic weakness, Inari. Your misplaced arrogance will be corrected shortly.”

      She raised her hand in a commanding gesture. The dozen kami behind her came forward until they stood in a curving line across one end of the small clearing. The air heated with growing ki that pressed down on them like an invisible weight.

      “Yumei,” Shiro said so softly his words were almost inaudible. “To me.”

      Where he stood closest to the kami, Yumei shifted backward on noiseless feet, withdrawing until he stood a step away from Shiro.

      “Retreating will not save you!” the kami announced, apparently determined to speak as loud as possible.

      “What is it?” Yumei hissed. On Shiro’s other side, Susano and Byakko shifted closer.

      “I don’t know,” Shiro whispered tersely. “I’m trying to remember.”

      “What?” Yumei snapped.

      The kami raised her staff and pointed the blade at the five of them huddled together. “In the name of my mistress, I will slay you, Kunitsukami!”

      “She’s stalling,” Byakko whispered. “They are preparing a trap. We should—”

      “Wait. I remember now.”

      Against all wisdom, the three yokai looked away from the enemy to stare at Shiro. Ancient cunning shone in his eyes as he laughed softly—a husky, wicked laugh Emi had never heard from him before.

      “I hope you’re ready for this, Susano,” he crooned.

      Surprise flickered across Susano’s face. “What—”

      “Shhh.” Shiro hooked an arm around Emi’s middle, pulling her close, and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Just don’t … make … a sound.”

      The kami glanced behind her and when she turned back, triumph flitted across her perfect features. “Kunitsukami! It is time to—”

      The kami broke off as the ground rumbled, confusion replacing her elation as she looked down.

      With an ear-rending crash, the forest behind the kami heaved upward. Trees flew into the air and a cloud of dirt and dust boiled outward. All the kami spun around, magic leaping to their hands.

      A massive shape shot out of the cloud of dirt. A gaping maw lined by giant fangs snapped shut on the kami, engulfing her from shoulders to thighs, before retracting back into the dark cloud with the wet snap of breaking bones.

      For a single beat that seemed to last much longer, no one moved. Then, with alarmed cries, the remaining kami scrambled away.

      The ground heaved again, trees ripping from the earth. Another monstrous reptilian head snaked out of the darkness, pointed teeth flashing. It snatched two kami in its jaws and lifted them into the air. Throwing its head back, it crushed them in a single, horrific bite. Blood rained from the sky.

      The composure of the kami broke and they bolted in every direction. Two more dragon heads burst out of the trees, roots and dirt still clinging to their dark scales as they snapped at the fleeing kami. Screams and the sound of crunching bones filled the forest.

      Shiro’s arm tightened around Emi and he pulled her backward. With Susano, Yumei, and Byakko following, they retreated with slow, cautious steps for several dozen yards before Shiro turned and launched into a bounding run.

      With the others on his heels, he ran, climbing the side of the crater until they passed the tree line. He stopped on the rocky turf and turned. Below in the center of the crater, an immense shadow rose—eight long, weaving necks topped by angular heads and heavy jaws. Cries echoed from the darkness as the heads dove into the trees and lifted again, gripping struggling bodies that it swiftly devoured.
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Emi leaned back against Shiro, trembling from head to toe.

      “It’s … he’s …”

      “Susano did say Orochi was big.”

      She shook her head. “Big” didn’t even begin to describe the eight-headed monstrosity. She couldn’t think of a word to encompass how impossibly enormous the dragon was.

      “Inari.” Susano’s sapphire eyes churned like clouds. “What do you remember?”

      “A rather vague and unclear impression of him popping out of the ground and almost ripping my arm off.” He shrugged. “I was going on instinct more than memory.”

      “Do you recall anything else?”

      “Nothing useful.”

      Susano turned back to the crater where the shadow of the gargantuan beast was tearing apart the forest in search of surviving kami.

      “That’s unfortunate, because from what I can sense, Murakumo is directly underneath him.”
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      Beneath the canopy of trees, Emi huddled beside Shiro and tried to control her simmering terror. Orochi’s deep snarls reverberated through the darkness, the volume fluctuating as the unseen heads moved closer or withdrew. Even though she knew they were outside the dragon’s long reach, each time the volume of his snarls rose she pressed closer to Shiro’s side.

      The silhouette of a dragon head swung past the gap in the branches above them. A moment later, a small, winged shadow darted by, trailing ribbons of red magic. Yumei’s largest raven form might be better suited to battle the dragon, but his winged human form was more agile and his goal was to distract and aggravate Orochi, not fight him.

      Somewhere else in the darkness, the white tiger that was Byakko’s true shape was also taunting Orochi from the air. Susano was on the ground, waiting for his chance to snatch Murakumo from beneath the belly of the beast.

      She shivered next to Shiro, grateful but also guilty that she’d been relegated to the sidelines. Shiro probably could have helped with distracting Orochi, but Susano had ordered him to guard her instead. So they waited at a relatively safe distance.

      Shiro’s jaw was tight, his ears swiveling as they followed the sounds of the dragon. Even though he’d admitted he wouldn’t be much use against Orochi, he clearly didn’t enjoy waiting uselessly while others risked themselves.

      Another one of Orochi’s heads whipped past their line of sight, snarling loudly. The pitch of its growls and the agitation of its movements seemed to be increasing. Was it working? Once Susano had his sword, he would be able to take over the battle and once again defeat Orochi.

      A loud bellow shattered the night. Yumei’s shadow sped across their view a second time, a dragon head in swift pursuit.

      “Careful,” Shiro muttered, his eyes fixed on the sky. “Careful, Yumei. He’s faster than he seems.”

      Yumei swept back in the opposite direction. His wings tucked in and he plummeted downward. A head lunged into the spot where he’d just been, its jaws catching the ends of his feathered wing. Shiro sucked in a sharp breath as Yumei spiraled, thrown off balance.

      Two more heads whipped upward, closing in on either side. Yumei snapped his wings open and shot out from under a horned skull. The second head swung around, faster than should have been possible for something so huge.

      Before Yumei could evade it, the immense head smashed into him. The blow sent him hurtling toward the ground and he vanished from sight. Emi clapped her hands over her mouth. How hard had the dragon hit him? How damaging had that impact been?

      Beside her, Shiro radiated tension, his hands clenched and ears flattened against his head. In silence, they waited as the seconds ticked past. Yumei didn’t reappear. The dragon heads swung back and forth, dipping and rising in unusual motions. Then Emi understood what they were doing.

      “They’re searching for him,” she whispered frantically. “They’re looking for the spot where Yumei fell.”

      Shiro snarled a curse and took her arm, drawing her around behind him. She grabbed his shoulders and pulled herself onto his back. He launched forward, bounding through the trees. Between the darkness and the thick underbrush, she could hardly see where they were going—and she hoped that same lack of visibility would hide them from Orochi. Above, the dragon’s enraged snarls vibrated through the air and shuddered through her.

      As Shiro entered the range of Orochi’s weaving heads, he slowed to a cautious trot, detouring the densest foliage to reduce the noise of his passage. He froze in place as a vast shadow swung past the nearby treetops, a loud exhale rustling the leaves. Slinking forward again, he slipped through the underbrush in the general direction Yumei had fallen. She wondered desperately how they would find him in the dark forest.

      Shiro turned his head, ears swiveling as he scoured the trees. His nostrils flared and she realized he was tracking Yumei by scent. With painstaking slowness, they quietly made their way through the woods, with the dragon heads sweeping by above them again and again.

      They found Yumei crumpled face down in the remains of a tree he’d uprooted upon landing, his wings splayed awkwardly over the ground. Letting Emi slide off his back, Shiro crouched beside the Tengu and murmured his name with an uneasy glance toward the dark sky. Blood trickled down the side of Yumei’s face and matted his dark hair.

      Emi knelt on his other side and gingerly took hold of one wing. She carefully untangled the long black feathers from the branches of the fallen tree and guided the wing closed against his back.

      “Yumei,” Shiro said again, squeezing his shoulder. “Time to wake up. Your break is over.”

      “Shiro,” she hissed in admonishment. “He’s not taking a break. He’s hurt.”

      “He’s fine.”

      Yumei’s eyes cracked open, silver irises gleaming in the starlight. “I’m fine.”

      She sighed in relief that he’d awoken. “If you were fine, you wouldn’t be lying in the dirt,” she pointed out in exasperation.

      He pulled in his other wing and pushed himself up. “The dragon hits hard.”

      “I don’t think this is working,” Shiro said, pulling Yumei to his feet. “No matter what you and Byakko do, Orochi won’t forget to guard the sword. He must know Susano is here.”

      Yumei leaned against Shiro, panting soundlessly. Emi anxiously watched him, frightened to see him showing weakness. How badly was he hurt? He probably wouldn’t admit it if he were wounded, especially if his injuries weren’t visible—like broken bones from Orochi’s strike and his subsequent impact with a tree.

      The loud, violent snapping of branches overhead was their only warning.

      Shiro grabbed Emi and Yumei and sprang away. From above, a massive shape crashed through the trees. Orochi slammed its snout into the earth, ripping up a mouthful of roots.

      Skidding and barely keeping his footing, Shiro spun around, pulling Emi and Yumei with him. The monstrous head turned toward them. Orochi’s dark eyes glared beneath heavy brow bones covered in earth-toned scales. A thick mane of black fur framed the humongous head and antler-like horns protruded from the tangle.

      The dragon’s nostrils flared and its scaled lips pulled up, revealing rows of huge pointed teeth.

      A second head smashed through the forest canopy.

      Snatching Emi into his arms, Shiro dove one way and Yumei leaped the other way. The first head whipped toward them and Shiro vaulted between two trees. The dragon bowled right through the obstacles, splintering the trunks, and its monstrous fangs snapped toward them.

      Shiro pivoted on one foot and vaulted in the opposite direction—directly for the dragon. He landed on Orochi’s nose and ran up the dragon’s face. With a furious snarl, Orochi flung its head up, catapulting Shiro into the air. Emi choked back a scream as they flew above the forest canopy before crashing down through the trees. Shiro landed in the leaf litter with a heavy thud and bolted, holding Emi tight.

      With the crack of a shattering tree trunk, another dragon head dropped down in front of them.

      Shiro skidded and twisted, crashing into the side of the head instead of the gaping jaw. With a fast swipe of its immense skull, Orochi smashed Shiro to the ground. He fell on top of Emi, crushing the air from her lungs. The markings on his face lit with a fierce glow and fire burst out of him, harmless to Emi but igniting nearby trees as though they’d been doused in oil.

      Orochi jerked away from the flames and Shiro launched to his feet and retreated with fast steps, pulling Emi with him. Three phantom tails lashed behind him as his kitsunebi sparked to life around them. Orochi’s head loomed, watching them as it floated closer on its curving, snake-like neck.

      Shiro’s ears swiveled backward. He spun and grabbed her.

      A second head whipped out of the trees as the first head hurtled toward them. Trapped between the two, Shiro jumped straight up. The two heads came together and teeth caught the trailing hem of Emi’s kimono, jerking her and Shiro down again. The material tore free but she was ripped out of Shiro’s grip.

      She fell and hit the ground. Shiro landed on a dragon head and rolled away. Barely staying on his feet, he lurched back as the second head snapped at him.

      The giant teeth bit down on his right forearm, engulfing his hand. With a cackling growl, the dragon whipped its head upward, lifting Shiro into the sky.

      “No!” Emi cried, scrambling to her feet.

      The dragon’s head rose, Shiro hanging by his trapped arm. Fire sparked in his other hand and a short sword took form. He jammed the flaming blade into the underside of Orochi’s jaw, burying it up to the hilt, but the dragon’s grip didn’t falter.

      From out of the darkness, more dragon heads swung toward the one holding Shiro. In another moment, a second set of jaws would rip him apart.

      Emi yanked her bow off her shoulder and snatched an arrow. She had seconds. No time to plan, to think. Drawing the string back, she summoned every ounce of will, every ounce of power, and channeled it into her arrow. She didn’t even have time to think the invocation. As soon as the fletching touched her cheek, she fired.

      Wind erupted around her as the arrow shot toward the dragon’s weaving head. The gusts gathered around the glowing arrow, forming a spiral of shimmering blades.

      It struck the dragon’s left eye. Blades of wind and white power blasted outward, tearing a gaping hole in the side of Orochi’s face. His head snapped back, jaws opening in a scream of pain. The other seven heads lurched into the sky, loosing their own earsplitting shrieks of shared suffering until the sound threatened to tear the world apart.

      Freed from the dragon’s grip, Shiro plunged back toward the ground, vanishing from her sight somewhere near the base of the writhing necks. She had only a second to panic over his safety before she realized he wasn’t the one in immediate danger.

      In almost perfect unison, all eight heads turned toward her, fifteen black eyes glaring at her where she stood in plain view among the fallen trees. With giant fangs bared, the eight heads streaked after her.

      Out of the darkness, a blur flashed toward her. Yumei snatched her off the ground as his wings flared wide. The nearest head careened toward them, its open jaws an instant from closing on her and Yumei.

      A howling gust exploded beneath them, catching Yumei’s wings and catapulting them into the air, right through Orochi’s reaching jaws. The dragon’s teeth slammed shut, so close they tore through the tattered hem of her kimono. Yumei sped skyward as the eight heads rose with them. He pulled his wings in and spiraled, evading another pair of snapping jaws.

      Finally escaping the dragon’s reach, he turned to face Orochi, his wings beating hard to keep them airborne.

      Eight massive heads weaved in the air, the unbelievably long necks bending and curving like snakes. They met at the base in a grotesque cluster of scale and muscle that protruded from the ground. The rest of Orochi’s body was submerged beneath the earth—and somewhere underneath it was Murakumo. As long as Orochi stayed buried in the ground, Susano couldn’t reach his sword.

      In a swirl of darkness, a horde of Yumei’s spectral crows formed from the forest’s shadows and rose to hover around them, their red eyes glaring at the dragon. On Orochi’s far side, the great white tiger prowled on the air. Emi couldn’t see Susano or Shiro.

      Yumei held her with one arm around her middle, his spear in his other hand. Red magic twined over the haft and trailed off the ends of his feathered wings.

      “Can you fire another arrow?”

      His voice, full of dark caverns and ancient night skies, slid over her, making her shiver. His solid silver eyes glowed faintly.

      “I—I think so,” she said.

      Struggling to take a deep breath with his painful grip around her ribcage—but not daring to ask him to loosen his hold—she pulled out another arrow and nocked it on the bow. Raising it, she attempted to take aim at one of Orochi’s heads as she and Yumei rose and fell with each beat of his wings.

      For a second time, she drew the string back to her cheek, summoning her ki to fill the arrow. The wind surged, gathering around the arrowhead.

      Orochi’s heads reared back. All eight jaws opened and loosed deafening roars. Where the necks joined and sank into the ground, the earth heaved. Trees lifted and tumbled over, torn from their roots, and giant chunks of dirt spilled in every direction.

      From beneath the ground, Orochi’s colossal body rose. The long, thick torso of earthy scales was utterly gargantuan, with short legs that looked grotesquely small in comparison. A single heavy tail ripped free from the earth, bowling over trees as it lashed side to side.

      Orochi rose on its inadequate legs. Moving its mammoth body with that horrific cluster of heads was almost impossible, but it appeared the dragon no longer intended to remain immobile.

      Yumei snapped his wings down, lifting them several more yards. “It seems he does not wish to endure another one of your arrows. Take aim again.”

      Emi again pulled the string back to her cheek.

      Orochi roared. The air around the dragon shimmered and vile, abrasive ki shuddered through the air. Its brown scales began to shimmer and glow. The heads writhed violently and a strange ripple ran over them.

      Light flashed brightly, blinding her. She flinched back, the drawn bow wobbling in her hands. Spots danced across her vision as her sight returned.

      Orochi’s cluster of heads had vanished. On the ground, where the dragon’s body had been, was a writhing mass of snake-like forms. As Emi watched in horror, the twisting knot pulled apart—separating into eight fully formed, independent dragons.

      “What—?” she gasped, her aim wavering. “Did he—did you know he could do that?”

      “I did not,” Yumei growled. “And Susano failed to mention it.”

      Orochi was no longer one eight-headed dragon but eight one-headed dragons. With triumphant bellows, three of the eight serpentine creatures sprang off the ground. They rose with no apparent effort, undulating weightlessly through the air—directly toward her and Yumei.

      Emi yanked the string back to her cheek and fired. The arrow blasted toward the lead dragon, but with shocking agility, it darted out of the arrow’s path. Orochi’s lack of maneuverability had been its only disadvantage, but these separate dragons clearly didn’t have that limitation. Though their combined mass didn’t come anywhere near that of their original form, they made up for their smaller size with speed—and “smaller” was entirely relative. They were still enormous.

      Jaws opening wide in anticipation, the three dragons hurtled through the air toward them.

      Yumei’s arm clamped tighter around her and he folded his wings. They dropped, plunging toward the forest. The dragons dove in pursuit as spectral crows swarmed them. Emi clutched her bow as the wind tore at her hair and clothes. Below, she caught a glimpse of the white tiger and a human-sized figure—Susano—moving in on the remaining five dragons.

      The forest rushed to meet them. Yumei snapped his wings wide, catching the air, and he pulled out of the dive just before reaching the treetops. Even with the added speed of his dive, the undulating dragons were gaining on them, closing the gap fast.

      “Do you have control of the wind?”

      “W-what?” she stuttered, clutching his arm around her middle. “I—I’m not sure—”

      “Try not to die.”

      As the dragons closed in on them from above, Yumei released her.

      She plummeted with a scream. The moment she left his grip, red and black light engulfed his body and expanded outward. Immense wings took form from the darkness. With red power rippling off his feathers, the great raven Tengu spun in the air and grabbed the nearest dragon in his massive talons.

      Emi plunged through the treetops, branches snagging her clothes and hair. The wind gusted beneath her, slowing her fall, and she landed on her back with a painful thump. She rolled to her feet, clutching her bow in both hands. Dragons snarled and howled above the treetops as they battled the great raven.

      Branches snapped loudly. She looked up as a dragon pushed its head through the tangled boughs of a nearby tree. Black eyes locked on her.

      Emi’s body went cold. She yanked an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. The dragon pulled its head back, vanishing into the darkness. She stood with the arrow drawn, her legs trembling. In the sky, the furious battle continued and panic hammered at her with each passing second.

      Releasing the tension on the bow, she turned and bolted. The wind rose again, dancing around her as it pushed her into an even faster sprint. In the trees behind her, foliage snapped and cracked as the large dragon pushed through the underbrush in pursuit.

      Desperation and panic twined in her head. What was she supposed to do? Somewhere above, the great raven screamed furiously and a dragon roared. Yumei couldn’t help her—he was already fighting two dragons all on his own. She hadn’t seen Shiro since Orochi had dropped him. Susano and Byakko were battling the other five dragons, who were most likely guarding Murakumo.

      There was no one to help her, and she couldn’t run forever.

      She burst into a clearing, the ground blanketed in fallen leaves. Pain shuddered through her hands as she gripped her bow too tightly. She couldn’t hit the dragon because it was too fast. How did she slow it down? She was just a human! She didn’t have the power to fight a dragon!

      Her breath caught. Sohei were just humans too and they had been battling—and defeating—powerful yokai for millennia. She’d been thinking only in terms of brute strength and magic, but those weren’t the only ways to fight a yokai.

      She cast her hand toward the clearing. A violent gust rushed through it, sweeping away the fallen leaves to expose the dirt of the forest floor. Holding one end of her bow, she dug the other end into the ground. With her heart pounding, she closed her eyes and began to dance.

      As she moved through the smooth choreography, Katsuo whispered in her memory. If you really want to bind a yokai, though, you’ll need a proper marugata. Do you know how to do the Five Blossoms of the Heavenly Garden dance for spring festivals? She didn’t know how to draw an exorcism circle, but the dance was ingrained in her, and as Katsuo had explained, part of the dance was drawing a simple marugata.

      She sped through the steps at a pace that would have appalled her dance instructor, dragging the end of her bow through the dirt to carve first a circle, then the symbols that filled it. Power hummed in her blood as she moved and she could feel the growing magic like she never had before.

      The sound of the dragon crashing through the woods drew nearer and louder.

      Gasping, she drew the last line down the center.

      The dragon barged through the trees, crushing several saplings beneath it. Emi darted across the circle, flailing her arms for balance as she hopped over the lines without stepping on them. Snarling, Orochi lunged after her.

      She hurled herself out of the far side of the circle as the dragon’s maw gaped hungrily. Its front legs landed in the marugata.

      Her simple lines in the dirt flashed white. The air crackled and the dragon froze in place, completely immobilized—or at least the part of it that had landed in the circle. Its massive form spanned the entire length of the clearing, and the marugata had only captured its front legs and most of its neck.

      Off balance from her final wild leap, Emi tumbled to the ground. She rolled over as the dragon’s jaws snapped furiously, just beyond her feet. The back half of its body writhed madly and the white light of the marugata rippled in protest.

      Shoving herself up, Emi backed away as she grabbed an arrow from her quiver and set it on the bow. The dragon snarled. She pulled the string back and aimed at its head only a few feet away.

      With a shriek, a second dragon tore through the canopy above her head.

      She whipped the bow up and fired as the dragon dropped down on top of her. Her arrow hit its lower jaw, blasting a chunk out of it. The beast slammed into her, crushing her into the ground. She gasped and flung out a hand, slapping her palm against its rough scales.

      “Shukusei no tama!”

      White light flared under her hand and the dragon reared up with a furious snarl, but the purification spell did little more than irritate it. The wind whirled and howled around the dragon but it wasn’t strong enough to dislodge the beast. The gigantic jaws, capable of devouring her head and shoulders in one bite, opened wide, its long tongue glistening.

      His head flashed down for the killing bite.

      A torrent of fire ignited in the space between them. The dragon jerked back a second time as kitsunebi flared brightly all around Emi.

      Shiro bounded out of the darkness, his fiery tails lashing behind him. He vaulted onto the dragon’s back and grabbed its mane, yanking its head backward. In his other hand, his katana blade lit with white fire, the metal glowing red-hot. He drove the full length of steel into the dragon’s throat. Fire erupted around the hilt and the dragon convulsed, flames from the sword pouring out of its mouth.

      As the dragon collapsed, Shiro jumped free and landed beside her.

      “Emi, are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine,” she gasped as he grabbed her arm and pulled her up. “Are you okay? Is your arm—?”

      Blood smeared his hand and wrist but his arm was intact.

      “He bit down on the onenju,” Shiro said tersely. “At least those accursed beads are good for something. We need to—”

      The dragon trapped in her circle roared. With a crash, a third one dropped from the sky and bowled into the rear of the ensnared dragon. It tore free from the marugata and they tumbled over the ground before untangling.

      Shiro grabbed her and dove to the side as the two dragons charged. Fire writhed around him and his kitsunebi gathered in a defensive wall. The dragons plunged through the flames and one of the heads shot for them. Shiro grabbed its upper and lower jaws in each hand, barely keeping hold of his sword. The dragon shoved him backward with horrific strength, tearing him away from Emi.

      She fell, landing hard on her back. The dragon drove Shiro into a tree, trying to catch him in its jaws as he desperately held it at bay. Rolling to her feet, she grabbed an arrow and threw herself at the dragon’s head.

      “Shukusei no tama!” she cried as she jammed the arrowhead into the dragon’s eye.

      Power surged from the arrow. The dragon reared back with a howl, the arrow sticking out of its eye socket and black blood gushing down its scales.

      “Emi!”

      The second dragon filled her vision, fangs and gaping maw flashing toward her. She threw herself backward, already knowing it was too late.

      Shiro grabbed her arm, yanking her away from the snapping jaws—but not fast enough.

      Pain didn’t register, only crushing pressure as the jaws caught her body, curved teeth piercing her flesh. Her bones creaked and her ribcage threatened to collapse as the dragon lifted her into the air with a triumphant growl.

      “Emi!”

      Shiro’s frantic shout pierced her like a blade but she could do nothing more than hang in the dragon’s grip, immobilized by shock. Fire exploded all around them. She didn’t see what Shiro did, she was hardly aware of anything, but the next thing she knew, the dragon’s jaws released her.

      Arms caught her and the world spun. She blinked blurrily and saw that Shiro had leaped into the center of her destroyed marugata. Fire erupted along the perimeter of her circle, etching a new line around them. With a hand coated in shining red blood, he touched the charred line and drew a strange symbol over it.

      A shimmering dome of reddish light formed over them. The dragons lurched to a stop at the edge of the barrier.

      “Emi,” Shiro said hoarsely, holding her against his chest. “You little fool.”

      “You made a barrier,” she wheezed. She couldn’t breathe properly, even without the crushing jaws of the dragon around her. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “Neither did I.”

      She started to look down, to see how bad it was, but his hand, wet with blood, caught her cheek. He pulled her head up, his ruby irises glowing faintly.

      “Look at me, Emi,” he murmured.

      As soon as her gaze found his, she knew she was dying—dying quickly. He held her close, cradling her in his arms, hiding his pain. But she could see it in the swirling, churning shadows in his eyes—anguish, rage, grief, guilt.

      His throat moved as he swallowed. “Can you heal your injuries with Amaterasu’s magic?”

      In answer to his question, warmth fluttered inside her, gathering in the kamigakari mark. Power rapidly built, channeled into her body by Amaterasu. The heat within her grew and faint white light radiated from her skin.

      Beyond Shiro’s barrier, the waiting dragons paced impatiently—three dragons, not two. The one Shiro had burned had risen, its injuries already fading. It was regenerating. Could they not die? Despite their separate bodies, were they tied together, one life that couldn’t be extinguished by damaging pieces of the whole?

      As Amaterasu’s power gathered in her, her stare returned to Shiro’s. Three dragons waited beyond his barrier, a protection that would not last long. Three enormous dragons that could not be killed. How could he defeat them? How could he possibly escape alive?

      Heat pulsed through her. Amaterasu wasn’t descending to possess and heal Emi the way she had last time; Emi would have to somehow heal herself. The power waited for her command, growing ever stronger.

      If Emi healed her injuries, she wouldn’t die this moment—but she would still die. And Shiro would die with her, because there was no way he could escape the three dragons and protect her at the same time. Healing herself would only delay her death by a few minutes.

      Maybe Amaterasu wasn’t descending to heal her because healing wasn’t what this power was for.

      He must not die or all hope will be lost.

      Shiro … Inari … was crucial to stopping Izanami from opening the Bridge to Heaven. Emi was not. He had to survive, not her. Resolve hardened within her and she raised her hand, surprised to find it trembling, and pressed it over his hand where he held her cheek.

      “I’m sorry, Shiro,” she whispered. “It’s my fault I couldn’t remove the onenju before.”

      “What …?”

      “I can’t remove the beads unless I genuinely want to do it. Yumei told us that the first time I met him, remember? I thought I did, but I …” Her throat closed and she swallowed hard, fighting the lightheaded dizziness sliding through her. “But I was afraid.”

      His eyes widened.

      She labored to get enough air to keep talking. “But I promised. I won’t fail you again.”

      “Emi—”

      She pulled his hand off her cheek and curled her fingers over the onenju’s bottom loop. Power throbbed in the cool beads, sparking against her skin. Understanding flared in his eyes as he realized what she intended to do.

      Removing the beads was simple, really. So simple she couldn’t believe she’d been so blind. Aside from the first binding, something had been holding her back during each attempt to remove a loop. When she’d last tried to remove the beads, she’d only thought she was properly committed to fulfilling her promise. But deep within, she’d been consumed by doubt and fear. Reluctance had tainted her resolve, and her lack of commitment, not her lack of power, had caused her to fail.

      Her fear of losing Shiro to Inari had sabotaged her last attempt, but she couldn’t let that stop her now. If she failed, Shiro would die. And she didn’t have to be afraid anymore, because she wouldn’t live long enough to see Inari take Shiro’s place.

      “Emi, no—” Sharp denial crackled in his voice as the muscles in his arm bunched, prepared to wrench away from her. But it was too late.

      Smiling gently, she curled her fingers around the beads and pulled. The curse’s magic rushed up her arm as her kami-infused ki burst through her and into the onenju.

      The beaded loop slipped easily over his hand, offering no resistance at all.

      Power erupted from the beads as the seal released. The force flung her backward, tearing her out of his arms. As she crashed to the ground, pain found her for the first time since the dragon’s bite, turning her entire world to suffocating agony.

    

  









          Chapter 24

        

      

    
    
      “Don’t you dare die on me now, Emi!”

      Shiro’s furious snarl penetrated the haze of pain and darkness enclosing her thoughts. She struggled to focus, to push through her daze.

      “Are you listening to me? Open your eyes!”

      With far more effort than it should have required, she forced her eyes open a crack.

      Shiro’s face filled her vision, his teeth bared in desperate fury. He was kneeling over her where she lay on the ground. All around them were roaring flames leaping for the sky, an inferno with no start or end.

      “Heal your wounds, Emi,” he commanded.

      She didn’t have the breath to tell him she didn’t know how. Her lungs fluttered urgently but she was drowning in air, unable to get the oxygen she needed.

      “You have Amaterasu’s power. I can sense it. Heal yourself!”

      Gasping weakly, she slowly brought her hands to her chest. Her fingers found the torn silk of her kimono, the fabric drenched in blood. Her blood. Her mind blanked and her eyelids flickered, wanting to close.

      “No, you don’t,” Shiro growled. His hands closed over either side of her face, shockingly hot against her cool skin. “You’re not leaving me in this mess alone, do you hear me, Emi? Heal yourself!”

      She strained against the weight of her eyelids, against the burning, suffocating pressure on her lungs. Despite removing the onenju loop, her kamigakari mark still pulsed with more power waiting for her to command. But command it how? She couldn’t think.

      As he leaned down, his hands tilted her face up, forcing her eyes to meet his. “You can’t die now, Emi. I need you with me.”

      I need you. His words sank through her, bringing new warmth to her icy limbs. I need you with me.

      Her fingers dug into her torn flesh and she squeezed her eyes shut. Help me, Amaterasu! I don’t know how!

      Hot ki pulsated through her body. Amaterasu wasn’t taking control of her. Was she too weak and injured to withstand Amaterasu’s spirit this time? But how was Emi supposed to heal herself without Amaterasu’s help?

      Darkness crept through her, calling her to give in, to relax, to sleep. To give up. But she couldn’t. Shiro needed her.

      Amaterasu had healed her once before. She’d felt it. She’d experienced heat gathering in her injury and the scorching pain of flesh knitting together faster than nature had ever intended. If she’d experienced it, couldn’t she duplicate it? But she didn’t remember what Amaterasu had done.

      Some knowledge runs deeper than memory.

      A wheezing breath slid from her broken lungs. She imagined filling her torso with warm white light. She imagined her injuries absorbing the light and the holes from the dragon’s fangs closing.

      Agony speared her chest. Her body arched up from the ground. Shiro’s hands on her face were all she could feel except for the pain. It seemed to go on forever, torment raging through her body, constricting her lungs and suffocating her.

      She gasped and air filled her lungs. The pain faded and hollow coldness filled her body in the absence of Amaterasu’s power. Shiro lifted one hand from her face, and she felt his touch as he checked her wounds.

      His hand on her cheek tightened, and then his mouth was covering hers.

      She gasped against his lips, her eyes flying open. He lifted her into his arms, his mouth still crushed against hers. She wrapped her trembling arms around his neck, kissing him with the same desperation, the same fierce need.

      Too soon, he lifted his head. He stood, holding her tight against him with one arm. She clung to him, dizzy and trembling with weakness. Roaring walls of fire surrounded them, leaving only the circle in which they stood untouched. The black skeletons of trees were already crumbling as the flames surged higher. The air rippled and shimmered with heat, but she hardly felt it.

      Shiro tensed as he gathered himself, then he sprang upward. Kitsunebi formed under his feet and he landed on the flames as though they were floating stepping stones. He bounded into the sky, racing above the raging inferno. The fire had already engulfed a vast band of forest, and flames were spreading fast in every direction.

      A dark shadow swept out of the thick columns of smoke. The massive raven drifted on outspread wings, carrying a weakly struggling dragon in his talons. His beak flashed down. He ripped out the dragon’s throat in a spray of black blood and released it, letting the creature plummet into the flames.

      The raven tucked its wings and dove toward the tree line where Orochi had emerged from the earth. Shiro sped after him and Emi could only clutch his neck, dizzy and sick and barely able to see as smoke stung her eyes.

      Just before reaching the ground, the raven’s form softened. The darkness lifted away from him, dissolving to nothing, and Yumei’s winged form landed at the edge of the trees just before the churned earth. Shiro landed beside him with a crackle of dried leaves.

      Yumei folded his wings against his back. His kosode was half shredded and blood soaked the dark material.

      “Do you plan to reduce the entire island to ash, Inari?” Susano’s question preceded him from the shadows as he stepped out of the trees. He too showed signs of battle, with deep gouges marring one arm and blood streaking his face. Byakko limped after him, looking even worse.

      “Perhaps,” Shiro answered. “I see you have yet to recover Murakumo.”

      “Orochi knows I seek it.” Susano gestured with one hand. “He guards it and will not shift.”

      A hundred yards away, in the center of the overturned forest and disturbed earth, a writhing mass of dragons twisted ceaselessly. As Emi watched, another dragon flew out of the clouds of smoke, its scales blackened by fire, and dropped down to join the mass.

      “We could not breach his defenses,” Susano continued. “Perhaps the four of us together—”

      “No,” Shiro said, looking at Yumei and Byakko. “Not those two. Not in that condition.”

      “You suggest we abandon the battle?” Susano asked, a growl vibrating through his words.

      “Not what I’m suggesting at all.”

      Shiro turned and pushed Emi into Yumei’s arms. As surprised as she was, the Tengu almost dropped her. Stepping back, Shiro extended his newly freed hands and with matching swirls of fire, his short swords took form.

      “Tell me, Susano,” he said. “Have we ever fought side by side before?”

      Susano’s eyes narrowed. “Not precisely.”

      His lips curved in response, but it wasn’t Shiro’s usual grin. It was Inari’s sharp, dangerous smile. He lifted his swords, the final loop of the onenju gleaming around his wrist, and pointed the blades away from each other. Fire erupted over the swords and filled the gap between the hilts. The flames brightened until they were incandescent, then extinguished with a final flicker.

      Instead of his swords, he now held a long crimson staff with a wide, single-edged blade at each end. Red symbols shimmered over the haft, ever shifting and gliding over the glossy surface. Blades and staff combined, the weapon was longer than he was tall and glowed with eerie power.

      He spun the staff with easy, familiar grace, the blades whistling through the air. Behind him, six spectral tails of flame lashed and danced. His kitsunebi sparked to life around him, the flames rippling and dancing before they flared outward. The orbs expanded and warped, taking the form of large phantom foxes with glowing eyes and two tails each.

      Shiro stepped up beside Susano. “I’ll try not to scorch you too badly.”

      Susano slipped a hand into his sleeves and pulled out his ofuda. Selecting one, he slapped it against Shiro’s upper arm. It glowed faintly.

      “It would be a shame to stop your heart with a stray bolt.” He turned toward the dragons. “Cut straight through them. I will be right behind you.”

      Dread stirred in Emi’s chest. Struggling through her lethargy, she opened her mouth to call out Shiro’s name and stop him.

      In a surge of flame, he launched toward the dragons. Fire gathered around him, rippling in his wake and mixing with his phantom tails. His kitsunebi foxes bounded at his side, their fiery paws running on air and their flaming fangs bared. Susano ran after him.
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The dragons rose and separated, braced to meet them.

      Shiro charged into their midst. Fire exploded from him, sparks filling the air. Flames spun wildly, forming a raging cyclone that spread outward. Shiro and the dragons disappeared into the towering fireball. Emi’s hands clenched, her lungs locked in terror.

      Lightning crackled over Susano and wind spiraled around him. He hurtled forward in a sudden, blinding-fast movement and vanished into the fiery torrent along with Shiro. Spouts of spinning flame and flashes of light blasted out from the cyclone of smoke and fire.

      Shiro sprang clear of the blaze, his double-bladed staff in one hand. He landed and bolted back toward them. Behind him, all eight dragons burst out of the fireball, flying in every direction—fleeing? The whirling mass of fire, smoke, and crackling light parted, revealing a brief glimpse of Susano with his arms raised, a length of glowing steel extending from the hilt in his hands.

      A loud rumble shuddered through the sky. The stars vanished as clouds rolled over the island, forming with unbelievable speed. They thickened rapidly as the sky rumbled again. The inferno devouring the forest lit the underside of the clouds an eerie scarlet.

      With a deafening crack, a lightning bolt arched down from the clouds and struck the point of Susano’s sword.

      Shiro reached the spot where they waited but didn’t slow. Instead, he sprinted past them. Spinning with Emi in his arms, Yumei half ran, half flew after Shiro, Byakko right behind him. Shiro leaped upward and his kitsunebi formed beneath his feet as he bounded through the air. Wings snapping open, Yumei followed him into the sky.

      From over his shoulder, Emi saw light flash brightly. The glow expanded upward, forming eight long lines. Orochi’s behemoth eight-headed body once again took form. The dragon roared in rage.

      In answer, thunder tore through the sky as lightning arced within the clouds.

      Emi gripped Yumei’s shoulder. “Wait! We can’t leave Susano!”

      “We are too close,” he replied tersely.

      “But—”

      “The tempest comes.” Byakko appeared beside them, coasting along gusts of wind. “The Kunitsukami of the Storm once again holds Murakumo, and all in his path will be destroyed.”

      Shiro didn’t stop until he reached the edge of the volcanic crater. Yumei landed on the rocky ledge and the moment his feet touched the earth, she pulled free and rushed to Shiro as he braced himself with his bladed staff, breathing hard. She touched his arm, her gaze searching him for new injuries.

      Standing beside them, Yumei sighed in an almost longing way. “It has been longer than I care to recall since I have witnessed the strength of a Kunitsukami unleashed.”

      Emi turned. Above the crater, the sky roiled like a boiling ocean. Black clouds seethed, lit from within by ceaseless lightning. Spinning cyclones snaked down from the storm, ripping across the land. They met the inferno in the forest and sucked up the flames. In the center of it all, Orochi writhed, his bellows audible even above the endless rolling thunder.

      The clouds roiled even more violently, and then a shape took form, descending from the heart of the tempest. The serpentine body uncoiled, graceful spines running down the length of its back. White light glowed from the seams of its plated scales and lightning crackled over its body. Dark clouds clung to it, trailing after it with each flowing movement.

      Orochi screamed in fury. The new dragon opened its jaws and lightning boiled from its throat. The clouds churned, spinning together, and light gathered within them.

      With a boom to shatter the heavens themselves, an immense bolt of lightning leaped from the sky. It passed through the storm dragon and split into a thousand deadly spears of light that struck Orochi. The world turned blinding white.

      Shiro grabbed Emi and turned his back to the storm, shielding her with his body. Hot wind blasted over them, carrying a wave of smoking debris and glowing ash.

      When the wind faded, he let his arm fall and turned back. Emi gingerly peered around him into the crater. The clouds spiraled slowly, almost lazily. Where Orochi had been was a smoking pit littered with the torn pieces of the humongous beast, completely obliterated by lightning.

      Above it, the storm dragon hovered, undulating languidly. Though scarcely a quarter the size of Orochi, the dragon sent a shiver of fear through Emi. Light still glowed from between the creature’s scales as though it were filled with lightning instead of flesh and blood.

      The true form of the Kunitsukami of the Storm.

      With a shuddering exhalation, she leaned against Shiro, too exhausted to do anything more. Susano had retrieved his sword. Though she should have rejoiced in their victory, she found herself staring at the destruction, overwhelmed by the wonder and terror of the full power of a Kunitsukami.
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      A loud shout jarred Emi awake. She forced her eyes open, blinking away the gritty feeling of having slept too long.

      The rumble of nearby male voices continued, and she picked out Shiro’s smooth tones. Since no one sounded upset, she didn’t jump up, but confusion crinkled her brow. Why were they being so noisy?

      Wincing and huffing silently at her aching muscles, she sat up. A blanket slid down her front, revealing an unfamiliar peach kimono with a pattern of flower petals. She frowned. She didn’t remember changing. In fact, she didn’t remember much beyond leaning against Shiro, weighed down by exhaustion while they waited for Susano to join them so they could leave Orochi’s island.

      She tugged her kimono open to examine her torso. The black kamigakari mark stood out starkly against her skin. The only sign that a dragon had almost bitten her in half was the pink line curving along her ribcage.

      Readjusting the kimono, she extricated herself from the blankets and peered around. She recognized the far end of their room at the Ajisai inn, but paneled walls had been set up to partition a small space for her futon. She smoothed her hair, wondering how long she’d been asleep. Her chest still felt hollow and empty, depleted of ki.

      “Seriously?” Shiro exclaimed from the other side of the thin wall. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      With a flicker of concern, Emi rose on wobbly legs and slid a panel aside to step into the room beyond.

      Three yokai sat on the floor around the low table, and she quickly determined it hadn’t been that long since she’d fallen asleep. Shiro, Yumei, and Susano were liberally wrapped in white bandages, the cloth strips wound about various portions of their arms and torsos. She could see exactly how bandaged they were because none of them were wearing anything but hakama, the garments tied low around their hips.

      Heat flooded her cheeks. She briefly considered retreating back into her separate space but at that moment, Shiro glanced over and saw her. Resting one forearm on his upraised knee, he half turned, and, bandages aside, gave her an excellent view of one well-muscled arm and the planes of his chest.

      “Ah, the little miko awakens. You’re up earlier than we expected.”

      “Well,” she mumbled, her gaze darting across them in search of a safe place to stop, “you weren’t being especially quiet.”

      Though she was trying hard not to notice, Yumei and Susano were as fine to look at as Shiro, with lean bodies and hard muscles. Hastily focusing on Shiro, she almost stepped back into the safety of her room, but then she noticed the faint but distinct flush in his cheeks. Worry immediately sparked. Was he feverish? How bad were his wounds? He appeared to have the fewest injuries—or at least the fewest bandages—but was he more hurt than she’d realized?

      She opened her mouth to ask but Susano spoke first.

      “Do not delay,” he told Shiro sharply. “You lost the round, Inari.”

      Emi blinked in confusion, her mouth still open.

      Shiro groaned and picked up a small white cup from the table. As he tossed it back, Susano thumped another cup down in front of him. Shiro downed that one too.

      “What …” She looked from the cup in his hand to the table. The remains of a meal and an assortment of white flasks and small cups littered the tabletop. “Is that sake?”

      She strode to the table and stopped between Shiro and Yumei. The smell of alcohol wafted over her. Her incredulous stare dropped to Shiro. “Are you drunk?”

      “Not drunk,” he said with a grin. “Yet.”

      “If you keep losing, you will be soon,” Yumei said dryly, lifting a flask and pouring more liquid into Shiro’s cup.

      “You …” She shook her head. Two Kunitsukami, a Prince of Shadows, and enough bottles of sake to fill a bathtub.

      “What are you looking at us like that for?” Shiro rolled his eyes. “I told you before that we yokai are a casual bunch.”

      She stared at him, unable to find her voice to express her utter disbelief. Didn’t they think there were more important things to do than play drinking games?

      Shiro turned to the others. “Do you see that look? She’s judging us.”

      “Maybe she judges your repeated losses,” Susano suggested.

      “I’ve only lost two more rounds than you. The real problem here is Yumei.” Shiro pointed rather aggressively at the Tengu. “You’ve only lost once. Are you cheating?”

      “I have no need to cheat.” Yumei sipped his drink. “I spent a thousand years drinking with my daitengu. One does not lose to his own generals.”

      Susano grunted. “Have you ever drunk with Sarutahiko?”

      Yumei winced ever so slightly—the equivalent of an obvious cringe for anyone else. “Only once. It is not a mistake I will repeat.”

      “A wise decision.” Susano slanted a look at Shiro. “I have never gotten drunk with you before, Inari. Not in all the eons of our existence.”

      “First time for everything.”

      Emi had been about to speak, but she lost her train of thought when Susano said “eons.”

      With his drink in one hand, Yumei braced his elbow on the table and propped his chin on his palm. “Whose turn is it?”

      Susano pushed the flask of sake toward him. “Yours.”

      “No, it’s my turn,” Shiro said. “You just went.”

      “Have you drunk away your wits? It is Yumei’s turn.”

      She looked across the three yokai again. “Where’s Byakko?”

      “He left earlier in the evening,” Yumei answered as Shiro and Susano continued to argue. “Obligations he could no longer delay, he said.”

      “What sort of obligations?”

      “Most yokai of certain standing bear the duties of a ruling lord, with territory and vassals to protect.”

      She pursed her lips. “But not you?”

      He looked up at her, and unlike Shiro and Susano, his eyes were clear and sharp. The other two might have decided to relax and drink more than was probably wise, but Yumei hadn’t let his guard down.

      Or maybe, she realized, it was because Shiro and Susano were drinking that Yumei wasn’t. He may no longer have a vast territory and an army of yokai, but the Tengu still carried the duties of a guardian upon his shoulders. He would protect the two Kunitsukami for as long as they needed him.

      Pressing her hands to her thighs, she bent forward in a bow, wordlessly conveying her understanding—and her respect. When she straightened, he studied her before nodding an acknowledgement.

      It took her a moment to realize the room had fallen silent.

      “What’s up with you two?” Shiro asked.

      Emi turned to him and her gaze disobediently slipped down to his unclad torso. Her cheeks heated again. “Nothing. I—I’m going to get some fresh air.”

      Leaving the three yokai to their drinks, she hurried to the sliding doors and slipped out onto the walkway. Only when her stockinged feet touched the cold wood and the icy breeze washed over her did she remember the weather wasn’t appropriate for a midnight stroll outside.

      Wrapping her arms around herself, she stubbornly strode away from the doors, unwilling to go back inside. She stopped at the far end of the walkway and leaned her shoulder against a pillar. A gentle curtain of snowflakes drifted down from the dark sky, partially obscuring the small, snow-covered garden. She closed her eyes in an attempt to relax, but all that did was make it easier for her mind to replay the sights from inside the room. Susano and Yumei might have been more than sufficiently attractive to anyone else, but Shiro was the one who made her pulse quicken in a most uncomfortable fashion.

      All the eons of our existence.

      Shrugging off Susano’s words, she rubbed one hand over her face. Despite her efforts, another memory took form: Shiro crushing his mouth to hers after she’d healed her injuries. Kissing her as though he couldn’t stop himself, his touch burning with uncharacteristic desperation. Had her near death frightened him that much?

      I need you with me.

      Her sharp exhale formed a cloud of white mist in front of her. Her thoughts twisted and turned, consumed with worries that had nothing to do with the coming trials, worries she shouldn’t even be considering. Her remaining life measured in mere weeks now. Shouldn’t she be fretting about something else besides what Shiro might or might not feel for her?

      Behind her, quiet footsteps thudded on the wooden walkway. She turned and Shiro’s eyes captured hers. He’d pulled on an unfamiliar white kosode with long sleeves but hadn’t tucked it in, leaving a strip of his torso bared to the cold air. Stopping beside her, he draped a heavy blue haori over her shoulders. She gratefully slid her arms into the sleeves, suppressing a shiver.

      “Forgot to think ahead again, hmm?” Deep and smooth, his voice blended with the soft night.

      She huffed, not wanting to admit he was right. “Is your drinking game over?”

      “I conceded defeat. I can’t keep up with those two.”

      Leaning her shoulder against the pillar again, she gazed across the garden. Snow lazily fluttered down from the heavens to cover the low bushes and artfully arranged stones.

      “You kept up just fine when you charged Orochi all by yourself,” she murmured. “I thought my heart was going to stop.”

      “You don’t get to complain about me scaring you,” he said dryly. “Not after I got to watch a dragon bite you in half.”

      A shiver ran down her spine as she remembered the crushing pressure and the slow suffocation as her lungs collapsed. She was lucky to be alive. And yet, with each breath she took, the short time she had left loomed ever darker, a shadow across her thoughts that she couldn’t shake.

      “What happens next?” she asked softly.

      “We recover as much strength as we can over the next few days. Since Izanami sent her vassals to ambush us, she obviously knows Susano has escaped. We will need to move quickly to reach Sarutahiko, in case Izanami decides it would be safer to kill him.”

      “Would she?” Emi asked in alarm.

      “If Sarutahiko died, Uzume would know immediately. She would leave Tsuchi and ruthlessly hunt Izanami down. Of all the Kunitsukami, Uzume is best suited to finding and defeating Izanami. I think Izanami will keep Sarutahiko alive for as long as possible, solely to delay Uzume’s wrath.” He shrugged. “After that, we’ll have to wait on Sarutahiko’s wisdom about the Bridge to Heaven and how to prevent Izanami from opening it.”

      She picked at a splinter of wood on the pillar. “To rescue Sarutahiko, we’ll have to fight Tsukiyomi, won’t we?”

      Shiro nodded, watching the snow fall. “Susano can probably survive Tsukiyomi, but defeat him? I doubt it. And I’ll be useless in that fight. Against water, fire always loses.”

      Fear uncurled in her belly at the thought of Shiro with his foxfire going up against the Amatsukami of the Water. “Will Yumei be able to help Susano?”

      “Perhaps.” He frowned, rubbing his hand over his jaw. “The Tengu is linked to his home mountains, to the very earth there, in ways a human can’t comprehend. He draws power from his territory and from Tsuchi, and the longer his absence, the more his power wanes. Izanami fled from him at Shirayuri, but Jorogumo might well have killed him without your help.”

      “Yumei isn’t likely to hold back, though, if Susano needs his help.”

      He cast her a sidelong glance. “We’ll just have to come up with a good plan that keeps Yumei out of Tsukiyomi’s direct line of fire then.”

      “Yumei and you.”

      “You need to keep out of Tsukiyomi’s sight more than I do. Even at an elemental disadvantage, I’m significantly more difficult to kill.”

      “But you need to survive to—”

      “You need to survive.” He turned to face her, his eyes gleaming in the soft light from the windows. “You are far too eager to throw your life away.”

      She tore her gaze away from his and twisted her hands together. “You and Susano have to survive to stop Izanami. I know Amaterasu needs me so she can descend on the solstice, but I don’t—”

      He grabbed her shoulder and spun her to face him. Her wide eyes met his burning stare.

      “You are more than a body, Emi. You are more than a vessel for someone else’s will and power.”

      “But I’m the kamigakari.” She shifted her weight, resisting the urge to look away. “It’s my duty—”

      “To die? To put my life ahead of your own?” His jaw flexed. “Amaterasu may be willing to let you die for her, but I’m not. Don’t you dare choose my survival over yours again.”

      “But—what—”

      A growl crept into his voice. “You should have healed yourself first instead of taking the onenju off me.”

      She stepped back from him and bumped into the pillar behind her. “I didn’t know if I could heal myself, so I removed the onenju to give you a chance to—”

      “I would have figured it out.”

      Scowling, she stubbornly straightened her shoulders beneath his disapproving glare. “Helping you was all I could do. You would have done the same thing.”

      “Of course I would have saved your life over mine. If I die, I can come back again. You can’t.”

      “Yumei said there’s no guarantee that a yokai will revive.”

      “But it is guaranteed that a human won’t.”

      “Shiro …” She pressed her lips together. “Shiro, you know I won’t live past the solstice.”

      His eyes flashed.

      “I only have a few weeks left either way.” Her voice quavered and she cleared her throat. “But I knew I could take the onenju off, so how could I choose any differently?”

      He tilted his head, some of his disconcerting intensity dissipating. “You knew you could take them off? How were you so certain?”

      “I …” She looked back to the garden. Pulling a lock of hair over her shoulder, she slid it through her hands. “When I spoke with Amaterasu, she said I needed to be fully committed to remove the curse. I thought I was committed before, but I wasn’t. I was …”

      “You were afraid,” he finished softly.

      She nodded.

      “Afraid of what?”

      Her hands clenched around the lock of her hair and she bit the inside of her cheek.

      “What were you afraid of, Emi?”

      She turned her back to him and rested one hand against the pillar. “I didn’t want to remove the onenju because … because I was afraid of what it would do to you.” She swallowed hard. “I was afraid that when your memories returned, you would turn into Inari and …”

      She hunched her shoulders and forced the words out, barely managing a whisper. “And Inari wouldn’t have any reason to care about a human girl like me.”

      Silence hung between them. As the seconds stretched longer and longer, she shrunk into herself, a terrible ache building inside her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I promised to remove the onenju, but I was selfish and stupid and—”

      His arms slid around her, catching her off guard. He wrapped himself around her from behind and pushed his face into her hair. She hesitantly put her hands over his, holding his arms against her middle. Her fingers brushed the single remaining loop of the onenju around his wrist.

      He held her close, his breath stirring her hair. She leaned back into him, losing herself in his warmth, his closeness. Why did his touch make her feel so buoyant, so elated … so alive?

      His lips brushed her ear as he finally spoke, his words soft, almost soundless.

      “I don’t know how I’ll feel about anything when my memories return.” His arms tightened around her. “But I know I fear losing you more than anything that might befall me.”

      Tears stung her eyes. “Shiro …”

      He would lose her no matter what. She was destined to die, to be consumed by Amaterasu in only a few short weeks. But she shouldn’t have to tell him that. He already knew, so why was he telling her he feared losing her? What was he trying to say?

      Maybe it would be better if, when his memories returned, he stopped caring about her. Inari wouldn’t fear a weak mortal girl’s inevitable death. Inari wouldn’t mourn her. Inari wouldn’t care.

      Inari wouldn’t love her.

      But Shiro did.

      Her heart stuttered. That’s what he was saying without actually speaking the words. That’s what he meant when he said losing her was his greatest fear. How had she come to mean so much to him in so little time? How could he love her, a mortal girl whose only accomplishment was being a kami’s host, when he was so much more?

      She turned in his arms to face him. Fighting the urge to cower, to hide, she forced her gaze up to his face. Shadows slid through his eyes. And beneath the shadows, a glimmer of ancient power lurked deep within.

      She lifted her hand, her fingers trembling faintly, until her fingertips found the edge of his jaw. She slid her fingers up the side of his face until they brushed the red symbol on his cheekbone.

      Touching him was forbidden. Being held by him was forbidden. Her purity was her greatest priority, her utmost duty. If she compromised her makoto no kokoro, her harmony of spirit, with impure thoughts and desires, Amaterasu’s descension would kill her body. If she lost her connection to Amaterasu, she wouldn’t be able to remove the final onenju binding and Shiro wouldn’t be able to help the other Kunitsukami stop Izanami from opening the Bridge to Heaven.

      Everything depended on her, and she had to protect her purity above all else. If she failed, she condemned the world to Izanami’s celestial, tyrannical rule.

      So why couldn’t she remove her hand from his warm skin? Why couldn’t she step out of his arms?

      For millennia and more, Inari has been alone.

      Izanami’s words, and though she’d been twisting reality to deceive Amaterasu, Emi had seen their truth: she’d glimpsed the agony of ancient, bitter loneliness in Inari. He wasn’t capable of loving a human, but Shiro … Shiro could. Eventually, his memories would return, and with them, Inari’s eternal solitude. Knowing that, how could she turn away from him? Even if she had the strength to choose her purity over him, how could she deny him his only chance to experience something different?

      This might be his only chance to love—and it was most definitely her only chance before her time in this world was over.

      Her fingers pressed against his cheek and she slowly drew his face down. His stare held her captive and simmered with words he wouldn’t say, perhaps didn’t even know how to express. An immortal who had never been able to love—until now. She tilted her head back and let her eyes slide closed.

      Her lips found his and their mouths melded softly together. As heat spread outward from her middle to fill her body, her heart swelled in her chest until she could barely breathe.

      She had given up everything for duty, even her life. But this … this she couldn’t sacrifice, not even to save the world. With his arms around her, his mouth on hers, his warmth and strength surrounding her, she knew she wasn’t strong enough to walk away from him.

      No matter the consequences.
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* * *

      
        To Be Continued

        in Book 3 of the Red Winter Trilogy

        Immortal Fire
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* * *

      
        Don’t miss Immortal Fire, coming spring 2017!

        *Sign up to my mailing list to receive new release alerts*

      

      
        Thank you for reading! Reviews play an important role in a book’s success by helping other readers discover new stories they might enjoy. Please consider taking a moment to leave a review for Dark Tempest on Amazon!

        

        Want a chance to read my next book before its retail release? Check out my Advance Reader Team.

        

        I love hearing from readers so if you want to say hi, ask a question, or report an issue with the ebook, send me an email at annettemarie@darkowlfantasy.com.

        

        Find out more about me and my books here:

        Website: www.authorannettemarie.com

        Facebook: www.facebook.com/AuthorAnnetteMarie

        Amazon: amazon.com/author/AnnetteMarie

        Twitter: twitter.com/AnnetteMMarie

        Goodreads: www.goodreads/Annette_Marie
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        Emi – eh-mee

        Yumei – yoo-may

        Tengu – ten-goo

        Yokai – yoh-kigh

        Shiro – shee-roh

        Kitsune – kee-tsoo-nay

        Tsuchi – tsoo-chee

        Amatsukami – ah-mah-tsoo-kah-mee

        Onenju – oh-nen-joo

        Kamigakari – kah-mee-gah-kah-ree

        Inari – ee-nah-ree

        Susano – soo-sah-noh

        Sarutahiko – sah-roo-tah-hee-koh

        Uzume – oo-zoo-may

        Kunitsukami – koo-nee-tsoo-kah-mee

        Izanami – ee-zah-nah-mee

        Amaterasu – ah-mah-teh-rah-soo

        Kami – kah-mee

        Miko – mee-koh

        Ki – kee

        Kannushi – kahn-noo-shee

        Sohei – soh-hay

        Guji Ishida – goo-jee ee-shee-dah

        Ofuda – oh-foo-dah

        Shion – shee-ohn

        Fujimoto – foo-jee-moh-toh

        Nanako – nah-nah-koh

        Katsuo – kah-tsoo-oh

        Tsukiyomi – tsoo-kee-yoh-mee

        Jorogumo – joh-roh-goo-moh

        Byakko – byahk-koh

        Murakumo – moo-rah-koo-moh

        Izanagi – ee-zah-nah-ghee

        Orochi – oh-roh-chee
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        Ajisai (ah-jee-sigh) – An inn, located near the Wasurenagusa hot springs, that is run and patronized by yokai. It can only be accessed by entering Tsuchi.

        

        Amaterasu (ah-mah-teh-rah-soo) – The Amatsukami of the Wind, sister of Tsukiyomi.

        

        Amatsukami (ah-mah-tsoo-kah-mee) – The four most powerful kami who rule Takamahara, the heavenly realm. They consist of Izanagi of the Sky, Izanami of the Earth, Amaterasu of the Wind, and Tsukiyomi of the Water.

        

        Ame-no-Murakumo (ah-may-noh-moo-rah-koo-moh) – An ancient, powerful sword belonging to the Kunitsukami Susano. Its name means “the gathering clouds of the heavens.”

        

        Ameonna (ah-may-ohn-nah) – A wind and water yokai, and the self-proclaimed Lady of the Rain.

        

        Bakeneko (bah-kay-nay-koh) – A type of cat yokai.

        

        Byakko (byahk-koh) – A powerful tiger yokai with elemental wind magic.

        

        Daimyojin (digh-myoh-jeen) – A title belonging to the Kunitsukami Sarutahiko, meaning “the great virtuous god.”

        

        Daitengu (digh-ten-goo) – A title belonging to powerful crow and raven yokai that are generals under the Tengu’s command.

        

        Fujimoto Hideyoshi (foo-jee-moh-toh hee-day-yoh-shee) – The kannushi of the Shirayuri Shrine. Note: In Japanese, the family name precedes the given name.

        

        Guji (goo-jee) – A title belonging to the highest-ranking shrine priest who leads the kannushi of his shrine and all subsidiary shrines of his kami. Link: A kannushi in his traditional uniform.

        

        Hakama (hah-kah-mah) – A traditional Japanese garment resembling loose, pleated trousers. Men’s hakama are tied at the hips, while women’s hakama are tied high around the waist. Link: A miko in her uniform of white kimono and red hakama.

        

        Hana (hah-nah) – A miko in training at the Shion Shrine (deceased).

        

        Haori (hah-oh-ree) – A traditional Japanese garment similar to a jacket that resembles a hip- or thigh-length kimono worn open in the front.

        

        Hinagiku (hee-nah-ghee-koo) – An Izanami shrine in the Sumire region.

        

        Inari (ee-nah-ree) – The Kunitsukami of the Fire.

        

        Ishida (ee-shee-dah) – The Guji of the Shion Shrine and leader of all Amaterasu shrines.

        

        Izanagi (ee-zah-nah-ghee) – The Amatsukami of the Sky and ultimate ruler of the kami, brother of Izanami.

        

        Izanami (ee-zah-nah-mee) – The Amatsukami of the Earth, sister of Izanagi.

        

        Jorogumo (joh-roh-goo-moh) – A powerful spider yokai, also known as the Devourer of Souls, who commands the tsuchigumo and whose venomous bite can incapacitate any yokai.

        

        Kagura (kah-goo-rah) – A type of ceremonial dance, sometimes theatrical, that is traditionally performed by miko.

        

        Kami (kah-mee) – Spiritual beings who originate from Takamahara, the heavenly realm, and visit the earthly realm through the use of kamigakari.

        

        Kamigakari (kah-mee-gah-kah-ree) – Meaning literally “kami possession,” a kamigakari is a human who hosts a kami’s spirit within their body. Depending on the circumstances, a kamigakari can be a volunteer or a victim of forced possession.

        

        Kannushi (kan-noo-shee) – A priest who runs and maintains a shrine, leads worship of the shrine’s kami, and manages and/or performs in festivals, ceremonies, and other shrine events. Link: A kannushi in his traditional uniform.

        

        Kaori (kah-oh-ree) – A bakeneko yokai that Emi encounters at Ajisai Inn.

        

        Karasu (kah-rah-soo) – A type of crow yokai.

        

        Katana (kah-tah-nah) – A traditional Japanese sword with a curved, slender, single-edged blade. Link: A katana.

        

        Katsuo (kah-tsoo-oh) – A sohei assigned to protect Emi.

        

        Ki (kee) – Meaning “spiritual energy or life force,” ki is the internal power used by kami and yokai, and, to a lesser extent, humans. Pure ki from a balanced mind and soul is stronger than impure ki.

        

        Kimono (kee-moh-noh) – A traditional Japanese garment resembling a robe with long, wide sleeves. Kimono are wrapped around the body and tied with an obi. Link: A formal women’s kimono. Link: A miko in her uniform of white kimono and red hakama.

        

        Kimura Emi (kee-moo-rah eh-mee) – The current kamigakari of Amaterasu. Note: In Japanese, the family name precedes the given name.

        

        Kiroibara (kee-roh-ee-bah-rah) – A small town located 0.5 miles (1 km) south of the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Kitsune (kee-tsoo-nay) – A type of fox yokai. The older and more powerful a kitsune is, the more tails it will have, up to a maximum of nine.

        

        Kitsunebi (kee-tsoo-nay-bee) – Orbs of foxfire used by kitsune.

        

        Kodama (koh-dah-mah) – A type of tree sprite yokai that inhabits most forests and is known for being very timid but powerful in large numbers.

        

        Kogarashi (koh-gah-rah-shee) – A katana with elemental wind magic belonging to the yokai Byakko. Its name means “cold winter wind.”

        

        Koma-inu (koh-mah-ee-noo) – Paired statues in the shape of lion-like creatures that guard a shrine, meant to ward off evil spirits. Link: A koma-inu statue.

        

        Kosode (koh-soh-day) – A traditional Japanese garment similar to a kimono but for more casual wear, with shorter sleeves and varying lengths.

        

        Koyane (koh-yah-nay) – A kami, vassal to Izanami.

        

        Kunitsukami (koo-nee-tsoo-kah-mee) – The four most powerful yokai who rule Tsuchi, the earthly spirit realm. They consist of Sarutahiko of the Mountain, Uzume of the Wood, Susano of the Storm, and Inari of the Fire.

        

        Kyubi no kitsune (kyoo-bee no kee-tsoo-nay) – A nine-tailed fox yokai, the most powerful form of the kitsune.

        

        Makoto no kokoro (mah-koh-toh noh koh-koh-roh) – Meaning “purity of heart,” it is a state of spiritual balance and purity that humans who worship kami strive to achieve.

        

        Marugata (mah-roo-gah-tah) – An exorcism circle created by drawing specific ritual symbols within a circle; they vary in complexity based on power and purpose.

        

        Miko (mee-koh) – A shrine maiden who assists the kannushi, performs in festivals, ceremonies, and other events, and carries out administrative duties. Link: A miko in her uniform of white kimono and red hakama.

        

        Minoru (mee-noh-roo) – A sohei assigned to protect Emi.

        

        Moryo (moh-ryoh) – A type of water yokai known for feeding on dead human bodies.

        

        Murakumo (moo-rah-koo-moh) – An abbreviated form of the name Ame-no-Murakumo.

        

        Nanako (nah-nah-koh) – A miko at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Noriko (noh-ree-koh) – A bakeneko yokai that Emi encounters at Ajisai Inn.

        

        Obi (oh-bee) – A sash worn to tie kimono and kosode closed, varying in width and length depending on the outfit and gender of the wearer. Link: A woman wearing a formal kimono and obi.

        

        Ofuda (oh-foo-dah) – A talisman made of a rectangular strip of paper inscribed with an invocation.

        

        Okini (oh-kee-nee) – A term typically meaning “favorite” or “pet.” When used by yokai to describe a human, the meaning is unclear.

        

        Omamori (oh-mah-moh-ree) – A talisman of protection similar to an ofuda, worn around the neck in a small, flat silk or brocade bag.

        

        Onenju (oh-nen-joo) – Prayer beads, also called a prayer rosary. Link: A worshipper holding onenju.

        

        Oni (oh-nee) – A type of yokai resembling an ogre.

        

        Onusa (oh-noo-sah) – A wooden wand with paper streamers used in shrine rituals. Link: An onusa.

        

        Orochi (oh-roh-chee) – An eight-headed dragon yokai.

        

        Sabuten Islands (sah-boo-ten) – A group of small islands off the eastern coast.

        

        Sake (sah-kay) – Japanese rice wine.

        

        Sarutahiko (sah-roo-tah-hee-koh) – The Kunitsukami of the Mountain and ultimate ruler of the yokai, husband of Uzume.

        

        Sekisho no seishin (say-kee-shoh noh say-sheen) – An incantation for creating a protective barrier, translating literally to “barrier of the spirit.”

        

        Sensei (sen-say) – An honorific term meaning “teacher.”

        

        Shimenawa (shee-may-nah-wah) – A type of woven rope used for purification at a shrine.

        

        Shintai (sheen-tigh) – A physical object that can act as a temporary conduit for a kami’s power and spirit. Shrines have a shintai for their kami in the inner sanctuary.

        

        Shion Shrine (shee-ohn) – The largest shrine of Amaterasu and the seat of the Guji, located in the city of Shion.

        

        Shirayuri Shrine (shee-rah-yoo-ree) – A small Amaterasu shrine that serves the population of Kiroibara.

        

        Shiro (shee-roh) – A kitsune yokai.

        

        Shukusei no tama (shoo-koo-say noh tah-mah) – An incantation for purifying ki, translating literally to “purge of the soul.”

        

        Sohei (soh-hay) – A type of warrior priest trained in martial and spiritual combat who acts as a shrine guardian and yokai exorcist.

        

        Sotei no shinketsu (so-tay noh sheen-keh-tsoo) – An incantation for immobilizing a foe, translating literally to “binding of the heart’s blood.”

        

        Sumire (soo-mee-ray) – A remote, mountainous northern region.

        

        Susano (soo-sah-noh) – The Kunitsukami of the Storm.

        

        Tabi (tah-bee) – A style of traditional Japanese socks, typically ankle-high with the big toe separated from the other toes, that are worn with thonged footwear and sandals. Link: White tabi with zori sandals.

        

        Takamahara (tah-kah-mah-hah-rah) – The “high heavenly plain,” a realm inhabited by kami.

        

        Tamaki (tah-mah-kee) – A miko at the Shion Shrine.

        

        Tanuki (tah-noo-kee) – A type of Japanese racoon dog yokai that is known for its trickster nature and shapeshifting abilities. “Tanuki” refers to both regular racoon dogs and the yokai. Link: A pair of racoon dogs.

        

        Tatami (tah-tah-mee) – A type of mat, typically made from rice straw, used as a flooring material in traditional Japanese rooms. Link: A room with tatami.

        

        Tengu (ten-goo) – A title belonging to the raven yokai Yumei, who is also known as the Lord of Crows and the Prince of Shadows.

        

        Tenjikubotan (ten-jee-koo-boh-tan) – Burial caves located at an Izanami shrine near Wasurenagusa.

        

        Torii (toh-ree) – A traditional gate that denotes the entrance to a shrine and the boundary between the mundane world and sacred land. They are typically made from wood or stone and are often painted red. Link: A small torii.

        

        Tsuchi (tsoo-chee) – The earthly spiritual realm inhabited by yokai, which overlaps and reflects Earth.

        

        Tsuchigumo (tsoo-chee-goo-moh) – A type of spider yokai that is feared for its venomous bite, which can incapacitate any yokai. Tsuchigumo exist only in Tsuchi, or where the realms of Tsuchi and Earth intermingle.

        

        Tsukiyomi (tsoo-kee-yoh-mee) – The Amatsukami of the Water, brother of Amaterasu.

        

        Uzume (oo-zoo-may) – The Kunitsukami of the Wood, wife of Sarutahiko.

        

        Wasurenagusa (wah-soo-reh-nah-goo-sah) – A mountain that is famous for its numerous hot springs.

        

        Yamachichi (yah-mah-chee-chee) – A type of monkey yokai that steals the breath of its victims.

        

        Yokai (yoh-kigh) – Spiritual beings who originate from Tsuchi, the earthly spirit realm, and are closely tied to nature. Yokai are sometimes considered a subset of kami and are often perceived as monsters or demons.

        

        Yomi (yoh-mee) – The realm of the dead into which human spirits pass after death.

        

        Yumei (yoo-may) – A raven yokai known as the Tengu, as well as the Lord of Crows and the Prince of Shadows.
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        Piper knows the first rule for an apprentice Consul is don’t trust daemons. But when she’s framed for the theft of the deadly Sahar Stone, she has no choice but to trust two daemons to help her. With the dark secrets of her allies unravelling around her, her desperate mission to clear her name carries her into the dangerous realm of daemons, where her life is the least of what she might lose.

      

      
        See the Steel & Stone Series on Amazon.
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