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      Beyond the window, snow swirled toward the ground in a shimmering curtain. A hush lay over the land, all activity quieted by the snowfall, and within the room, the warmth of the coal-heated brazier filled the space with a soft, serene glow.

      Emi wished she could enjoy the calm evening, but anxiety tightened her nerves. From the assortment of supplies on the table, she selected a roll of white fabric.

      Yumei sat on the floor in front of her. His bare torso told the tale of the battle he had fought. The gouges from dragon claws and the dark bruises from crushing impacts turned her stomach. The same injuries would have left a human immobile in a hospital bed, but yokai were far tougher. And Yumei, a raven yokai known to most as the Tengu and to a select few as the Prince of Shadows, was tougher than most.

      She pressed one end of the bandage against his shoulder. She’d dropped the roll twice and had to restart when the bandages sagged, too loose to hold. He’d waited patiently without comment—a surprising deviation from his normally irascible temperament.

      Now, with far more confidence than her first attempt, she wrapped the reddish-purple bruises and four deep slices down his ribs and tied off the bandage. Touching him at all was rather strange. Unlike Shiro, who frequently and deliberately invaded her personal space, Yumei rarely allowed any kind of physical contact. Despite that, once her initial embarrassment had passed, she found a simple familiarity in their interaction. She wasn’t sure if that was because she was more comfortable around him, or because he was more relaxed around her.

      When she picked up another roll, he extended his arm and she began to bind it from shoulder to elbow, covering the half-healed gouges in his bicep from Orochi’s teeth. She debated with herself as she worked. Did she want to test his tolerance toward her?

      “How are you feeling?” she asked quietly.

      His eyes turned to her. The pale silver irises rimmed by a dark outline had always unnerved her, seeing as much as they concealed. “Fine.”

      The single word was flat and irritable, as she’d expected. The Tengu was a proud yokai, and accepting help, or even allowing her to see his injuries, wasn’t easy for him. He would prefer no one to know his strength was compromised, let alone discuss it.

      She wound a few more loops of bandage around his arm. “Are you recovering as well as you would like? Is there anything else I can do?”

      “No,” he answered unhelpfully.

      She tied the bandage in place, unsurprised that fishing for information wasn’t working. “You’re healing much slower than Susano. Why?”

      Earlier that day, Susano had left the inn. His injuries had been almost as bad as Yumei’s but he had recovered far more swiftly. By the time he left, his once deep wounds had been no more than pink lines on his skin. In comparison, Yumei’s rate of healing concerned her.

      He pulled his arm away and tore the excess bandage off with his teeth, briefly revealing his sharp canines. He dropped the scrap onto the table.

      “I am not a Kunitsukami.”

      His terse answer pulled the corners of her mouth down. She was well aware that Yumei and Susano were not equals. Susano wasn’t a mere yokai. He was the Kunitsukami of the Storm—one of the four earthly gods who ruled the yokai.

      She glanced toward the far end of the room, where white hair and a pair of fox ears protruded from the blankets on a narrow futon. Shiro was technically a Kunitsukami too, but with a curse binding his power and memories, he lacked the ancient air that Susano and Yumei carried. Occasionally, though, the immortal god sleeping within Shiro peeked out, and those glimpses of his true self were more than a little unsettling.

      Focusing on Yumei, she held out her hand. He gave her a long stare—a warning to drop her line of questioning—before offering his other wrist. She used the scrap of bandage to bind the punctures in his forearm.

      “Are you healing slowly because you’ve been away from home for too long?” She tightened her grip on his wrist. “Do you need to go back?”

      Yumei pulled his arm away, his strength far greater than hers.

      “There’s no shame in going home to recover for a few days,” she persisted. “If you’ll regain your strength faster, then you should go.”

      She shrunk as his glare turned glacial. Dealing with prideful men was difficult enough, but yokai had centuries to accumulate ego.

      “You don’t know when to quit,” a sleepy voice mumbled from the other end of the room. “Do you, little miko?”

      Yawning widely and flattening his vulpine ears to his head, Shiro sat up. “You,” he said, pointing at Yumei, “don’t say anything. She’s just worried about you.” He pointed at Emi. “You, stop pestering him. If he needed to return home, he would have already.”

      “I wasn’t pestering him,” she mumbled.

      “You are almost as irritating as the kitsune,” Yumei told her, rising to his feet and picking up his black kosode shirt. He pulled it on over his bandaged torso and strode out the door. It closed behind him with a snap. Perhaps he wasn’t as tolerant of her presence as she’d thought.

      Huffing, Shiro flopped back onto his futon and draped an arm over his face to block out the dim light. “As entertaining as it is, you probably shouldn’t antagonize him.”

      “I wasn’t trying to antagonize him.” She straightened the first aid supplies on the table, fighting embarrassment. “You told me that being away from his mountains for so long is weakening him.”

      “And he knows that better than anyone. He doesn’t need you to tell him.”

      “Why doesn’t he go home, then?”

      “It isn’t necessary. Even injured, he’s perfectly capable of handling most adversaries.”

      “What about the ones he can’t handle?”

      “If Izanami showed up, Yumei’s presence could mean the difference between you and I escaping alive or not, so he won’t leave.” He lifted his arm from his face and smirked at her alarm. “Not an actual concern, though, since kami can’t enter Tsuchi.”

      The mere mention of Izanami, the Amatsukami of the Earth, who’d repeatedly attempted to kill Emi, was enough to chill her blood.

      “This location still isn’t very safe,” she pointed out. “We’re too close to where Susano was imprisoned.”

      “That’s why we need to get out of here the minute Susano returns.” Shiro yawned again. “He said he’d be back the day after tomorrow.”

      Since Yumei needed a few more days to heal, Susano had departed to take care of some Kunitsukami matters. After five years of imprisonment, he probably appreciated the opportunity to start picking up the pieces of his life.

      If Emi were to panic over anything, it would be their next mission. In a few short days, they would head east to the Sabuten Islands, where Sarutahiko, the Kunitsukami of the Mountain, was imprisoned under the guard of Tsukiyomi. She didn’t know if the Amatsukami of the Water was a true enemy. Had he been tricked and manipulated by Izanami as so many others had?

      The four Amatsukami, rulers of the kami, should have been Emi’s allies. To descend from the heavenly realm, Amatsukami needed a mortal body to host their spirits, and Emi was exactly that: the kamigakari destined to host Amaterasu, Amatsukami of the Wind.

      Emi would soon fulfill that destiny at the cost of her life.

      When Amaterasu descended into Emi, the goddess’s divine power would consume Emi’s mind and soul. She would cease to exist, while Amaterasu would live on in Emi’s body. Her fate, her end, awaited her on the winter solstice, a mere twenty-three days away.

      She shrugged off the thought before her anxiety grew worse. Gathering a new roll of bandages, she rose and crossed the room to Shiro’s futon.

      She knelt beside him. “Since you’re awake, I can rebandage your arm too.”

      He lifted his forearm again to peek at her drowsily. “I’m fine.”

      “Then you won’t mind if I check your wound,” she said pleasantly, taking hold of his wrist just above the loop of glossy red beads—the cursed onenju that bound his power and memories.

      He sighed in a long-suffering way and let her pull his arm into her lap. She tugged off the bandages and found that the gash in his arm was no more than an angry red line that didn’t need cleaning. It probably didn’t require bandaging either, but since she’d insisted on checking it, she stubbornly wrapped it in a fresh cloth.

      With the bandage applied, she ran her fingers over the smooth beads of the onenju. She wasn’t yet ready to attempt to remove the final loop—if she failed, it would likely kill him—but that day wasn’t far off. Once he was free from the curse, how long would it take his lost memories to return? How long until those memories changed him?

      Her fingers drifted from the beads to the back of his hand where a red symbol, similar to the ones on his face, marked his skin. Eyes closed, face relaxed, he lay with one arm tucked behind his head. Had he fallen asleep again while she was wrapping his arm?

      “Shiro?” With the warm weight of his arm across her lap, she leaned closer. “Shiro, are you awake?”

      One of his ears twitched toward her. Not sure if he was feigning slumber, she gently tugged his ear.

      Grumbling, he flicked his ear out of her fingers and turned his head away. So he was asleep. He had slept a lot in the past four days, and she suspected his fatigue had as much to do with her removing the second last loop of the onenju as it did with his battle against the eight-headed dragon Orochi. Shiro had a lot of ki—his life force and the source of magic—to recover.

      She glanced around the empty room. They were alone. Since returning from battle, Yumei or Susano, or both, had almost always been in the room, allowing her and Shiro no privacy—though whether by design or coincidence, she didn’t know.

      Her pulse quickened and she again stroked the silky fur of his ear. He twitched his ear away and his chest rose in a deep, waking breath. His eyes, gleaming ruby hazed with sleep, slowly opened.

      I fear losing you more than anything that might befall me.

      The memory of his whispered words slid through her, wrapping her in silken chains. As his gaze focused, drawing her in, capturing her as it always did, sorrow crept into her heart. His greatest fear was losing her, but that was exactly what would happen. In three weeks, she would be gone.

      For millennia and more, Inari has been alone.

      Izanami’s words cut Emi like a knife. When she died, his eternity of solitude would resume. What if he never found another to love? What if, once his memories returned, he was incapable of love? What if he was alone forever, trapped in never-ending isolation that he couldn’t escape, not even in death?

      His eyebrows drew together and he brushed his thumb lightly over her cheek. When she felt the cool wetness in the wake of his touch, she realized he’d wiped away a tear.

      “Emi,” he murmured, “what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she replied quickly, struggling to compose herself.

      “That is a lie, little miko.” He braced himself on one elbow. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Nothing is wrong. I just—”

      The door slid open. She jerked upright, inadvertently pulling away from his hand. Yumei glided inside, and behind him, the innkeeper—a strange, boyish yokai with a single large eye instead of two—minced in with a loaded food tray. He half-bowed in her direction before setting the tray on the low table and retreating.

      As soon as the door closed, Shiro sat up, his attention fixed on her. She quickly rose and straightened her peach kimono, smiling brightly without looking at either yokai.

      “I’m going to visit the baths,” she announced. “Enjoy your meal.”

      Not giving them a chance to protest, she darted toward the door.

      “Emi—”

      Ignoring Shiro’s call, she stepped outside and closed the door. The snow danced beyond the covered walkway and a faint breeze chilled her skin. Suppressing a shiver, she angrily rubbed at her traitorous eyes and strode away, hoping to leave behind her sorrow over a fate she couldn’t change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Ajisai was certainly not a luxury inn, but Emi had no criticisms for the hot spring baths. She reclined against the stone edge of the pool as steam washed over her face and the near-scalding water soaked the stiffness from her muscles. Beyond the natural rock walls, the sheer planes of the mountain rose through curtains of snow before disappearing in the darkness. On a clear day, many summits crowded the skyline.

      The inn was among several strange places she’d visited in Tsuchi, the yokai spirit realm. Her favorite was Yumei’s oak tree home, where she’d spent several days recuperating a couple weeks ago. Though small and cluttered with an inexplicable collection of junk, she’d felt oddly comfortable there—even with his crow yokai constantly watching her like a particularly delicious snack they weren’t allowed to eat.

      At least the karasu wouldn’t actually attack her. She couldn’t say the same about the yokai at the inn. Luckily, the baths had been empty the past few nights.

      Adjusting the towel wrapped around her hair, she sank lower until the water lapped at her throat. Cold spots dotted her cheeks as snowflakes melted on her skin. Would this be her last time bathing in a hot spring? Similar questions had been slipping into her thoughts more and more often. Had she eaten her favorite battered fish for the last time? Had she seen the beautiful dance of falling snow for the last time?

      Had she already kissed Shiro for the last time?

      The question scattered her thoughts and she dipped down until her chin touched the water. Only four days had passed since she had kissed him on the garden walkway in the snow—only four days since she’d realized she was in love with him.

      She let her head fall back. She was in love with a yokai … who was also a Kunitsukami. He was immortal, even if he didn’t remember his past life. She had only a few weeks to live, while he would live forever. Love between them was impossible and doomed to end in tragedy. He, though, would be the one left behind to grieve alone.

      The thought tore her apart. That was the pain that had driven her to flee the room. He didn’t need reminders of his inevitable solitude.

      Soon—perhaps even before she was gone—Shiro’s memories would return, and with them, Inari would slide into Shiro’s place, erasing her playful kitsune. She had seen Inari through a memory Amaterasu had shown her. Though he and Shiro shared many traits, a cutting undertone lined Inari’s mischievousness and a predatory edge sharpened his smile. And beneath was a bitter, hardened core of ice that didn’t at all suit a god of fire.

      Trailing her fingers through the water, she puffed out a breath. She had drawn many conclusions from only a brief glimpse of Inari, but she was still certain he wouldn’t share Shiro’s feelings for her. It was her only slight comfort: even if Shiro grieved her loss, Inari would not. How could an ancient immortal ever love a human girl?

      Her shoulders drooped and she tipped her head back on the rock ledge. Three weeks left. Before her thoughts could spiral to darker places, she cleared her mind. For the first time in too long, she slipped into the familiar meditative state she had practiced since she was a child, and as her thoughts went silent and her heartbeat slowed, she relaxed.

      The water splashed loudly and she jolted upright with a surge of adrenaline. Her eyes flew open.

      A naked woman stood on the pool steps. She blinked large golden eyes at Emi and the ash-brown cat ears poking out of her shoulder-length hair perked forward. A long, furred tail swished behind her.

      Emi cringed back, clamping her hands over her kamigakari mark. She remembered the woman. In this very pool, the yokai had debated with her companions whether to turn Emi in for a bounty.

      “Well!” the woman exclaimed as she descended into the water. “If it isn’t the cute little okini. I thought you’d left days ago.”

      Emi bit her lip, unsure what to do. Fleeing seemed like the best plan.

      The woman grinned, displaying pointed teeth. “Don’t panic. I heard what happened to the yamachichi who tried to turn you in. I don’t want the bounty that badly.”

      After Emi’s first visit to the baths, two yokai intending to trade her in for the bounty had lured her away, and Shiro had dealt with the ringleader by burning him alive. She hadn’t realized the other yokai at the inn had heard about that. Had Shiro spread the news to scare other yokai off?

      The woman sashayed through the water and, to Emi’s chagrin, dropped down beside her. “I’m Kaori, a bakeneko if you didn’t already recognize me.”

      Emi leaned away, her gaze flicking toward the bathhouse door.

      “And your name?” Kaori prompted, ignoring Emi’s discomfort.

      “Emi,” she mumbled. “I should go.”

      “Why? Didn’t I say I wouldn’t hurt you?” She leaned back. “Ah, this is wonderful. It’s my last night here so I wanted a nice quiet soak. Noriko and Akemi never shut up so I waited until they were asleep.”

      Emi sank a little lower to keep her kamigakari mark hidden. Beside her, Kaori was sprawled in the water, head resting on the rock ledge and ears slanted back.

      “So,” the woman drawled. “Where is the daitengu and that delectable kitsune of yours?”

      Emi’s cheeks heated to hear Shiro described as delectable—especially since she agreed. By “daitengu,” Kaori meant Yumei, not realizing he was the yokai who had once commanded the daitengu generals.

      “Having a midnight dinner,” Emi answered carefully.

      “Hmph, men. Always eating.” Kaori flashed her a lazy smile. “How did you get tangled up with those two?”

      “It’s a long story,” Emi muttered, then decided to ask her own questions to keep the bakeneko from prying too much. “What brings you to the inn?”

      “Romance,” she sighed dramatically. “Well, not quite. Akemi has her eye on the Tiger Shijin and when she heard he was here, we planned an impromptu trip.”

      “The Tiger Shijin?” Emi repeated blankly. “Wait … do you mean Byakko?”

      Byakko, the white tiger yokai with an affinity for the wind, had helped them battle Orochi. He’d departed a few days ago to attend to his own affairs.

      “The very one. He lost his mate a few years ago and Akemi wants to try to catch his attention.” Kaori shrugged. “He was only here for a short time, though. Akemi hopes he will return but either way, I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      A pang of sorrow for Byakko’s loss struck Emi. “Do yokai … is it common for yokai to—to mate?”

      Kaori slanted a look at Emi. “It would depend on what you mean by ‘mate.’ Some yokai choose lifelong partners. Others are perfectly content with a casual romp whenever the urge strikes. I, personally, prefer romps to all that eternal bond nonsense.”

      “Oh.”

      “And, of course, many of us favor solitary lives. Some yokai, though, they’re just built for permanent bonds, particularly powerful ones like the Tiger Shijin.”

      “They are?” Emi asked weakly, her thoughts turning to Shiro.

      “Well, it makes sense, you know. Power is isolating. When they find someone compatible, they don’t want to let go.” She rolled her eyes. “But try telling Akemi that the Shijin will wait for his mate to revive—even if he ends up waiting forever. But nope, she’s convinced she can win him over. Ridiculous.”

      Emi nodded automatically, even as her thoughts dwelled on Shiro. Would he be able to let her go once she was gone? Perhaps she was giving herself too much credit.

      “What …” She hesitated. “What exactly is an okini?”

      Kaori and the other bakeneko had referred to Emi as an okini before. The word meant “favorite” or “pet” but she didn’t understand its context.

      The woman’s eyebrows shot up. “Ah, now, now. Don’t get any ideas, girl. You’re just a human.”

      “What do you mean?” Emi asked, baffled.

      “An okini is a pet. Sometimes a human, sometimes a weaker yokai, but it’s not the same as a mate. Not even close.” Kaori wagged a finger. “If you think one of those two is swooning over you, he’s not. Yokai can grow fond of their okini, but in the end, it’s all superficial.”

      “I just meant …” Emi trailed off, her face flushing.

      Kaori stretched her arms over her head, raining hot droplets of water on Emi. “Such lofty ideas for a human girl! You really don’t understand, do you? Yokai keep okini for three reasons.” She held up a finger. “As entertainment.” A second finger went up. “As a servant.” A third finger. “As an emergency source of ki. So, I don’t know what idea you have in your head, but if you get too haughty about your status, he’ll just kill you and find a more docile girl.”

      The yokai leaned back again, unbothered by the discussion of Emi’s supposed enslavement. “I hope you didn’t volunteer for this, because if you did, you were clearly misinformed.”

      “Not all yokai are like that,” Emi muttered.

      Kaori snorted. “Oh yes, they are. And whichever one of those fine male specimens is using you to meet his other needs and has you thinking all those sweet, lovey thoughts—well, you’re in for a rude awakening. But don’t take my word for it.”

      Emi surged to her feet, one hand hiding her kamigakari mark and omamori—the talisman that disguised her kami-infused ki from yokai. With a stiff farewell bow, she turned toward the pool steps.

      “Aw, come on now.” Kaori grabbed her arm, yanking her back down, and leaned in close. “Don’t leave yet, pretty okini. I’ll do you a favor and save you some extra suffering.”

      “Let me go!”

      “Look at the doorway. What do you see?”

      Emi glanced at the changing room door. At first, she saw nothing, then an odd shimmer disturbed the air. She squinted. Slowly, almost reluctantly, a faint shadow grew visible.

      Crouched beside the doorway was a small child, a girl wearing a cute blue kimono with a pattern of koi fish. But her long hair hung in ragged strings, black against her sickly pale skin, and she stared blankly at nothing, mouth slack. No matter how long Emi watched, the child remained only semi-opaque, the wooden wall visible through her ghostly form.

      “A kanashibari,” Kaori whispered in her ear. “She’s been sitting there a while now, probably waiting until you’re alone. A human is an easy meal.”

      Kaori leaned back as Emi forced her horrified gaze away from the spectral child. “What is she?”

      “A type of spirit yokai. Kanashibari are dream weavers, but even though they’re weak, everyone avoids them. A kanashibari will sneak up on you while you’re sleeping and trap you in terrible dreams or ugly memories as they slowly feed on your ki. They would have a hard time killing even a minor yokai, but a human like you?” Kaori patted Emi’s head in a patronizing way. “Who knows if your handsome kitsune would find you in time?”

      Emi swallowed hard and resisted staring at the ghostly child.

      “He’s the one, isn’t he?” Kaori whispered, leaning close again. “The one you’re in love with.”

      Emi jerked away, glaring at the bakeneko.

      Kaori snickered. “Poor girl. Men are foul, even the charming ones, you know. If you can get away and return to your world, you should do it. I’ll walk you out so the kanashibari doesn’t latch onto you. My favor to a fellow female.”

      With a laugh, Kaori stood, water sloughing off her, and breezed up the steps right past the crouched, unmoving child yokai. Keeping her kamigakari mark covered, Emi hurried after the woman into the warm change room. The kanashibari didn’t follow them.

      Emi threw on her kimono and tossed her towels in the laundry basket. Not pausing to tie back her long hair, she rushed out into the hall. Kaori exited after her, already dressed in a simple cotton sleeping robe that she would probably wear straight to bed.

      “Good luck, Emi the okini,” Kaori cooed. “And sweet dreams.”

      Not bothering with a farewell, Emi hastened down the corridor, glancing back repeatedly for any sign of pursuit. Seeing no one, she rolled her tense shoulders. So much for a relaxing bath.

      The snow continued to fall as she followed the walkway back to the small, private building the innkeeper had provided for them. She stopped outside the door, gathering her courage, then slid it open. Inside, Yumei and Shiro sat at the low table. They had devoured their meal, leaving only scraps of food in a few dishes. Both yokai looked up at her reappearance, Yumei’s expression inscrutable and Shiro’s ears pricking forward.

      “That was a short bath … for you,” he commented.

      With a slow exhalation, she strode to the table and knelt in front of Yumei, who paused with his chopsticks poised over a bowl of noodles.

      She had intended to speak with care and tact but, frazzled by Kaori and the kanashibari, the words spilled out in a forceful rush.

      “Yumei, I am not your okini.”

      He recoiled as if she’d slapped him and the chopsticks fell out of his hand, clattering loudly on the table. For a heartbeat, silence pulsed through the room as he stared at her in complete disbelief.

      Then Shiro burst into cackling laughter. She jumped at the sound, looking from him to Yumei as a blush heated her cheeks.

      “I am not your okini,” she repeated to Yumei while Shiro snickered, “but if you … if you need more ki to heal faster, I could—”

      Shiro’s laughter cut off.

      “—I could help,” she finished in a whisper.

      Yumei continued to stare at her, utterly nonplussed.

      His humor dampened, Shiro straightened. “Where did this come from, little miko?”

      “I just—Some yokai have okini for emergencies, like if they’re injured and need extra ki, right? Since Yumei was badly hurt while he’s so far from his mountains, I thought maybe my ki might help him heal faster …”

      “Where did you learn about okini?”

      “A yokai in the baths told me …”

      “Let me guess,” Shiro said. “This yokai said you were the Tengu’s okini.”

      “Well, yes, but I …”

      Ire blazed in Yumei’s eyes, replacing his incredulity. “You are not my thrall and I have never treated you as such.”

      “I know.” She hunched her shoulders, face burning hotter, not wanting to admit she’d been afraid that offering her ki would give him the wrong idea.

      Shiro snickered again, then took a steadying breath. “Emi, while you have the right idea, you’re missing the finer points. Mainly, a yokai like Yumei has vassals, not okini, to support him.”

      “But Yumei’s karasu aren’t here.” Twisting her hands together, she forced herself to look at Yumei. “Susano will need your help against Tsukiyomi. Shiro won’t be able to help much against water magic, and I won’t be very useful either. But if I can help you recover faster and be ready to fight in a few days …”

      Yumei’s mouth thinned with displeasure. “I do not need a human’s ki.”

      Shiro scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Actually, Yumei, she has a point. Susano is counting on your support to battle Tsukiyomi, and your ki is regenerating too slowly this far from your mountains. Even if you can fight in two days, will you be at full strength?”

      “I will not recover my full strength without returning home,” he replied flatly. “Izanami likely anticipates I will do exactly that.”

      “So your options for a full recovery are my ki, Emi’s ki, or ambushing some poor sap in the inn.”

      Yumei picked up his chopsticks and set them on his plate. “I will be capable of battle by Susano’s return.”

      “‘Capable’ and ‘as strong as you can be’ are two different things,” Emi said, her tone unintentionally stern. “What if capable isn’t enough? Can you take that risk?”

      “And your recovery, kamigakari?” Yumei demanded. “Are you prepared to be severely weakened?”

      “Actually,” Shiro cut in for a second time, propping one elbow on the table and gesturing with his chopsticks. “Emi would be sacrificing her human ki, not Amaterasu’s. With a couple days to sleep it off, she’ll be fine.”

      “Is it even possible to separate their ki?” Yumei snapped. “Amatsukami ki will cause more damage than my injuries.”

      Emi frowned. “But Orochi ate kami”—she cringed at the memory of bones crunching in the dragon’s massive jaws—“to make himself stronger, didn’t he?”

      “A yokai can only absorb kami ki less potent than his own,” Yumei answered impatiently.

      “A large dose of Amaterasu’s ki would kill him. It would kill me too.” Shiro grinned wickedly. “But I can say with authority that Emi’s ki tastes entirely different from Amaterasu’s, so you should be safe.”

      “What?” she spluttered in embarrassment.

      “So, Yumei,” Shiro continued, his expression sobering, “I think you’re out of excuses.”

      Yumei rubbed one hand over his face and into his hair, a strangely human gesture of frustration. “You are both incomparably maddening.”

      “Excellent,” Shiro said as though Yumei had uttered an agreement instead of an insult. He rose and circled the table. “Are you ready, Emi?”

      “R-ready?” She hadn’t thought beyond the hurdle of convincing Yumei. “I’m not … I mean …”

      “It was your idea,” Shiro pointed out, pulling her to her feet. “Did you change your mind?”

      “N-no …”

      Stepping behind her, he gently gripped her upper arms and turned her to face Yumei, who had also stood, looking as enthusiastic as someone who’d lost a bet and had to pay up.

      “Um,” she whispered. “How …?”

      “The usual way,” Shiro said, amused. “Unless you’d prefer to open a vein?”

      As Yumei stepped closer, she wondered if she would rather bleed. He took her chin in his hand and she reflexively flinched away from his touch. Shiro’s hands on her upper arms tightened to steady her.

      Clenching her fingers around handfuls of her kimono and leaning back into Shiro, she squeezed her eyes shut. Yumei tilted her face up and his mouth touched hers, the act as impersonal as such intimate contact could be. She tried not to cringe and held perfectly still as he hesitated.

      Then he pressed his mouth harder into hers and inhaled. Her breath was pulled from her lungs, and with it, her ki tore out of her. She arched onto her toes as fiery pain screeched across every nerve in her body. Her soul seemed to peel away from her flesh, her life swept away along with her strength. She couldn’t move as agony crashed through her.

      And then his touch was gone and it all stopped.

      She sagged. Yumei caught her, pushing her back into Shiro, who wrapped his arms around her middle.

      “Breathe, Emi.” Shiro squeezed her gently. “You’re okay.”

      She was gasping wildly for air. Struggling for control as the room spun sickeningly, she lifted her head. “Did it work?”

      Yumei, his eyes oddly bright and pupils dilated, rubbed a hand over his chest like it hurt. “Your ki is laced with kami power.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means,” Shiro said, his voice rumbling through her back, “your ki burns like hot coals. He’ll be fine, though.”

      “Oh,” she muttered dazedly, feeling as though Shiro had answered her question without really answering it.

      He scooped her off her feet and into his arms, setting the whole room to whirling again. “Let’s put you to bed, little miko.”

      “Emi.”

      Surprised to hear her name in Yumei’s deep tones, she looked up. The Tengu met her gaze, then bent forward in a bow of gratitude.

      Shiro carried her to the partitioned bedroom they’d set up for her. Kneeling beside the futon, he laid her down and pulled the blankets up. Waves of exhaustion rolled over her and she wondered how much ki Yumei had taken.

      “Shiro?” His name came out in a drowsy murmur.

      “Yes?”

      Her brow wrinkled. “That didn’t count as kissing Yumei, did it?”

      “No, it didn’t count. A kiss is very different.” He brought his face closer to hers. “Should I refresh your memory?”

      A new blush suffused her cheeks as her gaze darted toward the partition wall where Yumei, unseen on the other side, was waiting and no doubt listening. Seeing the direction of her glance, Shiro smirked and sat back. Fatigue pulled at her eyelids and they slid closed against her will.

      “Will Yumei be okay?” she whispered.

      “He will.” Warm fingers gently swept her hair from her face. “You gave him a precious gift, one no yokai gives or receives lightly. You willingly put your life in his hands, and he will not forget that trust.”

      She had made herself wholly vulnerable to Yumei, hadn’t she? He could have easily killed her, but it hadn’t even crossed her mind that he would.

      “I would give you my ki,” she mumbled, vaguely bothered that Shiro might think she trusted Yumei more than him. “If you needed it.”

      He chuckled softly. “Let’s hope I never need it. Now sleep, little miko.”

      She stopped resisting the insistent drag of weariness. A small, nagging worry flittered through her thoughts that there was something else she should have told him, a warning she couldn’t quite remember. But then she fell asleep.
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      Violent shivers pulled her from the depths of sleep. The chill in the room cut right through the layers of blanket and kimono, and her toes ached from the cold. Curled in a tight ball beneath her blankets, she exhaled harshly, half expecting her breath to fog the air.

      Beyond the thin partition that separated her sleeping quarters from the rest of the room, the windows rattled in a fierce wind. A winter storm? A feverish ache throbbed in her muscles, though she didn’t think she had slept for more than a few hours.

      Yawning, she forced her tired body off the futon. Cold hit her like a splash of frigid water but even that wasn’t enough to dispel her drowsy daze. A short, fumbling search uncovered no extra blankets in the closet within her small alcove. Wrapping an arm around herself for warmth, she slid a panel open and peeked into the main room.

      The remains of Shiro and Yumei’s late dinner had been cleared from the table, and the unlit brazier was devoid of light or warmth. Across the room, a second futon had been laid out near Shiro’s, and dark shapes filled both.

      Trust the yokai to sleep right through the freezing cold. Behind their futons was a larger closet where bedding was stored. Surely there would be an extra blanket in there. She stumbled toward it in exhaustion. Her chest felt hollow and empty, and some of the chill that plagued her emanated from within.

      As she crossed the room, an icy breeze rushed across her. Jerking back a step, she turned toward the sliding garden doors. A six-inch gap revealed the night-swathed garden beyond, where snow flew almost horizontally in the wind.

      Why on earth had they left the door open? With a tired scowl, she yanked it shut. The room immediately felt warmer. Shaking her head, she stopped at the foot of Shiro’s futon, the light from the window glimmering on his white hair. Not that long ago, she had woken him from a nightmare, and he had thrown her into a wall before rousing enough to realize he was about to rip her throat out. Attempting to sneak between their futons to reach the closet was probably unwise.

      “Shiro?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

      He didn’t stir. Neither did Yumei, who slept on his back with his head turned away, his hair splayed untidily across his face in a way that was very unlike the usually reserved yokai. He rarely slept when anyone else was nearby, at least as far as she’d seen. Maybe her ki had tired him.

      “Shiro?” she tried again more loudly.

      When he again didn’t move, not even a twitch of his ears, a nervous prickle climbed her spine. Shiro wasn’t that deep of a sleeper. And why hadn’t her clumsy banging of the garden door woken them?

      A spike of adrenaline cut through her drowsiness as she realized how unlikely it was that Shiro and Yumei would go to sleep with a door ajar. Had the wind blown it open? Or … something else?

      She scoured the room, but it was clearly empty. Biting the inside of her cheek, she stepped between the futons and crouched.

      “Shiro,” she called. “Wake up!”

      No reaction. Hoping he wouldn’t attack her, she touched his shoulder. He slept on, eyes closed, face slack. Her apprehension intensified into real fear.

      “Shiro!” She gripped his shoulder and shook it, but he still didn’t wake or so much as stir.

      Was she dreaming? Was this a nightmare? She spun around and reached for Yumei.

      “Yumei, wake up! Please wake up!” She shook him but he was as unresponsive as Shiro. In desperation, she hit his shoulder with her open palm, yelling his name. “What’s wrong with you? Wake up!”

      As she turned, intending to grab a handful of snow from outside to shove in Shiro’s face, the air above him shimmered strangely. She went rigid, squinting into the darkness.

      A shadow took form. A small body, thin limbs, ragged black hair. The ghostly child crouched on Shiro’s chest, her blank, bottomless stare fixed on Emi.

      Her heart thudded in her ears. A kanashibari, the dream-weaving yokai that had been watching Emi in the bath. That was what she’d forgotten to warn Shiro about! And now it was sitting on him, and he wouldn’t wake up.

      She lurched back to Yumei. A second kanashibari appeared before her, perched on his torso. The new one, another little girl with short, stringy hair and a pale kimono, looked up at Emi with empty black eyes.

      The child’s lips pulled up in a rictal grin, and her tiny arm shot out.

      Emi shoved the yokai away, but her hands passed right through the spectral body, feeling nothing but frosty air.

      The yokai reached for her face and a small, frigid, solid palm pressed against her forehead. A wave of burning ice surged into Emi’s skull, blanketing her thoughts. Impossible, unyielding drowsiness crashed through her.

      Before she could react, before she could even think about resisting, she collapsed on top of Yumei’s unconscious body and slid into darkness.
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* * *

      Emi’s feet were moving, but she didn’t know where they carried her.

      As she meandered, relaxed and without urgency, her gaze travelled lazily around, taking in the unfamiliar sights. Walls rose on either side of her, curving outward at their bases. Vines, heavy with green leaves, draped over the dark stones. Twenty feet above, the stone transitioned to black wood walls interspersed with small, square windows.

      Bemused but oddly calm, she followed the gravel lane into a twisting labyrinth, bordered by the towering walls. Shadows drenched her path and the clouds were bathed in the vibrant oranges of sunset.

      She rounded another sharp turn and discovered wide steps. Craning her neck, she took in the tall, narrow building with multiple levels and a peaked, tiled roof: a watchtower upon a wall.

      At the top of the steps, she found herself standing at the far end of a long, tiered courtyard. All around it, various buildings formed sharp angles with interconnected breezeways of wood and tile. Directly across from her was the largest building of all: six stories with layers of dark tiles and curving roofs, large windows, and a balcony surrounding the uppermost level.

      A castle. She was wandering the grounds of an ancient castle.

      She walked across the courtyard, her red hakama swishing about her legs. In the shadows of the many buildings, shapes moved. People in the traditional garments of days long past huddled together, their tension obvious even at a glance. With low-pitched calls, a flock of crows swept overhead, disappearing beyond the defensive outer wall.

      Very gradually, questions began to whisper in her head. Where was she? What was this castle? Why was she here?

      She ascended the steps to the castle’s entrance and walked through the open doors. Inside, beautiful tatami mats covered the floors of a room that seemingly stretched the full length of the building. Open rice-paper partitions and lacquered wood pillars interspersed the space. Pausing, she slipped her sandals off, leaving them in the entryway as was proper.

      She crossed the grand hall on noiseless feet, then found herself walking up a flight of stairs to the next level. The rooms grew smaller and more lavish, simplistic but stunningly appointed. The nervous prickle deepened into trepidation. This wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be here. She didn’t belong here.

      She stopped, amazed by the splendid room in which she found herself standing. Sprawled across every panel of the walls, murals depicted mountainsides and waterfalls and courts of brightly dressed lords and ladies. Narrow lacquered beams formed a latticework on the high ceiling, each square painted with its own tiny scene. Shimmering gold finishes added another level of wealth and sophistication to the space.

      Breathless at the splendor, she drifted toward one of the open sliding panels that led to the balcony. She stepped onto the wooden floor and rested her hands on the railing. The castle grounds spread before her—a maze of connecting buildings across three distinct levels, each surrounded by its own protective walls, with the castle in the center of the highest level.

      From her vantage point, she watched the bustling activity below. Men and women hurried to and from buildings, and shadows passed across the windows of the defensive walls—soldiers on patrol. An excessive number of crows flitted from rooftop to rooftop, and a handful of figures that didn’t appear human moved about the pathways.

      Beyond the castle walls was a sprawling grid of more buildings—all wooden structures. The dirt roads were dotted with the obvious shapes of horses and oxen pulling carts. Where was she?

      A loud clatter and a thump interrupted her thoughts. She instinctively ducked behind the edge of the sliding doors, out of view of the room beyond.

      From another of the four balconies that surrounded the floor, a dark shape swept inside. Large black wings rose from the man’s back, the feathers gleaming in the light of the setting sun. He was dressed in a black kosode and hakama and wore light armor—overlapping leather plates that covered his shoulders and hung down his upper arms. His long black hair was tied high on the back of his head, swaying with his angry strides, and several dark feathers accentuated his pointed ears.

      Behind him, a woman with matching wings rushed to keep pace, her longer hair bound in the same style, her dark clothing and minimal armor only slightly less masculine than his.

      “My lord!” she exclaimed in frustration. “Will you listen?”

      The man’s wings flared as he spun toward the woman, and light from the balcony cut across his face.

      Emi gasped in silent recognition. Yumei. His clothes and hair were different, but his face was unmistakable—as were those pale silver eyes.

      “I care not what you would say,” he snarled, fury vibrating through every word. “If you valued your life, you would not be here.”

      The woman planted her feet and folded her arms. A long katana and a shorter wakizashi were tied at her waist.

      “We were victorious.” She lifted her chin. “We claimed a great conquest, one that will not soon be forgotten, and the name of the Tengu—and the fear of him—will be written into the history books.”

      “You are a fool,” he spat.

      “Am I?” she shot back. “Do you claim not to relish our triumph over the arrogant kami, our destruction of their great shrine? Do you claim not to covet the prizes we won, the treasures and weapons and powerful enchantments that now belong to us?”

      “Treasures—of Izanagi.”

      “We defeated his shrine, his vassals, his barriers and protections. Why should we cower before him?”

      Yumei turned away from her. His wings snapped open and the black feathers dissolved into ribbons of power. The woman flared her wings, letting them fade into swirls of shadow as well.

      “I forbade you to attack the shrine.” His voice was suddenly soft—dangerously soft.

      “You left me no choice. I knew you would not let us die there, just as I knew your strength would prevail.” The woman pushed her shoulders back. “You have forgotten the glory of victory, my lord. You have done nothing but sit in this room and watch the seasons pass for too long, permitting the other daitengu to do as they please. It is time for you to awaken again. They need to see your strength, your power. The world needs to see it once again!”

      Yumei stared straight ahead, his back to his daitengu—his general. “You are a blind fool. I forbade you to attack the shrine not because victory was out of our reach, but because it would mean our destruction.”

      The woman retreated a step, her mouth opening.

      He turned back to her, unforgiving anger icing over his expression. “We prevailed only because Izanagi is not in this world. But now he will descend, and in restitution for our victory—for my violation of his treasured shrine—he will destroy me and everything that is mine. My lands, my armies. My generals.”

      “We—we will not be defeated by—”

      “We will. He will destroy everything. Anything less would be a message to all yokai, an invitation to raid and pillage all that belongs to kami and their servants.” He bared his teeth. “He will lay waste to all whom I command, all whom I protect, because you disobeyed me!”

      She stepped back from his savage ferocity. “Why did you join me, then? Why not let us die?”

      “It was already too late.”

      The shadows within the room thickened, rippling and dancing as they drew around him like a living cloak. He stepped toward the woman, his movements slow, smooth—predatory. Taking hold of the hilt at her hip, he drew the short wakizashi from its sheath with a metallic slither.

      The color drained from her cheeks. “My lord?”

      His expression was blank, merciless. He offered her the hilt. “Your choice, Saburo.”

      She sucked in a trembling breath. “My lord, you don’t … you wouldn’t …”

      “You betrayed me. You deserve not even this final chance to salvage your honor.”

      The woman’s face hardened with resolve. “I stand by my choice. What I did, I did for you, so your daitengu—and you—would remember your power.”

      He turned the wakizashi in his hand so the blade angled toward her unprotected abdomen. Her gaze darted from the blade to his face and her jaw quivered.

      “You have left me no other choice,” he said.

      “Yumei—”

      He slashed the blade across her stomach. Blood sprayed across the tatami mats and she fell to the floor, clutching her middle.

      Emi clapped her hands to her mouth, her head swimming. Yumei stood over the fallen woman, blood dripping from the sword, then he lifted the weapon a second time, the blade poised above her neck. Emi looked away, eyes squeezed shut as she wished desperately for this nightmare to end.

      No, not a nightmare, she realized. A memory—Yumei’s memory.

      Understanding brought with it the vision of the kanashibari sitting on Yumei’s chest, reaching for her. She was caught in the yokai’s spell, reliving Yumei’s past along with him.

      A thud drew her attention back to the room. Yumei had dropped the wakizashi beside the unmoving daitengu. He strode away from her, pulling the armor from his shoulders and throwing it aside. He stopped beside a pillar and faced the sunset beyond the open balcony doors, his back to the woman he had killed. Bracing his forearm on the pillar, he bowed his head, shoulders slumped in defeat.

      “Undone by a woman, Tengu?”

      The sound of that voice stole Emi’s breath.

      Yumei spun around. Across the room, the newcomer sauntered forward. Elegant white garments, the draping sleeves edged in embroidered flames, flowed around him. His long white hair was loosely bound behind his neck with a red tie and vulpine ears rose above his head.

      “Inari,” Yumei snarled.
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      Emi forced herself to inhale, the breath shuddering through her. Inari.

      She could never have imagined Shiro in such exquisite, regal attire, but Inari wore it without a hint of self-consciousness. His bound hair, longer than Yumei’s, fell almost to his waist.

      She leaned out a little farther, peering at him, but she couldn’t focus on his face, couldn’t even see his ruby eyes or the markings on his cheeks. In this memory-turned-dream, Yumei didn’t remember Inari’s face; not even powerful yokai could hold on to the memory of a Kunitsukami’s appearance indefinitely.

      “So,” Inari continued with a mocking edge as he stopped near the body on the floor, “your lovely daitengu assaulted Izanagi’s principal shrine, and you charged in after her, thereby condemning every life beneath you. How noble.”

      “As you no doubt already overheard,” Yumei replied acidly, “I joined her because it was too late. Whether I commanded the attack or not, Izanagi will not differentiate in his vengeance.”

      “Of course not. She was yours not only to command but to control, and you did neither.” Giving the crimson puddle a wide berth, Inari strolled around the room, examining the painted murals. “Why is it, Tengu, that she failed to obey you? It seems many of your daitengu have begun to stray.”

      “Why are you here, Inari?”

      “You have been unusually quiet of late. I have heard little of your conquests these past years.” Inari faced Yumei. “Do you tire of battles and blood?”

      “I have business to attend to. If you wish to be entertained, there are many opportunities in town.”

      “I am more than entertained already, Tengu,” Inari purred, ice and fire thrumming through his voice. “Such a fate you have called upon yourself. Izanagi’s vengeance will be spectacular. You have expanded your lands and armies to glorious heights these past thousand years, and yet once the Amatsukami of the Sky is finished, all that will remain is scorched earth and ashes.”

      “I cannot reverse what has been done,” Yumei snapped, his hands clenching into fists. “Find a new amusement, Kunitsukami.”

      Inari glided into motion again, circling the room and Yumei. Seeing Inari like this—taunting Yumei, digging at his vulnerabilities, pushing his temper ever closer to the surface—Shiro’s playful teasing no longer seemed as harmless. She now understood it was a gentler version of Inari’s cutting taunts. Where Shiro’s banter rarely incited more than irritation in Yumei, Inari was effortlessly provoking the Tengu into a rage.
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“What will you do, Tengu?” Inari asked, the question less caustic than his previous remarks. “There is time yet before Izanagi descends to wreak his vengeance.”

      Yumei’s eyes narrowed as he gauged the change in Inari’s tone. “I will save whatever I can.”

      Inari ceased pacing and ran a hand down a glossy pillar. “The glory of battle. The sweet rush of victory. The blood of your enemies upon the ground. They do not call to you as they once did, do they?”

      Stiffening, Yumei said nothing.

      “Your thoughts dwell not on the thirst for conquest but on the burdens already upon you, the lives and lands you rule. Your lovely daitengu mistress craved battle, but you, Tengu, have no fire left for the dance of life and death. It has been quenched beneath the weight of your duties as a sovereign lord.”

      Inari drifted toward Yumei. “You have matured beyond a savage conqueror. You have won all the lands you wish to hold—and more. You have gathered all the armies you wish to command—and more. What now inspires passion in you?”

      Chagrined surprise rippled across Yumei’s features. He didn’t need to confirm that Inari’s words rang with truth, for it was as obvious as the glare of the setting sun.

      “How long ago was it,” Inari continued, “that you realized you no longer wanted any of this?”

      Yumei’s expression hardened again. “You do not know of what you speak.”

      “Do I not?” Inari asked, amused. “Think, Tengu. Have you never wondered why we, the Kunitsukami, hold no lands? Why we command no armies? We could. If we desired it, we could rule all.”

      He swept an arm out, the long sleeve swaying. “Long ago we learned, as you have now learned, that such a fate is less than desirable. To rule … to command … You yearn for freedom again, Tengu. Tell me you do not.”

      For the first time, Yumei dropped his gaze, a concession of defeat, of acquiescing to Inari’s words.

      “So you desire escape from these burdens.” Inari slipped his hands into the opposite sleeves of his kimono. “In your apathy, you grew lax in your command of the daitengu, and now you will live just long enough to see it all destroyed. At the least, you will have your escape from the burdens of rule.”

      Yumei went rigid. “If you suggest I would care nothing for the loss of the lives under my—”

      “If you cared not for those lives, you would still be chasing the elusive euphoria of battle. However, Izanagi will come and he will destroy whatever of yours he can find.” Inari cocked his head. “But what if he were to find no target for his wrath?”

      Yumei’s brow furrowed.

      “Walk away, Tengu,” Inari crooned. “Abandon your lands. Abandon your armies. Disperse your daitengu, dissolve your rule.”

      Eyes widening, Yumei took a step back. “Abdicate?”

      “As you stand now, you are a grand target for Izanagi to crush. But give him no target and his vengeful ambitions will exhaust themselves swiftly. Some will die, certainly. Perhaps you yourself. But not all. He will not waste time or energy hunting the scattered remnants of your people.”

      “You speak madness,” Yumei barked. “Destroy all I hold myself before Izanagi can?”

      “Exactly.” Inari paced slowly around Yumei, a wolf circling his prey. “Why do you hesitate? I am offering you deliverance from the burdens of rule and a way to evade the fate you brought upon your sworn vassals and all those beneath them. Will you condemn them to protect your pride?”

      “Madness,” Yumei hissed, but a note of hesitation slipped into his voice. “Regardless of their restlessness, my daitengu’s loyalty cannot be so easily cast aside.”

      “Then go where they cannot follow. The dark places of Tsuchi have always welcomed you.”

      “Retreat to the depths of Tsuchi? A proposal as insane as your first.”

      Inari shrugged. “You escape a life you do not want and, in turn, most of your people will escape certain death. To what part do you object?”

      “Only you would advise something so … so …”

      “The sagacious Tengu, speechless before me. I am flattered.” Inari stepped closer, almost nose to nose with Yumei. “Decide, Tengu. What will you do?”

      Yumei bared his canines. “I will do as you bid me.”

      Inari stepped back, and briefly, the unsettling blur over his features cleared enough to reveal his wicked grin.

      “A prudent choice, Tengu.” He pivoted and swept away from Yumei. “Now that the impending doom you called upon so many lives has been soundly averted, I will take my leave.” He glanced back. “Or shall I first assist you in setting upon this audacious road?”

      He cast his hands upward. Fire sprang from his palms and splashed across the beautifully painted walls. Red flames roared as they raced up the wood, spewing smoke toward the ceiling. Yumei reeled back.

      “Allow me to commence the dismantlement of your empire, Tengu.” Inari’s grin sharpened until it cut like a blade. “Your palace will be Izanagi’s initial target, so let us expunge it first.”

      “Inari—” Yumei began, rage replacing his shock.

      “I suggest you evacuate your people.” Flames rippled up Inari’s arms and danced across his shoulders to form a twisting tangle of spectral tails behind him. “Farewell, Tengu. Perhaps we will meet again someday … if you survive Izanagi.”

      “Inari!” Yumei shouted.

      As the roaring blaze drowned out Inari’s laughter, flames exploded from the Kunitsukami. He vanished within the firestorm as it spiraled outward, swamping the room and engulfing the slain daitengu’s body.

      Yumei flinched back, shielding his face with his arms, and retreated to the nearest balcony. As the inferno devoured the room and black smoke boiled beneath the ceiling, ribbons of black power spiraled out from his shoulder blades, forming wings, and he vaulted over the railing, out of sight.

      Emi stumbled back, the long fall to the stone courtyard looming behind her. The scorching heat pushed her back against the railing. Far below, screams and shouts echoed from the watchtower and walls as soldiers spotted the flames. Fire scaled the walls and curled out the windows, taking hold of the roof.

      With a desperate glance back at the blaze, she threw herself over the balcony railing. Wind whipped over her as she plunged toward the courtyard, and with the stones rushing up to meet her, she screamed.
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* * *

      A scream burst from her throat and her eyes flew open. Her stomach swooped as she was violently swept into the air. Arms flailing, she caught a glimpse of Yumei and Shiro, the two kanashibari still crouched on their chests.

      The room spun, then all dizzying motion stopped. She twisted and gaped up at the familiar silvery hair and tiger ears of her rescuer.

      “Byakko!” she gasped.

      She’d half expected Susano, but Byakko would have been a sensible guess had she known he would return. The dark circles under his golden eyes suggested he’d rested little in the four days since she’d seen him. His steely glare fixed on the kanashibari as he pulled Emi back another step.

      The small yokai perched on top of Shiro hissed. She pressed a tiny hand to his face as his ears twitched and his brow wrinkled—the first sign of life from him. Heart leaping with hope, Emi squirmed in Byakko’s grip, opening her mouth to tell him to help Shiro and Yumei.

      But Byakko spoke first. “Hold him. He cannot wake yet.”

      Confusion stole her voice. His words didn’t make any sense.

      Byakko lifted her off the floor with one arm, pinning her against him. In his other hand he held a rectangle of white paper—an ofuda talisman. He slapped it onto her sternum, just above her kimono collar, and uttered an invocation.

      Hot power slammed through her like a bolt of lightning. She arched, another scream ripping from her. The spell dug hooks of magic into her core, stringing razor wires through her chest, and the heat of Amaterasu’s ki vanished. She sagged in his grip, panting and lightheaded as invisible razors cut her with each breath. He had bound Amaterasu’s magic—and Emi realized too late that he wasn’t here to rescue her.

      “He wakes!” a high-pitched voice wailed.

      Emi jerked her head up. The kanashibari on Shiro had both hands splayed over the sides of his head. His ruby irises gleamed as his eyes opened halfway—dull and drowsy, but open.

      “Shiro!” she screamed. “Wake up!”

      Byakko yanked her back. “Hold them,” he snarled. “As long as you can!”

      The kanashibari leaned over Shiro, dark magic rippling beneath her fingers. The crimson markings on his face glowed in response.

      “Shiro!”

      Carrying Emi with him, Byakko lunged through the open garden doors and into the howling storm. She struggled in vain, her arms pinned and his yokai strength impossible to fight. She tried desperately to purify the spell binding her, but it had been only a few hours since Yumei had drained most of her ki. She instead called for the wind to help her.

      Byakko launched upward and a gust surged under them—answering his will, not hers. He was a wind elemental, which meant she, a human, had no chance of wresting control from him. With the aid of the gusting storm, he raced into the sky, dashing above the treetops.

      “What are you doing?” she yelled over the raging squall.

      A vein throbbed in his cheek. “I will not ask your forgiveness, kamigakari. I do what I must.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Behind them, through the curtains of whirling snow, red light illuminated the darkness. A tower of fire erupted into the night sky, spitting flaming debris in every direction. She gasped, praying Shiro hadn’t forgotten Yumei was also in the room before unleashing that inferno.

      Baring his teeth, Byakko sprinted even faster on the wind. Cold, alien magic rushed over her and was gone as quickly as it had come. They had left Tsuchi. Speeding through the heavy snowfall, they descended into a dark valley. Emi fought to free an arm so she could rip the ofuda off and free Amaterasu’s ki, but Byakko held her tight.

      Distant light reflected on a snaking band of darkness below—a river. Byakko dropped from the sky and landed in the deep snow a dozen yards from the bank. The storm raged around them, hurling icy pellets in their faces. Crushing Emi against his side, he raised his other hand and gestured as though sweeping aside a curtain.

      The wind dispersed and the snow thinned, revealing two nearly invisible figures standing by the water’s edge. The shivering warmth of unfamiliar kami power slid across Emi’s senses.

      Byakko dumped her on her feet. He grabbed her hair and, in a flash, drew his sword. The cold steel edge touched her throat.

      “I have the kamigakari, alive and unharmed.” His deep voice was harsh, almost unrecognizable. “Now return him.”

      “First give us the kamigakari,” one of the dark figures said, his form scarcely discernible through the darkness and snow.

      “Not until I have him.” Byakko pulled on her hair, forcing her head back. “Do not tarry. Inari hunts us and he is too attuned to her ki for the storm to hide her trail for long.”

      “Fine.” The figure lifted one hand.

      Behind him, the dark surface of the river roiled. Water swelled upward in a churning wave that arced over the heads of the kami like a great tentacle. A shape fell from within the water and landed with a wet thump between Byakko and the two figures. The coiling water retracted into the river and settled into a normal current.

      Byakko pushed Emi forward. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably from the cold and her legs shook with each step. Weakness pulsed through her, as did the cutting pain of the ofuda spell.

      He steered her toward the unmoving object that the river had ejected. When he stopped, the sword at her neck pulled back and his grip on her hair loosened.

      “Is he alive?” he whispered.

      With her head freed, she looked down. At her feet was the crumpled body of a boy. White tiger ears protruded from his pale hair and dark stripes marked his cheeks. The child could only be Byakko’s son.

      She leaned down and held her icy fingers against the boy’s nose and mouth until she felt the faint warmth of his breath.

      She straightened and whispered back, “He’s alive.”

      Byakko returned the sword to her throat, barely touching her skin with the deadly edge.

      “We have returned your offspring,” the kami waiting by the river said. “The kamigakari is ours.”

      Byakko leaned close, his sword wavering slightly, and his next words were almost soundless. “I am so sorry, Emi.”

      The blade vanished from her neck and Byakko scooped his son off the ground. He bolted for the trees.

      The river surged to life a second time. Spirals of water jetted toward the yokai like striking snakes, but the wind returned with a roar. A tornado tore through the waterspouts, sending icy liquid flying.

      Then Byakko was gone, vanishing into the dark forest, and Emi was alone.

      “Let him go,” one kami told the other. “Inari will kill him for us.”

      The tentacles of water crashed to the ground, drenching Emi in freezing liquid. She spun on shaky legs and darted after Byakko.

      A puddle in her path rose and smashed into her like a breaking wave. She hit the ground on her back, and agony shot through her from the ofuda spell.

      Two faces appeared above her—beautiful, inhuman kami faces. One of the men reached down.

      “No!” she gasped, throwing her hands up.

      The second kami grabbed her wrists and pulled her arms above her head. She thrashed as the first kami’s hand descended toward her. He was going to kill her.

      He tore the ofuda from her skin. The slicing wires of magic crisscrossing her torso dissolved and urgent heat pulsed through her kamigakari mark. Amaterasu’s ki flared, rising to defend her.

      The kami pressed his fingers to her chest and light ignited, illuminating both men. Magic speared her and raced up her spine into her skull. Everything turned white and numb, and she knew nothing more.
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      A dull, rhythmic roaring rose and fell, the sound seeping through the lethargic drowsiness that weighed down her mind and body like a heavy blanket. As lingering fear gathered within her, Emi struggled toward consciousness. She needed to wake up.

      With gargantuan effort, she pried her eyelids open.

      Golden sunlight illuminated the crossbeams of an unfamiliar ceiling. She blinked slowly. Competing with her sizzling fear, hollow hunger ached in her belly and her mouth was parched.

      Beneath her, a crisp white futon and pillow smelled of fresh linen. The small room was traditional in style with tatami floors, rustic wood walls, and a pair of sliding doors across from her. Slivers of light leaked in through a window above her head and, hanging in an alcove, a painting featured orange fish swimming in a current.

      She stared, at a complete loss. Hadn’t Byakko turned her over to a pair of kami? Why was she still alive? Where was she?

      Wincing at the weakness in her limbs, she labored to stand. Mud splattered her rumpled peach kimono and leaves from her fall by the river were tangled in her loose hair. She wobbled to the window and opened the sliding panels, surprised to find a heavy wooden shutter on the other side. She pushed the shutter upward, flooding the room with dazzling sunlight. The rhythmic roaring drastically increased in volume.

      Outside the window, sparkling blue water stretched endlessly beneath a vibrant sky dotted with pale clouds. Below, a rocky cliff plunged a hundred feet into waves that hurled themselves against the shore in a continuous surge of frothy water and roiling currents.

      She let the shutter fall closed. No land was visible upon that unbroken ocean horizon. Clamping down on her panic before it could grow out of control, she crossed to the door and cautiously cracked it open. The wide corridor with wooden floors and paneled walls was empty. She slid the door open another foot and glanced along the hall, thinking her room had been left unguarded.

      The air rippled. Two inexplicable blue orbs hovered six feet above the floor—then her eyes refocused, seeing what she hadn’t seen before.

      A transparent snake with glowing eyes hovered in the hall. As thick as her body and fifteen feet long, it was almost invisible except when it shifted. Even the smallest movements caused its body to glisten like water.

      Because it was water. Her chest constricted as though already bound in the snake’s coils. A serpent formed entirely of water. In the region of its throat, an oblong shape emanated pale light. As she hung half out the door, frozen in place, the elemental creature slid closer, its transparent body shining. Its jaws opened and light refracted out of its mouth.

      She jerked back inside and slammed the door shut, breathing too fast. Backing away, she checked her sleeves for ofuda, but found none. To make it past the water serpent, she would have to rely on Amaterasu’s wind magic.

      She turned her attention inward, where warm kami power normally waited, but felt nothing.

      Gulping down her sudden terror, she pulled the collars of her kimono apart. Her kamigakari mark, a black symbol on top of her heart, was partially obscured by a blood-red rune.

      “What?” she gasped.

      Cautiously, she touched one of the red lines, feeling only her skin. She scrubbed at the new symbol with her thumb, then dragged her nails across it, trying to scrape it away. It was as permanent as a tattoo.

      Hands shaking, she realigned the front of her kimono and again reached for Amaterasu’s power. She could feel the faint beat of her own weak ki but not the breathtaking heat of Amatsukami magic. The red symbol had to be blocking her connection to Amaterasu.

      A loud tapping shattered the quiet and the bedroom door slid open.

      A man, his handsome face clearly touched by the divinity of a kami, stood in the threshold, dressed in fine, sohei-like garments in ocean-blue shades. He offered a shallow bow of greeting, little more than a dip of his head.

      Caught off guard by her enemy’s manners, she automatically returned a deeper bow.

      “Come with me.” He turned and, without waiting to see if she would follow, walked away.

      Her pulse rushed in her ears, and she reluctantly started after him. As she stepped out of the room, the shimmering water serpent watched her every move. She rushed after the kami and in eerie silence, the snake glided after them.

      The kami led her down the long, polished corridor to a flight of wooden stairs. She quickened her steps and glanced back to see the serpent still in unhurried pursuit.

      “Excuse me,” she began hesitantly. “What is—”

      “I am not the one to answer your questions,” the kami interrupted with finality.

      She bit back the queries building up on her tongue. After ascending three stories, the kami opened the sliding doors at the end of a hallway. A cool, salty breeze snuck inside, teasing her hair. Beyond the threshold, three wings of the house framed a large courtyard, and paneled walkways lined each wall. A square gazebo with a peaked roof and curling eaves occupied the gap at the far end. A rock garden dominated most of the courtyard, the bed of groomed sand circling carefully placed stones to create a scene of stark, serene beauty.

      Halting at a path of steppingstones, the kami gave her another slight bow. After a brief hesitation, she stepped from the walkway onto the first stone. Lifting the hem of her kimono so it wouldn’t disturb the sand, she crossed the stones to the gazebo. The kami—and the water serpent hovering behind him—did not follow.

      Alone, she stopped at the wooden structure, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the pleasant shadows beneath the roof.

      A man, dressed in the finest blue and white robes, sat at a low table with his back to her, facing the far end of the gazebo. Framed between the roof posts was a spectacular view of the rocky coast. The surf crashed incessantly against unyielding stone, the froth flowing and dancing with each wave.

      The man turned and his dark eyes met hers. As sudden as a storm breaking, she felt it: the sizzling weight of magic, the electric presence of impossibly vast power.

      She didn’t know why she was here. She didn’t know his intentions. But, enemy or not, she couldn’t disrespect an Amatsukami. She stepped into the gazebo, sank to her knees, and bowed until her forehead nearly touched the floor. Awareness of her sorry state—tangled hair and mud-splatted kimono—heightened her feelings of vulnerability.

      “Rise, Kamigakari Kimura.”

      She sat up and when he gestured gracefully to the cushion opposite him, she warily moved to it and knelt, the low table between them. Even without the other signs, she would have recognized this Amatsukami as Tsukiyomi of the Water simply by the aura of tranquility that surrounded him.

      “How do you fare, kamigakari?” His voice, as low and soft as the song of a creek over pebbles, was as exquisitely pleasing as his striking face. His features were smooth and young, though he had possessed his current kamigakari for many decades. His long hair was tied back, but unlike his ageless face, silver threaded the dark strands in uneven streaks.

      “How … how do I fare?” she repeated.

      “Your ki was dangerously depleted when you arrived.” He reached for the tea set by his elbow and began preparing the beverage. “Have you recovered your strength?”

      “Oh.” She twisted her hands together. “Yes, I feel much better. How—how long was I asleep?”

      He added powdered tea to two cups. “Several days.”

      “Days?”

      “In your weakened condition, an unexpected relocation would have been perilously stressful. For your safety and health, I ensured you remained asleep.”

      As she watched him pour steaming water into the cups, her hand crept up to grip the front of her kimono. “Did you also put a spell on my kamigakari mark?”

      He nodded placidly. “You have no need of my sister’s ki here.”

      “Where is ‘here’? The Sabuten Islands?” Her question came out as an accusatory demand. Uzume had told Emi to look for Tsukiyomi and his prisoner—Sarutahiko, the leader of the Kunitsukami—near the Sabuten Islands.

      Tsukiyomi whisked the tea and hot water together, then placed a cup in front of her. “The Sabuten Islands are farther west, closer to the mainland.”

      She hid her chagrin behind a sip of bitter tea, resisting the urge to gulp it. If this island was that far from the mainland, could Shiro, Yumei, and Susano find it?

      Setting her cup down, she abandoned the pretense of polite conversation. “Why did you bring me here?”

      Tsukiyomi’s gaze drifted toward the ocean. “Izanami would prefer I eliminate you. However, I do not wish to cause my sister more pain, and for reasons that are difficult for me to grasp, she anguishes over your suffering. Therefore, I will keep you here, safe and unharmed, until the solstice.”

      “The solstice?” she repeated, her skin chilling from more than the breeze.

      “After the solstice, you will no longer require guardianship.”

      “Because Izanami is planning to descend on the Bridge to Heaven,” she said urgently. “Amaterasu told me. Izanami will destroy the world and—”

      “Izanami neither plans nor intends to harm this world,” he interrupted.

      “But—but don’t you know what will happen when she descends with her real body? She’ll—”

      “I am well informed as to what her descent will entail for this world,” Tsukiyomi cut in calmly. “My sister sees only what will be lost and not what will be gained.”

      “Gained? But what—”

      “Upon Izanami’s descent, kamigakari will cease to be necessary. You will be free to return to a normal human life and live out your remaining mortal days.”

      Her heart gave an off-kilter thump at his words. No longer be a kamigakari? Her life wouldn’t end on the solstice?

      “Your survival is my gift to my sister,” he continued. “She will come, in time, to see the value of this future. Thus, until the solstice, you will remain under my protection.”

      Her mouth opened and closed, but she couldn’t find her voice.

      “Let go of your fervor to fulfill my sister’s commands.” He sipped his tea. “This island is protected by a barrier that not even a Kunitsukami can detect; they will see and sense only ocean. Discard your hope that they will find you.”

      Placing his cup on the tabletop, he folded his hands. “My vassals will see to your comfort, and I suggest you use this time to rejuvenate your weary body and spirit. Stay within the house. My shikigami will not allow you to leave it, and it may harm you if you try.”

      “Shikigami?” she whispered weakly.

      “The water spirit guarding you. It will follow you whenever you leave your room.” He shifted back toward the ocean view. “I imagine you would like to bathe and eat. My vassal will return with you to your room. Inform him of anything you require.”

      Recognizing her dismissal, Emi bowed and stood, too numb to speak. She stumbled back across the steppingstones and stopped in front of the kami waiting by the doors. The strange water serpent watched her with glowing eyes.

      A barrier hid the whole island from yokai senses. If she couldn’t find a way to escape before the solstice, she wouldn’t have to die. Instead, she would keep her life but lose everything that made it worth living.
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      Sprawled across her futon, Emi stared despondently at the ceiling.

      For nights now—had it been four? Five?—she had dreamed of drowning in violent ocean waves, of being swallowed by a serpent of water, of burning alive as red flames devoured a beautiful palace. She had dreamed of a sword slicing through her abdomen while merciless silver eyes watched her fall.

      Throwing off the blankets, she rolled out of bed. With waves crashing against the cliffs outside her window, she dressed in a simple kimono from the well-stocked closet and slipped out of the room.

      In the hallway, the water serpent waited, and as she padded to a long staircase, it followed close behind her. Tsukiyomi had called it a water spirit, but she associated spirits with yokai, and the serpent was definitely not a yokai. Whatever it was, it existed only to guard her.

      Even in the dim light of the few lanterns still lit in the corridors, she had no difficulty finding her way to the third story. She had explored the entire manor over the past few days, investigating every room and closet and spying out of every window. The sprawling house sat upon the higher, flatter half of the tiny island, while jutting rock formations sloped steeply toward sea level on the other side.

      She opened a sliding door and stepped onto a spacious balcony. The restless breeze, refreshingly cool, tickled her face, the southern weather more reminiscent of late summer than early winter. She rubbed her eyes to clear the fog of nightmares, exhausted from reliving memories she’d never been meant to witness.

      Despite the other worries occupying her thoughts, her shared dream with Yumei had been weighing heavily on her mind. Shiro had told her the Tengu of centuries past was far more ruthless than the yokai she knew, but seeing it herself had been something else. His daitengu’s intentions hadn’t been malicious—misguided, yes, but not spiteful—yet he had slain her. She bit her lip as she remembered him offering her the sword first. Seppuku, ritual suicide, had once been a common way for fallen warriors to salvage their honor. It was also a method of execution.

      In the dream, she had also seen Shiro’s past self. Like in Amaterasu’s memory, Inari was similar to Shiro, but also so different. Inari had shown little sympathy for Yumei’s inevitable doom at Izanagi’s hands—had even mocked him—yet he’d offered Yumei a way out. A preposterous suggestion, but a way out nonetheless. And then he had burned Yumei’s castle to the ground, an act of destruction that would prevent hundreds of needless yokai deaths.

      She absently slid a lock of hair through her fingers as she watched the moonlight reflecting off the ocean. Cutting loneliness competed with restless urgency that bordered on panic. Time was slipping away. Awash in a frightening sameness that confused her memory, her days of imprisonment on this island had begun to blur. She didn’t know how long she had slept under Tsukiyomi’s spell or how many days had passed since waking.

      And she was no closer to regaining her freedom now than on the first day.

      Despite her careful search of the manor, she had found nothing helpful. The small dock she’d spotted on the opposite shore was devoid of any boats. Within the house, she’d uncovered no weapons, no way to escape, and no signs of how Tsukiyomi maintained the barrier around the island.

      She scanned the rocky shore, probing the shadows yet again. She was trapped here, but she wasn’t Tsukiyomi’s only prisoner. Somewhere on this island, Sarutahiko was also confined.

      Around two years ago, Izanami and the spider witch Jorogumo had ambushed the Kunitsukami of the Mountain. Jorogumo’s venomous bite had plunged Sarutahiko into an endless sleep, and Izanami had given the unconscious Kunitsukami to Tsukiyomi for safekeeping until the solstice. Deep in Tsuchi, Uzume stood guard over the lone healing blossom of a rare tree while she waited for Emi to bring her husband to her for revival.

      Sarutahiko was not imprisoned inside the house. He had to be somewhere else on the island, but with the tireless serpent guard following her everywhere, Emi had yet to set foot outside.

      She paced the length of the balcony. Regardless of whether Shiro, Yumei, and Susano had any idea where she was, they would eventually head this way in search of Sarutahiko. She had to ensure that when they got here, they could find the island. To do that, she needed to get through the barrier.

      Her gaze rose to the bright moon. Where was Shiro now? Was he searching for her, or had he turned his attention to finding Sarutahiko? She wouldn’t blame him if he had. Saving the leader of the Kunitsukami, the only one who might know how to stop Izanami from opening the Bridge to Heaven, was far more important than saving her. She had little role left to play in this war of the heavens and earth. Once she removed the last loop of the onenju from Shiro, her only task would be to survive.

      Pivoting on her heel, she strode through the balcony doors. To accomplish anything, she had to get out of this house. And that meant discovering exactly how dangerous a shikigami could be.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Emi pressed the tip of the paintbrush to the floorboards. It glided smoothly over the polished wood, leaving a streak of stark black ink in its wake. Carefully balancing the ink stone in one hand so the liquid wouldn’t splash out and ruin her work, she drew the last line and stepped back.

      The marugata spanned the full width of the corridor. She only knew how to make one kind of exorcism circle—a simple spell to immobilize any yokai that entered it—and she had no idea if it would work on an elemental spirit. Soon she would find out.

      Ten paces down the hall, the water serpent watched her. It hadn’t reacted when she stole the brush and ink supplies, or when she began painting the floor. She suspected that, whatever the spirit was, it was too simpleminded to understand anything she did—besides leaving the house.

      Setting her supplies by the wall, she gave her marugata a final examination, then faced the double doors at the end of the corridor. When she attempted to leave, one of three things would happen: the serpent would glide right across the marugata, unaffected; it would detour to a different exit; or it would get stuck in the circle.

      With a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders, set her feet, and launched into a sprint.

      The serpent hissed furiously. She glanced over her shoulder as it rushed directly into the circle. The lines glowed and the snake jerked to a stop, writhing in place as though pinned to the floor.

      It wasn’t completely immobilized, but at least it wasn’t chasing her. She ripped the front door open and flew outside, a chilly wind snagging at her hair. Dark shadows clung to the rocky bluffs and the setting sun cast a red film over the ocean. The gravel path sloped toward the opposite end of the island.

      With a steep drop to the water on one side, she ran along the trail toward the shadowy dock, silhouetted against the water. She didn’t know exactly what she was searching for, but she had to find something—some clue as to how Tsukiyomi had created the barrier around the island.

      As the downward grade grew more severe, she slipped on the loose gravel. With flailing arms, she grabbed a narrow sapling for balance, almost snapping it. As its narrow branches, bedecked in yellow leaves yet to fall, shook violently, she glimpsed something beyond it.

      The path forked, and a second trail disappeared among the boulders and trees. She looked to the dock, fifty yards away, torn over which path to take. With a frustrated huff, she raced down the second trail.

      Beyond a rocky outcropping that hid it from view, a rundown storehouse nestled among dark stone. With rotting wood and peeling paint, it clearly hadn’t been maintained with the same care as the house. Enduring a bite of disappointment, she turned to go back, but then spotted a clear footprint in the wet gravel. Someone had been this way recently.

      She hurried up the steps and grabbed the door. Grinding loudly, it reluctantly slid open. Orange light from the sunset bathed the interior. Lining the walls, sturdy shelves were stacked with boxes—old wooden crates and cardboard containers that had absorbed too much moisture from the humid air.

      She stepped inside, covering her mouth with one sleeve. It was just a dirty, abandoned storehouse. A darker shadow in the corner drew her attention. At the back of the room was a dark hole in the floor—a staircase leading underground. Surprised that an ancient storehouse would have a cellar—underground levels were exceedingly uncommon—she peered into the shadows. A bluish light emanated from below.

      With uneasy excitement, she stepped down. Her foot landed in a puddle on the first stair and slipped out from under her. In a wild attempt to catch herself, she grabbed the nearest crate. The rotten wood tore away and she fell hard on her backside. A collection of damp, moldy books with leather covers tumbled down on her head.

      She shoved the disgusting tomes off her lap, scanning the disintegrated titles. Light from the open doors caught on one of the covers, illuminating a smudged word: Shikigami.

      After a quick double take, she grabbed the tiny book and shoved it under her obi at the small of her back to examine later, then stepped carefully onto the slick steps. Despite the dim light coming from below, thick darkness engulfed her as she descended. Stretching one hand out, the other hand sliding along the wall beside her, she crept down until there were no more steps.

      Across a small open space was a heavy wooden door. A circle, inscribed with unfamiliar runes and symbols, spanned the width of the wood, the lines emitting dim blue light.

      Aside from the door, the only other objects were two large wooden barrels filled with water. Stepping between them, she faced the glowing inscription. A protected room in an out-of-sight location. Could this be where Tsukiyomi was keeping Sarutahiko?

      She doubted she could open the door with that spell, but she didn’t want to leave without trying. Cautiously, she lifted her hand and touched the damp wood.

      The circle flashed brightly. She snatched her hand back too late. With a gurgling roar, water leaped out of the barrels and slammed into her. She crashed to the floor. As she shoved herself up, the water rose with her, encircling her head and torso.

      She writhed madly, trying to escape the liquid wrapped around her like a living thing. She couldn’t get it off, couldn’t escape it. It pushed into her nose and mouth and she had to clench her throat to protect her lungs, though they burned desperately.

      Shukusei no tama, she cried in her head, trying to break the spell with a purification incantation, but despite the flutter of ki in her center, nothing happened.

      Falling to her knees, she crawled frantically for the stairs but the water surged all around her, smashing into her like waves without ever releasing its grip on her body. Light popped in her vision, her lungs screamed, and her diaphragm tightened with the need to take a breath.

      Liquid flooded her throat and she collapsed, drowning in water she couldn’t escape.

      Light bloomed in the cellar and the water encasing her splashed to the floor. Emi rolled onto her stomach, gasping and coughing. Eyes watering, she forced her head up.

      Tsukiyomi stood at the base of the stairs, his face in shadow. Behind him on the steps, two kami waited, one holding a lantern.

      “Kamigakari,” the Amatsukami said, his deep voice betraying no ire. “Come.”

      He turned. His kami preceded him up the steps and none of them looked back to ensure Emi was following. As she pushed herself upright with trembling arms, the deep puddle crawled over the sides of the barrels and refilled them, leaving the floor only slightly damp. Her clothes were almost dry, despite being drenched moments before.

      Holding one hand against her tender throat, she staggered up the stairs. Tsukiyomi and his kami waited for her outside and as soon as she appeared, the Amatsukami swept down the path, his robes flowing behind him. In the house, he led her past the faded remains of her marugata, already washed from the floorboards.

      When they reached her room, he pulled the door open and stepped aside.

      “Though I had hoped it would not be necessary, you will henceforth remain confined to this room. My vassals will visit periodically to see to your needs. Do not leave the room otherwise.”

      Her hands curled into fists. “You have Sarutahiko locked in that cellar, don’t you?”

      He lifted his hand toward her room, the command obvious.

      “Why are you helping Izanami?” she demanded. “How can you betray Amaterasu like this?”

      Though Tsukiyomi had seemed nearly impossible to agitate or fluster, at the word “betray,” his expression hardened.

      His face swiftly cleared again, his displeasure replaced by consideration. “Come, kamigakari.”

      She followed him along the corridor to a small room with a low table and several cushions surrounding it. When he sat, she reluctantly sank down across from him. At his wordless gesture, one of the kami swiftly retreated. The other waited in the hall.

      Tsukiyomi gazed absently at a scroll on the wall. She fought the urge to fidget, waiting with growing impatience. Finally, the kami returned with a tea tray. Once he had set it on the table, bowed, and left, the Kunitsukami spoke.

      “You believe,” he murmured as he prepared drinks for them, “that Izanami will descend to your realm in full divinity and proceed to destroy it.”

      He poured water into the cups and whisked it. “You are misinformed as to her intent. Izanami has no desire to glory in her power over humans or oversee your destruction. She intends to save this world—the forests and oceans, the mountains and skies. She wishes to save the land and all its creatures, humankind included.”

      Emi accepted the cup he passed her. “I don’t understand.”

      “Izanami is the Amatsukami of the Earth. She considers this realm hers to protect, but her power is no longer enough to defend it.”

      He fell silent as he finished preparing his own tea and took several sips. “Humans are strange beings. They reproduce swiftly and gather in excessively large numbers, and as they expand, they devour the land upon which they live. Resources consumed, nature destroyed, earth polluted. Humanity suffers. The earth suffers.”

      She sipped her tea, his bleak perspective on humankind surprising her.

      “The Kunitsukami swore many eons ago to shun rule, and so choose to do nothing. Izanami, as the ultimate caretaker of Earth, is bound to protect this world, and to do so she requires more power than she can achieve through a kamigakari. She sees this as a sacrifice she must make to fulfill her duty. Once she descends to this realm on the Bridge to Heaven, she will never be able to return to Takamahara.”

      Emi straightened. “Never?”

      “Takamahara will not accept her once she has touched this land. She does not undertake this obligation lightly or for personal gain. What does she gain but exile? Yet she believes it is necessary. She will do what she must, regardless of the personal cost.”

      Emi pursed her lips. “What do you believe?”

      “Without intervention, humanity will bring their world to ruin. Still, I would not walk the same path as Izanami to prevent it.”

      “Why are you helping her, then?”

      “I am minimally invested in the fortunes of humankind,” he murmured. “However, my sister … Amaterasu has always felt a peculiar compassion for humanity, a tender bond with your fragile and often violent kind. For countless years, she has watched over humans, guided them, protected them … yet they die. They slay their kin. They fall into illness or dark misdeeds.

      “It wounds her, my gentle sister. She cares too deeply, and humans cause her naught but pain. A human’s grief lasts only a few decades before death, but a kami’s grief is eternal. I will do what I can to end the ever-growing burden of grief upon my sister’s shoulders. Izanami will end humanity’s suffering and, by extension, my sister’s.”

      “But—but it won’t end Amaterasu’s suffering.” Emi squeezed her cup in her hands. “She’ll never condone humans being reduced to puppets.”

      “My sister will come to see this is the best path. The transition may be difficult, but Izanami will bring balance and peace to humankind.”

      Desperation crept into Emi’s voice. “But we’ll lose our free will.”

      “An unfortunate necessity,” he replied calmly. “Humanity has grown weak and impure, with too few left who care to preserve the harmony of the natural world. In their weakness, they are corrupted by greed, lust, fear, even malice. They lack the conviction to save their world, or themselves, by their own strength.

      “You as well, kamigakari, lack conviction. Your ki is threaded with doubt and conflict.” His features softened. “The blame for that, however, falls upon your teachers more than you.”

      An unpleasant sinking feeling pulled at her innards. “What do you mean?”

      “For many generations now, the shrines have sought to shield their kamigakari from corruption. Instead of nurturing purity from within, they limit the kamigakari’s exposure to temptation or even hardship. Thus, they ensure the vessel’s survival, but at a cost.”

      “But …” Shock numbed her thoughts and she struggled to respond. “But isn’t it necessary to avoid corruption?”

      “Purity and morality are not synonymous. Purity is born of pure intent, of faith and confidence in one’s choices. When one acts with conviction, his ki will be pure and powerful, and that, kamigakari, is the source of all strength.”

      Her head spun with ideas that ran counter to a lifetime of training at the shrines. Unbidden, from a memory that almost seemed to come from another life, Shiro’s voice murmured. Actions change our course, influence our futures, but intentions define us, empower us. Without intent, we are nothing.

      If intent and conviction were the true source of purity, why was her ki tainted with doubt?

      She lifted her chin. “What strength I have, I’ll use to fight Izanami. Just like Amaterasu will fight.”

      Tsukiyomi sighed and rose to his feet. “It is time for you to return to your room. Do not leave without my invitation.”

      Emi bowed as he left. The kami waiting in the hall escorted her back to her room and closed the door. She stood at the foot of the futon with her arms wrapped around herself, listening to the soft roar of the waves.

      The shrines hadn’t so much as mentioned that unwavering conviction, not adherence to moral rules, was the path to pure ki. If Tsukiyomi was right, Ishida had deliberately kept her sheltered in a safe bubble where her strength would never be tested, where she would never be at risk of weakness or impurity. But she wasn’t safe at the shrines anymore.

      If her ki and purity really were compromised by doubt and conflict, she feared she knew exactly where it had originated. Yet she couldn’t stop the longing and loneliness that ached deep in her heart. When she closed her eyes, she still saw Shiro’s face.
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      Though Emi had failed to reach Sarutahiko or find Tsukiyomi’s barrier around the island, her excursion hadn’t been a complete waste: she’d smuggled the small book from the storehouse back to her room.

      After skimming through the damp pages, she began the painful process of reading what content remained decipherable. For the rest of the night and the following morning, she crawled through page after faded page of ancient, handwritten text. Using the supplies she had collected on her previous explorations of the house, she jotted notes on the most pertinent information.

      Hours later, she leaned back against the wall and closed her exhausted eyes as she tapped an ink brush against her lips. A scant page of her neat handwriting filled the paper beside her: all the information she had gathered about shikigami.

      It wasn’t much. The book described numerous spiritual arts, shikigami being only one, but she had finally learned what the water serpent outside her door was.

      A shikigami was an extension of a kami’s ki given its own form. It could be controlled by the kami or created to independently fulfill a specific purpose. In the case of the water serpent, Tsukiyomi had commanded it to follow Emi and prevent her from leaving the house. According to the book, kami mainly used shikigami to defend their fragile host bodies in battle, though summoning one required a certain amount of preparation.

      The text—what had survived years of mistreatment—offered no suggestions on how to destroy a shikigami. Emi nibbled the end of the brush. Her marugata had worked on the water serpent, but she doubted she could escape that way a second time. Now that she was confined to her room, her options were further limited.

      The symbol Tsukiyomi had inflicted on her kamigakari mark blocked her access to Amaterasu’s power, and though Emi had summoned the wind on her own several times, she didn’t understand how it worked. Despite her many attempts since waking up on the island, she hadn’t succeeded in calling it again. But what if she could draw on the power of the wind in a different way?

      Amaterasu’s ki still lay dormant inside Emi, even if she couldn’t directly use it. And according to Yumei, Emi’s own ki had flavors of kami too. If she could create her own shikigami, she would have a way to fight.

      She flopped down on the futon and opened the book to a marked page. The process of making a shikigami was a cross between creating an ofuda and a marugata. Three circles were drawn on a sheet of white paper and within them were inscribed the key elements of the shikigami: the creator, the form, and the command.

      The book was not an instruction manual. It described the making of a shikigami in general terms but didn’t provide step-by-step directions. She wanted to control the shikigami directly, but the book didn’t explain how to do that. It didn’t explain much of anything.

      After a kami delivered her lunch, she spread her materials across the floor. With careful precision, she drew three circles and inscribed her name, “wind,” and “protect” inside them. She figured she would start with a command and if she could summon a functional shikigami, she would go from there.

      To activate the talisman, the creator sealed it with blood. Nerves churned in her stomach. Blood magic was dangerous and she didn’t know enough about it to be experimenting. But what choice did she have?

      When a brief search of her room produced nothing resembling a knife, she broke the teacup from her lunch and selected the largest shard. Returning to her shikigami inscription, she pushed her sleeve up and touched the shard’s point to her forearm. She nicked her skin, waited for blood to well, then tipped her arm. A small droplet landed in the middle circle.

      She held her breath as the seconds ticked by. Nothing happened.

      Muttering, she flipped through several pages of the book, examining the examples of shikigami inscriptions. Some contained additional symbols and markings, some didn’t. She pressed her thumb to the tiny cut on her arm. What if, like a marugata, each stroke of the inscription had to be drawn in a specific order? The book didn’t say.

      Throughout the afternoon, she experimented with the shikigami ofuda, but no matter what she inscribed or where she splattered her blood, the paper remained inert. Surrounded by crumpled attempts and with her wrist wrapped in a red-spotted scrap of cloth, she collapsed onto her futon in an exhausted sleep.

      The days slipped by, blurring together as she struggled with the shikigami ofuda. After every half-dozen attempts, she scoured the book again, hoping desperately to find some tidbit of information that would explain what she was doing wrong. Was she supposed to speak an incantation? Was she missing part of the inscription? Was she drawing the symbols in the wrong order? It could be anything.

      She had no choice but to keep trying. Hunched over the low table with what seemed like her hundredth attempt at the spell sitting in front of her, she rubbed an ink-stained hand across her face. Behind her, near the door, her untouched dinner sat where a kami vassal had left it hours ago. In another hour or so, he would return for the tray and escort her to the bathroom, as he had the previous evenings.

      She held the brush above the third circle and carefully wrote the character for “defend.” She’d tried a dozen different words without results. Already expecting another failure, she picked up her shard of broken teacup and looked at the underside of her forearm. Unwilling to again reopen one of the small, sore cuts edged with puffy red skin, she set the point on a new spot and dug it in.

      Pain stung her arm and blood welled—much faster than it should have. She lifted the shard and a track of crimson snaked down her arm. In her anger, she had sliced too deep. Hissing irritably, she let a few drops fall onto the paper, then grabbed her makeshift bandage and pressed it against the cut.

      The red stain absorbed into the paper and, as usual, nothing happened.

      Her hands clenched and her fingers dug into her cut arm. Frustration and despair lanced her, followed by a wave of unreasonable anger. This was impossible! Everything was impossible! Izanami would descend and destroy the world, and Emi couldn’t do a thing to stop it.

      Furious tears stung her eyes and she jerkily twisted the cloth around her arm to stem the bleeding. Snatching another piece of paper—one of only a few sheets left—she slapped it on the table and wet her brush. She glared at the blank page, breathing hard through her nose. How many days had she been here, trapped and helpless? Useless. Incompetent. She couldn’t access Amaterasu’s power. She couldn’t break Tsukiyomi’s barrier. She couldn’t reach Sarutahiko. She couldn’t make a shikigami. She couldn’t do anything.

      Jabbing her brush at the paper, she scribed a circle and her name in angry strokes. She drew another circle and scrawled the character for wind, then whisked the brush in the shape of a third circle. The ink blotted at she finished it. Ruined.

      Biting her lip to hold back a fuming exclamation, she slammed the brush down on the table. It rolled off the edge, clattering to the floor, and she lurched to the side to grab it. The cloth around her arm unwound and fell onto her flawed spell.

      Grabbing the brush from the floor, she set it down properly and picked up the cloth to press to her arm again. Wet blood had stained the paper in the empty third circle, leaving an untidy red blotch.

      A faint breeze washed across her face.

      The black ink lines glowed.

      She shrank back as the lines brightened and a strange tug pulsed through her chest. An air current spun through the room, then gusted like a gale-force wind. She ducked, throwing her arms over her head as the discarded papers on the floor whipped upward and the scroll on the wall tore free. The low table flipped, sending her ink stone and brush flying.

      The luminous paper hovered and the wind drew in around it, condensing into a visible shape.
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Emi scrambled backward, then pushed to her feet. Hovering over the floor with the glowing talisman in its center, the swirling air held the vague shape of a woman, her long hair dancing above her. The blank, featureless face pointed at Emi as though waiting.

      She swallowed hard as the breeze coming off the woman-shaped whirlwind ruffled her simple blue kimono and tugged at her hair, trying to pull it out of its tie. The small cyclone spun with a quiet whooshing noise that sounded almost like whispers. The elemental woman was the same height as Emi and her long, airy hair was the same length.

      She stepped closer. Was this really a shikigami? How had the spell worked? She hadn’t even finished it. The “command” circle of the shikigami was blank. Unless … unless that was how a directly controlled shikigami was created?

      Elation sparked in her. She had created a shikigami. She’d done it! But could she control it?

      Turning toward her door, she gestured with one hand.

      The spinning wind erupted in a shrieking gale and the womanly shape in its center launched at the door. Wood splintered and tore apart, hurled into the hallway with an ear-splitting crash. Emi went rigid, her mouth hanging open. Then she raced to the threshold.

      Her shikigami hovered just outside the door, and several feet away, the water serpent faced it, hissing with its liquid jaws open threateningly. With no idea what she was doing or what would happen, Emi flung her hand commandingly toward the serpent.

      Again, her shikigami spun toward its target. It collided with the serpent in a spiraling gust. Water flew everywhere as the snake came apart, but it swiftly reformed, the water sucking back together. Wind and water twisted together in a violent dance as the cyclone tore the snake apart and it reformed again.

      Emi clutched the door frame, transfixed by the battle of elements. Had the kami heard the door breaking? Were they coming? She couldn’t stay here long. As the hissing serpent writhed and churned in a vain attempt to destroy her wind shikigami, her gaze shot to the glowing spot in its center—the paper talisman that gave it form.

      Her shikigami condensed again into the shape of a woman. It extended one arm and the limb flattened into a blade of air. It lashed out, cutting right through the heart of the serpent.

      Water splashed lifelessly to the floor and the rectangle of paper fluttered downward, torn cleanly in half. Had she commanded her shikigami to do that?

      Shaking off the shiver in her spine, she whipped toward her room. She had minutes at best and no time to waste. Rushing to her closet, she snatched a cotton obi off the shelf and ran back to the corridor.

      “Come!” she ordered her shikigami.

      The woman-like whirlwind ghosted after her as she sped through the halls, her tabi socks sliding on the wooden floors. If not for her days of exploration, she wouldn’t have known where to go, but she had the layout of the house memorized. At the rear of the building, she jerked open a storage cupboard and grabbed a large metal canister from the bottom shelf.

      “Kamigakari!”

      A kami vassal strode out of the kitchen, the long length of his haori coat flowing behind him. She clutched the canister as the vassal swept toward her, his face hard.

      “You are not permitted to—” His gaze shifted to the glowing talisman within her nearly invisible shikigami. “Is that a—”

      With a howl, the shikigami expanded into a cyclone and hurtled past Emi. The kami couldn’t even raise his hands before it struck him. The funnel sucked him in and the spinning wind flashed with white blades.

      Her shikigami dropped the kami and whirled back to her side, leaving its victim in a spreading puddle of blood on the floor. Emi staggered back, clapping a hand to her mouth as her stomach threatened to empty itself. She turned to her shikigami. Its blank face looked at her expectantly, the breeze whispering in her ears.

      She hadn’t ordered it to do that. Why had it acted without her command?

      Shuddering, she reminded herself that the kami’s spirit would return unharmed to Takamahara—and the human who’d once inhabited the mortal body was long gone. Skirting around the blood, she broke into a sprint and her shikigami glided after her.

      On the third level of the house, she rushed toward a familiar set of double doors. Before she could open them, her shikigami roared past her and ripped them apart, exposing the dark rock garden and gazebo. A cold, sharp gust that smelled of salt water rushed inside. With the talisman in its center glowing brightly, her shikigami swelled into a whirlwind, engorged by the natural winds until it lost the shape of a woman.

      Emi cautiously circled the cyclone, no longer sure what sort of control she had over it—if any. Jumping onto the steppingstones, she dashed to the center of the garden and set the canister on the ground before prying off the lid to reveal the gleaming liquid within—lamp oil. She rolled the obi tightly and shoved the material into the canister, leaving one end hanging out.

      Shaking the oil off her hand, she fetched the lantern hanging beside the door and popped off the bamboo-and-paper shade. She lifted out the oil dish with a burning wick in its center and carried it back to the canister. Pulling out the drenched obi, she unrolled it, splattering oil across the sand. With the ten-foot-long sash stretched out, she took a deep breath and lowered the soaked material toward the wick’s flame.

      Fire whooshed along the length of the fabric. The heat struck her face with a force of its own, and the oil splatters on the sand caught as well.

      She flung the obi up. Her shikigami swept beneath it and shot skyward. The dancing fabric and writhing flames swirled higher and higher, a brilliant red streak across the black, starless sky. Hands clenched at her sides, Emi watched it rise. When it was a bright speck high above, her shikigami plunged to the earth to rejoin her. The flaming banner rippled like a tiny sun, sailing like a kite on the winds.

      Then, from far in the distance, the deep boom of thunder rumbled across the sky.
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      Emi’s heart leaped. The flaming cloth, a dazzling beacon in the night, would be visible for miles. The sudden thunder in a cloudless sky could only be the power of the Kunitsukami of the Storm. Susano had seen her signal, and he was coming—she hoped.

      Thunder rolled again, and far to the west, a bolt of lightning flashed in the darkness.

      Thudding footsteps pulled her from her urgent sky gazing. Another vassal stumbled to a halt in the splintered threshold and his attention shot straight to her shikigami. His hands rose, magic sparking in his palms.

      The howling gale tore toward him. He cast a luminous shield and the cyclone struck it. Her shikigami pushed the kami and his barrier back a step, then encircled him.

      From beyond the garden, the ocean winds surged. They swept from the sky and fed into her shikigami. The gale turned to a raging shriek and the garden sand was pulled into the cyclone.

      Stinging pellets lacerated Emi’s skin and she dropped to her knees, shielding her head with her arms. The tugging beneath her ribs intensified sickeningly, pulling at her heart like a hand in her chest. The wind was an enraged voice in her ears, the words almost audible.

      The gale died down, releasing the airborne sand, and Emi cautiously raised her head. The second kami, despite his attempt to defend himself, had suffered the same fate as the first. Her shikigami hovered nearby, and her pulse hammered fearfully at the sight of it. The dense whirlwind, glowing talisman in its center, had quadrupled in size as though it had absorbed the ocean winds.

      She staggered to her feet. Susano was coming—she had to believe he was. When he arrived, they would need to flee this island swiftly or risk facing the overwhelming power of an Amatsukami.

      Three stories below the courtyard, the trail led to the storehouse where Sarutahiko was imprisoned. She glanced at her shikigami. “Will you catch me?”

      The whispering in her ears seemed to reassure her and a gentle breeze washed over her face. Swallowing her fear, she darted for the edge of the garden and jumped.

      A gust lifted her easily over the railing behind the gazebo. She plummeted toward the rocks, choking on a scream. The cyclone caught her and she landed on the path in a run. The rough gravel cut at her socked feet but she ignored the pain as she swerved down the fork in the trail.

      The storehouse came into view and her shikigami surged ahead. The ocean winds swept in again, feeding the cyclone as it swelled even wider. The funnel hit the storehouse and, with the shriek of tearing wood, ripped the building from its foundation.

      Emi shielded her face again as bits of wood showered her. The storehouse’s remains pelted the rocks and the lights of the house illuminated the destruction. Papers from hundreds of torn books fluttered around her.

      Had she really created this destructive power? Was she so powerful that her ki could fuel such a devastating shikigami, or was something else going on?

      And, whatever was happening, how did she control it?

      She hurried toward her shikigami. It sat atop the storehouse foundation, completely covering it. The wind softened as she approached and opened a passage for her to walk inside the cyclone. She stumbled over broken shelves toward the steps. Her shikigami shrank, condensing back into the shape of a woman, and followed her down.

      In the underground space, she once again faced the doors with glowing symbols. The water in the barrels shimmered innocently.

      She lifted an unsteady hand and pointed.

      Her shikigami slammed into the doors. The symbol flashed brightly before the cyclone tore the entrance apart. She glimpsed a small room beyond, empty but for a simple futon and a shadowy figure lying upon it.

      Then the water came alive and smashed into her.

      She hit the floor as the water wrapped around her head and torso. A gale blasted into her, but the liquid clung stubbornly in place. She clawed at her face, trying to clear the water just long enough to take a breath. The whirlwind battered her, but it couldn’t dislodge the suffocating liquid. Her shikigami blasted outward, demolishing the storehouse floor above.

      Her vision narrowed to a black tunnel as her lungs burned. She slumped to the floor, holding her throat against the need to inhale.

      “Enough.”

      The water fell away from her. She gasped frantically, filling her lungs with salty air. Her shikigami quieted its urgent spinning.

      “Kamigakari, what have you created?”

      She pushed herself into a sitting position, aware of the small room behind her containing an unmoving figure—Sarutahiko. Her muscles quivered and the tugging beneath her ribs pulsed faster, a hollow ache that kept worsening.

      Tsukiyomi stood several yards back from the top of the steps, a water serpent on either side of him.

      “What did you create?” he asked again.

      “It …” She coughed, almost too hoarse for speech. She wanted to stand, to prepare to fight him, but her legs were still shaking. “It’s a shikigami.”

      “No, it is not.” The wind tugged at his silver-streaked hair. “A shikigami is an extension of a kami’s ki and will. Your creation is tied to your ki but not your will. You have no control. You must release it now.”

      She stiffened. “I’m not going to—”

      “It is killing you. As it grows in power, it devours your ki. You must disperse it before you perish.”

      She looked at her trembling hands. That tugging sensation in her chest hurt more with each passing moment. The wind murmured in her ears, oddly reassuring, as though telling her not to listen, not to worry.

      In the darkness high above, an ear-shattering crack of thunder split the sky. The ocean winds gusted and her shikigami shuddered in agitation. Tsukiyomi glanced upward, then refocused on her.

      “Release your creation, kamigakari, before it destroys you.”

      “I can’t,” she gasped, struggling to rise. A breeze gently pushed against her back, supporting her. “I have to save Sarutahiko.”

      “If I turn my power upon you, the wind will consume your life to defend against me. You cannot defeat me, even with this monstrosity. Release it.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I am trying to protect you. If you do not stop this, you will die.”

      “Saving my life won’t earn you Amaterasu’s forgiveness!” She shouted the words, her hands clenching with sudden fury. “I would rather die fighting than give up!”

      His dark eyes widened.

      She thrust her hand toward him and the cyclone exploded. The serpents at his sides launched into motion, spinning around him to form a protective barrier. Gale-force wind struck it and tore at the water.

      The steady roar of ocean waves changed. From the cliffs behind Tsukiyomi, a tsunami rose. The massive wave arced over him and came crashing down on Emi. Her shikigami retracted, condensing around her. She flung herself on top of Sarutahiko’s still form as the ocean slammed down on top of them.

      The wind screamed defiantly and pain pierced her ribs. The funnel burst outward again, sweeping the water away before it could touch her. The spiraling cyclone grew into a howling tornado that reached for the clouds. A fiery spike lodged under her ribs and she doubled over, clutching the front of her kimono.

      Lightning ricocheted through the clouds and thunder boomed, louder than waves or wind.

      Another tsunami rose and hurled its immense weight against her shikigami. She cried out as agony ripped through her, the familiar pain of her ki—her life—being torn away. The unstoppable ocean winds powered her shikigami but her ki sustained its life. As it grew stronger, she grew weaker.

      Alien voices murmured words she couldn’t understand. The shrieking tornado turned white with frothing water, obscuring everything beyond it and dousing the faint light. Surrounded by darkness and deafened by the roaring wind, she curled in on herself, arms clamped around her chest as though she could hold her life in.

      Directly above them, another clap of thunder shook the island. Light flashed brightly and beyond the dark cyclone surrounding her, a giant shadow glided past. In a dreamlike daze, she watched the long serpentine body undulate with eerie grace as lightning flickered over it.

      A dragon.

      Susano was here. She wondered foggily if she should stop her shikigami. Pain thudded in her chest. It was so hard to breathe. Somewhere beyond the tornado, she heard sounds—voices? Voices calling to her? The funnel pulled in closer and the murmuring in her ears wormed into her head, blocking all other sound. The agony grew distant and her thoughts muddied further.

      “Emi.”

      A shudder ran through her, and she knew she was dreaming, or hallucinating, or already dead, because he couldn’t possibly be here.

      “Ignoring me, little miko?” Fingers brushed across her cheek, then tugged gently on a lock of her hair. “I admit I was expecting a warmer welcome.”

      She forced her eyes open, squinting through the darkness within the raging cyclone. “Shiro?”

      He knelt beside her, obscured by shadows, but his unmistakable irises glinted crimson. He captured her hand, his fingers warm and strong, steadying her trembling. “You’ve gotten yourself into a bit of trouble, haven’t you?”

      “Shiro.” She reached for him and he scooped her off the ground, pulling her onto his lap. As his arms closed around her, his familiar scent filling her nose, tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “You need to release the spell, Emi.”

      “I can’t. I can’t control it.”

      “If you created it, you can destroy it.”

      The cyclone howled with renewed violence and a hot pulse speared her ribcage. Wind slashed across them with frightening force, almost ripping her out of his grip. His arms constricted around her.

      “Emi,” he said tightly, “you have no time left.”

      He was right. Weakness like the weight of the entire ocean crushed her. As her lungs strained, something wet hit her cheek—a droplet of water that trickled into the corner of her mouth. A sharp, metallic taste stung her tongue.

      Not water. Blood. But from where?

      “I’m sorry, Emi.” Shiro sounded pained as he touched the base of her throat. His fingers slid down to her kamigakari mark. “It’s the only way to stop this.”

      Her brow wrinkled in confusion, her head spinning. Then white-hot pain erupted beneath his hand.

      She screamed and writhed as agony seared her chest. He held her tightly while he scorched her flesh. Torment pierced her torso, shooting deep inside her, ripping her apart from within.

      Hot, familiar ki burst through her. Released from Tsukiyomi’s seal, Amaterasu’s power flooded through her mind and body.

      “Amaterasu!” Shiro shouted urgently.

      Strength that wasn’t hers steadied her weak muscles. Her head tilted back to take in the towering cyclone surrounding them. Without conscious command, her hand lifted skyward and scalding power flashed in her palm.

      The maelstrom went utterly still. Released from the wind’s grip, clouds of dirt and sand fell from the sky. Fifty feet above, the paper talisman glowed.

      Shiro thrust his hand upward, mirroring her gesture. Fire leaped from his fingers toward the talisman. With a bright flare, flames devoured the paper.

      The tugging pain vanished, leaving only the throbbing burn of her kamigakari mark. As eddies of dust drifted around them, obscuring all else, Amaterasu’s presence slipped away. Tears tracking down her face, Emi looked up at Shiro.

      Shock spiked through her, quieting her pain.

      A deep gash ran from the hollow of his cheek, up his face, and into his hair. His vulpine ear was torn, the white fur stained crimson. Blood dripped steadily off his jaw.

      “Shiro—” Her gasp died when she jerked back and saw the slicing cuts in his kosode. A dozen gouges marred his body.

      From out of the dust, Yumei emerged, his black spear in one hand. “So you survived,” he observed.

      “More or less,” Shiro replied casually.

      “But—what—” she stuttered breathlessly, her hands hovering over Shiro without touching him. He was bleeding everywhere.

      “We warned you the windstorm would rip you apart,” Yumei said as he swept past them and knelt beside Sarutahiko’s still figure.

      Horror crystallized in her veins. Her shikigami had hurt Shiro? She had done this to him? Too many emotions expanded inside her at once, crushing her lungs.

      Shiro smiled as he looked down at her. “I didn’t have to bleed for nothing, though.”

      Another shadow appeared in the thinning clouds of dust, and terror lit through her. Tsukiyomi halted a few yards away, flanked on either side by shikigami serpents.

      Shiro glanced up, following her stare. At the sight of the Amatsukami, he canted his head. “So now what, Tsukiyomi?”

      At the sound of Tsukiyomi’s name, the warm power within Emi that had dissipated spiked. Amaterasu’s ki swamped Emi a second time, crashing through her like a boiling surf. Taking control from Emi, Amaterasu pushed away from Shiro, rising to her feet.

      “Brother,” she hissed, the single word throbbing with wrath. “How dare you.”

      “Amaterasu—” Tsukiyomi began.

      “How dare you.” The wind surged again. “You have betrayed me, yet you believe saving my kamigakari will win my forgiveness?”

      Pain tightened his features, his unwavering calm cracking under his sister’s rage. “I seek only to shield you from suffering. You must understand this.”

      She stepped toward him, gusts whipping around her. “To suffer is to live. To struggle, to fight, is to know passion. You would deny me both in the name of peace. Your cowardice disgusts me, Tsukiyomi.”

      He flinched.

      “What is an eternity of peace?” she demanded, taking another step toward him. “What is an eternity of lifeless, passionless existence? You do not protect me—you condemn me!”

      She raised a hand toward him, her fury deluging Emi.

      Fingers closed around her wrist, interrupting her aggressive gesture. Heedless of his injuries, Shiro stepped in front of her, blocking her view of Tsukiyomi. “That’s enough, Amaterasu. Withdraw before you fall from Takamahara.”

      “She is my kamigakari,” Amaterasu snapped, her rage unabated. “I will descend when I see fit.”

      Something flashed in Shiro’s gaze. Though he didn’t move, his demeanor shifted—the minute flex of muscles in his face, the gathering of shadows in his eyes. Suddenly it wasn’t Shiro standing in front of her.

      It was Inari.

      “Do not test me, Amaterasu.” His voice slipped into a menacing croon. “I will rip your heart from the heavens if you cross me again.”

      Amaterasu’s rage faltered with uncertainty and a touch of fear. She raised her chin, gathering her composure, her anger rising again.

      Amaterasu, Emi cried as the Amatsukami’s emotions shredded her consciousness. Please!

      Amaterasu’s focus turned inward and Emi felt the moment the goddess remembered her—and what was happening to her. In a hot burst, power rushed out of her body. Light flashed across her skin as Amaterasu’s power and spirit withdrew.

      The heat of kami ki faded and the strength disappeared from her limbs. Emi sagged forward and Shiro—Inari?—pulled her into his arms. Dizzy with weakness, she labored to raise her head, needing to see his face.

      For the first time outside someone else’s memory, she looked into the ancient, unclouded eyes of the Kunitsukami of the Fire.

      Her heart pounded crazily in her chest. His gaze was inscrutable, and he looked right through her, down to her very soul and even deeper. He was identical to the yokai she knew, yet completely different. A familiar stranger.

      The urge to touch his face, to pull his mouth to hers and see if kissing him was the same as kissing Shiro, shocked her. A blush singed her cheeks. Of all the reactions she could have, that was her first thought?

      His head tilted and something odd flickered across his expression.

      “Susano,” Yumei called, startling her, “it is time to leave.”

      Inari started as well, his head turning toward the Tengu—and between one instant and the next, he was Shiro again. The ancient presence was gone, the Kunitsukami once again slumbering somewhere within his forgotten memories.

      The black clouds rumbled angrily. A massive bolt of lightning leaped from the sky and struck the boulders behind the remains of the storehouse.

      In the wake of the blinding light, the great storm dragon that was Susano’s true form perched on the rocks, his serpentine body coiled among the boulders. His silvery scales gleamed and radiance glowed from the tiny gaps between them. Graceful curved spines flowed along the length of his back, and a silver mane with a dark blue streak in the center ran from his forehead down the first third of his body. A pair of horns adorned his sleek, narrow head.

      Sapphire eyes passed over her and Shiro to Yumei, who had pulled Sarutahiko’s arms over his shoulders to support the lifeless Kunitsukami. Then the dragon’s attention turned to Tsukiyomi and his lips pulled up, revealing a terrifying array of pointed teeth.

      Tsukiyomi studied the storm dragon as the surf thundered against the shore and the sky rumbled with gathering power. Then the Amatsukami inclined his head toward the dragon.

      “I bid you to save the kamigakari if you could, and so you have. I offer no quarrel. Do as you please.” His dark gaze drifted from Susano to Emi, and defeat suffused his indecipherable features. With his two shikigami serpents behind him, he turned away and followed the trail toward the manor.

      Susano’s head weaved side to side as though he was considering his next move, then he surged toward her and Shiro. The first time she’d seen the dragon—from a distance and in close quarters with the impossibly immense eight-headed Orochi—he hadn’t seemed that large.

      She’d been wrong. He was enormous.

      His forefoot reached toward them, deadly claws uncurling, and he carefully enclosed Emi and Shiro in his grip. With his other forefoot, he took hold of Yumei and Sarutahiko. Then he launched into the sky, his long body gliding effortlessly on currents of air.

      Pressed tight to Shiro within the dragon’s hold, Emi hid her face against his shoulder, her hands gripping fistfuls of his bloodied kimono. Tears streaked her cheeks as they were swept into the clouds and the faint shimmer of ocean waves vanished in the darkness.
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      Susano flew without stopping, undulating through the heavens. With only clouds below and stars above, Emi lost all sense of time and distance. She huddled against Shiro, face buried in his kosode to protect it from the icy wind. Her chest ached fiercely with a relentless burning pain.

      Her exhausted thoughts buzzed incoherently, and she didn’t tune back in to the world around her until her stomach swooped. They were dropping. The great dragon angled downward as they lost altitude, and she saw, with weary surprise, that the clouds beneath them had dissipated, revealing a long valley nestled between snow-covered mountain peaks.

      As Susano spiraled toward the ground at petrifying speeds, starlight illuminated the dense fog that filled the basin between mountains. Her skin prickled with recognition.

      The dragon leveled off above the treetops, his passage sending the mist into wild eddies. He sped above the forest, long tail snaking behind him. As the dragon’s claws tightened, Shiro pulled her even closer.

      The woods beneath them cleared, and she glimpsed shimmering water in a familiar glade filled with green grass and blooming flowers. Susano arced upward, shooting straight into the sky, then curved over backward, pointing his nose toward the ground.

      They plummeted without slowing. As the reflective surface of the spring rushed to meet them, cold magic sizzled across her skin and the glade rippled strangely.

      The dragon’s nose hit the calm surface with a violent splash. Water flew everywhere as he plunged headfirst into the pool, carrying his passengers with him. Before she could brace for his impact with the bottom, water engulfed them and magic raced over her body, trying to drag her back. Susano soared down as the world turned to shimmering turquoise.

      Icy magic closed around her. The air thickened and her vision darkened as she struggled to breathe. Then the pressure lifted and Susano settled on the ground, still holding Emi and the others in his claws. A strange but familiar collage of colors surrounded them in a blurry dome.

      Uzume, the beautiful Kunitsukami of the Wood, swept out of the swirling rainbow, her tawny braid flying behind her. She rushed toward them, arms outstretched.

      “You did it,” she gasped. “You did it.”

      Susano opened his claws, releasing Yumei and Sarutahiko. As Yumei adjusted his grip on the unconscious Kunitsukami, Uzume cupped her husband’s face with both hands.

      “This way, quickly. The night wanes and the blossom will close once the moon sets.”

      With Yumei carrying Sarutahiko, she led them back into the rippling colors.

      Susano rumbled, a sound more reminiscent of thunder than a growl, then carefully released her and Shiro. Her legs buckled and Shiro pulled her up, tucking her against him.

      The dragon shook his head and huffed. Crackling electricity rushed over his scales and the light glowing from within him brightened. Clouds formed out of nothing and boiled across his body, obscuring him. When they dispersed, the dragon was gone and in his place, Susano stood in human form, dressed in familiar blue garments with a long sword sheathed at his hip.

      He rolled his shoulders, then stepped toward Emi, searching her face.

      “Being this deep in Tsuchi will not be comfortable for you,” he told her, “but Uzume’s barrier should be enough.” His gaze flicked to Shiro. “And you, Inari? Still breathing, I see.”

      Shiro shrugged, unconcerned. “A little blood loss won’t kill me.”

      Taking in his blood-streaked face and clothes drenched in crimson, she whispered weakly, “A little?”

      Ignoring her question, Shiro guided her along the same path as Uzume and Yumei. Through the dancing colors, a shadow took form: the immense trunk of a fallen tree, destroyed by an unknown yokai at Izanami’s command. From the jagged stump, still anchored to the ground, a tiny sapling grew, its thin branches bearing a handful of leaves. The stem where the single white blossom had grown was bare.

      Sarutahiko lay prone by the broad stump, with Uzume leaning over him. Crouched beside her, Yumei watched intently. They blocked Emi’s view of the Kunitsukami leader, denying her a chance to see his face. She had yet to get a decent look at him and knew only that he was tall and broad-shouldered.

      As Susano joined Uzume and Yumei, Shiro drew her away. He led her along the trunk before turning her back to it and gently pushing her down until she was sitting against the rough bark. Crouching, he captured her chin in his fingers and lifted her face to examine her features the way Susano had moments before.

      “Shiro,” she choked. Her trembling hand rose and she pressed her fingers against his uninjured jaw. “I thought I would never see you again.”

      His thumb stroked her cheek. “We tried to find you sooner.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “Tsukiyomi told me he’d hidden the island with a barrier. That’s why …”

      “Why you sent up that flare for us? That was clever.” Something dark and dangerous passed through his eyes. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, he didn’t hurt me. What happened when … when you arrived?”

      “It was definitely a surreal moment.” Humor softened his features. “There was a lot of confusion before we realized you were in danger and that Tsukiyomi wanted to help you, not fight us.”

      Her chest throbbed painfully. She had yet to check how badly Shiro had burned her to destroy the seal on her kamigakari mark.

      “Shiro, did you …” She swallowed, afraid of his answer. “Did you find Byakko?”

      His face hardened again. “Yes. Because harm befell his child while he was helping us, Susano decided to spare his life—for now.”

      Though Shiro clearly didn’t agree with Susano’s verdict, she relaxed against the trunk as a notch of tension eased. “I’m glad you didn’t hurt him. He was just protecting his son.”

      “I never said I didn’t hurt him. We just didn’t kill him.” He released her chin and thumped down beside her, leaning against the bark. “I guess it worked out. In fact, minus your out-of-control tornado of death, you had everything handled pretty well.”

      She smiled weakly. “I’ll skip the tornado of death next time. I don’t think I’m cut out for making shikigami.”

      “If you can call that a shikigami,” he said with a snort. “An untethered elemental force with its own willpower is kind of terrifying.”

      “Yeah,” she mumbled, embarrassed at how badly she’d messed up the shikigami spell. Hesitantly, she reached between them and found his hand.

      He closed his fingers around hers, warm and strong, and his undamaged ear swiveled in her direction. “Susano and Yumei were certain you were dead. We couldn’t imagine any reason why Tsukiyomi would keep you alive.”

      She ran her thumb over his knuckles. “But you?”

      “There was no blood on the river bank. No body. They had taken you away. Why transport you if they only intended to kill you?” He looked at their entwined hands. “Yumei and Susano called me an idiot for insisting you were alive. I’ll make sure to rub that in their faces later.”

      She leaned her head against his shoulder. His hand around hers was comforting as her body ached with painful weariness and her burn throbbed. Her feet hurt too from running across rocky ground in only socks.

      In her mind, she again saw Shiro’s face shift as Inari replaced him. His ancient eyes had looked so deep into her soul. What had he seen within her? What had he been looking for?

      “Shiro, what …” She trailed off, losing her nerve. She was afraid to ask if he remembered facing Amaterasu as Inari. Or had he forgotten, as he had the previous times his old self had briefly resurfaced?

      Shiro’s shoulder tensed under her and she looked up. Uzume glided toward them, Yumei trailing in her wake. Back by the stump, Susano sat beside Sarutahiko, watching over him.

      Shiro released Emi’s hand, stiffening further as Uzume knelt in front of them. Without a word, the goddess wrapped her arms firmly around Shiro in a heartfelt hug. His ears flattened to his head and he angled his face away, not pushing her off but clearly not appreciating the contact.

      “Inari,” Uzume murmured. “It has been far too long.”

      She released him and leaned back, laughing softly at his less-than-pleased expression. “Do not fret, my darling fox. Susano informed me of your memory loss. I will not inflict another embrace on you until you remember that you are content to allow my motherly affections.”

      His ears, even the injured one, flattened even tighter to his head, and for once, he was at a loss for words.

      Uzume clasped Emi’s hands in hers, her golden eyes shining with warmth. “My child, I cannot convey my gratitude. Even as I set you upon your journey, I feared you could not possibly succeed. Yet here you are, and you have returned my beloved to me.”

      “I’m sorry it took so long,” Emi mumbled, blushing under the Kunitsukami’s praise.

      “There is enough time yet. His ki already stirs and soon he will wake.” She slipped a hand into the front of her obi. “But first, let me soothe your pain. Open your mouth, child.”

      Blinking in surprise, Emi hesitantly obeyed. Uzume withdrew a small, luminous petal and touched it to Emi’s tongue. Sweetness bloomed throughout her mouth. After a few seconds, Uzume lifted the petal. Emi licked her lips, aching for the divine sweetness but knowing any more of the potent healing power would be lethal to her mortal body.

      Uzume turned to Shiro. “And now you, Inari.”

      His eyes narrowed stubbornly but before he could refuse, she pushed the petal between his lips.

      “If you spit that out, I will make you regret it.” The threat sounded a bit strange in her honeyed voice. “I saved it for you and I will not be pleased if you waste it. Hold it on your tongue until it dissolves.”

      He reluctantly kept the petal in his mouth. Studying him, Uzume frowned and reached for his injured ear. He jerked his head away from her hand.

      “Now, Inari!” she exclaimed. “You are being ridiculous. Your ear needs attention to heal properly.” She rose to her feet. “Come with me. I will take care of it.”

      She took a few steps, then looked back at him still sitting beside Emi with his mouth shut tight on the petal.

      “Come, Inari. Never have I seen you so shy. Come!”

      Shiro scowled, ears flattening again.

      Yumei, standing nearby, cast a sideways glance at him and murmured, “You challenged Susano without pause, but Uzume intimidates you?”

      Glaring at Yumei, Shiro pushed himself up and trudged after Uzume. Despite Yumei’s remark, Shiro had frozen up in a similar way when he first saw Susano. Something about encountering his fellow Kunitsukami threw him off balance. Did their presence stir his lost memories? Facing Amaterasu directly for the first time in a century had certainly roused the shadows of his past.

      She looked up at Yumei, who watched the shimmering wall of colors that surrounded them—Uzume’s barrier, she presumed. With effort, Emi climbed to her feet and sat on the fallen tree.

      “Yumei?” She bit her lip. “Back at the inn, do you … do you remember the kanashibari?”

      He glanced at her. “Of course.”

      “Do you remember what you dreamed about?”

      “Yes.”

      She swallowed hard. “I … saw your dream.”

      He stiffened and faced her. “What are you talking about?”

      “I was trying to wake you and Shiro up.” She hunched her shoulders under his scrutiny. “The kanashibari that was sitting on you touched me and—and sent me into your dream.”

      Disbelief flitted across his features.

      She twisted her hands together. “Can I ask … what happened after you and Inari … talked?”

      Yumei turned to the colorful barrier with his back rigid and arms folded. She wilted, though she wasn’t surprised that he wouldn’t answer. Why would he discuss such a personal memory with a human girl?

      “I did exactly as Inari instructed me.”

      Her head jolted up.

      “I dispersed my armies, destroyed my holdings, and sent my daitengu away,” he continued flatly. “Then I retreated to Tsuchi. Izanagi descended within a decade and when he could not find me, he hunted my daitengu instead.”

      His shoulders flexed as though resisting the urge to summon his wings. “I returned to the earthly realm.”

      “To give him a better target than your daitengu?” When he nodded, she asked in a near whisper, “What happened?”

      “He killed me.”

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      Again, he twitched his shoulders, his right hand opening and closing as though yearning to hold a weapon. “I led him on a long, frustrating chase first, hoping he would expend his energy on me and lose interest in hunting my generals. When he finally caught me … There is death, and there is destruction. He destroyed me, inflicting as much damage as he could to ensure I would never revive.”

      Fear lit through her despite the evidence in front of her that Izanagi’s attempt had failed. “But you did.”

      “Eventually.”

      He paced away from her, motions sharp with tense, restless energy. She squeezed her hands together, wishing she could offer comfort or sympathy but knowing he wanted neither. Silence fell over them, broken only by the distant murmur of conversation between Susano and Uzume.

      The strange walls of Uzume’s barrier swirled and shimmered in a stunning blend of colors. It was beautiful, but Emi couldn’t help her unease. This place felt wrong to her senses. The last time she was here, Uzume had kept Emi in a strange, dreamy state to protect her mind from this realm, but she wasn’t protected this time. The wrongness of this place scraped across her subconscious, and soft, insidious whispers flitted in and out of her hearing.

      A short distance away, Yumei stared at the barrier, lost in thought.

      She lightly rubbed at the diminishing burn in her chest. “Yumei, do you think we should … Yumei? Yumei?”

      Only on the third repetition of his name did he glance at her. “What?”

      Pushing off the trunk, she took a few steps closer, her brow wrinkling at the lack of focus in his eyes. “Are you all right?”

      His attention returned to the barrier only a dozen feet before him. “Yes.”

      “What are you looking at?” When he didn’t answer, she moved to his side and repeated his name. He again ignored her, and she tugged his sleeve.

      His head jerked toward her.

      “What are you looking at?” she asked again.

      “Nothing,” he snapped, pulling away from her. Despite his irritated denial, his eyes again slid toward the barrier as though he couldn’t help himself.

      She frowned, unable to see anything in the ever-shifting wall of colors except the occasional shapeless flicker of shadow. She didn’t remember seeing shadows before. Was it because they were closer to the barrier?

      “Yumei,” she said uneasily. “Let’s go back to Uzume and the others.”

      He stared at the barrier, entranced. She pulled on his sleeve again, but he didn’t look away.

      “Yumei,” she said as forcefully as she could without shouting. “Snap out of it.”

      His eyes went completely out of focus, pupils shrinking to pinpricks in his pale irises. “It’s calling me.”

      Alarm flashed through her and she tightened her hold on his sleeve. “What’s calling you?”

      He didn’t answer. Beyond the barrier, the shadows darkened and expanded, dimming the churning colors. From a memory that felt more like a dream, Uzume’s voice murmured: I dare not bring him this far, this deep. Tsuchi loves its dark prince and would never let him go.

      This place was dangerous for him—and Uzume’s barrier wasn’t enough to protect him, at least not this close to whatever lay on the other side.

      “Yumei, come back with me. This isn’t safe.” She pulled on his arm but he didn’t budge, transfixed by voices she couldn’t hear. She looked over her shoulder to call for help.

      She couldn’t see Uzume or the others, only a shimmering rainbow.

      “Uzume?” she shouted urgently. “Shiro? Susano?” When they didn’t answer, she squeezed Yumei’s arm, digging her nails into the sleeve of his kosode. “Yumei, we need to go back right now.”

      “I can’t,” he breathed and, to her horror, stepped closer to the barrier.

      “Yes, you can!” She wrapped both hands around his arm and dug in her feet, but her socks slid across the grass as he approached the swirling wall and gathering shadows. “Yumei, stop!”

      As he closed the distance, she screamed for Shiro and Uzume. No one answered. No one came to their rescue. Her heart hammered a frantic beat against her ribs. Yumei couldn’t leave the barrier—and neither could she. She had to stop him.

      With the edge of the barrier only a few feet away, she jumped in front of him and used both hands to push him back with all her strength.

      He stopped. Her pathetic human muscles couldn’t budge him, but he had stopped.

      “Step back,” she panted, still pushing him. “Take a step back, Yumei.”

      His eyes were fixed on the barrier. Behind her, the rainbow collage darkened as the shadows pressed against it. Smoky tendrils slipped through, reaching for them like inky fingers.

      “Yumei!” she yelled, shoving him as hard as she could.

      His foot shifted to brace against her. She shoved him again and he slid back another few inches. Bracing her feet, she threw herself into him, driving him back a full step. Hope penetrated the icy panic in her head. She could do this. She could get him away from that seductive darkness.

      The shadows beyond the barrier writhed restlessly and cloud-like eddies spread through it, uncurling toward them. Before she could push him again, the inky tendrils reached out.

      They parted around Emi, not touching her, and spun around Yumei’s wrists. A shudder ran through his body and an almost euphoric lust slid across his face. His irises expanded until his eyes turned to solid glowing silver. The inky shadows crawled up his arms and he stepped toward the barrier, pushing Emi in front of him, oblivious to her attempts to stop him.

      “Yumei!” she cried, pushing him back. As she strained against his strength, her hand on his chest slipped sideways, toward his shadow-coated arm where darkness rose off him like black steam.

      The shadows shied away from her hand, withdrawing before she could touch them. This darkness was born from Tsuchi—and she was infused with kami ki. Tsuchi wanted nothing to do with her.

      With jerky movements, she swept her hand down his arm to disperse the darkness. It parted around her, but reformed the instant her hand passed. More darkness poured through the barrier, coiling around him. In a sizzle of magic, his wings took form, rising from his back. Black fog dripped from his dark feathers.

      His staring eyes, seeing nothing of this world, darkened to gray as shadows filled them.

      “No, Yumei!” She didn’t know what the shadows were doing to him, but she knew it was bad. Once the darkness had him, it would never let him go. “Fight it! You have to fight it!”

      The shadows tightened around him and he stepped forward again, making her stumble. A strange wash of hot and cold rippled across her back—the barrier. One more step and they would be beyond Uzume’s protection.

      How could she make the shadows let him go? If only she could wrap him in her ki and shield him from Tsuchi’s reach. If only she could make Tsuchi reject him like it was rejecting her!

      A memory flashed through her—on their very first meeting, Yumei had pulled her hand to his mouth and bit her. I can taste the kami power in her blood.

      Kami power flowed through her veins. She yanked her sleeve up and raked her nails across the scabs from her shikigami experimentation. Blood welled on her skin. Gasping as even darker shadows wrapped around Yumei, she shoved her wrist against his mouth.

      He didn’t react, his eyes still fixed straight ahead, darkening toward black. Then his nostrils flared and he sank his teeth into her wrist. Her blood ran down his chin, and his throat moved as he swallowed.

      The shadows writhed in mute protest where they touched him. As he held her bleeding wrist in his mouth, the darkness around him thinned. The dimness in his eyes retreated, and his irises shrank back to normal, pupils reappearing.

      His gaze focused on her, and in it, she saw fear. The yokai warlord who had faced his own destruction at Izanagi’s hands was afraid of the calling darkness that almost had him—and could still take him.

      He pulled his teeth from her arm. Rippling red and black power surged over him, absorbing his form. With a flash, a raven appeared in his place. Barely larger than a regular bird, he hovered on outspread wings.

      For a single heartbeat, she was too surprised to move. Then she snatched him out of the air and crushed him against her chest, his wings pinned under her arms.

      The darkness roiled angrily, spinning around them, latching onto his feathers. She bolted away. The shadows rushed after her, pushing through the barrier, determined to have him. She sprinted alongside the trunk of the fallen tree, but it seemed to go on forever, the distance impossibly warped. Finally, she glimpsed familiar shapes through the swirl of colors.

      “Uzume!” she screamed.

      As the multihued mist shrank back to reveal the four Kunitsukami, Uzume’s head whipped around. Her face paled and she sprang up, Shiro and Susano leaping to their feet almost as fast.

      Uzume raised her hands and golden light ignited in her palms. Fierce, crackling ki heated the atmosphere all around them, then hot wind blasted out from the goddess. It raced across Emi, whipping her hair out behind her, and caught the inky darkness. With another flash, the shadows vanished, and in the wake of Uzume’s power, green plants sprouted across every surface.

      Relief swept through Emi and her shaking legs gave out. As she dropped to her knees, Shiro and Susano rushing to her side, she looked at the black raven clamped in her arms, his feathers sticking out everywhere. He tilted a silver eye toward her.

      “Caw,” he croaked, the sound dripping with avian displeasure.

      She couldn’t help it. She started to laugh.
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      The quiet murmur of voices gently tugged her from sleep.

      Emi’s eyelids fluttered but she quickly squeezed them shut. Judging by the brief glimpse of golden light and long shadows across the ground, dawn had only just arrived. She adjusted her head where it rested on her arm and tried to relax back into sleep. Her fingers burrowed into the silky fur beneath her hand.

      Fur?

      She opened her eyes a sliver. She was lying on her side in the long grass just in front of the fallen tree, and in front of her, a white fox was curled up, ears slanted lazily back and nose pushed under his thick tail. She had tucked herself around him, one arm under her head and the other wrapped over him, fingers buried in his fur.

      She blinked sleepily. When had Shiro turned into a fox? She thought back, trying to remember. After Yumei’s rescue, Uzume had instructed him to stay close to Emi and remain in raven form to reduce his ki. She remembered sitting against the tree with the raven perched on her knee, methodically straightening his feathers with his dark, pointed beak, and looking for all the world like a regular bird.

      He was now perched on her hip, feathers slightly fluffed and his head tucked under one wing. Bemused, she combed her fingers through the fox’s luxuriously soft fur. One of his ears flicked up, then slanted back again. Perhaps he had shifted forms to heal faster. She could see no sign of injuries and his ear was perfect again.

      A quiet ache thrummed through her, though she wasn’t quite sure of its source. Was it guilt that her out-of-control magic had injured him? Was it relief that she had escaped Tsukiyomi and reunited with Shiro? Was it lingering fear over nearly losing Yumei to Tsuchi’s dark call?

      Lightly stroking Shiro’s fur, she snuggled a little closer to his warmth, careful not to disturb the sleeping raven. As she drifted off again, a quiet murmur of distant conversation grew clear enough for her to discern.

      “Are you sure you would not prefer to rest?” Uzume asked softly. “I will keep everyone safe.”

      “I am fine for now,” Susano murmured.

      “So stubborn,” she sighed. “The other two are wise enough to recover their strength while they can. Did you sleep at all while searching for Emi and my husband?”

      “We rested when we could,” he said dismissively. “It is not the longest I have gone without sleep.”

      “But do you not wish to curl up with the kamigakari as your companions have?” she teased. “They do look comfortable.”

      Susano snorted quietly. “I am not sure what surprises me more—Inari’s attachment to her, or the Tengu’s. Yumei enjoys company almost as little as I do, and a human’s even less so.”

      “His dislike for companionship is based more on circumstance than nature,” she remarked. “Emi is perhaps the greatest surprise, though. Do you know of any other human who could sleep peacefully in the company of those two? Amaterasu chooses her servants well.”

      “Exceptional she may be, but Amaterasu’s influence has changed her. The power she unleashed against Tsukiyomi was far more than any human could have conjured. I could not wrest control of the winds from her creation. I could scarcely dull its force long enough for Inari to reach her.” Susano’s voice hardened. “The elements should never be wielded that way.”

      “She was desperate and did not know any better. I am more curious as to what she has become. She is human, but her ki is touched with kami power.”

      “I expect she will be a far more powerful vessel than any Amatsukami has known before. I hope they do not make a habit of warping their hosts.”

      “I fear we will need all of Amaterasu’s power, and more, before the solstice.” A pause, then Uzume continued with a note of sadness. “For now, Emi is with us. She is ours until the day Amaterasu takes her. Inari and Yumei will allow nothing less.”

      “Were she not human,” Susano said after a pause, “I would suspect Yumei is grooming her as a vassal. All he has yet to do is bind her to his service.”

      Uzume made a thoughtful noise. “I do not think he views her in such a light.”

      “She freely offered him her ki and her blood. I would say she has already accepted him as her master.”

      “She is human, Susano, not yokai. Humans form different kinds of bonds.”

      “Then what would you call the bond between them?”

      “Friendship,” she answered serenely.

      Susano scoffed.

      “You are abiding Inari’s company far better than usual,” she noted. “Is there a change in the winds between you?”

      “He has been almost tolerable, but it will not last. I have seen flashes of his former self, though they swiftly fade. Once he is free of that foul kami curse, I suspect he will recover his previous charm only too quickly.”

      “I know you mean to insult him, but he is charming.”

      “He is infuriating.”

      “Only because you allow him to infuriate you.”

      Susano growled and Uzume laughed. After a minute, he spoke again, his clipped words breaking the comfortable silence between them.

      “He is too attached to the girl.”

      “He is overwhelmed and lost without his memories,” Uzume countered. “She is a comfort to him—a safe, unthreatening source of support. I see no harm in it.”

      “It is more than that, Uzume. I think he is in love with her.”

      Emi’s drowsiness popped like a bubble and her eyes flew open. She closed them again and listened intently.

      “Inari, in love?” Uzume repeated.

      “I have been watching him closely. The signs are obvious.”

      “Would you know what love looks like, Susano? You, who have never loved and never desired to?”

      “I have eyes, Uzume,” he snapped. “He is clearly infatuated.”

      Uzume was quiet for a long moment before murmuring, “Inari, in love. How interesting.”

      “Are you not concerned? He is already vulnerable and broken. Suffering repeated deaths, losing his memories, becoming trapped in his weakest form for decades. And now he is besotted with a human who will soon be destroyed by the same Amatsukami who betrayed him.”

      “Even if Emi were not doomed, she would age and die in only a few decades. He knows this.”

      “But does he care? In his current state, her loss could unhinge him.”

      “Perhaps …” Uzume’s voice softened until Emi had to strain to hear. “Humans are ever-changing and always adapting. They can fall in and out of love many times before their lives end, but that very concept is foreign to immortals. We rarely, if ever, change. Yet Inari has changed. He is different—so different that I am not surprised Yumei failed to identify him sooner. Inari has been living as a mortal. He has experienced something none of us can even fathom.”

      “What is your point?” Susano asked.

      “That it is impossible to guess what comes next for him. Will he continue to care for her after she is gone, or will he experience her loss more in the fashion of mortals?”

      “And what if he is condemning himself to centuries of unrelenting grief out of ignorance because he cannot remember what it is to love as an immortal?”

      “Do you think he could come to love that deeply in so short a time?”

      “I do not know.”

      The two Kunitsukami fell silent.

      Still lying on her side in the long grass, Emi tightened her arm around the fox, pulling him closer. He huffed and tucked his nose under his tail, fast asleep.

      Centuries of grief. Was Susano right? Was it possible Shiro loved her enough that his love, and his sorrow, would be permanently etched into his immortal soul?

      No, he didn’t love her like that. He cared about her and feared losing her, but he was an immortal god. Inari, Kunitsukami of the Fire, would not mourn a human girl he’d known for a couple months of his long existence.

      A single tear escaped her closed eyes and slipped down her cheek. He didn’t love her enough for his soul to be forever changed, but she was afraid her soul had already been rewritten in his flames.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There is no way,” Susano told them, “to prevent Izanami from opening the Bridge to Heaven.”

      Yumei, sitting with his arm resting on an upraised knee, looked at Susano. “This is what Sarutahiko told you?”

      Emi, Yumei, and Shiro had slept right through Sarutahiko’s awakening. Only Susano had spoken with him before Uzume whisked him away to a safer place where he could recover his strength. Emi still hadn’t even seen his face—or, at least, she didn’t think she had. Maybe she’d already forgotten it, unable to hold the memory in her mortal mind.

      Now, the four of them sat in the summery glade in the earthly realm, surrounded by the misty forest of the tsuchigumo valley. They couldn’t stay for long; without Uzume, the mist would encroach on the shelter of the spring and surrounding trees.

      “Sarutahiko is not wholly familiar with the ritual for opening the Bridge,” Susano answered, “but he is reasonably certain Izanami has already procured or arranged for everything she needs. Once the Bridge is open, however, she will face a new obstacle.”

      Susano drummed his fingers on his knee. “As Sarutahiko explained it, the Bridge does not open a single passageway to Takamahara. It is an intersection of realms with multiple paths to choose from—roads leading to Earth, Tsuchi, Yomi, and Takamahara. If Izanami takes the wrong path, she could become trapped for eternity in the land of the dead or the farthest reaches of Tsuchi.”

      “She wouldn’t risk that.” Reclining beside Emi, Shiro rubbed his thumb thoughtfully along his jaw. “I’m guessing there’s a guaranteed way to identify the right road.”

      “Just one. It is called Ame-no-Nuboko, the heavenly jeweled spear. When the gods of old shaped the Bridge, they created the spear as a tool for the Bridge’s guardian, and it will guide whomever holds it upon the path they desire.”

      “The Bridge’s guardian,” Shiro echoed. “So the spear belongs to Izanagi, which means Izanami already has it. Why would Izanagi keep it from his sister?”

      “That is what I told Sarutahiko. Izanami has been exceedingly well prepared for every step she has undertaken—apart from failing to kill Amaterasu’s kamigakari.” He glanced at Emi before focusing on Shiro again. “However, it seems Nuboko is an artifact of such power that handling it causes ripples in the deepest magics of the realms—ripples that Kunitsukami and Amatsukami can detect.”

      “Even if she hasn’t handled it recently,” Shiro said, “that doesn’t mean it isn’t in her possession.”

      “It is likely sealed and bound somewhere protected by Izanagi. As best as Sarutahiko can recall, it was last moved six to seven hundred years ago, and Uzume is certain it didn’t shift in the past two years.”

      Emi leaned forward. “Izanami likely left it where it is so she won’t draw attention by moving it. And that means we have a chance to get it first.”

      “If we can find it,” Yumei said. “And if we can break whatever protections she and Izanagi have placed upon it.”

      Shiro sat back, supporting himself on one arm. “Izanami is probably betting that we won’t be able to locate it in time. As soon as she picks it up, she knows we’ll hunt her down. She won’t reveal her location, or the spear’s location, until the last moment.”

      “Her original plan was to open the Bridge without opposition,” Susano said. “She intended to have the four of us sealed away, Amaterasu trapped in Takamahara, and Izanagi and Tsukiyomi supporting her.”

      “Well, that didn’t work out too well for her,” Shiro said smugly. “She’ll have all four Kunitsukami to deal with.”

      “And Amaterasu,” Susano added.

      Shiro’s humor evaporated as his eyes went flat. Emi’s heart twinged and she dropped her gaze, quashing a spark of trepidation.

      “How do we find the spear?” Yumei asked into the heavy silence.

      When no one spoke, she pressed a hand to her forehead, thinking of what she knew about kami. “You said Izanagi sealed the spear away somewhere safe. Where could be safer than his shrines, where his power is strongest? The spear is probably at one of his larger shrines, where it could be protected even when Izanagi is in Takamahara.”

      “Izanagi is in Takamahara more often than not,” Susano told her. “He dislikes the earthly realm and only descends when he must.”

      “So protecting the spear would fall on his vassals and shrine servants.” She massaged her temples with two fingers. “If Izanagi’s shrines are anything like Amaterasu’s, I bet there’s some kind of record about the spear. That’s the kind of thing that gets included in shrine histories.”

      “You think they would write it down?” Shiro asked. “Doesn’t that seem risky?”

      “They might not know what it is, but I bet there’s some kind of record of a divine artifact under their protection for untold years.” She looked questioningly at Susano. “Before all this with Izanami, would Izanagi have had a reason to hide the spear or just keep it safe?”

      “Hiding it was probably not a concern,” Susano replied. “Even if its location was known, who would be brazen enough to attack Izanagi’s servants?”

      Emi resisted the urge to glance at Yumei, who probably didn’t appreciate the reminder of his painful past.

      “Further,” Susano continued, “the spear is not a prize most yokai wish to hold. Any who attempt to wield it will be confronted by Amatsukami and Kunitsukami alike.”

      “In that case,” she said, “I think our search should start at Izanagi’s largest shrine.”

      Shiro rolled his eyes. “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to declare war on Izanagi with a bit more finesse? If we get anywhere near his prominent shrines, he won’t ignore it.”

      “The three of you should stay far away,” she agreed. “But a large shrine will be full of miko. What’s one more? Most shrines have similar layouts. I can sneak in, find their records room, and walk right out again without raising any suspicions.”

      Shiro and Susano exchanged glances.

      “Emi,” Susano said slowly, “you must understand. Izanagi is not merely the leader of the Amatsukami. He is the ultimate ruler of Takamahara, of all kami. His power is … undefeatable. For you to enter one of his bastions …”

      A thrill of fear turned her stomach.

      “Izanagi is not in the earthly realm,” Yumei said.

      Susano’s head snapped toward him. “What?”

      “Izanagi has a kamigakari waiting for him to descend, but he is still in Takamahara. He is likely waiting for the solstice, like Amaterasu.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Yumei glanced at Emi, and she smiled in understanding. He had searched out the Amatsukami at her insistence, when she had been searching for the truth about her fate. The information he had gathered was more useful now than it had been then.

      Her pulse jumped with excitement. “The sooner I can get into the shrine, the better.”

      “You’re not going into an enemy stronghold alone,” Shiro growled.

      “I can—”

      “Inari is correct,” Yumei interrupted. “Alone, the risk is too great.”

      “But none of you can come with me. I need someone who can blend in at a shrine. Someone human.”

      “What human is strong enough to be of any use?” Susano asked.

      “I’ll bring a sohei.” She looked at Shiro. “Katsuo will come with me. I know he will.”

      Shiro’s jaw flexed, then he nodded. “The boy is devoted to you. He will guard your back.”

      “We can stop at Shion to get him. Izanagi’s oldest and largest shrine is about an hour south of Shion.” The mundane aspects of her miko education hadn’t proved terribly useful so far, but at least she knew where all the major Amatsukami shrines were. She rose to her feet. “I can get a miko uniform in Shion too—and something to eat. You three might be able to go indefinitely without food, but I can’t.”

      “Shion?” Susano murmured as he, Shiro, and Yumei stood. “That is Amaterasu’s foremost shrine, is it not?”

      Arching his back in a stretch, Shiro cast a mischievous grin at her. “You do realize you just invited the Kunitsukami of the Storm to your shrine, don’t you? Whatever will your Guji and little sohei friend think?”

      She shook her head. She had invited not one but two Kunitsukami into her shrine, and once Guji Ishida realized who her preeminent companions were … she didn’t want to imagine his reaction.
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      To cross the northern mountains back to Shion, Yumei created a passageway through Tsuchi that allowed them to traverse the distance in only a few steps. He had used the same skill to access Orochi’s island. Although preparing the spell took several hours, it was easier for him than transporting passengers with his disconcerting teleportation ability.

      When she stepped from the dark threshold, she heard drums. Her head jerked up as sickening dread swamped her.

      “What’s with all the noise?” Shiro asked her as Susano joined them and Yumei dispelled the dark, rippling hole through realms with a wave of his hand.

      Emi wrapped her arms around herself to quell the shivers that shook her body. Her lungs constricted.

      “Today must be the twelfth of December.” She couldn’t hide the quaver in her voice. “It’s the festival to celebrate the start of the Eight Blessings of Heaven and Earth—the eight days leading up to … to the solstice.”

      For the next week and a day, the shrine would honor each element—Wind, Sky, Wood, Water, Mountain, Earth, Storm, and Fire—and seek their blessings before the solstice on the ninth night, the longest of the year. The night her life would end.

      She drew in an unsteady breath. Only eight days left. Where had the time gone? The indistinguishable days she’d spent on Tsukiyomi’s island had blurred together so much that she hadn’t realized how long she’d been there. Now, she had little more than a week left before it was all over. She closed her eyes, focusing not on her impending demise but on finding the heavenly spear.

      “Emi?” Shiro murmured, his presence close beside her.

      Pulling herself together, she straightened her shoulders. “The festival could make it difficult to find Katsuo. We should hurry.”

      Without looking at the three yokai, she marched forward. Yumei’s portal had deposited them just outside the eastern grounds near the river—she could hear the water—and after only a few minutes of walking, gentle warmth whispered from the ground. She had crossed onto sacred land.

      A few steps behind her, Susano hissed. “I forgot how unpleasant kami shrines are.”

      She glanced at him but didn’t comment. The torii barrier might be uncomfortable for a Kunitsukami, but at least it wasn’t rejecting him. Shiro, as always, seemed unbothered by the shrine grounds.

      Night lay over the land, bringing an uncomfortably cold breeze with it. She thought wistfully of her long-lost coat as she wove through the mature spruce trees, a thin layer of snow crunching underfoot and melting into her socks. She wished she’d grabbed some shoes before her dramatic escape from Tsukiyomi’s island.

      The drums grew louder and an eerie orange glow leaked between the trees, flickering as festivalgoers passed in front of the lanterns. As Emi and the yokai slipped through the woods, chatter became audible over the steady boom.

      When she was close enough to make out the shapes of individual people, she stopped and turned to her companions. There was no way the kannushi, miko, and sohei of the shrine would fail to realize her companions weren’t human.

      “You three will have to wait here,” she told them.

      “The last time you came to this shrine, a kami attacked you,” Shiro said, raising his eyebrows. “You don’t actually think I’ll let you out of my sight, do you?”

      Her heart gave an odd little flutter, and she quickly shook her head. “I won’t go far. I can ask someone to find Katsuo for me.”

      He gave her a long look and folded his arms. “Five minutes.”

      “But that’s …” She sighed. “Fine. Five minutes.”

      Wasting no time, she hurried through the last stretch of trees and into the wide avenue. The gravel path down the center was lined with dozens of colorful booths offering everything from food to talismans to souvenirs to games with prizes, with miko, kannushi, and a handful of private vendors manning the stalls.

      Visitors moved from booth to booth, some dressed in casual winter clothes, others wearing traditional kimono and hakama with heavy haori coats for warmth. The festive air, accentuated by the colorful clothing, flashy booth signs, and shining paper lanterns hanging above their heads on long ropes strung between the trees, infected every person. Though some festivals were solemn affairs, tonight’s was one of merriment and joy, a celebration of the ending of one year and the bright hope of things to come in the next.

      Pausing in the shadows, Emi tugged futilely at her clothes. Her blue kimono would have been appropriate if not for the smudges of dirt, smears of dried blood—Shiro’s—and permanent wrinkles. She probably looked more disreputable than her yokai companions, including Shiro. Uzume had worked a mysterious magic on his clothes to clean and repair them, so only Emi looked like the casualty of some sort of catastrophe.

      Hoping the orange light would disguise the stains, she hastened toward a booth at the end of the row where two young miko waited for their next customers. Rows of multicolored dumplings on skewers sat on display, and behind them was a counter with pots of bubbling water and containers of sauces and dips.

      When she bowed in greeting, the two miko automatically mirrored her, but once they straightened and got a better look at her, they dropped into much lower bows.

      “My lady!” the older one—perhaps sixteen or seventeen—exclaimed. “We thought you—why are you dressed like—I mean, um, how can we help you?”

      “I need to speak with Sohei Katsuo. Do you know where he is?”

      “Sohei Katsuo?” The miko looked at her companion. “Do you have any idea?”

      “Chihiro might know,” the second girl replied. “Taro, her boyfriend, trains with Katsuo. I could ask her. She’s at the omamori booth.”

      “Please hurry,” Emi said with a bow of thanks.

      The girl left the counter and trotted along the row of booths, vanishing among the crowds of cheerful visitors. The drums continued in a steady, terse tempo.

      “My lady,” the remaining miko said tentatively, “I thought you’d left for a safer location after the attack …”

      “I’m only visiting briefly.” Not wanting to be drawn into any life-or-death topics, Emi gestured at the selection of food. “The dango looks delicious. Did you make it?”

      “Yoshiko and I made them all,” the girl said brightly. “It’s my grandmother’s recipe and the best you’ll ever taste, I promise.”

      With Emi’s prompting, the miko launched into a description of the various flavors and sauces for the dumplings. Hiding her impatience and ignoring her empty, aching stomach, Emi listened politely until the other girl—Yoshiko, she assumed—came jogging back, her red hakama flapping around her legs.

      “Katsuo is participating in the procession.” Yoshiko bowed in apology. “It starts in a few minutes.”

      Emi’s shoulders drooped. It would be a couple hours before she could surreptitiously pull him aside.

      “Thank you,” she said with another bow. “I’ll wait until he’s free.”

      As she backed away, the two miko frowned at her.

      “My lady,” the older girl said, “may I ask … is everything okay?”

      “Yes, of course. I’m just going to—to take the walking trail to the shrine to avoid the crowds.”

      Leaving the girls with worried expressions, she retreated into the concealing shadows of the trees.

      “That was more than five minutes, little miko.”

      Jumping and barely holding back a shriek, Emi spun to find Shiro only a step away, leaning against the trunk of a young oak tree. He leveled a tortured stare on her.

      “I can’t believe you let that girl talk about dango for so long and didn’t bring any with you. Talk about cruel—”

      “My lady!” a voice called, almost directly behind Emi. “My lady, where—”

      The miko from the stall wheeled around a shrub and almost crashed into Emi’s back. She pulled up short, clutching a plate of bite-sized dumplings in her hands.

      “My lady, I thought you might like—” Her gaze moved past Emi to Shiro, who’d ducked behind a tree too narrow to hide him. The girl’s eyes grew wider and wider, darting across his face and up to his ears before fixing on his ruby irises. Her face went white and the plate tumbled from her hands, landing facedown in the snow.

      Fearing the girl was about to scream, Emi grabbed Shiro’s arm and pulled him to her side. She forced herself to smile.

      “This is Shiro,” she said calmly. “He’s my guest at the festival tonight.”

      The girl’s mouth opened and closed. “But that’s a—that’s a—”

      “He’s a yokai, yes,” Emi said, “but he’s also an ally of Amaterasu and welcome at the shrine.”

      “He—he is?”

      “Yes, absolutely.”

      “Oh.” The girl blinked a few times, struggling to regain her composure. Pressing her hands to her thighs, she offered a wobbly bow of greeting. “It is an honor to meet you, Yokai Shiro. My name is Aya.”

      “Aya,” Shiro purred. “The pleasure is mine. Any woman whose cooking can produce an aroma so divine is a lady I want to know.”

      Emi’s jaw fell open. She snapped it shut.

      A blush bloomed across Aya’s cheeks and she ducked her head. “I’m sorry I dropped it. Would you—would you like me to bring some more?”

      “I wouldn’t want to trouble you,” he replied, that alluring purr coating his words. Emi knew exactly the kind of shivers it was sending down Aya’s spine, because it was doing the same to her.

      “I don’t mind,” Aya said breathlessly. “I’ll get some right now!”

      Smiling shyly, she rushed back toward her booth.

      The second she was gone, Emi turned her glare on Shiro. “What was that?”

      “What was what?”

      “That!”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I’m perfectly fine with eating off the ground, but you said you were starving. Don’t you want some?”

      “I—yes, but—but you didn’t have to—” She bit off the rest of the sentence, not wanting to accuse him of flirting with the miko. “Why didn’t you hear her coming?”

      “Hear one person’s footsteps in this racket? There’s so much noise I wouldn’t hear if—”

      Yumei appeared out of the darkness, followed by Susano.

      “—someone walked up behind me,” Shiro finished.

      “What is the delay?” Yumei asked, irritation skimming his eyes.

      “Food,” Shiro replied.

      “What?”

      “We’re waiting for food.”

      “Here? Have you arranged delivery service?” Yumei asked sarcastically.

      “We should go,” Emi said quickly. “Aya might be okay with one yokai, but—”

      Aya swept around the shrub, beaming brightly and carrying a tray loaded with every kind of dango from her stall. Her steps faltered when she saw the number of people waiting for her had doubled.

      Then behind her, another miko carrying a platter of food peeked around the shrubbery. And another. Four young women crowded behind Aya, drinking in the three yokai with a mixture of awe and trepidation.

      Aya bowed, managing grace even with her food-laden tray. “I thought … I thought you might enjoy trying a few different kinds of food?”

      Emi pressed her lips together. She suspected Aya’s desire to show off one of the elusive and forbidden yokai was her real motivation for inviting the other miko.

      “Thank you, Aya,” she mumbled, not sure how to gracefully dismiss the five miko.

      The girls shuffled closer, staring unabashedly at the three yokai. Susano shifted behind Yumei.

      “Would it be cowardly to retreat?” the Kunitsukami muttered.

      “Yes,” Yumei replied without hesitation.

      Susano grumbled something else, the words too quiet for Emi to hear.

      Shiro smirked at his fellow yokai and stepped around Emi. At that sign of welcome, Aya’s hesitation vanished and she smiled delightedly as she suggested a type of dango for him to try. He picked up a skewer and, as though that were some sort of signal, the other four miko surrounded him, jostling to offer him something next.

      Standing beside Yumei and Susano without a clue how to react, Emi watched as Shiro sampled food from each platter and offered generous compliments that had all five miko beaming with pride. Her heart sank at the girls’ blushes and admiring looks. He had the same effect on her.

      One of the girls turned to Emi and extended her platter. Unable to ignore her hunger any longer, Emi accepted a plate and let the girl load it with several delicacies.

      Stepping away from Shiro, Aya shyly approached Susano, probably choosing him over Yumei because his boyish looks softened the threatening aura they both carried.

      “May I offer you some dango?” she asked.

      For a moment, it appeared as though the Kunitsukami of the Storm would continue to hide behind Yumei until the humans went away. Then, with an irritated glance at Shiro, he plucked a skewer off the plate and unenthusiastically pulled the first dumpling off with his teeth. Aya gaped in fascination at his mouth, where his pointed canines had briefly been visible. He chewed quickly and swallowed, then squinted at the skewer.

      “That is very good,” he muttered reluctantly. He looked at Yumei. “You should try it.”

      Aya indicated a skewer drizzled with dark sauce. “Try this one.”

      Yumei sampled a skewer as well. His expression didn’t change—but he immediately took another one. As he and Susano swiftly devoured all of Aya’s dumplings, Emi felt strangely inadequate. Her kamigakari training hadn’t included any cooking lessons.

      “Etsuko!” one of the girls exclaimed in laughing dismay.

      Emi looked around and almost choked on her mouthful of food. One of the younger miko had grabbed Shiro’s ear and was holding it with a grin on her face. He stood frozen, too surprised to react.

      “So soft,” Etsuko said with a giggle. “Like a kitten’s fur.”

      Her face lighting with curiosity, another girl reached for his other vulpine ear.

      Emi shoved her plate at Aya and slapped the girl’s wrist away from Shiro. When she whirled on Etsuko, the girl released his ear and smiled unrepentantly.

      “My apologies, my lady. I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Do not apologize to me,” Emi retorted. “Yokai merit the same deference you would give any kami. You shame Amaterasu with your disrespect.” She fixed a cold stare on Etsuko until the girl bent in an apologetic bow. “It is time for you all to return to your booths.”

      The girls groused in disappointment. Emi drew herself up. “Now.”

      The miko grudgingly retreated. Etsuko pouted and glared at Emi from under her eyelashes. Aya followed last, mumbling an apology. Emi turned back to the three yokai, who couldn’t quite hide their relief. Shiro’s ears were flattened to his head as though he anticipated another surprise ambush.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed of her fellow miko.

      Susano, looking grumpier than Yumei usually did, turned away from the chattering crowds beyond the thin barrier of trees. “I preferred when humans fled at the sight of us.”

      Had those miko understood exactly what sort of yokai they were ogling, would they have run in the opposite direction? As Emi stepped into the yokai’s midst, leading them away from the noisy booths, she realized she was equally relieved that the miko were gone. How strange was it that she far preferred the three lethal otherworldly creatures at her side to the company of her fellow humans?
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      Emi led Shiro, Yumei, and Susano deeper into the trees. The yokai followed wordlessly as she angled toward the hall of worship. When she could just make out the shrine roof through the foliage, she stopped and folded her arms for warmth. Her feet, socks soaked with melted snow, ached from the cold.

      The tempo of the drums increased and the murmuring crowds quieted until all she could hear was the racing beat. Then it stopped. Silence fell.

      A bright light whistled into the sky, then shattered into a thousand sparkling purple stars that blazed against the velvety night sky.

      Emi gasped in delight. “Fireworks! I forgot there would be fireworks this year.”

      Another glowing spot whizzed high. With a sharp bang, it bloomed into a waterfall of twinkling scarlet.

      “How long will this last?” Yumei demanded.

      “I’m not sure.” She peered through the branches at the sky. “They haven’t done fireworks at this festival in ten years.”

      Yumei grunted in displeasure.

      “You wanted to call your karasu, did you not?” Susano asked. “We can do that while we wait.”

      “Yes,” Yumei agreed. “I would prefer more watching eyes. The aura here …”

      Emi glanced over as he and Susano vanished into the darkness, but the spectacle above drew her attention back. A dozen golden comets with glimmering white tails soared across the sky with loud bangs, and Shiro flattened his ears to his head. Rising onto her tiptoes, she craned her neck as three crackling red spheres expanded in a spray of green light before dying.

      “Oh,” she complained. “I can’t see properly from here.”

      “What’s so special about fireworks?”

      “I love fireworks and these ones …” She trailed off, swallowing hard. “They only do fireworks at the Eight Blessings of Heaven and Earth festival on the solstice Amaterasu chooses a kamigakari … and the solstice she descends.”

      Her enthusiasm waned and she dropped back onto her heels, shoulders slumping. Shiro considered her, his ears twitching back at the next boom of a rocket. His arms slid around her waist.

      “Shiro, what—”

      He pulled her against him and launched onto the lowest branch of a nearby oak tree. She threw her arms around his neck as he vaulted into the sprawling crown of boughs. Landing on an entirely too flimsy branch dozens of feet above the ground, he leaned against the trunk and spun her in his arms so her back was to him.

      A cascade of dazzling sparks burst across the expanse of sky before her. Framed by the branches of the oak tree, fireworks erupted in a nonstop wave: fiery blooms, whirling spirals, and glittering stars that flittered in every direction. Scarlet, emerald, saffron, cerulean, and brilliant fuchsia drew fantastical patterns through the black, extinguishing in soft sparkles only for the next whistling rocket to jet into the sky and splash its colors across the night.

      “Oh,” she breathed. She leaned into him, letting the moment sink into her soul—the blazing colors and shapes, his arms around her, his warmth against her back. She slid her hand down to his and twined their fingers together.
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“The fireworks ten years ago were just like this.” She rested her head on his shoulder as she watched. “Most of that year is kind of a blur, but I remember everything about the festival.”

      His thumb slid over the back of her hand. “What was it like?”

      “All the girls who’d specially prepared for that year came to Shion the day before the solstice. Amaterasu selected a new kamigakari a few years later than expected, so there were over two hundred girls between the ages of eight and ten gathered at the shrine. Some had travelled very far.”

      She waited for a wave of crackling comets to fade into quiet. “The first thing I did when I woke up with the kamigakari mark was run to show my parents. Then it was a big whirlwind—showing the kannushi, meeting the Guji for the first time, rituals and purification ceremonies, all sorts of things. I didn’t understand most of it at the time. A bunch of miko dressed me up in the most beautiful kimono I’d ever seen. I felt like a princess. They scolded me for twirling around and creasing my obi.”

      “Your parents,” he murmured. “You’ve never mentioned them before.”

      Her throat tightened. “My mother died when I was twelve. My father … stopped visiting after that.”

      He hesitated, as though considering whether to ask more about her parents. “What happened after you were all dressed up like a princess?”

      She relaxed against him again. “I got to sit in a covered palanquin carried by sohei. We were at the head of a procession of miko and kannushi and a dozen sohei on horseback. My escorts were the seven other gods.” She tilted her head back and smiled at him. “They were just miko and kannushi in costumes and masks, but to me they were the real Amatsukami and Kunitsukami.”

      His eyes gleamed from the floating lights beyond the tree branches. “If you wear the face of a kami, you can call a touch of their power to you.”

      She huffed a soft laugh. “I doubt real kami would share their power with the people wearing those silly masks. But that year, I was in awe of everything. The fireworks began during the procession. Carried in a palanquin, surrounded by gods and warriors and kannushi, with the sky lit up like magic, I’d never felt more special.”

      In the years since, even when the constant pressure had exhausted her, even when she’d lost her parents and then her best friend, she’d enjoyed feeling special. Being Amaterasu’s chosen, and the promise of a blessed future, was all that had kept her going through the loneliness and isolation, through the endless sacrifices and duties.

      Part of her, though, desperately wanted to be mundane and average and forgettable. Part of her wanted to be just another woman standing in the shrine courtyard, wearing a pretty kimono and delighting over fireworks—oblivious to the kami, to the yokai, to the coming sacrifice of a girl who had just wanted to feel special and valued.

      But she couldn’t escape it, not even to enjoy the festival like everyone else. These fireworks were a celebration of the kamigakari and the fulfillment of her purpose in eight days’ time. They marked the end of one phase of her life and the beginning of the next. As the crowd gasped and exclaimed, they had no idea they were participating in the welcoming ceremony for a kami … and a farewell to that kami’s vessel.

      So little time left. Mere days now. Her life was spiraling away and she could do nothing to slow the final charge to her fate, her end.

      Shiro’s arms constricted around her, and only then did she realize her chest was heaving with the silent effort to contain her sobs. Tears streaked her cheeks, cold against her skin.

      “Emi,” he whispered.

      “I’m sorry,” she gasped, swallowing back her tears. “I just … They—they do another fireworks display after the solstice, b-but I … I won’t …”

      A sob caught in her throat and she hunched her shoulders to hide her tears, struggling to push the grief and dread back down into her core. How could she cry about her fate when he had suffered far more than she had and for many more years? What was a premature death compared to an immortal life tainted forever with pain and loneliness? She would die, but he would live forever with no escape.

      “Shiro, will you …” She drew in a quivering breath. “Will you watch the fireworks after the solstice? Will you watch them in … in my place?”

      Light flashed and the racket continued, but she couldn’t bring herself to look up. His arms loosened, then he pulled her around to face him.

      “Whatever you ask of me.” He drew her closer and captured her hand in his, lifting it. Eyes lowered, he pressed his lips to her knuckles. “Whatever you desire, whatever you need. Command me, little miko.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Her roiling sorrow stilled and her hand trembled, his lips still touching her skin.

      “Is it okay for a Kunitsukami to say that?” she asked weakly.

      His gaze fixed on hers. “I can say anything I wish.”

      She stared at him, her pulse further quickening. Taken so off guard by his words, she’d almost missed the change in his speech. She’d almost missed the shift in his eyes, that shimmer of ancient power.

      Yet, she wasn’t sure. Who was he right now? Shiro … or Inari?

      “Should you doubt my sincerity, I will say it again.” Those scorching, ancient eyes held her like crimson chains, drinking her in. “Command me, Emi.”

      This time, her heart didn’t stumble. It soared. How casually, how confidently he ordered her to rule him. Without restriction, without hesitation or doubt, he’d demanded she ask him for anything she wanted. Anything she desired.

      A shiver ran through her. Before she could think, before she even realized she was speaking, the words slipped from her traitorous tongue.

      “Kiss me.”

      His flash of surprise faded almost instantly. His fingertips touched her chin and traced her jaw, catching the wet trails of her tears. He slid his hand into her hair and guided her head back.

      His lips brushed across hers, featherlight and teasing. Then his hand tightened in her hair and he pressed his mouth to hers. Curling her arms around his neck, she pulled herself tighter to him as he braced against the tree trunk behind him. He kissed her slowly, gently, and warmth spiraled through her center at each tiny movement. With unhurried precision, he explored every facet of her lips as though committing each touch to memory.

      Hot desire twined leisurely with tender sweetness until she felt like she was floating, anchored to this world only by his touch. When her breath came fast and she trembled, he slipped his tongue between her lips. She opened her mouth to him and he deepened the kiss until her legs quivered with weakness and heat seared through her. She gripped his hair with both hands and held his mouth to hers, needing him, needing this moment to never end.

      His hand still locked in her hair, he lifted his head. Dizzy, she sucked in air. Her lips throbbed, cold and aching in the absence of his mouth.

      His hooded gaze burned through her, fire and need and demand and—and an unspoken question she couldn’t interpret. She still didn’t know who that hungry stare with a hint of feral possessiveness belonged to. Shiro and Inari had blended together until, for the first time, she couldn’t tell his two halves apart.

      Command me. Anything she wanted, anything she desired.

      It didn’t matter how much of Inari had bled into Shiro. Nothing mattered but the desire simmering in his eyes—and the deep aching need hiding behind it. His need for her, for her acceptance, for her desire … for her love.

      She pulled his head down until his lips brushed hers.

      “Touch me,” she commanded in a whisper.

      She wanted his hands on her. She wanted his touch, his kiss, his everything. She wanted to be his. Wanted him to be hers.

      His warm hand cupped the side of her face, gentle and careful, and he kissed her with sudden aggression, with the consuming heat of flames. The contrast of his demanding mouth and gentle hands lit an inferno inside her, and she grabbed his hair again.

      Grasping the trunk before they slipped off the branch, he growled against her lips, the carnal sound shuddering through her.

      His hand on her face slid down, fingers brushing across the soft skin under her jaw then trailing over the sensitive side of her neck. Breaking the kiss, he latched onto the skin his fingers had been teasing. His hot mouth moved along the side of her neck, following the path of his hand.

      His fingers caught the collar of her kimono, his teeth grazing the spot where her neck and shoulder joined. As he pushed the fabric off her shoulder, cold air hit her skin. His hand slid under the back of her kimono and traced a line down her spine. She arched into him, a soft moan slipping from her.

      He stilled at the sound, then his mouth drifted back up her neck until his lips brushed across her ear.

      “Emi,” he breathed.

      With a deafening bang, light blazed through the trees.

      Shiro jerked upright so fast that his foot slipped on the slender bough. They tilted dangerously—then pitched over. Emi shrieked, her cry lost in the whistling fireworks. Shiro twisted in midair and landed gracelessly on a thick branch a dozen feet below their original perch. Emi clutched his shoulders, her heart pounding violently.

      In the dark sky, the finale of vibrant color faded, the sparkling remnants raining down as they dwindled to nothing.

      Emi turned to him, still winded, to ask what he’d been about to say before they fell—what words would have followed that soft, almost aching exhalation of her name—but motion in the courtyard caught her attention.

      “The procession is here,” she murmured.

      He leaned forward, his arms still wrapped around her waist. In the courtyard, an array of sword-bearing sohei preceded three regal figures in layers of flowing robes and simple white masks. The representative of Izanagi wore shades of gold, Izanami in burgundy, and Tsukiyomi in blue. Behind them, six sohei carried a wooden palanquin with a flat roof and open sides. Kneeling on the cushion inside was a woman in a matching mask and amethyst robes. She held herself with regal poise, hands resting neatly in her lap.

      Following the palanquin were four more figures. In front, a man and a woman walked side by side. He wore robes in shades of brown and a stylized bear mask, while she wore layers of green kimono and an owl mask. A few steps behind them were two men, one wearing a dragon mask and garments she knew were dark gray but looked black in the lantern light. And the other, in robes of red, wore a white fox mask.

      She peered at the representative of Inari, then at the yokai beside her, battling a strange sense of surreality. The flesh-and-blood Kunitsukami was right here with his arms around her.

      And she’d commanded him to kiss her. To do more than kiss her. Her cheeks flushed.

      Shiro focused on the procession as it stopped before the immense hall of worship. “Shouldn’t you be the one in the palanquin?”

      “Yes.” For some reason, she couldn’t pull her gaze from his profile, her eyes tracing the shape of his nose, his jaw, and his lips, which had just been sliding down the side of her neck. “I wonder who they picked to stand in for me?”

      He studied the procession, seemingly oblivious to her attention on him. “What happens next?”

      “Once they go inside the shrine, the festival is over. There isn’t much more to see.” She glanced at the spectators, who were meandering away from the courtyard, no doubt returning to the shrine entrance. “Visitors are already leaving. We’ll be able to grab Katsuo soon.”

      “Do you see him?”

      She peered at the sohei honor guard. “There—in front, on the far side of the courtyard.”

      Katsuo’s dark hair, always disheveled no matter what he did with it, was easy to spot. He waited with his fellow sohei as the palanquin was lowered to the ground. The miko who’d taken Emi’s place rose gracefully and stepped onto the flagstones. The plain mask hid her face and her loose hair fell almost to her knees in a sweeping wave. It had to be a wig—even Emi’s hair wasn’t quite that long.

      Emi combed her fingers through a tangled lock. “I wonder who knows that isn’t me?”

      “It’s obviously not you. She holds herself differently,” Shiro said absently as he scanned the courtyard, a wrinkle forming between his eyebrows. “Even if you weren’t beside me, she wouldn’t fool me for a moment.”

      Was he that familiar with the sight of her, with the subtleties of her body language? He might think it was obvious, but she doubted anyone else suspected that wasn’t her gliding sedately away from the palanquin.

      “Something feels wrong,” Shiro growled.

      “Wrong? What—”

      A deep, inhuman groan tremored through the night.

      The sound came again—the creaking moan of shifting earth. A snap. A loud crack. Emi grabbed Shiro’s arm as the bough beneath them vibrated.

      With the shriek of tearing stone, the courtyard heaved upward—and from beneath the earth, something came alive.
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      From the torn earth, two thick tree roots clamped around the empty wooden palanquin and crushed it. More roots rose from the heaving ground and twisted into the rough shape of a colossal ape—thick, stubby legs and long, club-like arms.

      It had no head, but a spot of light glowed from within the bands of wood that formed its chest.

      “A shikigami?” Emi gasped.

      With terrified screams, the procession fled the courtyard. Sohei ran toward the monster as it straightened to its full height, scattering the palanquin’s remains.

      Clamping one arm around her middle, Shiro sprang off the branch. As they plummeted toward the ground, the earth shikigami reached for the woman in Amaterasu’s violet robes. A sohei threw himself at her, knocking her clear. The tree-root fingers caught her trailing hair, yanking the wig free. Her mask hit the flagstones and broke.

      Shiro landed hard in the snow and shoved Emi back into the tree. “It’s come for you. Stay right here.”

      “Shiro—”

      “There’s a kami nearby controlling it. You can’t be seen.”

      “But—”

      “Just stay here!”

      He sprinted for the courtyard, and Emi’s hands clenched. Shaking off her hesitation, she rushed after him.

      In the courtyard, the shikigami lumbered forward, still holding the wig. Two sohei rushed the miko away and the others drew their swords, but the monster towered over them, twice their height. One of them slashed his katana at the shikigami’s leg but the blade barely chipped the wood.

      Shiro burst out of the trees, the flash of flame in his hands drawing every eye. His double-bladed staff took form, and as he charged for the shikigami, he dug one point into the cracked flagstones. Using the staff, he vaulted over the wooden beast. The weapon twirled in his hands and as he dropped, he ripped the blade down the shikigami’s back in a spray of splinters.

      The wooden creature shuddered as though in pain and turned toward Shiro. At the edge of the trees, Emi dropped into a crouch behind a thick shrub, hopefully out of sight.

      Fire raced along Shiro’s staff. He snapped it out, severing the shikigami’s stubby leg like paper. The monster dropped onto the stump.

      “Stop!” Katsuo’s voice rang out over the shouts of the sohei and the frightened cries of fleeing humans. “Don’t attack the kitsune!”

      Emi gripped a handful of her kimono, fighting to stay put, to stay still.

      Roots sprouted from the monster’s severed limb, reforming the leg. Shiro evaded a clumsy attempt to grab him and jumped onto its grasping hand. He ran up the arm and his staff flashed again. The creature jerked back and Shiro’s strike missed the shikigami’s glowing heart. He leaped clear of the monster, staff already spinning in another attack.

      The earth rumbled and the hole in the ground churned. A second shikigami heaved itself out of the dirt and rose on thick legs. It stumped toward Shiro, joining its twin. Unmoving, they seemed to assess their opponent.

      Thick roots erupted off the two shikigami like tentacles and the pointed tips hurtled toward Shiro in a deadly barrage. White-hot flames engulfed him, turning the attacking roots to blackened ash. The sohei still in the courtyard flinched back, throwing their arms up against the blast of heat. As Shiro retreated, luring the shikigami away from the sohei, Emi realized he couldn’t unleash his fire without harming the fragile humans.

      As he dodged another barrage of stabbing roots, an image flashed in her mind—ruby eyes staring blindly at the sky, glassy and empty of life, a tree root protruding from his chest. An earth kami’s roots had killed him once before.

      The pit of churned dirt in the center of the courtyard stirred again. A third shikigami crawled out of the earth and turned toward its fellows battling Shiro.

      Flames burst from him as he warded off another attack, but with twisting roots flailing all around the creatures, he couldn’t get close enough to destroy their talismans—the only way to kill them. How would he fight off three of the monsters?

      Katsuo seemed to reach the same conclusion. Calling orders, he led the group of sohei toward the third creature. Hoping she would live long enough for Shiro to yell at her for disobeying him, Emi lunged out of the trees and sprinted toward the shikigami.

      The monster, focused on its quarry, advanced on the sohei. They split into three groups, spreading out as best they could in the limited space. The shikigami raised an arm over its head and brought it down with crushing force. The sohei leaped clear and the flagstones shattered under the impact of the twisted roots. As the men scrambled to regain their footing, the shikigami lifted its other arm. Dozens of roots uncoiled, forming pointed lances.

      Emi dove in front of the group and flung her hands up.

      Wind gusted from her palms and the air condensed into a shimmering shield. The roots smashed into her barrier in an earth-shaking barrage. Her arms trembled.

      “Emi!” Katsuo gasped.

      “Get them up!” She shoved the wind outward. It hit the shikigami like a battering ram and hurled it onto its back. Whirling, she yanked the nearest sohei up.

      “Ofuda!” she cried as the shikigami lumbered to its feet. “Someone give me ofuda!”

      The three nearest sohei, all gaping at her, thrust handfuls of paper talismans in her direction. She snatched a fistful of binding ofuda as the shikigami’s arm rose for another strike.

      She launched toward it and a gust pushed her faster. Ducking beneath its swing, she slapped an ofuda against the twisted roots.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!”

      Bluish light engulfed its leg. As she’d feared with Tsukiyomi’s water serpent, ofuda weren’t effective on shikigami. Instead of binding its entire body, the spell only immobilized its leg.

      And its arm was already swinging toward her.

      Katsuo sprang in front of her, his sword held crosswise in front of him, one hand on the flat of the blade.

      “Sekisho no seishin!” he yelled.

      A glowing barrier flashed out from the blade. The wooden arm slammed into the shield, crushing it and flinging Katsuo back into her. They tumbled to the ground. The sohei on the monster’s other side struck with weapons and ofuda.

      Gasping, Katsuo rolled off her and she scrambled up, clutching her ofuda.

      “Emi, you have to get away from—”

      “You need my help.” Before he could object, she leaped forward and hit the shikigami’s other leg with an ofuda. “Sotei no shinketsu!”

      Its other leg froze in place and she dashed away before it could retaliate. Katsuo followed on her heels. She raced around the monster, watching the movements of its arms. As it swung one down, forcing the sohei to scatter, the wind swept beneath her, propelling her into the air. She slapped the ofuda right over the shikigami’s talisman.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!”

      Blue light rushed across it and the monster went still. She dropped neatly to the ground, the breeze swirling around her legs. As the edges of the ofuda blackened, she looked across the courtyard to Shiro, just as he immersed a shikigami in fire.

      The wind whispered in her ear, tugging at her. She spun around.

      In the shadows at the edge of the courtyard, in the very spot where Emi had run out of the trees, a figure stood—silent, unmoving, watching her. He casually raised a hand as though pointing at her.

      “Emi!” Katsuo yelled.

      White flames engulfed all three of her ofuda and they crumbled to ash. Freed from the binding, dozens of roots lifted off the shikigami and whipped down—aiming not for her, but for the sohei around her.

      “No!” she cried, throwing her hands up.

      A powerful gust caught all the sohei and swept them backward. The attacking roots tore into the flagstones where they’d just been.

      But now Emi stood alone in front of the monster.

      She desperately called the wind to her aid. Pain flashed through her ankle as a root closed around her leg. It jerked her off the ground and the courtyard whirled crazily as dozens of roots aimed their points at her.

      Fire burst across her vision. Shiro launched into the tangle, his staff already severing the root that held her. He caught her with one arm, holding her over his shoulder, and landed in front of the shikigami.

      Still carrying Emi and with his staff in his other hand, he vaulted upward. His blade caught the shikigami between the legs and the fiery steel ripped up the wooden body, cutting straight through the torso and the talisman in its center. He dropped to the ground as the two pieces of the shikigami fell.

      At the other end of the courtyard, one of the twin monsters was a twisted mass of charred wood, but the other one rushed at them, roots whipping around wildly.

      He loosened his arm and she slid off his back, landing on her feet. Spinning his staff, he cast a sideways glance at her. “You just can’t do as I say, can you?”

      “You’re even less obedient than I am.”

      He grinned as flames flashed over his staff. Then he charged at the shikigami as orbs of fire popped into existence all around him. She sped after him and flung a hand out. Wind slammed into the shikigami, deflecting the roots that had been rushing toward Shiro.

      Springing off a kitsunebi, he flipped over the shikigami. His blade came down, severing the creature’s arm. It staggered and twisted awkwardly as the arm reformed.

      Emi dove and slapped an ofuda against its leg. “Sotei no shinketsu!”

      Blue light shimmered and its leg froze in place. Shiro appeared beside her, catching her with one arm and leaping back to evade another sweep of spear-like roots. Pivoting, he jumped onto the shikigami’s back and thrust the flaming staff blade through its paper heart.

      The roots stiffened and the creature crashed to the ground, lifeless. Silence fell over the courtyard.

      “Shiro,” she gasped, pointing at the trees. “The kami—”

      He whipped toward the shadowy figure waiting beyond the edge of the courtyard. Before Shiro could act, the kami jerked forward. A shining blade erupted from the center of his chest.

      The blade withdrew and the kami collapsed, revealing Yumei behind him, his long black spear in hand. He raised an eyebrow at Shiro from across the courtyard.

      “About time,” Shiro muttered.

      “Emi …”

      Shiro turned toward Katsuo’s hesitant voice, Emi still clamped to his side. Katsuo looked between them. Battered sohei waited behind him, holding their weapons tightly. Focused on Shiro, they hadn’t noticed Yumei dispatch the kami from the shadows.

      “Hey there, Katsuo.” Shiro smirked, as perfectly casual as if he’d strolled over from the festival. “We’re back! Did you miss us?”

      “Not you,” Katsuo muttered. “Emi, are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, squirming against Shiro’s hold.

      He loosened his arm and she reached for Katsuo, allowing her relieved smile to bloom. Before she could embrace him, the thunder of approaching footsteps made her whirl around.

      Three dozen sohei, weapons drawn and blades lowered, charged to the edge of the courtyard and spread out in battle formation. Three elder kannushi that Emi vaguely recognized as leaders of other prominent Amaterasu shrines led them.

      “There’s the yokai!” one said commandingly. “Prepare to attack!”

      The newly arrived sohei shifted closer. Several of them held lengths of shimenawa rope in their hands—no doubt infused with binding or purification spells that could immobilize yokai. Others held bows and crossbows, the arrows equally equipped with spells to take down dangerous opponents.

      Shiro could defeat them—if he was willing to kill her human allies.

      “Stop!” she shouted, stepping in front of Shiro. “This yokai is Amaterasu’s ally!”

      “Sohei Katsuo!” the leader barked. “Move your team back and get into position.”

      Katsuo looked from the kannushi to Shiro, then deliberately sheathed his katana. “This yokai saved us. He is an ally.”

      The sohei behind Katsuo inched back, uncertain whom to follow.

      “Don’t be a fool!” the kannushi snapped. “It’s a trick!”

      “It’s not a trick,” Emi called out, still shielding Shiro from the sohei force. “Lay down your weapons!”

      Ignoring her, the kannushi bellowed commands at the sohei. They moved outward in a half circle, attempting to surround Shiro and block any escape. A large group of sohei was more than capable of defeating the average yokai, but they didn’t know they were preparing to battle a Kunitsukami. With only one loop of the onenju left, Shiro was capable of killing every sohei in the courtyard—and leveling the great hall behind him—in minutes.

      “Stop this!” Katsuo yelled. “Will you attack a yokai with the kamigakari standing right here?”

      “Kamigakari?” Confusion rippled through the sohei force and the three kannushi peered at her.

      Emi spluttered. Didn’t they recognize her? Every Amaterasu shrine servant knew what she looked like!

      Shiro snickered. “You can’t blame them, little miko. You’re more rumpled than usual.”

      She pushed her shoulders back and stepped forward. “I, Kamigakari Kimura, say this before you and with Amaterasu as my witness: this yokai is Amaterasu’s ally. Tonight he risked injury and death to save human lives.”

      She swept a glare across the sohei and the breeze stirred around her feet, swirling the dirt and snow. “I swear upon my life and honor that he will harm no one at this shrine. And I swear that if any of you attempt to harm him, you will answer to me—and to Amaterasu.”

      On her final word, the wind surged. It touched neither her nor Shiro but howled through the courtyard. The sohei staggered for balance in the sudden gust. It died just as quickly, and as debris drifted back to the flagstones, no one moved.

      “Kamigakari,” the kannushi said reluctantly. “Are you certain?”

      Before she could answer, a dark shadow erupted a few feet away. Black and red magic burst outward as Yumei materialized beside her. She started in fright—and every weapon that had lowered whipped up again, the sohei rigid with fear and aggression.

      All her effort to calm everyone—completely ruined. She whirled on the Tengu, hands balled into fists.

      “Yumei!” Furious exasperation turned her voice into a near growl. “What are you doing?”

      He met her glower with a flat stare. “This banter is pointless. You found the boy. Take him and we can leave.”

      “The boy?” she repeated blankly, struggling to switch trains of thought.

      He tilted his head toward Katsuo. “Is this not the one you wanted?”

      Katsuo’s mouth fell open and he backed up a step.

      She grimaced. “Well, yes, but—”

      With a crack of lightning, Susano appeared behind Katsuo. He leaped like a startled rabbit and almost collided with her.

      “If you found him, let us leave,” Susano said impatiently, looking Katsuo over, clearly unimpressed with what he saw. “If one kami has infiltrated the shrine, more might come.”

      All around them, sohei were babbling and the kannushi were shouting orders. Chaos was spreading like an infection. And she’d almost had everything settled a minute ago!

      She pressed two fingers to her temple. “Would it have killed you two to just be patient for five more minutes so we could leave peacefully?”

      Shiro snickered again.

      “Why does it matter?” Yumei snapped. “We have wasted too much time here already.”

      She regarded the three yokai. They stood surrounded by bristling warriors trained in the art of slaying yokai, utterly unfazed. Not even slightly bothered. They could be standing in a meadow of butterflies for all the concern they showed.

      “I really wanted a bath and a change of clothes before we left,” she muttered.

      “You said only that you wanted food.”

      “Do I not look like I could use a change of clothes?” She held her arms out, displaying her stained, torn kimono. “I don’t have a coat. I don’t even have shoes.”

      In unison, Yumei, Shiro, Susano, and Katsuo looked down at her feet.

      Yumei blinked once at her wet, muddy tabi socks, then scowled. “Fine.”

      “Thank you for your permission,” she shot back.

      His eyes narrowed. She returned his glare.

      When Shiro laughed, she jerked her attention to him. He swallowed his mirth with a choked cough.

      “Come with me,” she growled. She pointed at Katsuo and he flinched. “You too.”

      Turning on her heel, she stalked toward the wall of sohei. The yokai and Katsuo fell into step behind her. As she approached, the three kannushi in front seemed at a loss for what to do. Emi stopped in front of them.

      “Move aside,” she said coldly.

      “But my lady, those are—”

      “Would I bring these yokai with me if they were a threat? Would they be standing here peaceably if they intended us harm?” She raised a hand and the wind whipped around her again. “Step aside.”

      The kannushi grudgingly obeyed. The sohei behind them retreated immediately, opening a path for her. She walked into the gap without looking at anyone.

      Activity at the rear of the human force drew her attention. With his staff in one hand, Guji Ishida strode toward the courtyard, accompanied by another dozen sohei. As their gazes met, the stark planes of his face tightened in surprise. She stopped and offered him a shallow bow—the bow of equals.

      “Guji Ishida,” she said. “I require accommodations at the shrine for these allies of Amaterasu.”

      He looked across Shiro and Yumei to Susano, the only one he didn’t recognize. Tension spread through every human present as they awaited his response.

      He dipped his head in a nod. “Of course. The servants of Amaterasu welcome her valued allies.”

      Emi let out a relieved breath. Ishida gave her a long look that promised an interrogation later, then turned and instructed a sohei on where to take her and her companions. She glanced over her shoulder at the three yokai standing passively behind her and shook her head. This wasn’t at all how she’d imagined her return to Shion would go, but she supposed it could have been worse.
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      Walking out of the bathroom as she ran a brush through her damp hair, Emi pursed her lips at the opulence of her new quarters.

      Ishida had sent their yokai visitors to a room in the hall of purification. She understood his decision—the hall, where his own rooms and office were located, was inhabited only by elder kannushi, and Ishida wanted to minimize the risk of human and yokai interaction. And, likely wanting Emi nearby to control the yokai, he’d offered her a suite in the hall as well: Amaterasu’s rooms.

      Rice paper walls were painted with beautiful mountain scenery, and polished wood accented the bold colors. Everything in the room was as sophisticated and elegant as Yumei’s long-ago palace. She walked across the fine tatami mats, grateful for the clean, soft tabi socks on her feet. She was finally warm again. And clean. And dressed in a simple, comfortable miko uniform.

      Her bath had been the only truly restful moment so far this night. She’d filled in Ishida and Katsuo on everything that had happened and introduced Susano as a Kunitsukami. She’d also, rather reluctantly, reintroduced Shiro as Inari. The revelation had visibly shaken Ishida, and Katsuo had gone white as snow.

      Their preparations for tomorrow were under way, though Ishida had initially insisted that Emi needed to prepare for the solstice instead. He hadn’t been able to argue with Susano, though.

      She tied her damp hair back and smoothed the long tail. Her gaze slid around the beautiful but unfamiliar room and she wrapped her arms around her middle, suppressing a shiver. It was too quiet.

      She glanced at the thick, double-sized futon laid out for her, covered in down blankets and plush pillows, then crossed to the door and slipped outside. She walked up the corridor, trailing her fingers along the wall. Rounding a corner, she stopped in surprise.

      Six sohei were clustered around a door at the end of the hallway, peering through the crack into the room. The yokai inside were probably aware of their audience and didn’t appreciate the intrusion.

      She hovered at the corner, debating with herself, then turned away. Explaining why, alone and late at night, she wanted to enter a room with three yokai inside was too much trouble. Knowing Ishida, he had probably ordered the sohei to keep her away.

      It was fine. She didn’t need to see them. She could endure the lonely, anxious ache beneath her ribs on her own. Morning light would see her reunited with Shiro and the others again. One night wasn’t long at all.

      She wandered through the empty corridors. The inhabitants of the hall were in their rooms, probably asleep after the hard work of the festival and the unexpected excitement that had followed. Sohei no doubt guarded the entrances, but she stayed far from those passages. She had no desire to go out in the cold again.

      Her thoughts wandered along with her feet, lingering mostly on Shiro—or more specifically, on his voice, his mouth, and his hands on her skin. She nibbled on a fingernail, yearning competing with guilt. If Tsukiyomi had been truthful, inner conflict had already compromised her ki. Kissing Shiro—more than kissing him—was not helping her regain her makoto no kokoro, her inner harmony, but she couldn’t seem to remember that whenever he was near.

      She meandered into a corridor that bordered the large courtyard garden in the center of the building. The walkway had been closed in with paneled walls for the winter, but in the summer, the garden view was spectacular.

      Another pang rolled through her. She would never see the garden in summer bloom again. Brushing her hair from her eyes, she hurried her steps. If all she planned to do was mope and moan, she should go to bed and sleep. Tomorrow she would infiltrate an Izanagi shrine. She should be well rested.

      Reaching an intersection, she hesitated at the touch of a cold breeze. Down the corridor to her right, two wall panels had been pulled apart, leaving an opening into the garden.

      Tensing, she sidled along the hallway toward the gap. As she neared it, a quiet sound reached her—quiet, erratic scuffs like irregular footsteps. Ready to call on the wind, she leaned around the panel and peeked outside.

      On the intricately laid stonework in the middle of the garden, Shiro stood with a plain wooden staff in his hands. He’d shed his shirt and wore only his black hakama and the wraps that ran from his hands up above his elbows. Twirling flakes drifted from the sky, the light snowfall lit by the warm light leaking from the surrounding panels.

      He turned the staff so it was parallel to his body, then he began to move.

      The staff spun in his hands so fast it was a blur, and he flowed with it. The only sounds were the whoosh of the staff through the air and the soft scrape of his feet grazing the stones. The staff whipped out as though striking an invisible enemy, then snapped back and rotated across his chest as he released it with one hand and caught it with the other.

      He pivoted, dove forward, and landed on one hand in a twisting flip. Staff still whirling, he brought both legs down in a double kick that would have shattered an opponent’s neck. He whipped around, the staff spinning above his head then spiraling down behind his back before snapping out in another strike. He pulled it back in, his hands shifting across the wood so smoothly he seemed to simultaneously move impossibly fast and languorously slow.

      Clutching the edge of the paneled wall, she watched him. As he continued the workout, cutting down invisible adversaries, she focused less on his masterful technique and more on the flex of muscles in his arms, his back, his chest. More on the bend and twist of lithe, flexible limbs. The grace, the power. The steam of exertion rising from his bare skin.
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Barely breathing, she leaned out a little farther and her hand slipped on the wall. The panel clattered loudly as she lurched for balance.

      Shiro reeled around, wooden staff dropping into a defensive stance. When he saw her, surprise flickered across his features and he relaxed, resting the butt of the weapon on the ground.

      “It’s late, little miko.” His quiet voice hummed through the shadows, a part of the night. “You should be sleeping.”

      “So should you,” she mumbled, tugging her sleeves straight as a blush stained her cheeks.

      “I don’t need as much sleep as a human.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. Stepping out onto the wooden boardwalk that crossed the flowerbeds, she held a hand out to catch a few snowflakes on her palm. Shiro drifted closer, the snow melting on his bare skin. She fixed her stare on her feet as warmth tingled through her center.

      She’d seen him shirtless before, so why did the sight of him still affect her so strongly? Her discomfort stemmed not from his partial nakedness, but from the irresistible desire to touch him. To run her fingers over his shoulders and torso. To trace lines in the slick of melted snow on his skin. He would feel delightfully warm under her hands.

      The staff appeared in front of her nose and she started in surprise. Shiro held out the weapon expectantly. When she hesitantly took it, he picked his kosode off the stone lantern post and shrugged it on, leaving it hanging loose instead of folding it closed and tucking it in. The bare strip of his chest and abdomen was quite possibly even more enticing than before, and her fingers twitched with the urge to slip under the shirt and trace his muscles.

      She blinked, realizing he was watching her watching him. Blushing, she pushed the staff toward him.

      “Oh,” she huffed in surprise. “It’s heavy.”

      “Weapons usually are.”

      She hefted it in her hands. “It’s a lot heavier than I expected. You made it look weightless.”

      “Well, I suspect I might be a shade or two stronger than you.”

      She gave him an arch look and held out the staff again, but he didn’t take it. He tilted his head as he studied her. She shrank under his scrutiny, subconsciously pulling the staff closer, unable to decipher his expression.

      A pained look twisted his features. “Don’t hold it like that.”

      Her brow furrowed. “What?”

      “The staff. You can’t defend yourself if you hold it against your body like that.”

      She looked at the weapon, then thrust it out for him to reclaim, annoyed. “I couldn’t defend myself with it either way. Take it back.”

      “Of course you can defend yourself with it.”

      “Hardly.”

      A sharp smile revealed his pointed canines. “Slide your left hand down about six inches.”

      “What?” She shook her head. “Just take it.”

      He folded his arms. “Slide your left hand down.”

      “I’ll drop the staff if you don’t take it.”

      When he gave her a long look, she grudgingly moved her hand as instructed.

      “Now bring that hand down toward your hip.”

      She obeyed, knowing he was stubborn enough to make her stand out here all night until she humored him.

      “There,” he said with satisfaction. “Middle guard position. You’re now ready to defend against most attacks.”

      She looked at herself. She was holding the staff at an angle in front of her body, with the top half slanted defensively toward Shiro.

      “I can’t actually defend against an attack,” she said without thinking.

      His lips curved in another smile, and she winced.

      “No,” she said before he could respond.

      “It’s easy.”

      “No.”

      “Just one block.”

      “No.”

      He stepped toward her. She pointed the staff at him to ward him off. He sidestepped it and then he was behind her.

      “Not like that.”

      She might have continued protesting his insistence on teaching her, except his purring voice so close evaporated all her thoughts. He placed his left hand on top of hers—his palm as wondrously warm as she’d imagined—and leaned down, putting his mouth right by her ear.

      “You don’t have the strength to stop a direct attack, so use your opponent’s weight and momentum against them. When they strike from the front, block them like this.”

      Fingers tightening over hers, he guided her left hand up, rotating the staff until it was vertical, then pushed it across the front of her body as though shoving an assailant’s weapon off center.

      “With this small motion, you push the attack to one side and their momentum will throw them off balance. Do you see?”

      She nodded mutely, unfairly distracted by the heat emanating from him. He pulled her hand back to the guard position and released it.

      “Again.”

      She swung the bottom of the staff up and thrust it sideways.

      “Good.” His hands curled over her hips and her breath hitched. “Just remember to turn your hips with the motion for more power.”

      He guided her hips into a turn as she again pushed the staff sideways to deflect an imaginary attack.

      “Perfect,” he purred in her ear and tingles skimmed along the full length of her spine. Did he have any idea what he was doing to her? “Now that you’ve blocked your opponent’s attack and thrown him off balance, you can retaliate.”

      He reached around her, his chest brushing her back, and closed his hands over hers. In a smooth motion, he flipped the staff forward, bringing one end up and over, as though slamming it down on her pretend enemy.

      “Just like this.”

      “Right,” she said breathlessly.

      “Did you absorb any of that?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Shame. You look good with a weapon.”

      “Shiro!” she exclaimed, squirming to escape him as her cheeks flushed.

      He drew the staff toward him—and her with it. Trapped by the pole angled in front of her, she could do nothing as he pulled her back into him. Then his teeth grazed her skin just above the collar of her kimono, and her desire to move away from him was extinguished.

      “Shiro,” she whispered hoarsely. She clutched the staff, his hands still tight over hers.

      His lips slowly slid up the side of her neck. Answering heat swooped through her center.

      “Why are you wandering around this late at night, little miko?” he crooned in her ear.

      “I …” She closed her eyes as he tasted the soft skin under her jaw. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just … I couldn’t stop thinking.”

      “About what?”

      She angled her head as he worked his way down her throat, then used his nose to nudge aside the collar of her kimono. He kissed the curve of her neck, and she melted against him.

      “Stupid things,” she answered belatedly. “Nothing important.”

      He shifted his head to the other side of her neck, mouth trailing across her skin. “Tell me.”

      “Stupid things,” she mumbled again, too distracted by what he was doing to give any real thought to her answer. “I didn’t realize the solstice … I didn’t know it was this close until we got here. I’ve tried not to dwell on it, but I can’t stop thinking about how … how …”

      He stilled. Her eyes popped open as she realized what she’d said.

      “I’m just being melodramatic,” she muttered hastily, thoughtlessly shaking her head and forcing him back to avoid a collision. “I know this is my duty. It’s fine. I’m prepared. I just can’t help these little thoughts that pop into my head, like …” She peered at the barren branches and empty flowerbeds around them. “Like never getting to see this garden in bloom again, or never getting to feel the summer sun …”

      She trailed off, wishing she hadn’t said anything, hadn’t complained like a whiny child who didn’t want to accept any responsibility. So much depended on Amaterasu’s descension on the solstice. Emi couldn’t fail her Amatsukami, couldn’t fail the Kunitsukami, couldn’t fail mankind.

      “Emi …” His soft tone surprised her. “What do you want, Emi? Duty and fate and Izanami’s schemes aside—ignoring all of that, what future would you choose for yourself?”

      “I …” Still trapped by his arms and the staff, she stared ahead, no longer seeing the garden. “I … I don’t know. I’ve been the kamigakari for almost as long as I can remember. I’ve never …”

      “There must be something you want.” His hands tightened over hers on the staff. “Some selfish future you won’t let yourself consider.”

      “I don’t know what I want.”

      He leaned in closer, his lips brushing her ear. “Lie, little miko.”

      She shivered. “My only future is becoming Amaterasu’s vessel on the solstice.”

      “But what do you wish your future was instead?”

      Tears welled but she blinked them away. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Why?” Her voice rose against her will. “Even talking about the things I can never have—why are you making this harder on me?”

      “Tell me,” he commanded.

      “You,” she cried, angry tears spilling down her cheeks. “I wish I could have a future with you. You’re the only thing I’ve ever wanted badly enough to risk my purity for. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

      He went quiet. She hunched her shoulders as a painful, hollow ache flared inside her. It grew worse with each second that passed in silence. Unable to bear his lack of response, she pushed on the staff. To her surprise, he pulled it from her hands and swung it out of the way. She stumbled forward and turned jerkily to face him.

      Shadows ghosted through his eyes, but his face was expressionless.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that’s how you felt.” The shadows gathered, dimming the normally bright ruby. “I won’t touch you again.”

      The hollow ache turned to a squeezing agony. “Shiro …”

      He looked away. “Your makoto no kokoro is more important. Good night, Emi.”

      Her mouth hung open, confusion stealing her voice. He glided toward the open panels and slipped through without looking back.

      She stared after him, pain ricocheting through her. She had finally confessed the depth of her feelings for him, and he … he had walked away. He had promised not to touch her again and walked away. His words echoed in her head, scoring her wounded heart anew. Pressing a hand to her chest, she forced herself to take a deep breath.

      Your makoto no kokoro is more important. He’d known all along that physical intimacy was forbidden to her, so he must have known she was risking her purity by being with him. Why then was he walking away now?

      Tears leaked down her cheeks, impervious to her attempts to contain them. It hurt too much—the memory of his flat, emotionless voice, of those concealing shadows in his eyes that had hidden his feelings from her. Whatever his reaction to her confession had been, he hadn’t wanted her to know.

      She had told him how she felt, and he had chosen to walk away. Her heart was fracturing, and she couldn’t think. With tears streaking her face, she fled the garden, frantic to reach her room before she lost control.
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      As she watched the mountains slide by outside the car window, Emi massaged her temples. It was strangely unfamiliar to do something as human as ride in a car. She’d grown accustomed to travelling through otherworldly portals and being carried by a dragon.

      Katsuo sat on the seat beside her. Turning away from the window, she found him watching her instead of the passing scenery.

      “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

      “Of course,” she answered quickly, dropping her hands into her lap. “I just didn’t get a lot of sleep.”

      She’d hardly slept at all. Her eyes still ached from too many tears shed and her heart throbbed with each beat, Shiro’s rejection like a dart lodged in her chest. Over and over, her confession that she wanted to spend her future with him replayed in her head, and over and over she heard his promise to never touch her again.

      Their frenzied preparations for this afternoon had been a welcome distraction. Katsuo was dressed in the yellow colors of an Izanagi sohei, the uniform acquired by Ishida. She had no idea where he’d gotten it and hadn’t had the time or the energy to ask. Three miko had kept her occupied as they’d worked some kind of braiding magic on her hair to make it look significantly shorter. Her hair was still long, but not conspicuously so.

      Together, she and Katsuo looked like any other miko and sohei of an Izanagi shrine. She glanced past the driver—also on loan from Ishida—to the road beyond the windshield. As the car rounded a wide bend, an unfamiliar city in the snow-dusted valley came into view.

      “Don’t worry,” Katsuo said bracingly, misinterpreting her tension. “Compared to spider monsters and eight-headed dragons, this has to be the easiest thing you’ve done so far. Izanagi isn’t even there.”

      She nodded and forced her thoughts away from Shiro. Yumei was certain Izanagi hadn’t yet descended, though the Amatsukami’s kamigakari was supposedly ready and waiting. Izanagi’s absence, however, didn’t mean the shrine would be devoid of his kami vassals. And even without otherworldly threats, they could get themselves in a lot of trouble with the humans at the shrine.

      “We’ll blend right in,” Katsuo assured her. “You know how busy Shion is at lunchtime. No one will notice us.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      As the car wound down the mountainside toward the city, she checked her sleeves for ofuda and found the hidden pockets well stocked.

      Katsuo shifted on the seat beside her. “Emi … when you were telling me everything that happened …”

      She glanced up at his hesitant tone.

      “You didn’t say much about Inari,” he finished.

      Forcing herself to relax into the seat, she looked at her hands in her lap. “What do you mean?”

      “You …” He struggled for words. “What do you think of him, now that you know who he really is?”

      “His memories haven’t returned yet, so he isn’t much different.”

      Katsuo was silent for a moment. “He still looks at you the same way.”

      She flinched. After Katsuo’s last encounter with Shiro, he’d told her that Shiro looked at her like he wanted to devour her. But as of last night, he didn’t even want to touch her. “No, he doesn’t.”

      “He …” Katsuo shifted again and pink tinged his cheeks. He cleared his throat. “Has he ever tried to … seduce you?”

      She bit hard on the inside of her cheek and leveled a glare on him, communicating without words what she thought of his question.

      Wincing, he said defensively, “It’s not just me. Guji Ishida is concerned too. He noticed how possessive Inari is around you.”

      She turned to the window, signaling that the conversation was over.

      “I’m just concerned,” he persisted. “We already know he’s manipulative and—”

      “Shiro is not manipulating me,” she interrupted.

      “Inari,” Katsuo corrected. “Not ‘Shiro.’ He isn’t the simple kitsune we thought he was. He’s immeasurably powerful, thousands of years old, and used to getting whatever he wants.”

      “You don’t know anything about him.”

      “Neither do you,” he said, firm but apologetic. “How can any human really understand a Kunitsukami? He’s a god, Emi. I don’t think you’re seeing that.”

      She folded her arms stubbornly, unsure why she was arguing about Shiro after last night. “He doesn’t remember being Inari.”

      “You talk about him like he’s two different people. Shiro and Inari are one and the same. Not remembering everything doesn’t make him any less of a Kunitsukami.” Something too close to pity flickered in Katsuo’s eyes. “Just because you don’t want him to be Inari doesn’t mean he isn’t. Calling him Shiro only makes it easier for you to ignore that.”

      “You don’t understand.” She tightened her arms around her middle. “He’s supposed to be a powerful Kunitsukami who’s lived for millennia, but he can’t remember any of that. He can’t be what everyone needs him to be—at least, not yet. I’ll keep calling him Shiro because he needs someone to see him for who he is right now, and not a broken god who may never be the same again.”

      The car slowed, then began moving with the stop-and-start rhythm of city traffic.

      “Emi,” Katsuo finally said, his voice low and almost pained. “Are you …?”

      She glanced at him warily. “Am I what?”

      He bit his lip. “Never mind.”

      She looked out her window as the car passed a busy shopping mall. She suspected what his aborted question would have been. Are you in love with Inari?

      In love with Inari … was she? Shiro had claimed her heart, but Inari? The Kunitsukami she’d seen in Amaterasu’s and Yumei’s memories was a stranger, someone who intimidated and even frightened her. And yet …

      She frowned out the window. More of the Kunitsukami had been surfacing in Shiro lately. Could his rejection last night have come from Inari more than from Shiro? Had enough of his memories and his true self recovered that he was no longer interested in romantic entanglements with a human girl? Had her confession of deep feelings changed his perspective, causing him to distance himself?

      She had known it was a risk—an inevitability—that Shiro would lose interest in her once his memories returned. Even as she’d hoped it wouldn’t happen, she’d tried to prepare herself for it. For that very reason, she’d never intended to admit her feelings. If he hadn’t pressured her last night …

      If Inari didn’t want her, she could accept that. Shiro turning his back on her was a torment she could hardly endure, but an immortal god’s disinterest she could bear.

      The driver announced they had arrived and the car turned into a parking lot at the base of a wide, forested hill. Sealing away thoughts of Shiro and Inari, she climbed out and adjusted her long-sleeved haori coat as a cold wind swept steadily down the hillside. Katsuo joined her, restlessly surveying the other side of the lot.

      In warmer months, the slope would be bursting with greenery, but now the tree branches were bare and a mixture of snow and dead leaves covered the ground. An oversized torii gate arched across stone steps that rose high up the hillside until they disappeared over the crest. Scattered groups of people were ascending and descending the wide stairs.

      “Caw.”

      She looked up. Three crows perched together on a lamppost, their beady eyes surveying her intently. Relief eased her nerves. Yumei was here and watching.

      They had decided it was too much of a risk for Shiro and Susano to approach Izanagi’s shrine. If their presence was detected, it would not only put Emi and Katsuo in danger, but it might also alert Izanami that her foes were searching for the heavenly spear. So Shiro and Susano had stayed behind at Shion while Yumei had gone ahead to ensure it was safe for Emi to enter the shrine.

      He would watch over her and Katsuo through his karasu and if anything went wrong, he would be nearby to help.

      “Let’s go,” she told Katsuo.

      After bowing at the torii, they fell into step behind a pair of businessmen carrying briefcases. By the time they crested the hill, her breath burned in her throat.

      Cleverly hidden from view below, a two-story roofed gate marked the entrance of the main shrine grounds and towered over the visitors with imposing grandness. She and Katsuo passed beneath it and entered a curving corridor of countless smaller torii, so close together they almost formed a solid wall on either side of the path.

      She kept her shoulders relaxed as they walked through the bright red corridor. With the path curving one way or the other, it was impossible to see how far the torii went. The wind rushed over her and Katsuo with greater force than it had at the base of the hill.

      They rounded another bend and the end of the torii came into sight. Across the extensive grounds, nearly a dozen vast structures were interspersed by twice as many small buildings, all connected by a maze of stone pathways that bustled with visitors and servants of the shrine.

      She scanned the area, identifying the various buildings as best she could—hall of worship, hall of purification, lodgings for shrine servants, offices, stages for festivals, shops for selling talismans and charms, and more. The grounds were far grander than the Shion Shrine. Everywhere she looked, there were beautiful structures, ancient trees, and intricate stonework.

      As the businessmen took the path to the hall of worship, Emi grabbed Katsuo’s arm and steered him in the direction of the offices. Unfortunately, as they left the public paths, dozens of kannushi, sohei, and miko hurrying about in the midst of various tasks filled the walkways instead of visitors. Keeping her head low, she set a pace she hoped looked purposeful but not urgent, and Katsuo matched her stride. A chattering group of miko breezed past them, not even glancing over, and Emi’s confidence increased a sliver. Maybe this would actually work.

      By either miracle or luck, they reached the offices without drawing any unwanted attention. Emi cracked the doors open and peeked in. The entryway was empty. Increasing the gap, she slipped inside. Katsuo followed and shut the door behind him.

      The building was almost identical in layout to the Shion offices and they quickly located a filing room. Ishida had shown her how the Shion records were organized and where to look for information on artifacts and historical treasures. With Katsuo standing guard at the door, she pulled open a filing drawer and rifled through the folders.

      Twenty minutes later, she shoved yet another useless folder back in the drawer and hissed in frustration.

      “Look at this!” She waved a handful of papers she’d pulled from a file. “This list talks about every artifact stored at the shrine, where it is, how old it is, its historical significance—everything. It even describes Izanagi’s shintai. But there’s nothing about Ame-no-Nuboko or even a spear.”

      “Does that mean the spear isn’t here? Or just that it isn’t in the records?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Katsuo shifted nervously. “What’s next?”

      She rubbed a hand over her eyes. Lunch would be over soon and sneaking into other buildings would grow exponentially more difficult. Somewhere in this room, there was probably a document listing the other shrines and what their artifacts were, but it would take too long to find and read.

      “The hall of purification,” she said.

      He grimaced as though he’d feared that would be her answer. “If there are kami at this shrine, that’s where they’ll be.”

      Ishida had been clear about where to look—and what to avoid. He’d said to stay away from the hall of purification, but his reasoning had more to do with the risk than the prospective information they might find. It was the building where Izanagi’s Guji, his kami vassals, and most of the kannushi lived and worked. No structure was more dangerous for her to enter, except possibly Izanagi’s inner shrine.

      But she also knew, despite Ishida failing to share the information, that the hall likely contained the Guji’s library—a room of histories and records where Guji throughout the history of the shrine had recorded everything of importance. She wasn’t sure whether this shrine had one, but the Shion Shrine did.

      “Come on,” she said and hastened out of the room. They crossed the offices to the main doors. “If we hurry, we can slip in before—”

      She opened the exterior door and almost walked into a man on the step outside.

      Jerking back, she stumbled into Katsuo behind her. The stranger halted in surprise—as did the five others with him, all in identical sohei uniforms.

      “Excuse me,” Emi stuttered, bowing.

      “My apologies,” the sohei said. “I don’t seem to recognize you. Are you new?”

      “She’s gotta be,” a younger sohei whispered loudly to his companion. “No way I’d forget a miko that pretty.”

      Emi opened her mouth but she had no idea what to say.

      “We’ve just arrived,” Katsuo said with easy cheer. “We’re supposed to be meeting with—uh.” He scrubbed his hand through his hair, looking convincingly embarrassed. “I can’t remember his name, but we were told to meet him at the office. T—Ta—?”

      “Takashi?” the sohei supplied. “I’m surprised Kannushi Takashi would be greeting new arrivals. That’s not usually his job.”

      “He’s a relative of our last kannushi,” Katsuo said, shrugging. “I don’t think he’s planning an orientation. Probably just making sure we don’t embarrass him,” he added with a self-deprecating laugh.

      Several sohei grinned sympathetically.

      “That sounds like Kannushi Takashi.” The sohei stepped aside and gestured for his comrades to open a path. “You should check the talisman shop. He probably forgot about your meeting. Just head that way”—he pointed—“take your first right, and you’ll see it just before the hall of purification.”

      “Thanks,” Katsuo said.

      “No problem, and good luck. We’ll see you on the training field sooner or later.”

      “We won’t go easy on you,” another sohei chimed in.

      As Katsuo started past them, Emi took a few steps, then paused. She turned to the group of sohei and widened her eyes to look as young as possible.

      “Can I ask …” She leaned a little closer and lowered her voice to an awed whisper. “Are there actual kami here?”

      The sohei chuckled, but unease tinged the sound. “Yes, but they stick to the hall for the most part. If you see one, just make sure to bow low and … stay out of his way.”

      She nodded earnestly before hurrying after Katsuo. Behind her, a younger sohei said dryly, “I remember when I used to think meeting a kami would be the coolest thing ever.”

      “No kidding,” another replied. “At least we have the kamigakari running interference for us most of the time.”

      “But if Izanagi descends on the solstice …” A sigh. “I just feel bad for the guy, stuck in the hall all the time with—”

      The door to the offices closed behind the last sohei, cutting off their conversation. Emi looked back anxiously, then fell into step beside Katsuo.

      “Multiple kami and the kamigakari in the hall,” she muttered. “We’ll need to be careful.”

      As they sped along the path, she scanned the tree branches but couldn’t see any watching crows. The hall of purification was a wide building with elaborate architectural details that lent it a sumptuous, palace-like feel, and treetops peeked above the roof from what must have been a large central garden. Emi and Katsuo strolled toward the front doors, watching people pass by.

      When no one was looking, she rushed inside, Katsuo on her heels. The entryway was as grand as the exterior, but she didn’t pause to absorb the details. They dove down the first side passageway they found. One advantage of the large building was the sparsity of inhabitants, and they easily avoided the people they did encounter. The disadvantage, however, was how difficult it was to find the right room.

      Eventually, they stumbled upon a staircase leading to the second floor, and from there, they located the offices. The Guji’s was at the end of the corridor and, thankfully, empty. Katsuo closed the door behind them as Emi assessed the large room, luxuriously appointed with surprisingly modern furniture, including a heavy maple-wood desk and leather chair.

      Behind the desk, another sliding door beckoned—the entrance to the library. The room within wasn’t particularly large, but with four rows of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a spacious central aisle, it felt huge. At the far end, tomes of all sizes were scattered on a waist-high worktable.

      “We need to find the histories and archives,” Emi whispered. “Hurry.”

      They split up, Emi taking the shelves on the left, Katsuo the shelves on the right. She skimmed the titles but abandoned the first row as nothing but geographical maps, shrine locations, and architecture layouts. The second was equally unhelpful—full of ancient manuals on kannushi, miko, and sohei arts.

      When she stepped into the second last row, she called for Katsuo to join her. Almost every book on the shelf in front of her was a history of some kind, some on this shrine, some on others. He crouched beside her and scanned the lower titles. Huddled in the shadows, the stillness pressing closer with each minute, she ran her fingers across the leather-bound spines.

      “Here!” Katsuo exclaimed in a whisper. He raised a thin book, the pages yellowed and one corner charred black. “Look, there’s a picture of a spear on the side and—see?”

      He tilted it toward her as she dropped to her knees beside him, showing her a page with a faded ink drawing of a man holding a spear, riding a swirl of cloud with the sun blazing behind him. The caption beneath: Ame-no-Nuboko.

      She pulled it from his hands and balanced it on her knees as she flipped through the fragile pages, scanning the headings and images. A detailed description of the spear, an outline of its properties and ancient history, instructions on how to store it, pages and pages on how to protect it, warnings to never move it. She flipped over to a new section—a list of names and dates and—

      “This is a maintenance list!” Katsuo whispered. “The name of the Guji, the date he checked on the spear, and a recording of its condition and anything he changed or updated.”

      “So it is kept here!” Excited, she flipped more pages. The list went on and on.

      “Look at the dates,” he muttered in disbelief. “This was eight hundred years ago.”

      She turned the book over and opened it to the last few pages. Going backward, she found the end of the list—a date marked just over seven centuries ago.

      “Why does it stop?” She again flipped through the last dozen pages. “There’s nothing else here. It just stops.”

      “The book is damaged. Maybe they replaced it with a new one.”

      They scoured the volumes near where he’d pulled out the book, but the other tomes detailed different artifacts. Nothing else on the shelf related to the spear.

      “Damn it,” he hissed. “We were so close. Why would they stop keeping records with no explanation?”

      “The records must be somewhere else. This book is so old it’s falling apart. There must be a new one.” Still clutching the ancient volume, she stood. “Let’s look for newer books that might—”

      With a soft scraping sound, the door to the library slid open.

      She froze in place beside Katsuo. Where they stood between bookshelves, they were hidden from whomever had entered the room, but only if the person remained near the door. She crept away from the center aisle, Katsuo moving with her.

      Quiet footsteps tapped across the wooden floor, drawing closer. Emi shoved the book under her arm and stuck her hand in her sleeve, pinching a binding ofuda between two fingers.

      A young man with an armload of books came into view, his nose buried in the open volume on the top of his stack. He strode right past them toward the worktable. As he reached the last row of shelves, his stack of books wobbled. The volume on top slid sideways, and before he could grab it, it tumbled off and hit the floor with a thump. Huffing in annoyance, he turned and squatted, reaching for it.

      Halfway through the motion, his gaze fell on her and Katsuo standing in the shadows. He went rigid with surprise and jerked upright, almost spilling the rest of his books on the floor.

      “What are you doing in here? This is the Guji’s private library.” His dark eyes scrunched as he peered at them. “Who are you?”

      Emi couldn’t move as a blank buzzing filled her head. The young man’s yellow kosode and dark hakama were neither sohei uniform nor kannushi robes, but he wasn’t a kami either. Was he some kind of administrative assistant? His physique—tall and well built—was similar to Katsuo’s, suggesting he wasn’t the bookish type. He looked around Katsuo’s age too and was equally handsome.

      As suspicion hardened the man’s features, Emi’s paralysis snapped. She contorted her face into a look of horror. With surprising ease, a flood of tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry!” she gasped, bending forward in a deep bow. “I’m so sorry. I know I wasn’t supposed to come in here but my grandfather has been telling me about the Guji’s library for years and how amazing it is and how many really old histories are in here and I’ve been waiting for so long to get transferred here because I love history and I’m starting my own collection of books and I just wanted to take a quick peek because I know I won’t get to come in here otherwise and I swear I didn’t damage anything—”

      “Okay, okay!” the young man interrupted, cutting off her deliberate babbling. “As long as you didn’t damage any of the books … Some of these volumes are over two thousand years old. They’re very fragile.”

      She grabbed Katsuo’s arm and forced him into a bow with her. “We’re so sorry.” She peeked up from her bow. “You won’t tell—I mean, would you …”

      “I won’t tell anyone,” he said gruffly. “Just don’t trespass again or you won’t be at this shrine for long. You’re lucky I caught you and not one of the kami downstairs.”

      Her breath caught at his casual, and not particularly reverent, reference to the kami. That wasn’t how an assistant should speak of kami. Even a kannushi would be more respectful. So who …? She tensed with the belated realization of who the young man had to be. Not a kami, not a sohei, not a kannushi. A young man a few years older than her who lived in the hall of purification, who could freely enter the Guji’s library, and who did his best to shield the shrine servants from the kami.

      He could only be Izanagi’s kamigakari.

      She’d never imagined she would meet another kamigakari in her lifetime. Did he know the truth about his fate, or had he been lied to as well? Was he eagerly awaiting the solstice in a week’s time, or did he dread the coming end of his life?

      “She’s been obsessed with history since she was a kid,” Katsuo said, filling the awkward silence she had left hanging. He ruffled her hair and smiled sheepishly. “Thanks for letting her off the hook. We’ll get out of your way.”

      The kamigakari hesitated, then returned the smile. “I’m a history buff too, especially when it comes to shrines and kami. The collection here is pretty amazing, and there are even books from before the fire.”

      “What fire?” Emi asked blankly.

      He gave her an odd look. “The fire that destroyed the shrine. The grounds are over two thousand years old, but the buildings only date back about seven hundred years. They were faithfully reconstructed, but much was lost.”

      “Oh.” The shrine had burned down seven hundred years ago—the same time the records about the spear had stopped. “That’s … terrible.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Isn’t that the kind of thing a girl who loves history and was dying to see this library should know?”

      She blinked, containing the surge of alarm that her facade had slipped. “I’ll have to ask my grandpa why he never mentioned it.”

      “Hm. Maybe he believes the stories that yokai destroyed the shrine.”

      “That sounds familiar!” She sidled along the bookshelf toward the center aisle, pulling Katsuo with her. “Thank you. We’d better get back.”

      “Stay out of trouble.”

      Reaching the aisle, she gave the kamigakari a quick farewell bow and turned toward the door.

      “Miko.”

      Her heart gave a hard thud. She turned back, her expression innocently questioning.

      “Forgetting something?” He gestured.

      She looked at the book still tucked under her arm. “Oh! I completely forgot.”

      Blurting an apology, she fumbled for the book and held it out. He reached for it, but her numb fingers slipped on the cover and it fell from her grip before he could grab it. It hit the floor with a loud smack and fell open. She and the kamigakari cringed at the same time.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” he mumbled, shifting his armload of books as he reached down. “If it survived this long …”

      He trailed off, bent awkwardly with his hand hovering inches above the open tome. Sprawled across the yellowing parchment was the ink drawing of Izanagi riding on clouds, wielding a long spear in one hand.

      The kamigakari looked from the drawing to her face. “This isn’t a history book.”

      She involuntarily stepped back. Leaving the book where it lay, the kamigakari straightened to his full height. “Who are you? What is your interest in Ame-no-Nuboko?”

      Emi took another step back, forcing Katsuo to move with her. The room was suddenly stiflingly hot, the air too dense to breathe.

      “N-nothing,” she stuttered. “I was just grabbing random books to look at.”

      “You—” The books fell from the kamigakari’s arms and crashed to the floor with the sound of tearing paper. His hands leaped to his chest, fingers digging into the front of his kosode as his head dropped down and his shoulders bowed inward. His body shuddered.

      He panted, unmoving except for the rise and fall of his ribcage. Then, the motions oddly drawn out, he raised his head and fixed his gaze on her. Her blood chilled despite the unnatural heat in the room.

      Cold, cutting, cruel eyes. They looked so wrong in the young human face, like an ancient demon peeking out of its host.

      “We meet at last, kamigakari.” The man’s voice rumbled, deep and archaic, and a smile stretched his lips, as hard and malevolent as his eyes. “How lovely of you to visit my shrine.”

      Her heart slammed against her ribs. She slid her foot back, inching toward the door.

      His smile widened. “Stay a little longer, kamigakari. Allow me to greet you properly.”

      She tensed, intending to turn and run for her life.

      Power exploded from the kamigakari in a blast of unbearable heat. It tore through the bookshelves and hurled Emi and Katsuo back. They tumbled to the floor as the temperature in the room shot higher, the air rippling and steaming. Rolling over, she scrambled onto her hands and knees.

      In the middle of the destruction, the kamigakari clutched at his sternum. The mark on his chest blazed so brightly it shone through his shirt and hands, and his skin glowed. He fell to his knees as his body convulsed, and for a single moment, his contorted eyes met hers.

      Agony and terror spilled from his blank stare.

      Katsuo hauled her up. Gripping her arm with bruising force, he flung the door open and bolted out of the library. She ran on his heels, her thoughts reeling. All she could see was the look in the kamigakari’s eyes—a window into his final experience in this world, the agony of Izanagi’s power and spirit ripping his mortal mind to shreds.

      They raced through the Guji’s office and into the corridor beyond. As they fled up the hallway, the crash of collapsing shelves reverberated through the floor as the entire building rattled.

      Katsuo staggered and caught himself on the wall. “Is that the kamigakari?”

      “It was,” she replied shortly. “Izanagi is descending.”

      He swore. “How long will it take?”

      “I don’t know.”

      As they reached the end of the corridor, two figures flew around the corner. The kami sprinted right past her and Katsuo, power swirling around them in answer to Izanagi’s growing presence.

      She and Katsuo charged down the stairs and into a crowd of panicked kannushi in the vestibule. They shouted frantic questions as another boom vibrated the ceiling. Emi and Katsuo pushed through the tangled gathering, ignored by them all—just another miko and sohei fleeing the strange explosion. Katsuo pushed ahead of her and used his elbows to clear a path. They tumbled through the doors and almost fell onto the steps.

      Down the stairs, they ran full tilt across the square, blazing past the frenzied sohei and miko.

      Power shuddered through the ground. With a screeching hiss, the atmosphere turned scorching hot and ripples distorted the air across their path. Emi grabbed Katsuo’s arm and hauled him back.

      The air thickened into a wall of boiling heat and they skidded to a stop, shielding their faces. The skin on her hands burned. Retreating from the nearly invisible barrier, she spun around.

      Kannushi spilled out of the doors to the hall, falling over themselves to clear the stairs. As the last one scrambled away, the kamigakari swept through the threshold.

      Except he was no longer the kamigakari. The human who had lived in that body was gone forever.

      With the two lesser kami behind him, Izanagi, Amatsukami of the Sky, studied Emi and Katsuo from across the courtyard. Emi labored to inhale the thick, hot atmosphere that crackled with his power. It weighed on the shrine grounds like the sun had come to rest upon them.

      Hands shaking, Emi pulled out her ofuda and mentally summoned the wind—but no breeze stirred the stifling heat.

      Izanagi’s dark eyes fixed on her, and even with the distance between them, she could see how much humanity had already faded from his host. The lines of his face seemed harder, sharper, older. More stern, more cruel. Izanagi was not a gentle god, and she suspected he would enjoy punishing her and Katsuo for invading his shrine.

      He strode down the steps.

      Ofuda in hand, she stepped in front of Katsuo in the futile hope that she could buy him enough time to escape. As he grabbed her haori to pull her back, a whisper of chill air touched her face.

      And then darkness submerged the courtyard.

      She almost feared she’d gone blind, then screams erupted in the pitch black as the nearby humans panicked. A spot of yellow light burst to life amidst the artificial night—Izanagi. The light expanded outward in a dome, flashing across the courtyard, banishing the darkness—

      And revealing the massive raven diving out of the sky.

      Yumei dropped toward the flagstone at full speed. His wings snapped wide and he snatched Emi and Katsuo in his talons. Beating the air, he propelled himself back into the sky as red and black light rippled over his body. Crushed in his grip, Emi craned her neck to peer down.

      Izanagi looked up at them and extended his hand to one side. In his palm, a long shape formed out of blinding light. It took her an instant too long to recognize the shape as the Amatsukami raised his arm and took aim.

      “Yumei!” she screamed.

      Izanagi hurled the javelin of light. As power coalesced over them in the beginnings of Yumei’s teleportation magic, the raven banked hard—and then crushing pressure and black nothingness closed around her, erasing the world from her senses.
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      In a torrent of light and icy wind, the world returned, reeling wildly.

      They were falling.

      The raven plummeted in an uncontrolled spiral, wings pumping ineffectively. Below, a spinning vista of the Shion Shrine whirled past. Magic rippled over Yumei but he couldn’t stop their fall.

      Barely able to breathe from his crushing grip, she flung her hands out and called on the power within her.

      The wind howled out of the sky and swept beneath them. Their violent spiral slowed. Yumei beat his wings hard, struggling to generate lift, and she saw why. The long flight feathers on one wing had been torn away, leaving nothing but ragged stumps.

      They plunged toward the ground, their speed gradually decreasing as a gale buffeted them. Wings straining, Yumei angled toward an open space among the towering spruce trees that covered the grounds. As he passed the treetops, still falling dangerously fast, he opened his talons.

      Emi and Katsuo fell from his grip. As she grabbed Katsuo’s arm, an updraft countered their downward momentum. They hit the ground, the impact ricocheting through her bones.

      Yumei, without the wind to slow him, smashed through the trees and slammed into the ground in a shower of snow and leaf litter.

      Emi staggered to her feet, panting from the pain and lingering adrenaline. Beside her, Katsuo groaned and sat up, one hand pressed to his forehead.

      “Are you okay?” she asked urgently.

      He shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      Leaving Katsuo to get his bearings, she dashed across the snow to Yumei. He lay where he’d landed, beak open and sides heaving. His giant wings were splayed across the snow, one beautiful and perfect with sleek feathers, the other mangled and missing the long feathers needed for flight.

      Kneeling beside his head, she brushed snow off his feathers. “Yumei, are you hurt?”

      He fixed one solid silver eye on her but otherwise didn’t move.

      “Emi!”

      Shiro’s call preceded him into the glade. He burst out of the trees, Susano right behind him. At the sight of the raven on the ground, he slid to a near stop, then darted to her side.

      “Are you hurt? What happened?”

      A tremor ran through her, terror still weakening her limbs. The image of him walking away from her last night replayed in her mind, but she grasped his hand anyway, needing his touch too much to fear another rejection.

      His fingers tightened around hers.

      “Katsuo and I are fine,” she said shakily. “I’m not sure about Yumei. He hit the ground hard and his wing …”

      Shiro glanced at the raven. “He just lost a few feathers. He’ll be fine. What happened?”

      Crouched beside Yumei’s damaged wing, Susano passed his hand over the ragged edge of a broken feather and it crumbled like ash beneath his touch. Lifting his hand, fingers smeared with black dust, he said grimly, “I would hazard this is Izanagi’s work.”

      “Izanagi?” Shiro repeated. “But he hasn’t descended.”

      Yumei huffed loudly and folded his wings in, feathers fluffing.

      “Izanagi …” Emi swallowed. “His kamigakari caught us in the Guji’s library and realized we were looking for information on the spear. Izanagi descended right there, in the library.”

      Shiro knelt beside her, his fingers still entwined with hers. “Izanagi has descended and he knows we’re searching for Nuboko?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry.”

      Susano joined her and Shiro. “If Izanagi descended specifically to prevent you from searching out the spear, he will likely claim it for himself. Once he holds it …”

      “We’ve lost,” Shiro finished.

      She wilted further. A handful of crows fluttered through the trees and landed on nearby branches, their beady eyes fixed on their grounded master.

      Katsuo limped closer, stopping a few paces away from the raven’s deadly beak. “If Izanagi gets the spear first, you’ll be able to—to feel it being moved, won’t you? Can’t you take it then? Two Kunitsukami against one Amatsukami?”

      Susano closed a hand around the hilt of his sword, sheathed at his hip. “We can sense the movement of the spear, but not in a way that allows us to identify its location. As for reclaiming Nuboko from Izanagi, the sun god is the only opponent in any of the worlds that I am unwilling to challenge. He cannot be defeated. To battle him is to battle the power of the sun.”

      “Even the three of you …” Katsuo mumbled hopelessly.

      As another dozen crows glided into the clearing to gather around the raven, Shiro rubbed his free hand through his hair. “Yumei would be lucky to last five minutes. His shadow magic is useless against Izanagi.”

      Yumei snapped his beak with displeasure, but he couldn’t disagree. Izanagi had banished Yumei’s darkness in seconds. What magic could a Prince of Shadows call upon to defeat the sun god?

      The great raven rose to his feet, forcing Emi and Shiro back. Dozens of crows fluttered out of the trees and landed all around him as he spread his wings to their full span. Black magic rippled over him in tendrils of smoky darkness. The crows flared their wings as well, shadows slithering around them. The magic thickened until the wisps of night merged around Yumei’s damaged wing, forming long feathers.

      With a final ripple, the darkness evaporated. Yumei stretched his wings, extending all his feathers—perfect, fully repaired feathers. As Emi gaped at his flawlessly regenerated wing, the crows croaked self-importantly, then took off into the trees.

      Shadows surged, enveloping the raven, then dispersed like clouds of smoke as Yumei appeared in his human form. Emi gave her head a slight shake. She had underestimated how deep the connection ran between the Tengu and his karasu.

      “What did you discover at the shrine?” he asked her.

      “Not much,” she admitted. “The spear was kept there until the fire, but after that, we don’t know if …”

      She trailed off as she stared at Yumei.

      “Fire?” Shiro echoed. He looked between Yumei and Emi. “What do you mean?”

      “Fire destroyed the shrine seven hundred years ago.” She stepped toward Yumei. “But there are stories that the shrine was actually destroyed by yokai.”

      Faint puzzlement crossed his features at her intense scrutiny.

      “Yumei, is that the same shrine you and your daitengu attacked?”

      His brow furrowed, eyes losing focus as he looked back in time. “I suppose it must be. I had not considered … The landscape has changed significantly with the spread of the city.”

      “Wait,” Shiro said, folding his arms. “Your attack on the shrine caused them to move the spear?”

      “Your daitengu talked about winning treasures,” Emi said to Yumei, wishing she could peer directly into his memories. “When you destroyed the shrine, did you take the spear?”

      Almost in unison, Shiro and Susano pivoted to face Yumei.

      “I took no spoils,” he answered. “Saburo claimed the most valuable treasures for herself.”

      “But you killed her. Right after the attack on the shrine.”

      “That was days later. Saburo had already removed her prizes so the other daitengu could not poach them.”

      “If she took it,” Emi said, “then it’s possible Izanagi doesn’t know where the spear is.”

      “Izanami would not have acted unless she knew Nuboko was within reach,” Susano argued. “She would not leave such a crucial element of her plan to chance.”

      “If Saburo—this is one of your daitengu, I assume?” Shiro asked Yumei. “If Saburo took the spear, Izanagi probably lost track of it for a while, but I bet he and Izanami have since found it and can take it back whenever they’re ready. And now that Izanagi knows we’re after the spear too, he’ll claim it immediately.”

      “Do you know where to find Saburo?” Susano asked Yumei.

      “Her home is east of mine. North of here.”

      Shiro’s gaze swept over them. “Then we go now, and hope we can reach her before Izanagi does.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The storm dragon flew through the clouds. Perched on his back with Shiro in front of her and Yumei behind her, Emi gripped his mane tightly. She was not at all a fan of riding the dragon and would have much preferred he carried her safely in his claws—where her strength and reflexes weren’t required to keep her in place. Shiro and Yumei didn’t like being carried, though, so she was stuck clinging desperately to the dragon’s back as he undulated through the sky.

      The hot sun pounded on top of Emi’s head, a slight relief from the icy wind. Susano sped north, occasionally dipping below the partial cloud cover to check their progress. Though flight was the fastest way to reach Saburo’s home—with the exception of Yumei’s teleportation magic—they had been airborne for almost thirty minutes already. How quickly could Izanagi reach Saburo?

      She hunched under the onslaught of arctic wind as guilt squirmed in her gut. This was her fault. If she hadn’t dropped the book, allowing the kamigakari to recognize it, Izanagi wouldn’t have descended and they wouldn’t be rushing to beat him to the unsuspecting daitengu.

      The dragon plummeted a hundred feet in a stomach-twisting drop. As they emerged from the fog, a vista of mountains in a collage of white, brown, and green stretched as far as she could see.

      “How much farther?” Shiro called to Yumei.

      The Tengu leaned sideways to look down, casually unconcerned, while her head swam at the mere sight of him tilting toward the lethal drop.

      “A few more miles,” he replied. “I do not know the exact location of her residence.”

      “When’s the last time you were here?”

      “Eight hundred years? A thousand?” Yumei shrugged. “A very long time ago.”

      “How do you even know she’s there, then?” Shiro demanded.

      “Our territories border each other. My karasu and hers are well acquainted.”

      Emi glanced back at him. “Have you seen her at all since you … since she died?”

      His expression hardened. “Once.”

      “When?”

      When Yumei didn’t answer, Shiro twisted around and Emi clutched his waist in panic. “Spit it out, Tengu. We need to know what we’re getting into.”

      “She sought me out a few decades after I revived, wanting to know if I would pardon her. I would not.”

      “Then what?”

      “Nothing. I promised to slay her if she approached me again.”

      “Do you know if—”

      The dragon jerked his head up, almost throwing off his passengers. Emi squeezed Shiro tightly as he swore.

      “Do you feel that?” he exclaimed.

      “Feel what?” Emi asked.

      “Ripples,” he said tensely. “Ripples of magic—waves in the realm itself?”

      Yumei reached past her and grabbed Shiro’s arm, pulling him around. “Is the spear in motion?”

      Understanding flashed across Shiro’s face. Susano snarled and dove, again almost dislodging his passengers. He sped downward, gaining speed, and leveled off above the treetops. Forests spread through the valleys, and dark creeks and streams cut through the snow.

      Emi clung to his back, her heart hammering. The spear was in motion. Had Izanagi reached Saburo? Were they too late?

      As the horizon rolled closer, a streak of smoke rose from a distant valley. The dragon sped toward it and the clouds thickened and churned, darkening the sky.

      When they neared the rising column of smoke, Susano slowed and descended with caution. He spun a circle around the area and as the haze shifted, Emi saw the charred remains of dozens of trees and what might have been a small wooden farmhouse. The dragon landed among the smoking ruins.

      Yumei jumped down and strode toward the destroyed house. Grabbing Emi around the waist, Shiro leaped off the dragon as well. Together, he and Yumei started pulling debris aside. Susano raised his head, nostrils flaring and sapphire eyes wary.

      Emi watched, dread gathering in her ribcage as she pressed a hand to her mouth. All around the clearing, the burnt corpses of dead crows littered the ground. Dozens of them.

      “No body,” Shiro said, straightening. “I can’t smell any blood.”

      “Izanagi’s victims rarely bleed,” Yumei replied flatly.

      “The spear is still moving.”

      “Izanagi is no doubt taking his prize back to—”

      “Caw caw!”

      In a frenzied racket, three crows hurtled out of the trees. They sped to Yumei and swarmed him, wings thrashing as they squawked in obvious terror and grief. He extended an arm and they landed on it, jostling one another as they cried loudly.

      “Saburo did not die here,” Yumei said, turning to Shiro. “She fled.”

      “Leaving the spear for Izanagi?”

      “Unlikely, since Izanagi pursued her. He would not bother to hunt her otherwise.”

      Susano growled and scraped at the ground with huge talons.

      “Where would she flee?” Shiro asked. “Where would she run with Izanagi on her tail?”

      “To me.” Yumei’s upper lip curled in disgust as he pointed to a line of mountains. “My home is not far to west. She knows that even if I am not moved to protect her, I would still challenge Izanagi’s invasion.”

      He cast his arm up, launching the crows back into the air. Red light ignited over him as shadows coiled out of the trees. “I can reach her first.”

      “Wait,” Shiro said urgently. “Izanagi probably isn’t far behind her.”

      Magic crackled over Yumei. “Then hope he is far enough.”

      With a flash of red power and writhing darkness, he vanished. Shiro swore again. Whirling, he scooped Emi up in one arm and lunged toward Susano. He grabbed a handful of the dragon’s mane and Susano sprang into the sky, heading west.

      “As fast as you can, Susano,” Shiro growled as he swung them onto the dragon’s back. “The last time Yumei died, he didn’t revive for two centuries. If Izanagi kills him again, I doubt he’ll come back at all.”

      Emi took a double handful of the dragon’s mane and didn’t mention that Shiro’s arm was still around her. His closeness comforted her as she prayed they could reach Yumei before Izanagi. If the Prince of Shadows met the sun god in battle, there could only be one victor.
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      Time raced faster than the forest rushing by below them. Susano soared above the mountains, chasing each peak only for another to rise in their path.

      Wisps of rising smoke beckoned in the distance. As they closed in on the wide valley sprawled between summits and the smoke thickened into dense coils, Susano swept toward an oblong clearing in the trees. They plunged into the acrid, blinding smoke, and Susano reared back, stopping so quickly she was thrown forward. Shiro grabbed her and pulled her back into him.

      From out of the haze, she saw what had stopped Susano.

      In the center of the clearing, dark smoke poured from the shattered stump of a familiar tree. The colossal trunk had cleaved a swath through the forest in its fall, the broken, tangled branches sticking out like agonized limbs.

      Staring at the fallen tree, Emi remembered first seeing the immense oak. She remembered climbing it with Yumei standing high in the branches, watching her. She remembered him opening the ethereal doorway in the bark that led to his home within.

      What had happened?

      Susano landed, the brittle leaf litter crunching under his claws. Shiro’s arm clamped more tightly around her middle, and he slid off the dragon’s back. Not a spot of snow remained, the ground as dry as early autumn. Her gaze flashed from the charred spruce trees nearby, their needles brown and crumbling, to the remains of the great oak, its stump split, blackened, and still burning.

      Not dry, she realized, but baked. Everything in sight had been scorched as though ten suns had beat down upon the land instead of one. Clearly, Izanagi had already arrived.

      “Nuboko isn’t moving anymore,” Shiro told them. “I can’t tell where it is.”

      Susano studied the woods, curved fangs bared.

      “Where is Yumei?” Emi whispered, wrapping her arms around herself. The atmosphere shivered and writhed as though an unseen presence—something alien and enraged—lurked at the edge of her senses.

      “Nearby … I think.”

      The sky went dark. Shadows surged over the valley, thickening and twisting. Chill air hissed all around them, crackling with power, and red streaked beneath the clouds like northern lights.

      Far away in the trees, golden radiance erupted. It shone brighter and brighter, pushing back the darkness. Shoving Emi behind him, Shiro whirled toward the light. Susano snarled, his enormous claws scoring the earth.

      In the distance, Izanagi strode through the woods, surrounded by a swirling sphere of blinding light. He didn’t alter his path for obstacles. The trees in front of him disintegrated into gray ash as soon as the spinning sphere touched them. He walked through the woods, destroying everything around him without raising a hand.

      He swiveled his head as though searching for something, then cocked it to one side. The rotating sphere expanded, tearing through not only the trees, but also the unnatural darkness.

      As the light brightened and heat washed over Emi in a suffocating wave, the darkness condensed. A dozen yards in front of Izanagi, giant wings took shape from the shadows. Crimson runes danced over the great raven. He was more shadow than flesh, darkness given life. His silver eyes were all that seemed truly solid.

      From the shadows, gold glinted. Two glowing javelins protruded from Yumei’s body, almost obscured by his shadowy form. Facing Izanagi across the distance between them, the raven spread his wings to their full span and opened his beak, screaming his fury and challenge.

      Thunder rumbled through the sky. Susano surged toward Izanagi and Yumei as lightning lit the gaps in his scales and crackled over his body. Izanagi turned to the approaching dragon, that sphere of solar heat still spinning around him.

      Terror crystallized in her veins as the air seethed with too much power.

      “Emi.”

      Shiro’s voice, strangely calm, broke through her fear. His attention was fixed on Izanagi. Dragon and raven launched at the sun god and power exploded in a cyclone of shadows and lightning. Painfully hot wind blasted over her and Shiro.

      He raised his right arm in front of her, and she thought he was blocking her way forward. Then he spoke again, still focused on the unfolding battle.

      “It’s time, Emi. They need my help.”

      Confusion flitted through her before she noticed the last loop of the onenju gleaming around his wrist. Lightheadedness replaced her confusion and she stiffened her spine, swallowing hard. “Isn’t Izanagi undefeatable? We should try to escape.”

      “Nuboko is nearby, or Yumei would have already fled.” Shiro turned to her, and her breath caught at the ancient, fearless calm in his eyes—the calm of battle, of a hardened warrior. “Remove the onenju, Emi.”

      A shiver ran through her. Shiro wasn’t asking her to remove it.

      Inari was commanding her to remove it.

      As another blast of magic sent a wave of debris raining down, she took hold of his wrist. She needed to hurry. She had to remove the curse so Shiro could join the fight.

      But if she wasn’t absolutely committed, she would fail and the curse would kill him.

      She curled her fingers under the smooth, cool beads. Her heart hammered, breaking a little more with each frantic beat. The pain grew until it was strangling her.

      Already she was losing Shiro to Inari. Already he had turned away from her. Once she removed these beads, Shiro would be lost forever, devoured completely by Inari’s flames. Her playful kitsune, who had kissed her, who had fought for her, who had told her he feared losing her more than anything … he would be gone.

      Her hand on the beads trembled and she squeezed her eyes shut. Why did removing the beads feel like delivering the killing blow to the man she loved? But she had to do it, and not only because he needed access to his full power.

      Because he had asked. Because this was what he wanted.

      She let out a quivering breath, unable to open her eyes and see more of Inari than Shiro in him. Shiro was already fading out of her reach.

      Somewhere in the trees, magic thundered, and a wave of hot air and dirt rushed over her. She had to do this. Yumei and Susano needed Shiro’s—no, Inari’s help.

      She lifted her gaze to his, and she didn’t see Inari. She didn’t see Shiro either. She saw the man who had chained her heart in bonds she couldn’t escape, who had awoken passion in her she’d never felt before, who had nurtured strength she hadn’t known she possessed. She needed him. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him.

      Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I can’t do it,” she choked. “It will fail and kill you.”

      “You have to.”

      “I can’t.” She swallowed a sob. “If I have even the smallest doubt, it will fail. I can’t …”

      Shiro stepped in front of her, his wrist still in her grip. He raised his free hand to her face, his fingers hesitating. His thumb brushed her jaw in a featherlight touch.

      “I am who I am,” he murmured. “I will always be Shiro, just as I was always Inari.”

      She shook her head. If that was true, why had he walked away from her?

      His eyes burned through her. “You won’t lose me, Emi.”

      With an unsteady hand, she touched her fingertips to his cheek and whispered, “Do you promise?”

      Do you promise? It seemed so long ago that he had asked her that same question. Standing in the Shirayuri Shrine courtyard, drenched in blood and swaying on his feet, he’d told her she would forget him someday. I’ll never forget you, she had told him. I’ll remember you to my last day.

      Do you promise?

      “Yes, I promise,” he said.

      A tremor coursed through her body. Following the slight pressure of her hand on his cheek, he leaned down. She tilted her face up and closed her eyes. With his hand on her cheek, fingers spanning the side of her face, he kissed her.

      Pain twined with pleasure, sorrow with love. As his lips moved with hers, her grief stuttered and faded, overcome by the electric need that passed between them like an ever-growing current. Distaste didn’t taint his touch. Disinterest didn’t sour his kiss. His longing, his passion, reflected hers. And her pain reflected through him, sadness and regret echoing back.

      With his mouth on hers, with his kiss and his touch, she couldn’t believe he didn’t love her. No matter what he had said, what he had done, there was no deceit in this moment, in this naked vulnerability they shared.

      Their mouths still locked together, she pulled the onenju down his wrist.

      It slid off without resistance. For an instant, she held a single loop of beads, inane and harmless. Then the power of the broken curse exploded out of it.

      The force hurled her backward, but Shiro grabbed her and crushed her against him as wind howled around them. Fire erupted, joining the raging gale, but she scarcely felt the warmth. The spiraling inferno grew higher and higher.

      Shiro’s arms loosened and he released her. She staggered back, desperately seeking his face. Sparks danced between them, and their eyes met. In his stare, she could see only ancient battle calm, only primal cunning.

      Only Inari.

      The firestorm sucked inward, drawing toward him like a whirlpool drinking in the tides. Flames rushed past her and he vanished into the roaring blaze. As the heat grew, she threw an arm over her face and retreated on tottering legs.

      The fire shuddered—then the red and orange flames flashed to white and blue. The inferno solidified into a familiar shape.

      The kyubi no kitsune, the beastly specter she had seen so many times in her nightmares.

      Flesh and fire blended seamlessly into a creature that was both and neither, his white fur rippling like pale flames. Despite his size, his vulpine body was lean and sleek, his head elegant with a narrow snout and slanted ears. Behind him, nine fiery tails fanned out. Crimson eyes, solid and unbroken by pupils or sclera, blazed with ferocity, and the markings on his forehead and cheeks glowed almost as brightly.
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The air around him rippled and shivered like the hottest desert. Those ruby eyes gazed at her for a heartbeat longer, indecipherable and inhuman, then the nine-tailed fox spun on agile paws and vaulted across the clearing in bounding leaps.

      Emi stumbled back, one hand flattened to her chest as though the pressure might ease the throbbing torment in her heart.

      He had promised she wouldn’t lose him, but she feared his vow was already broken.

      Fire blasted through the trees. She couldn’t see what was happening as smoke billowed and shadows surged like waves through the valley.

      Standing alone at the far edge of the clearing, she rubbed a hand over her face to erase her tears. Darkness writhed and another torrent of wild flame tore through the forest. In the flash of light, the white beast, tails lashing, darted around a glowing spot—Izanagi. The shadow of a serpentine form swept past, lightning crackling over dark scales. Izanagi had never been defeated. Could two Kunitsukami survive him, let alone win?

      Hands clenched at her sides, she scanned the trees. Where was Yumei?

      As though in answer, the darkness pooled over the clearing, stealing her view of the battle in the trees. In a ripple of red light, the great raven appeared out of the roiling black, taking form almost directly above her. Wings spread, he dropped and shadows siphoned off him as his form shrank.

      Yumei completed his shift to his winged human form as he landed. On impact, he fell to his knees, two of Izanagi’s javelins protruding from his body.

      Emi lurched to his side and grabbed his arm, pulling him straight before he fell over. Heat from the javelins scorched her. One was sunk deep in his lower stomach and the other had speared the back of his upper thigh, the point jutting out the front of his leg.

      “Yumei,” she choked, crouching beside him despite the suffocating heat radiating from the weapons.

      He was panting, and pain twisted his normally impassive features. Baring his teeth, he braced himself and grabbed the javelin sticking out of his thigh. With the reek of charring flesh, he pulled the haft through his leg. The moment it was free, he flung it away. It hit the ground and rolled, strangely soundless.

      She clutched his arm as he listed sideways, wings dragging. He braced himself a second time, but when he reached for the remaining javelin with a blistered, blackened hand, she snatched his wrist.

      “You can’t pull that one out.” She clutched his arm. “They have hooked ends.”

      If he pulled it out, it would tear his innards out with it. The only other option was to push it the rest of the way through his body, cutting through organs and flesh, and she didn’t know if he could survive much more damage.

      “Only way,” he grunted, shrugging off her hand.

      The spear he’d already removed flickered, the autumn leaves beneath it black and smoking. It hadn’t made any noise when it hit the ground because it was a weapon formed entirely of elemental power and ki. With an unsteady hand, she withdrew a purification talisman from her sleeve.

      His eyes focused on her through his pain. “Don’t touch—”

      She pushed the ofuda against the haft of the spear.

      Raging heat tore into her hand and agony squeezed her lungs. She couldn’t move, could barely think through the devastating pain.

      “Shukusei no tama!” The words burst out of her in an agonized scream. Heat ignited in her chest, her ki leaping to her command. Power surged down her arm and the searing incandescence faltered. In a blaze of light, the javelin dissolved into a shower of sparks.

      She fell backward, landing on her rump. As Yumei sagged, one hand squeezing the hole in his gut, she clutched her wrist. Her palm felt like it was on fire. When she looked at the damage, lightheadedness swept through her.

      Scrunching her eyes shut, she focused on Amaterasu’s power inside her. As she had once done in Orochi’s forest, she channeled the warmth into her injury, pushing more and more power into it, until her hand was burning all over again. Agony raked her flesh as the wound healed. Finally, the pain faded.

      A deafening explosion rattled the earth. As her eyes flew open, Yumei lunged forward and pushed her to the ground, shielding her. Carried on a sweltering wave, a wall of flaming debris blasted over them. Yumei pushed himself up and yanked a foot-long splinter of wood from his shoulder. Breathing hard, Emi scoured the trees where the three gods battled. Smoke had turned the world gray but for the flicker of flames.

      Grabbing her arm, Yumei hauled her up and pulled her with him, his steps heavy and unsteady.

      “Saburo fled into Tsuchi with the spear,” he said hoarsely, leading her toward the stump of his destroyed home. “It should not be in Tsuchi.”

      “Why not?” she asked, winded and still trembling from the recent pain. “Izanagi can’t go into Tsuchi.”

      “Power calls to power.” He reached the stump and swung toward the fallen tree. “The spear will awaken the darkest magics of Tsuchi. If they feed each other, it will—” He shook his head. “You need to bring Nuboko back.”

      Alarm flashed through her. “Me?”

      He stopped in front of the trunk, its width more than twice his height. Heedless of his burns, he pressed his hand to the bark. Red light spun out from his palm, snaking across the trunk in spiraling patterns until it had spread into the shape of a rough doorway. The bark within dissolved into deep, impenetrable darkness.

      “She is injured and probably not far.” He turned to her as his expression iced over. “Her wellbeing is not your concern. Your task is to retrieve the spear—only the spear.”

      “But I can’t—”

      “You will need to be swift.” He brought his left wrist to his mouth and bit down, tearing the skin with his canines until blood ran, then swept his fingers through the crimson flow. Grabbing her chin, he held her head still and touched a bloodied fingertip to her cheek. Cold magic crawled into her flesh as he drew some kind of symbol on her skin.

      Releasing her, he cupped his hands together. Darkness bubbled above his palms and expanded outward, darkening until it took the form of a three-eyed shadow raven. He cast it into the air and it hovered on unmoving wings.

      “This will guide you to Saburo. Follow it. Do not deviate. The mark in my blood will disguise your kami ki from Tsuchi, but not for long. You must be quick.”

      “But Yumei, I can’t go into Tsuchi alone.” She grabbed his sleeve. “Come with me.”

      “I cannot leave Susano and Inari. Even our combined strength is not enough to guarantee victory. You must do this.” He took her shoulders and spun her to face the dark portal. “Go, Emi.”

      “Yumei—”

      He extended one hand and darkness rippled up and down in long lines from his palm. It solidified into his deadly black spear. He pushed it at her and her fingers reflexively closed around the cool, heavy haft.

      “Take this. It is no use against Izanagi.”

      “But—”

      The ground quaked and golden light exploded through the valley.

      “Go!” With that final, urgent command, he shoved her into the dark doorway.

      Sight and sound vanished as alien magic slid over her skin. A cold touch whispered across her cheek, tasting the Tengu’s blood. A pulse of recognition rippled through the darkness as she stumbled forward.

      Snow crunched underfoot, and then the darkness lifted. All around, trees cloaked in shadows towered over her, the pristine snow painted in shades of gray and blue by faint daylight. The air shivered and shifted in subtle currents. It tasted wrong. It smelled wrong. The shadows were too dark, too dense.

      Clutching Yumei’s spear in both hands, she stood alone in the spirit realm of yokai.
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      The shadow raven ghosted ahead on silent, outstretched wings. Emi followed in a stop-and-start jog, carrying Yumei’s spear with the heavy haft resting on her shoulder. Though it was afternoon here as well as in the earthly realm, a murky gloom dominated the faint sunlight and the shadows lurking among the trees shifted and rippled in her peripheral vision. The unnatural chill tasted of hostility, and she couldn’t convince herself it was just her imagination.

      The raven swept between two spruce trees, and Emi rushed after it. The branches snatched at her long sleeves and her foot caught on a root beneath the snow. Jerking free of the boughs, she stumbled away. She had thought there was a perfectly passable space between the trunks.

      Trotting after the ghostly raven, she scanned the woods for signs of life, her breath fogging the air in front of her. She had to hurry. She had to get the spear from Saburo and return as quickly as possible. Shiro, Susano, and Yumei were fighting for their lives.

      She passed through another tangle of underbrush that seemed to thicken as she pushed into it. Panting, she tore free and rushed to catch up with the raven. The crisp winter scent carried an undertone of rot, and in the distance, the bare, skeletal branches flickered with blue light.

      Her pulse quickened as the raven led her closer. Dozens of blue spheres danced among the trees, rising and falling in random patterns. She clutched Yumei’s spear and peered nervously at the nearest bobbing light.

      In a soundless rush, a glowing orb dropped from the bough in front of her. Hanging from a long, fire-like tail, the spherical base rippled, and within the azure light, the creased face of an old man appeared.

      Choking on a scream, she jumped back and swung Yumei’s spear around to point the blade at the luminous yokai. Another one dropped from the nearby branches and bounced as a face took shape in it as well. Then a third and a fourth dipped down, encircling her.

      She glanced around, then faced the creature in front of her. It wasn’t attacking. It wasn’t doing anything except … waiting? But for what? With effort, she relaxed her grip on the spear and praying she wasn’t making a mistake, she leaned forward in a polite bow.

      The spirit yokai tilted its face downward in an answering bow. With a final bounce, it snapped up into its tree. The other spirits followed, rising back into the forest canopy. She exhaled and started forward again. It seemed, as she’d suspected, that acknowledgement was all they had wanted.

      The shadows deepened as the raven led her into even denser forest. The snow on the ground thinned until bare patches of earth interspersed the shallow drifts. She panted as a stitch stabbed at her side. She’d taken to circling the trees, no longer convinced she was imagining the gaps between them closing and the branches snatching at her. How much farther had Saburo gone? As Emi had seen during her last visit to this realm, distances here could be deceiving.

      The babble of water grew in her ears. Cutting through the forest, a wide creek rushed past, the dark water swirling with a forceful current. She stopped a dozen yards away. The creek was ten feet across, the water dark, the depth unknown. She couldn’t jump across it and there was no bridge.

      The shadow raven flew across the creek and stopped on the other side, waiting for her. She had to cross it? She had to walk into that dark water? In the back of her head, she could hear Hana screaming as the kappa dragged her beneath the surface. She could feel its claws in her ankle, pulling her deeper into the churning current. She could feel Hana’s hand in hers, clutching her tightly.

      Gripping Yumei’s spear, Emi crept toward the bank. The gurgling current drove into her skull. She hated that sound.

      When she was close enough to see flashes of her reflection in the rippling water, she stopped. No. She couldn’t walk into that black water.

      Stepping back, she looked up and down the bank. Fifty yards downstream, a fat oak tree with sprawling branches grew almost on the water’s edge. One low, thick bough spanned the width of the creek. Biting her lip, she glanced at the shadow raven waiting for her, then back at the oak. It wasn’t far. A quick detour so she could safely cross the water.

      She sprinted for the oak, the creek rushing alongside her, and wasted no time in heaving herself onto the low bough. Crouching, she began inching across it, the spear in one hand and the other braced on the rough bark. The branch dipped with her cautious steps, but otherwise supported her weight. As the ground turned to water beneath the bough, fear almost overwhelmed her, but she pushed onward.

      The oak branches creaked.

      She paused and glanced at the tapestry of twisting limbs. The boughs groaned as though shifting in a strong wind, but the air was still. Her heart thumped painfully against her ribs. She was halfway there. Just a few more feet.

      The water splashed. She looked at the dark, churning water rushing by tirelessly. There was nothing there. She must have imagined the splash. She could see nothing unusual, nothing—

      Beneath the surface, a pale face appeared, its wide mouth twisted in a leer.

      She jerked back involuntarily, scrabbling at the bark. Just as she caught her balance, the entire bough heaved—and threw her off.

      She fell with a scream. Icy cold water engulfed her as she plunged beneath the surface, and the current shoved her downstream. Blind and disoriented and clutching Yumei’s spear like a lifeline, she flailed for the surface.

      Slicing pain cut through her skin as small, powerful hands grabbed her arms and dragged her down. Her back hit the rocky bottom.

      Panic detonated inside her head, and she writhed in a wild frenzy, kicking out and jerking her arms. In her mind, she screamed for the wind to save her. Her attackers clung to her, pushing her into the creek bed.

      Through her panic, a small voice whispered: This is how Hana died. Exactly like this.

      Denial cut through her. She wouldn’t die like this. She couldn’t. Her kami wind magic didn’t work in this realm of yokai, but that wasn’t her only power.

      Shukusei no tama, she cried silently.

      Warm ki surged through her icy limbs as the purification magic swept out of her. The crushing hands released her limbs. She pulled her legs in, planted her feet on the creek bottom, and launched upward.

      Her head broke the surface and the arctic air burned her face. Bracing against the pounding current, surprised the water was barely waist deep, she gasped in a breath and lunged for the bank.

      A scaled head popped out of the water, pointed ears dripping and greenish skin gleaming wetly. The kappa leered at her, then sprang out of the water and slammed into her chest.

      She went over backward, tumbling beneath the surface. The yokai again dragged her down, their claws raking her skin.

      Shukusei no tama, she shouted in her head.

      With a flash of heat, the purification incantation drove the kappa off her. She lurched for the surface but they seized the long sleeves of her kimono and yanked her back. She floundered, her incantation useless unless they were touching her. Her lungs strained with the fierce need to breathe.

      She remembered Yumei’s spear, still clutched in her hand, and thrust it out blindly, unsure which end was which. The weapon connected with something and the weight on her left sleeve disappeared. She vaulted upward and her face burst out of the water.

      An unseen kappa wrenched on the spear, almost tearing it from her hand. She jerked it back and lifted it, finding the blade. As yokai tore at the leg of her hakama, nearly pulling her over, she rammed the blade into the water.

      A sickening sensation shuddered up the haft: the feel of the spearhead striking something, then sliding into it. All the pulling hands and scraping claws vanished.

      She waded for the bank and slipped in the mud as she scrambled onto it. Whimpering with terror, she whipped around to face the creek, holding the spear with the blade aimed at the dark water.

      The current swirled past, undisturbed. No faces, green heads, or leering fangs appeared. Shivering violently, she waited a few seconds more, then bolted up the bank for the shadow raven waiting fifty yards away. It swept back into motion, leading her away from the creek.

      Panting, she tried to control her shivering. Water dripped from her clothes and blood stained her white kimono. Shallow scratches and a few deep slices marred her arms and legs. The stinging pain competed with the ache in her throat and lungs, but she ignored it all and trudged onward. How much time had she wasted?

      As she walked, the feeling of hostility grew. The creeping shadows darkened, and branches creaked and groaned in a nonexistent wind. In front of her, the shadow raven rippled. Its form wavered.

      And then it dissolved into nothing.

      Emi froze, staring at the spot where the raven had been. Why was it gone? There was no sign of life in the forest around her and no indication that Saburo was nearby or had passed this way.

      She gripped Yumei’s spear even tighter. Why had the raven vanished? How was she supposed to find Saburo without it? How was she supposed to find her way back? Yumei had promised the raven would lead her! Why would he let it vanish like that?

      The memory of the javelins of light protruding from Yumei’s body flashed through her mind. What if he was too badly hurt to maintain the shadow magic? He knew she was depending on the raven to guide her. He wouldn’t let it fail unless … unless …

      Panic iced her thoughts and she spun around, half intending to run back the way she’d come. If Yumei was hurt … then what about Shiro? Was he still alive? Was he still fighting? She reeled forward a step before realizing the shadows in the trees ahead were too solid to be mere darkness.

      “That spear …” A female voice drifted out of the gloom. “… does not belong to you.”

      The woman stood casually with one hand on her hip, but her posture was too stiff for the pose to look natural. Her long black hair was tied in a high ponytail, bangs cut in a straight, severe line just above her almond-shaped eyes. Her dark kimono and hakama were similar to the garments Emi had seen in Yumei’s memory, and two swords were sheathed at her hip. She did not appear to be carrying a spear.

      Saburo’s gaze slid down Emi and back up again. “How did a human come to walk in Tsuchi?”

      “Yumei sent me to—”

      “Yumei?” the woman interrupted. She smiled, its subtle threat chilling Emi. “How casually you speak the name of the Tengu with your foul human tongue.”

      Emi raised her chin. “He doesn’t have a problem with me using his name.”

      Saburo tapped a finger against her cheek. “You are a lying wench.” The words didn’t fit her pleasant tone. “You have no right to touch that weapon.”

      The daitengu stepped closer, and her rigid movements confirmed she was hiding injuries. Despite that, Saburo placed a hand lightly on the hilt of her katana. “Give me the spear and I might spare your life.”

      Emi turned the weapon in her hands, holding it in the guard position Shiro had taught her, and hoped she looked competent. “If you had the strength to take it from me, you would have done exactly that.”

      Saburo’s expression tightened and she began drawing her sword.

      “Do you want to test Yumei’s wrath again?” Emi asked. “Surrender Ame-no-Nuboko to me and maybe he won’t have to die this time.”

      The daitengu hesitated, sword half-drawn, unable to hide her surprise at how much Emi knew. “Do I appear to be carrying a spear, idiot girl?”

      Emi gritted her teeth. “Yumei is fighting Izanagi right now—because of your actions. We need to take the spear back before it’s too late. Are you going to cower here while he dies for you a second time?”

      Saburo shoved her katana back into its sheath. “The Tengu refuses to forgive me, even after seven centuries. Why should I raced to my death for him?”

      Emi bit back her disgust, seeing why Yumei had no interest in pardoning this daitengu. “If you truly want his forgiveness, this is your opportunity. Give me the spear, and we’ll return to help him.”

      Saburo’s lip curled. “Why should I trust the word of a kami’s servant?”

      How did Saburo know Emi was affiliated with kami? Her hand flew to her cheek where icy water still clung to her skin. Yumei’s mark must have washed off in the creek, erasing her protection from Tsuchi. The forest had further darkened, and beneath the trees, the air seethed with palpable hostility.

      She focused on Saburo again. “I am loyal to Yumei. As a show of faith, I’ll offer you a trade.” She lifted the black spear in her hand. “I’ll give you this in exchange for Nuboko, and together we’ll return to help him.”

      Saburo’s jaw clenched, her dark eyes fixed greedily on Yumei’s spear. She reached behind her back and pulled out a six-inch spearhead. The plain haft had snapped a few inches below the blade, leaving just enough room for a pair of decorative ties that ended in tattered tassels. Despite the plain haft, Emi didn’t wonder why it was called the jeweled spear: the blade was an enormous faceted crystal that shimmered brilliantly even in the dim light, a treasure of kings and emperors—a treasure of gods.

      “Agreed,” the woman barked. She stepped closer and thrust Nuboko at Emi, simultaneously plucking Yumei’s spear from her hand. Emi fumbled the spearhead, almost dropping it. It thrummed, vibrating with unseen magic, and she quickly tied the tassels to the back of her hakama, hiding the weapon beneath her long haori coat.

      Holding the black spear possessively, Saburo turned to the nearest thick tree trunk and pressed her hand to it. Red light spiraled out from her palm, forming a doorway. She lifted her hand as the bark turned to rippling darkness. Without another word, she stepped into it.

      Gulping down her fear, Emi jumped in after the daitengu, praying they weren’t too late.
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* * *

      Cold magic dragged across Emi’s skin, and then Tsuchi spat her out of the portal. She stumbled forward and thumped into Saburo’s back. Choking on the painfully hot air, Emi grabbed the daitengu’s arm for balance. Her wet clothes steamed.

      The valley had turned to blazing red and boiling black. Flames roared through the forest, leaping toward the sky. Dark smoke roiled in spiraling columns and red embers rained on them like crimson snow. Only the clearing with the fallen oak had been spared by the raging inferno.

      “What—” Saburo gasped. “What happened? This isn’t Izanagi’s …”

      Emi gripped the daitengu’s arm even tighter as her knees weakened with terror. So much fire. Had Shiro done this? Where was he? Where were Yumei and Susano? She didn’t know if the battle was over. She didn’t know who was still alive.

      Across the clearing, the devouring inferno swelled, flickering white-hot at its core, and a new wave of heat rushed over Emi and Saburo.

      Two glowing ruby eyes appeared amidst the blaze.

      The great kyubi no kitsune stalked out of the hellfire. With pale flames trailing off his fur and his long tails merging with the inferno behind him, he could have been a fiery phantom, no more a living creature than Yumei’s shadow raven.

      “Inari,” Saburo stuttered, her composure crumbling as fear hoarsened her voice. “Yomi have mercy, that’s Inari.”

      The fox beast prowled into the open, igniting the dried winter grass with each touch of his paws upon the earth. Fixated on Emi and Saburo, he slunk closer, fangs bared.

      Fear shuddered down Emi’s spine. Her nightmares of the kyubi no kitsune flashed through her mind—dream after dream where the beast had attacked her. Had Shiro forgotten her? Had he lost his mind to the uncontained power of his true form?

      The fox beast stopped, his ears swiveling back and snout wrinkling in a soundless snarl. His posture was aggressive, but also rigid with wariness. He had no reason to approach her and Saburo cautiously. What was he waiting for?

      Heat blasted across her back, and then the point of a golden javelin erupted from the center of Saburo’s stomach.

      The impact tore Saburo from Emi’s grip and the woman was hurled to the ground. She landed on her side, her mouth open in a silent scream as the stench of burning flesh thickened the air.

      At the same moment Saburo fell, the fox beast vaulted toward Emi. Expecting a javelin to tear through her body, she spun around, putting her back to the fox.

      Izanagi dropped through the clouds of smoke and landed on top of the fallen oak tree, already reaching down. He grabbed Emi’s hair, fingers scraping her scalp, and yanked her off her feet. A superheated updraft swept beneath them, lifting him and Emi skyward. As they were flung away from the ground, the fox slammed into the oak, too late to catch them.

      The updraft whisked them through clouds of smoke and into the clear sky above. Emi grabbed Izanagi’s wrist with both hands, pulling herself up before her scalp tore from her skull. As they left the blazing forest far below, he cast a hand out and a swirling, scorching orb of golden light surrounded them.

      In a surge of fire, the nine-tailed fox bounded out of the boiling smoke. His incandescent tails lashed as he raced on air as though it were perfectly solid ground, red flames dancing under his paws. Coming level with Izanagi, he stopped two dozen yards away from the impenetrable orb of sunlight.

      “Well fought, Inari.” Izanagi’s compliment was undermined by his unrepentant smugness. “No foe has ever endured so long against me. It is a wonder we never met in battle before this day.”

      He lifted Emi higher, and she clutched his wrist even though his hot skin was burning her hands. She summoned the wind to her defense, but not even a faint breeze broke free of Izanagi’s iron control over the sky.

      “Well fought,” the Amatsukami repeated, “but I claim the victory—and its spoils. Ame-no-Nuboko is again mine, and the kamigakari will make a fine gift for my sister. I am sure she will enjoy ending this one’s incessant meddling.”

      The fox bared his teeth again but made no move to approach. As Emi clung in place, her feet dangling hundreds of feet above the forest, she pleaded with her eyes for him to attack, to reclaim the spear no matter what happened to her.

      But he didn’t move, and she realized it wasn’t the threat to her life that was stopping him. It was the impassable barrier surrounding her and Izanagi. Not even in his ultimate form could Shiro penetrate it.

      She couldn’t let this happen. She couldn’t let him have the spear. No kami or yokai possessed the power to penetrate Izanagi’s sun barrier—but Emi was already inside it.

      And Izanagi, as he leered at Inari, didn’t seem to consider her a threat.

      “It is a pleasure to see your power returned,” the Amatsukami taunted. “Your years as a powerless mongrel were no doubt a humbling experience.”

      Emi released Izanagi’s wrist with one hand. Ignoring the agony that tore through her scalp, she slipped her hand under the back of her haori and fumbled for the ties of the spearhead. As they came free and she gripped the broken haft, her pulse thundered in her ears, strangely slow to her senses.

      To defeat Izanagi, to reclaim the heavenly spear, Shiro needed an opening—an opportunity to attack without Izanagi’s impermeable defense in place. She had to give him that. As her heart beat a measured countdown, she gathered her will, her power, her intent.

      She inhaled. Exhaled. Then, praying she could aim while hanging by one arm, she twisted around and stabbed the spearhead into Izanagi’s chest.

      It struck just under his collarbone, missing his heart and lodging in place, but she didn’t falter.

      “Shukusei no tama!” she cried.

      Her ki ripped into Izanagi and his swirling barrier burst apart, destroyed by the purification spell. As the fox beast charged on flaming paws, Izanagi roared in pain and fury—and released her.

      Losing her grip on the spearhead, she hung in the air for the briefest instance as triumph lit through her. Izanagi’s barrier was down and the great fox was only strides away, ready to end the undefeated god’s life and reclaim the spear.

      Then she plummeted.

      She called on the wind, but even before her summons went unanswered, she knew it wouldn’t work. Izanagi’s barrier had fallen but his control over the sky was unshaken. She was powerless to call the element to her aid. She couldn’t stop her fall.

      As she plunged toward the burning forest, the fox’s stride faltered. He was almost on top of Izanagi, almost within striking range—but he didn’t attack. Instead, he changed direction entirely, abandoning his adversary.

      To dive after her.

      “No!” she screamed.

      The flaming treetops rushed toward her as she fell, and the great fox raced downward even faster. His teeth closed on the back of her haori and he smashed through the forest canopy on his back, shielding her. He hit the ground with a painful thump and Emi tumbled from his jaws. She rolled over and shoved herself up, staring into the sky.

      A golden orb shone through the clouds of smoke, already speeding away. Izanagi was fleeing.

      He had escaped. Their chance to defeat him was gone.
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      Emi whirled on the nine-tailed fox, almost too furious to speak.

      “Why did you do that?” she shouted.

      The fox shook his head like a wet dog and rose to his feet. She staggered back, overwhelmed by his sheer size. Fire engulfed him, then rapidly shrank. In a final burst, Shiro reappeared in his human shape.

      Trembling from head to toe, she balled her hands into fists. “Why didn’t you finish him? Izanagi was open. His barrier was down. You could have ended it with one strike!”

      “You would have died.” His calm, simple answer only infuriated her more.

      “I knew that! The spear is a thousand times more important than my life, and now Izanagi has it!”

      His ears slanted back, the only sign her anger bothered him, and his expression hardened. He closed the space between them until she had to crane her neck to see his face.

      “I told you before, little miko. Amaterasu might be fine with you sacrificing your life, your Guji and your shrine and everyone else might be fine with it, and you might be fine with it—but I’m not.”

      She stepped back at the vehemence in his last words, her anger faltering.

      “It’s my decision,” she said with less strength than she’d intended. “If I want to—”

      “If I can prevent it, I will,” he said flatly. “Until Izanami steps off the Bridge in her full kami glory, this isn’t over. I won’t let you throw your life away in a meaningless sacrifice a single moment before that.”

      “Meaningless?” she echoed furiously. “I would have died to recover the spear and stop Izanami—”

      “Recovering the spear won’t end this. Nothing will end this. Izanagi is immortal. Izanami is immortal. Time is their ally, not ours. Even if we get the spear, they could reclaim it just as easily—today, tomorrow, a year from now, in a century. Even if we kill Izanami, she can descend again in a few years. It will never end. They have all eternity to win.”

      Her throat tightened.

      “We’re fighting a losing battle,” he said with unexpected bitterness. “So if you’re going to toss your life away, at least make it count for something.”

      Before she could find her voice, he strode away. Surrounded by crackling flames, charred trees, and the choking smoke, she stood alone for a moment before following him, too angry and upset to restart their conversation. As he walked, the nearby fires sputtered out in puffs of pale smoke and the inferno quieted around them.

      A red glow, distinctly different from the shrinking fires, appeared among the trees. Shiro approached a small, domed barrier and nudged a toe into it, breaking the circle. The dome dissolved in a shower of sparks.

      Within the protection of the circle was Yumei.

      Lightheaded nausea threatened to overwhelm her. She stumbled forward a step but her weak legs wouldn’t obey. She now understood why his shadow raven had vanished. If he had any ki left, he was using it to cling to life.

      Shiro swept to Yumei’s side and knelt, carefully turning him over and ignoring the damaged wings that looked like they would never fly again.

      “Is …” She swallowed, the bitter taste of ash coating her tongue. “Is he alive?”

      “For now.” Picking up the unconscious yokai, Shiro hastened back through the forest’s charred remains and into the clearing.

      Yumei’s doorway into Tsuchi had faded. In front of the fallen oak, Saburo was slumped on her side, arms wrapped around her middle. The javelin of light that had pierced her body was gone. As Shiro and Emi emerged from the trees, the daitengu’s head slowly turned toward them.

      Shiro leaned Yumei against the trunk and Emi knelt beside him, taking in the burns and puncture wounds. He had fought hard against Izanagi and taken many injuries before falling.

      “Yumei,” Saburo whispered hoarsely.

      “Wait here,” Shiro told Emi. “I need to get Susano.”

      “Is he …?” she whispered, still staring at Yumei.

      “Not as bad.” Without another word, Shiro crossed the clearing and vanished into the smoldering woods.

      “Yumei,” Saburo moaned and struggled to push herself up on one arm. “I shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have led Izanagi here.”

      Emi said nothing, silently agreeing.

      Panting, Saburo thrashed with the effort to sit up. “Help me.”

      “What?”

      “Help me … I need to … be beside him.”

      Emi hesitated. She didn’t think Saburo deserved to be near Yumei, but the woman’s desperation was so obvious and sincere that Emi couldn’t refuse her. She moved behind Saburo and lifted her under the arms. As she half-carried Saburo closer to Yumei, the woman’s legs dragged across the ground, unnaturally limp.

      After helping Saburo lean against the oak, Emi crouched in front of her. “Saburo, your legs …”

      “I know,” the woman said, her gaze riveted on Yumei’s slack, soot-streaked face. “Izanagi put his javelin right through my spine.”

      Emi swallowed. “Will it … will it heal?”

      Saburo ran her fingers lightly down Yumei’s cheek. “He would never let me touch him like this,” she whispered. “Sometimes I thought he wanted me to. Sometimes I was so convinced he wanted that closeness, wanted something more than the bond between master and vassal. But he never did. Not with me.”

      Her fingers traced his cheekbone as pain gathered in her eyes. “His ki is fading.”

      Emi’s stomach dropped. “He’s going to die?”

      “Izanagi attacks with weapons not of steel, but of pure kami power. Each strike destroys our ki as much as our bodies.”

      “What about his karasu?” Emi asked, half reaching for Yumei. “They can help him heal, can’t they?”

      “They aren’t here.” A sad smile twisted Saburo’s lips. “My bold, fearless warlord. You could not allow one of your soldiers, even a disgraced one, to be slain in front of you.”

      Emi shifted closer to Yumei, hopeless grief wrenching her insides. He was dying. How could she save him? How could she keep him alive? If he died again from Izanagi’s destructive wounds, he might never revive.

      Toiling for each movement, Saburo tugged the front of his kosode open to expose his chest.

      “What are you doing?” Emi demanded.

      Without glancing up, Saburo dug her hand into the wound in her belly. Fingertips coated in blood, she touched his skin just below his collarbones. Concentration tightened her brow as she drew a complex symbol in blood on his chest.

      Emi recognized the symbol. She had seen Yumei draw the same one on Shiro’s chest in her blood. So she said nothing as Saburo wet her fingers with blood from one of Yumei’s wounds and drew a matching symbol on her palm, even though the woman couldn’t possibly have excess ki to donate to her estranged master.

      The symbols complete, Saburo hovered her hand over him, her arm shaking with weakness.

      “You will care for him?” she asked almost soundlessly. “You will return him to his karasu and protect him until his strength returns?”

      “I will,” Emi murmured. “I swear it.”

      “Will you … will you tell him I am sorry?”

      “I will.”

      Saburo pushed her palm down on the crimson symbol. Magic saturated the air and her torso arched in agony as light flashed beneath her hand. The seconds stretched into eternity.

      Then the light faded and Saburo slumped against the tree beside Yumei, her faint breath coming in weak gasps. Her eyelids fluttered but she didn’t seem to have the strength to open them.

      Beside her, Yumei’s chest rose in a slow, deep inhalation. He didn’t otherwise stir, but a touch of color returned to his face and his breathing came easier. At the sound, a ghost of a smile crossed Saburo’s lips.

      Then a soft breath escaped her, and she didn’t take another.

      Tears slid down Emi’s face as she took Yumei’s burned hand. “Thank you, Saburo.”

      After a minute, she pulled Saburo away, laying the woman beside the fallen oak and straightening her legs. The daitengu’s body, with ki wholly depleted, quickly began to soften and blur in the yokai death. Emi collected Yumei’s spear, leaning it beside him, and sagged back against the trunk. If she sat, she doubted she would be able to stand again.

      By the time Shiro returned, carrying Susano over one shoulder, Saburo’s body was more transparent than not, her blurry form as ethereal as a ghost. In another minute, it would vanish entirely, reclaimed by the spirit realm.

      Shiro joined Emi and lowered Susano to the ground. The storm god’s clothing was charred and torn, and a gouging wound striped his torso from one hip up to the opposite shoulder. As Shiro leaned him against the trunk, Susano grunted in pain, his eyes squinching open.

      “Inari,” he croaked. “What happened?”

      Crouched in front of his fellow Kunitsukami, Shiro flicked a glance at Emi, then shook his head. “Izanagi escaped with Nuboko.”

      Susano dropped his head back against the bark. “Curse him.” The words held no fire, no vigor. He took in the bloody mark on Yumei’s chest. “Who gave him ki?”

      “His daitengu,” Shiro answered, nodding toward Saburo’s ghostly body.

      “Good,” Susano muttered. “Your ki or Emi’s would have killed him in that condition.”

      Emi knelt beside him. “Will you be okay, Susano?”

      He grunted a wordless affirmative. She pressed her hands to her thighs, fingers digging in to her legs. So close. They had been so close to defeating Izanagi and reclaiming the spear, but Shiro had ruined it. He had betrayed everything for which they had fought and suffered just to extend Emi’s life by a few more pointless days.

      Tears stung her eyes, and she squeezed them shut, wishing she hadn’t missed, wishing she had stabbed the spearhead directly into Izanagi’s heart. If she had killed the Amatsukami instead of wounding him, she wouldn’t have had to count on Shiro to finish it.

      He had made his choice, a choice he’d had every right to make, but she feared the cost would prove far too high.
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* * *

      Emi stared blankly at the wall, barely registering the stinging pain in her arm.

      Beside her, Nanako diligently scrubbed the slicing cuts across Emi’s wrist, left by a kappa’s claws. Emi sat on a stool in the large bathroom, wearing only a towel and a growing number of bandages, as Nanako cleaned and dressed her injuries one by one.

      With Yumei unconscious and Susano too weak to shift to his dragon form, their only recourse had been to travel by foot out of the valley. The Shirayuri Shrine was the closest refuge to Yumei’s destroyed home, but the long walk had been torture for their weary, injured group. Shiro had carried Yumei, with Susano limping along on his own and Emi trailing last, scarcely able to put one tired foot in front of the other.

      Fujimoto and Nanako had handled their staggering reappearance with surprising calm. The two had been outside already, watching the fading pillars of smoke that had been visible for miles.

      “Once you’re patched up,” Nanako said, breaking the heavy silence, “I’ll start on some food. I’m sure you’re all hungry.”

      Emi nodded as Nanako cleaned the gouges on Emi’s upper arm. She had tried to use Amaterasu’s power to heal the scratches, but she couldn’t make the magic work. Perhaps she was simply too exhausted. Elsewhere in the house, Shiro and Fujimoto were tending to Susano’s and Yumei’s wounds. Shiro had survived the battle with no injuries.

      Nanako taped down the last strip of gauze. “There. Now just sit and relax, and I’ll see what I can do to untangle your hair. It’s even worse than the last time you showed up looking like a neglected stray cat.”

      The miko fetched a brush and sat on the edge of the tub behind Emi. She selected a lock and picked out the tangles with meticulous strokes. For several minutes, she worked quietly, detangling one section of hair from ends up to roots, pinning it off to the side with a hairclip, then starting on the next.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Emi flinched at Nanako’s uncharacteristically gentle tone. Her lower lip trembled with the urge to cry. She was so tired. So much of her body hurt. But somehow the deep, weary ache in her heart hurt worst of all.

      She opened her mouth, not sure what she intended to say, and the next thing she knew, words were spilling from her in a tearful babble. Like a breaking dam, all her pent-up emotions spilled free as she blurted out everything she’d kept chained inside since the very beginning, everything she couldn’t share with anyone—from Shiro’s flirtations and her growing feelings for him to her confession to him last night and his reaction. And what he had done in the battle against Izanagi.

      “He could have ended it right then.” Her shoulders shook with sobs, garbling her words. “Why did he save me? He walked away from me. I told him how I felt and he walked away. Why would he turn around and save my life at the expense of the entire world?”

      Nanako brushed at a stubborn knot while Emi pulled herself together.

      “I don’t know why he chose to do what he did,” Nanako said after a few minutes. “Maybe he knows something we don’t. In the myths and tales about Inari, he’s described as the wily fox god, cunning and reckless, but never foolish.”

      Emi sniffed and, pulling a tissue from the box on the counter, dabbed at her eyes. Inari was devious and wise, but was Shiro?

      “Either way,” Nanako continued, “what’s done is done. Maybe he didn’t even decide. Sometimes it isn’t a choice at all. You see the person you love in danger, and you just react.”

      “But he doesn’t feel that way about me,” Emi whispered, more tears leaking down her cheeks. She pressed a fresh tissue to her face. “He promised to never touch me again.”

      Nanako snorted and tugged hard on a lock of Emi’s hair. “That part doesn’t surprise me. I don’t know about yokai, but I know no man wants to hear that his lover thinks his touch is defiling her.”

      Emi almost dropped her tissue, her fingers suddenly numb. Is that what he’d heard when she said she was risking her purity for him? That she thought he was defiling her? “But—but he knew all along that his—that our—our intimacy was a risk for me.”

      “Well, his reaction suggests you two weren’t on the same page about that. After you said that, why wouldn’t he walk away? Why would he keep pursuing you, knowing you’re so conflicted over him? Regardless, I would say his feelings for you haven’t changed. He demonstrated that quite clearly today.”

      Emi squeezed her temples with her fingertips. I didn’t realize that’s how you felt. Why would her feelings—her inner conflict—surprise him? He knew intimacy was forbidden to her, but she hadn’t been stopping him from … She bit her lip. Had she unintentionally misled him?

      Nanako gathered another section of Emi’s hair and brushed the ends. “My grandmother was a distinguished kannushi. As you know, female kannushi are rare, and my grandmother was an extraordinary lady. A few years before she died, I was engaged to be married and struggling with the balance between my personal life and my miko duties.”

      At the mention of marriage, Emi tried to turn to look at Nanako, but the miko pushed her head back and continued with the hairbrush.

      “I went to see my grandmother the day before the wedding. I’d been worrying so much about how I could love my fiancé and be a good wife to him while also being committed to my kami and my makoto no kokoro that I was a nervous wreck. I asked her how I was supposed to do both?

      “She didn’t answer. Instead, she led me outside where the sohei had left an archery target set up. She picked up a bow and single arrow and handed them to me.

      “‘Shoot the target,’ she said. But when I pulled the string back, she put her hand behind my elbow, stopping me at half tension on the bow.

      “‘I can’t hit the target like this,’ I told her.

      “‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘The bow represents your commitment.’

      “‘To my fiancé or my miko duties?’ I asked.

      “‘What does the arrow represent?’ she asked in return.

      “I told her I didn’t know. She gave me a long look, then let go of my elbow. ‘The arrow,’ she said, ‘is not your fiancé or your miko duties. It is you.’

      “I drew the string back all the way and asked, ‘What does the target represent, then?’

      “My grandmother gave me another long look, and then she walked away.” Nanako ran the brush through Emi’s hair. “The next day, I married my fiancé and we spent fifteen wonderful years together before he passed away.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Emi murmured, caught off guard by thoughts of Nanako being happily married. “Did you have to give up on your commitment to being a miko?”

      “Not at all.” Nanako set the brush down and used a white tie to bind Emi’s hair behind her neck, then smoothed the tail. “There, you’re finished.”

      Rising from the stool and stretching her stiff muscles, Emi turned to Nanako, her brow still wrinkled with confusion. “What did the target represent?”

      “The arrow represented me.” Nanako smiled. “And so did the target.”

      With no further explanation, the miko left the bathroom, leaving Emi standing in her towel, more confused than before.
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* * *

      In her dream, she heard Shiro’s voice.

      She rolled over, tangling the blankets of her futon, and almost woke before slipping back into sleep. He murmured words she couldn’t make out, the snippets tangling with memories of things he’d said to her.

      “You owe me, Amaterasu.”

      His voice rumbled in her ears and she could almost see him sitting cross-legged in front of her, his face oddly obscured by a silver sheen.

      “What exactly are you asking, Inari?” The reply came in Emi’s voice, but she hadn’t spoken.

      “I am not asking.” A dangerous edge crept into his tone. “I am telling you what you will do.”

      “You do not command me, Kunitsukami.”

      “You owe me. If you refuse to pay your debt, I will extract it in a far less palatable way. You and your vassals will never again walk this world in peace.”

      Emi rolled her head against the pillow, shivering at the menace honing Shiro’s words. Heat pulsed uncomfortably in her chest but sleep still clung to her.

      In her dream, she hissed angrily at his threat. “I must descend on the solstice. My strength is required to stop Izanami, and I can only channel so much ki into my kamigakari before I can no longer withdraw my spirit and must complete the descension.”

      “I am not saying you can’t descend. I am saying you will wait until the last possible moment, when it will make a difference, and no sooner.”

      “Delaying by a few minutes or hours will change nothing. Emi will die on the solstice regardless. I am sorry, but that is her fate.”

      His eyes gleamed in the silvery light flickering over his face. “I have never believed in fate.”

      “Why must you be so stubborn?” Anger snapped through her voice. “Even if Emi were to live, she would be an old woman in a blink of time for you.”

      “This isn’t about me.”

      “Then why?”

      His jaw flexed. “Your power won’t destroy her instantly. Give her the chance to see this to the end. She has suffered so much to protect a future she won’t live to experience. At least let her see victory.”

      “And if we lose?”

      His mouth curved in a sharp, arrogant smirk. “I don’t plan to lose.”

      She made an unhappy noise. “Fine. I will wait until the last moment to descend.”

      He nodded. “Keep Emi alive as long as you can.”

      “And you will share what I told you with the other Kunitsukami?”

      “Yes.”

      “Keep your head clear and your heart guarded, Inari. You cannot let your feelings weaken you.”

      “I will mind my own business and you can mind yours, Amaterasu.”

      She sighed. “Will the day ever come when the damage to our friendship might heal?”

      “That will depend on you, Amaterasu. Honor your promise on the solstice.” He uncoiled from the floor and rose, and the silvery light faded. Darkness and silence filled her dream.

      Emi’s eyes flew open as she came awake all at once. Power, uncomfortably hot under her skin, pulsed through her kamigakari mark. She flung her blankets aside and rolled off her futon, stumbling in disorientation. Shiro’s voice echoed in her head as she grabbed her haori from the closet and wrapped it around her sleeping robe. Throwing her bedroom door open, she rushed to the entryway, shoved her bare feet in her sandals, and flung herself out the front door.

      Snow fell, thick and heavy. The hot pulse in her chest was almost gone, but she ran down the familiar path anyway, crossing the footbridge and rushing into the stone courtyard where a single lantern hung from a post in front of the tiny hall of worship.

      She flew up the steps. The building had been destroyed weeks ago in her and Shiro’s first confrontation with Izanami, and so far only a rough structure had been erected, the walls nothing more than temporary planks of wood with a flat roof. Grabbing the makeshift door, she dragged it open to reveal the pitch-dark interior.

      Lifting the lantern from the post beside the threshold, she strode inside. Most of the original floor had been salvaged, though some spots were broken and splintered. Near the back of the single room, a small shrine stood alone, the smooth wood a stark contrast to the rough walls. A round mirror on a small pedestal sat in the middle, reflecting light across the space.

      No one else was in the room.

      Breathing hard, Emi approached the mirror—a shintai through which Amaterasu could channel her power into this world. It was new as well; Izanami had shattered the old one.

      Emi brushed her fingers across the glass. The smooth surface was cool and devoid of power.

      But that silvery light on Shiro’s face and the pulsing heat in her kamigakari mark … She stepped back from the mirror and glanced around. Had it been a dream, or had Shiro somehow used the shintai to contact Amaterasu the same way Emi had a couple weeks ago? Amaterasu had struggled to make that connection with Emi; the magic required to reach between worlds had exhausted the goddess and her vassals, who had been aiding her from within Takamahara. How had Shiro done it?

      Kneeling, she brushed her fingers across the floor. When she lifted them, dark soot coated her fingertips. She lowered the lantern and the light caught on faint lines drawn on the floorboards, smudged as though someone had hastily brushed them away.

      A circle. Shiro had drawn a circle, had used magic she couldn’t even imagine to contact Amaterasu.

      He’s a god, Emi. I don’t think you’re seeing that. Katsuo’s words echoed in her ears and she shook her head to dispel them. Shiro’s memories were returning. He was now freed from the onenju curse, and an immortal lifetime of skills and knowledge were coming back to him. The more of his past self he regained, the greater the divide between him and Emi would grow, an unbridgeable chasm of age and power.

      Who was he now? He wasn’t quite Inari yet, at least not the Inari she’d seen in Amaterasu’s and Yumei’s memories. But he was also no longer the Shiro she knew. He was evolving so quickly she couldn’t keep up. His shifts between his past and present self weren’t as pronounced as they’d been in the beginning. Instead, he slid seamlessly from one to the other. The line between Shiro and Inari would continue to blur … until there was no line at all.

      She pressed her lips together to keep them from trembling. Soon, he would no longer need her. Soon, his strength and his confidence as a Kunitsukami would be fully rejuvenated.

      And soon, she would be gone from this world. But maybe she would live long enough to see the solstice to the end and the world saved—or destroyed.
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      “Please hold still, my lady.”

      Emi attempted to keep her arms steady as three elderly miko tugged and patted at the draping layers of kimono engulfing her frame, murmuring among themselves as they made adjustments.

      “I don’t think this collar is working,” one of them said, standing back to look Emi over from head to toe. “What about the plum one instead?”

      The other two agreed and Emi’s shoulders drooped as they stripped off layers so they could redress her with the plum collar. Frustration bubbled inside her, growing in force, but she tamped it down and kept her expression serene. It didn’t matter what color her collar was. It didn’t matter if she wore silk or rags.

      At this point, nothing mattered, because the world as they knew it would end on the solstice.

      They had lost the heavenly spear to Izanagi. Nothing stood between Izanami and opening the Bridge to Heaven. And for the last day and a half, Emi hadn’t contributed a single thing toward reversing that destiny.

      Before they had departed the Shirayuri Shrine, Susano had set off on his own to inform Sarutahiko and Uzume of their failure to reclaim the spear. Without a dragon for transportation, Nanako had driven Emi, Shiro, and Yumei back to Shion; that had been an interesting experience. Despite his fearsome abilities, Yumei, they discovered, did not do well with cars. Emi wasn’t sure if it had been motion sickness or claustrophobia, but Shiro had to threaten the Tengu multiple times to keep him from exiting the car—while it was in motion. If he hadn’t been semi-comatose from his injuries, he might have attempted it. At least the trip had been relatively short.

      Yumei was now set up in a converted maintenance building just outside the shrine grounds, surrounded by his karasu and healing swiftly. Shiro had stayed with him, ensuring his safety while he was vulnerable.

      The role reversal was something of a surprise. When she first met Shiro and Yumei, the Tengu had been the more powerful by far. He had saved Shiro multiple times and guarded the kitsune while he was injured. With only one loop of the onenju left around his arm, Shiro and Yumei had seemed on near equal footing, but now Shiro was the one protecting Yumei.

      While Susano sought out his fellow Kunitsukami and Shiro guarded the healing Tengu, Emi had been trapped in a vortex of preparations for the solstice. From purification rituals to blessing ceremonies to private preparations, her free time had been entirely consumed. Already she had been bathed and groomed from her eyelashes to her toenails, scrubbed until her skin glowed, covered in lotions and powders, and subjected to all manner of ridiculous beautification. She doubted her uneven fingernails would offend Amaterasu upon her descension, but everyone had ignored her protests.

      This afternoon, she was trapped in the dressing room, being fitted with her outfit for the solstice. She would don majestic layers of violet kimono on the morning of the twentieth for the procession through the grounds and the ceremony to follow.

      As the elderly miko flitted around her, putting the finishing touches on her outfit, she labored to control her emotions, furious with her impotency, her idleness, her uselessness. Why was she just standing here? Izanami was poised to end the world in a few days. Why was no one doing anything?

      She’d asked Shiro what they should do next, but he’d simply told her they had to wait for Susano to return. In her mysterious dream, Amaterasu had mentioned something Shiro was supposed to tell the other Kunitsukami, but he had evaded Emi’s careful questions so smoothly she’d given up. He was keeping secrets, and she didn’t know how to feel about that.

      “What is all that ruckus?” a miko asked with a loud tsk. “Running about the hall of purification like a playground, my goodness.”

      Emi shook off her anxious inner tirade and glanced at the door where she could hear rapid footsteps and urgent voices. Normally, the hall was as silent as a funeral home.

      Footsteps thundered up to the dressing room and, without even a knock, the door flew open. A sohei half fell inside, his face as pale as snow.

      “My lady,” he gasped. “You—you need to come.”

      “What’s wrong?” she demanded.

      “In the courtyard—Guji Ishida is at the shrine and—please, just come.” He whirled around and dashed out, waving at her to follow.

      Her apprehension ballooned into alarm and she swept after him, cursing the heavy layers of kimono and her unbound hair. She didn’t even have ofuda. Whatever had frightened the sohei so badly was not something she expected she could face without an arsenal of magic.

      He led her through the corridors at a half-jog, looking back anxiously every few steps to make sure she was still behind him. When they arrived in the vestibule, she found it jammed with people. Kannushi, sohei, and miko crowded around the closed doors as though they wanted to look outside but were afraid to touch the thin barrier between them and whatever waited beyond it.

      “Who are they—”

      “It can’t possibly be—”

      “Why are they here—”

      “Move aside for the kamigakari!” the sohei leading her announced.

      The crowd jumped like they’d been shocked, and with surprising swiftness, they crammed against the walls to open a path. With her lacquered wooden sandals clacking loudly in the sudden hush, Emi walked past the sohei to the double doors and the two nearest kannushi pulled them open.

      Sunlight flooded the dim entryway, blinding her. When her vision cleared, the courtyard came into focus and her racing heart stuttered to a halt. For a moment, she couldn’t even breathe. Then, straightening, she crossed the threshold onto the steps, her mouth dry as she counted swiftly.

      Three Kunitsukami and seventeen yokai stood in the courtyard.

      They waited in three perfect lines, each Kunitsukami heading a queue of vassals. Susano stood on the right, dressed in much finer blue and gray garments than she’d seen him wear before. Six unfamiliar yokai formed a line behind him, four males and two females. Uzume, garbed in a stunning green kimono edged in shimmering gold embroidery, waited on the left with six of her own vassals.

      And Sarutahiko stood in the center. The tallest among the gathered, with broad shoulders and a solid build, the leader of the Kunitsukami dominated the courtyard with his physical presence alone. His long brown-black hair was bound in a tail high on the back of his head, and his regal attire in shades of black and bronze would have put any emperor to shame. Five yokai stood a long step back from their lord, leaving an empty spot directly behind him as though someone was missing from their ranks.
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Emi kept her expression calm, even though power crackled through the air and the sizzle of yokai auras was so potent she could taste their ki. The human servants of the shrine were huddled in the doorways of the buildings surrounding the courtyard, and those who’d been outside had gathered in the corners, grouped together as though greater numbers might protect them. They knew the shrine’s visitors were not mortal.

      The humans seemed to hold their breath as Emi descended the steps and, alone, approached Sarutahiko. Internally panicking about how deeply she should bow, she stopped a few steps away and glanced imploringly at Uzume. The Kunitsukami of the Wood smiled in encouragement, her butter-yellow eyes alight with humor.

      Emi pressed her hands to her thighs and bowed deeply at the waist to Sarutahiko. She probably should have gone to her knees in a full genuflection as she had done for Susano and Tsukiyomi, but even though she was human and he was a god, she was also Amaterasu’s representative in this world. So she compromised with the deepest possible standing bow.

      To her shock, Sarutahiko bent forward in a bow equally as deep, and a mortified blush rushed into her cheeks. They rose together as she frantically ran through every etiquette lesson she’d ever had for any hint on how she was supposed to respond.

      “Kamigakari Kimura.” His voice, impossibly deep, seemed to rumble through the stones beneath their feet as much as it came from him. “It is an honor to at last meet the one who freed me and my fellow Kunitsukami from our imprisonment.”

      Her face still flaming, she offered another small bow. “Please accept my sincerest welcome to the Shion Shrine of Amaterasu, Amatsukami of the Wind.”

      “Your welcome is appreciated,” Sarutahiko replied. “There is much to discuss. Where, I must ask, is my wayward child of fire?”

      “Child?” Shiro’s voice floated through the courtyard. “Your perception of age is beyond twisted, old man.”

      Emi’s head snapped right. On the curved eave of a nearby building, Shiro sat casually with his arm propped on an upraised knee. When everyone in the courtyard turned to look at him, he uncoiled from his spot, stretched lazily, and sprang from the roof to land lightly on the courtyard stones.

      “My choice of language,” Sarutahiko murmured, “refers to your ethos rather than age, Inari.”

      Shiro strolled across the courtyard and stopped beside Emi, assessing Sarutahiko. The Kunitsukami of the Mountain gazed back, his expression inscrutable. Standing among his fellow gods, and with Emi in her magnificent kimono, Shiro was almost comically underdressed in his usual sleeveless kosode and black hakama.

      Emi glanced between Shiro and Sarutahiko. When confronted with the other two Kunitsukami for the first time, Shiro had frozen up, but it seemed their leader didn’t affect his confidence.

      Uzume laughed softly. “Such drama. Emi, child, may we retire indoors? As my husband said, we have much to discuss and time is short.”

      “Of course,” Emi said, almost stuttering in her haste. “This way, please.”

      Shiro and the others trailed after her as she retraced her steps across the courtyard. By the time she reached the hall’s entryway, the crowd of spectators had vanished, except for a few particularly brave sohei and kannushi standing at attention.

      She gestured at a kannushi as she crossed the vestibule, and when he joined her, she murmured, “Please have refreshments prepared immediately.”

      “Yes, my lady.” He gulped audibly. “Are those really—”

      “Yes. Please clear everyone unnecessary from the building, inform the Guji, and have him join us in the large meeting hall.”

      Bowing, the kannushi hurried away.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was kneeling at the head of a glossy table in the largest and most opulent room in the building. Uzume and Sarutahiko sat along one side, Shiro on the other side, and Susano knelt at the opposite end from Emi. Ishida sat flanking her, his face rather pale, but his demeanor had held fast despite the eminence of their guests. He had almost taken the spot at the head of the table, but a simple glance from Sarutahiko had sent him backing away.

      The vassals of the three Kunitsukami had accompanied their masters into the room, and most of them lined the walls, waiting mutely. Beside and slightly behind Susano and Uzume knelt their seconds—their most trusted vassals and immediate subordinates. Shiro, of course, had neither a second nor vassals, and Sarutahiko also sat alone.

      “So,” Shiro said before Emi could figure out how to open the meeting. “What took you so long?”

      His question was directed at Susano, who scowled. “We had to gather our vassals.”

      “I thought you did that weeks ago after winning back your sword.”

      “I was only able to locate my second at that time. My vassals were widely scattered and—”

      The door to the meeting room slid open with a clack. Yumei stood framed in the threshold. He looked from the table to the line of vassals along the wall, then shut the door and glided into motion. Emi expected him to take the empty place beside Shiro, but instead he strode along the other side of the table.

      Coming to a stop, he knelt in the spot flanking Sarutahiko—the seat for the Kunitsukami’s second-in-command.

      She stared at the Tengu. He was Sarutahiko’s second? How had he never thought to mention that particular detail before? She’d wondered many times why he had been so driven to find the missing Kunitsukami when all other yokai had seemed mildly concerned at best over their lost leaders.

      “You are late,” Sarutahiko murmured. “Well met, my friend. It has been too long.”

      Yumei inclined his head in a brief bow. “Over a century.”

      “Perhaps, in the future, we should meet more regularly.”

      “Assuming we are fortunate enough to enjoy a future,” Susano cut in harshly. “The solstice is but five days away and Izanami is poised to open the Bridge without opposition.”

      Sarutahiko nodded. “Since you and Inari were unable to retrieve Ame-no-Nuboko, I am confident Izanami has all she needs to open the Bridge. I see no recourse but to attempt to kill her before the solstice.”

      “She will be both well hidden and well guarded,” Susano countered. “Striking at her will require us to destroy Izanagi as well—likely first—and, as our last encounter proved, those odds are not in our favor.”

      “Emi injured him,” Yumei informed them. “A stab wound to the upper chest. Not fatal, but he will be weakened.”

      “Still an extremely dangerous foe. Even alone, he could delay us long enough for Izanami to escape. That assumes, of course, we can find her.”

      “We already know where to find her.” Shiro’s remark drew surprised looks from his fellow yokai before he added, “On the solstice.”

      Ire darkened Susano’s eyes. “Waiting until the solstice is precisely the kind of foolhardy nonsense we must avoid at all costs.”

      “On the contrary.” Shiro propped one elbow on the table. “I think it’s the exact kind of foolhardy nonsense we need.”

      Susano snarled. “What sort of idiotic—”

      A gesture from Sarutahiko silenced Susano’s angry retort. “What are you suggesting, Inari?”

      A slow, lazy grin curved his lips, and in it, Emi saw far more of Inari than Shiro. “Let’s say we kill Izanami before the solstice. We even recover Nuboko. Exactly the outcome we want, correct?” He tilted his head to one side. “So which one of you is volunteering to vigilantly guard the spear for the rest of your eternal existence?”

      Uzume frowned. “‘Volunteer’ is not the most accurate word, Inari, as we would be duty-bound to protect Ame-no-Nuboko from Izanami.”

      “Forever?” He raised his eyebrows. “Has anything in the long histories of any world ever been successfully protected forever? It cannot be done. Eventually, she will regain the spear. Or perhaps she’ll give up on the spear and send her vassals down each of the Bridge’s roads until she identifies the correct path. She has hundreds of years and thousands more to figure it out, after all.”

      Emi shifted uncomfortably as Sarutahiko and Uzume exchanged a look.

      “As unpalatable as it may be,” Sarutahiko said, “it is the only option we have. For as long as Izanami is determined to descend to this world, we must stand between her and that goal.”

      “You know what I find interesting?” Shiro lifted his gaze toward the ceiling as though fascinated by some internal thought. “When Amaterasu first commanded her kamigakari, she could have ordered Emi to seek the spear and hide it from Izanami. Or she could have commanded Emi to kill Izanami. I’m sure Emi would have found a way.”

      He lifted his wrist and shook it as though the onenju beads still gleamed around his arm. “She could have told Emi who I was and ordered her to free me so I could fulfill either of those tasks. But she didn’t. She commanded Emi to find and free the four Kunitsukami. All four of us. I wonder why?”

      “Because it will take all of us to stand against Izanami and Izanagi,” Susano snapped.

      Shiro shrugged. “Killing Izanami isn’t a solution. Neither is protecting Nuboko. They are delay tactics. You can’t win a war with delay tactics. How do you win a war against an immortal, indestructible enemy?”

      “You cannot. Not unless your opponent gives up their cause.”

      “We could never trust an apparent change of heart from Izanami. The war would never end.” A steely light gleamed in Shiro’s eyes. “Eventually, Izanami will win. It is unavoidable. We can delay her on this solstice and for a thousand solstices hence, but some day, we will grow weary and she will outmaneuver us, and she will walk upon the Bridge.”

      “Are you saying we should surrender to the inevitable, Inari?” Uzume asked softly.

      “No.” Fire joined the steel in his gaze. “I am saying we should end this permanently.”

      A hush passed through the room.

      “Tell us how,” Sarutahiko commanded.

      “Izanami cannot be permanently destroyed. But there is only one path from Takamahara to Earth, and that …” His smile mixed savagery with cold humor. “That can be destroyed.”

      “Destroy the Bridge to Heaven?” Uzume gasped.

      “You are mad,” Susano barked. “The Bridge has existed for as long as the worlds have. The consequences of destroying it, if it can be destroyed—”

      “You say that like you know what you’re talking about,” Shiro interrupted. “It can be destroyed—or rather, made inaccessible to Izanami or any other would-be travelers. And it just so happens the ones who can do it are sitting right here in this room. How convenient!”

      Susano bared his teeth in response to Shiro’s smirk.

      “The Bridge,” Shiro went on in a more serious tone, “is a collection of pathways between worlds. The crossroads, where the eight paths connect, is anchored to Earth by a great pillar, and if that were destroyed, the roads would no longer be accessible. And we, the Kunitsukami of the Earth, have the power to destroy the earthly anchor point.”

      Susano and Uzume looked questioningly at Sarutahiko.

      “Your knowledge of the Bridge is surprising, Inari,” the Kunitsukami of the Mountain said. “How did you come by this information?”

      “I had a chat with Amaterasu.”

      Emi’s hands clenched. She had expected him to evade that question, not answer it unapologetically.

      “Amaterasu?” Susano repeated. “How?”

      “When Amaterasu and I were on better terms, she taught me how to reach her in Takamahara using a shintai.”

      Susano crossed his arms, scrutinizing Shiro. “Exactly how much of your memory have you recovered?”

      “Amaterasu has been gathering information on the Bridge for decades,” Shiro continued, ignoring Susano’s question. “Since she first realized Izanami’s intentions, Amaterasu planned to have us destroy the Bridge—though she originally expected she would have significantly more time to arrange that. Izanami accelerated her plans after failing to kill Emi.”

      “And Amaterasu is certain there will be no repercussions from destroying the Bridge?” Uzume asked.

      “Reasonably certain. Obviously no one really knows, but she is confident.”

      Uzume, Susano, and Sarutahiko regarded one another. Yumei watched Shiro with what might have been wariness.

      “We can still attempt to kill Izanami,” Susano said, “and open the Bridge on our own terms to destroy it.”

      “We can’t open it ourselves.” Shiro leaned back, supporting himself on one arm. “Opening the Bridge requires the blood of three Amatsukami.”

      “Three? Why three?”

      “No idea.”

      “The three ancient gods of creation built the Bridge,” Sarutahiko revealed. “The requirement for the blood of three heavenly beings reflects that. It was designed for the use of the Amatsukami alone.”

      “So,” Shiro said, “we need Izanami to open the Bridge. Then we need to destroy the pillar before she can ascend on the road to Takamahara.”

      “Um,” Emi mumbled, hesitant to interrupt. “I thought she wanted to descend, not ascend.”

      “She does,” he clarified. “But her spirit is here on Earth. She needs to ascend first to reunite her spirit with her kami body, and then she’ll descend on the Bridge back to the earthly realm. There’s no way to know if that will take minutes or hours.”

      Susano slammed a hand down on the table, startling Emi—though none of the yokai so much as flinched.

      “Do you hear yourself?” he growled. “We just discussed how near impossible it would be to reach and kill Izanami in the next five days, yet you propose an even more impossible mission? To ambush Izanami at the moment she opens the Bridge and either delay or kill her, Izanagi, Tsukiyomi, and whatever vassals they have gathered, while simultaneously destroying the Bridge’s anchor?”

      “That sounds about right. We might need a bit more help though.” Shiro glanced at Yumei. “How many daitengu do you think you can assemble in the next few days?”

      “That won’t be nearly enough!” Susano snarled.

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “The risks of your insane plan are too high. Allowing Izanami to open the Bridge at all is outrageous. What if we mistime our offensive, they block or outmaneuver us, Izanagi attacks us first, or any one of us falls before we can destroy the Bridge? There are too many variables and too much that can easily go wrong.”

      Shiro calmly repeated, “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Kill Izanami now. Do not allow her to open the Bridge.”

      “Then what? We will have delayed her for a few years or a few centuries, but we’ll still have to attempt this ‘insane’ plan if we ever intend to stop her for good.”

      “At least we would be better prepared.”

      “Or we could be even less prepared than we are now. Maybe next time Izanami will kill us before the solstice. Our odds won’t get better. They’ll only get worse.”

      Susano glowered at Shiro. “With more time, we could—”

      Shiro’s eyes flared with a crimson glow. Heat swept through the room on a wave of translucent flames.

      “On the eve of this world’s destruction, caution will be our death sentence.” Ice and fire coated his dangerous, crooning tones. “Though it may be the path of greatest risk, it is the only path that leads to victory.”

      “Ah,” Uzume sighed. “Welcome back, Inari.”

      His gaze slid to her. “I am not quite myself yet, Uzume.”

      “Close though, my dearest fox. We have missed you.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Susano growled.

      Emi shrank in her spot. Inari’s power, his demeanor, the menacing aura that clung to him—she didn’t know this yokai. Uzume, on the other hand, found this side of him comfortingly familiar. And that frightened Emi even more.

      Then Inari turned to her and she froze where she sat, not even capable of breathing as he dissected her heart and soul with a mere glance.

      “What of you, little miko?” he asked. “You’ve been unusually quiet.”

      Little miko. He had called her “little miko.” She never would have expected that endearment from Inari. She stared at him, and suddenly, she could see Shiro too. She could see him in the slight twitch of a smile, in the angle of his ears, in the tilt of his head. The line between his two selves was blurring.

      No, she realized. The line was already gone. And she grew even more flustered as her fingers itched to reach across the table and touch him, to discover him anew.

      She straightened, forcing her composure back into place. “I’m not sure. I think you’re right that anything besides destroying the Bridge will just delay Izanami. But”—she swallowed—“the idea of letting Izanami open it before we try to stop her is …”

      She trailed off, not quite willing to say “terrifying” in the presence of so many powerful warriors. Sarutahiko folded his hands on the tabletop, drawing Inari’s attention. Everyone in the room focused on the Kunitsukami leader.

      “I agree with Inari’s assessment,” he said in his slow, deep tones. “True victory can only be achieved through the destruction of the Bridge. However, I also agree with Susano that the risks of Inari’s proposal are unacceptable.”

      He turned to Inari. “With only days to prepare, minimal forces, and no knowledge of how Izanami will defend against us, to allow her to open the Bridge is unconscionable. Once the immediate threat has been diverted, we can further explore whether this danger can be permanently abolished.”

      Inari’s ears flattened to his head. “We have already disrupted Izanami’s plans, and we cannot afford to discard that advantage. She will not repeat her mistakes.”

      “Even if we are condemned to an eternal struggle we can never truly win, our first priority is to protect this world,” Sarutahiko said with finality. He looked at the rest of the gathered Kunitsukami and yokai. “To defeat Izanami and Izanagi, our strategy must be infallible.”

      As he and the others discussed possible tactics, Inari sat stiffly, his relaxed confidence replaced by icy disapproval that cast a ruthless, almost merciless severity upon his features. He said nothing as his fellow Kunitsukami strategized, then turned to her.

      A moment before, she would have said she was relieved that Sarutahiko had chosen the safer—though still alarmingly perilous—route. But when her eyes met Inari’s, unexpected dread pierced her—the sudden fear that they were making a terrible mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    
    
      Silence was a rare commodity Emi had come to cherish over the last few days. She knelt in the corner of Amaterasu’s sprawling suite, facing the small personal shrine she’d set up. A mirror the size of her palm, sparkling in the morning light shining through the windows, sat in front of a tiny replica of a shrine building.

      With her hands folded neatly on her lap, she let her thoughts wander. She had finished two hours of meditation and now waited for a miko to fetch her for whatever was next in her schedule. At dawn she had completed the blessing ceremony for the element of Storm and tomorrow morning she would perform the final blessing ceremony for Fire. A procession through the grounds would follow, a public sendoff of sorts. After that, she would enter the Amaterasu shrine, where she would spend the rest of the day alone in meditation.

      And then her final night would begin.

      Under normal circumstances, sunset would bring the other Amatsukami to the shrine. They would accompany the kamigakari to the ceremony location, and when the night was at its deepest, Amaterasu would descend into her new host.

      But this solstice would be different. Instead of three Amatsukami, the four Kunitsukami and their vassals would escort Emi. And instead of the ceremony location, they would travel to the sacred place where Izanami intended to open the Bridge. Exactly when and where Amaterasu would descend, Emi didn’t know. But at some point during the night after next, her life would end.

      Over the past four days, the Kunitsukami and their vassals had sought Izanami’s hidden location. They had been unsuccessful in locating her, Izanagi, or Tsukiyomi. The Kunitsukami had shifted their approach and now planned to ambush their foes the moment they appeared at the sacred Bridge site. With only thirty-six hours left, the Kunitsukami and their vassals were occupied with feverish preparations—gathering additional warriors, creating spells, and honing weapons.

      Emi didn’t know how many yokai the Kunitsukami had brought together in such a short time. She had seen none of this herself and knew only what Katsuo and Nanako had told her. She’d barely even seen Shiro.

      She tried not to let it bother her. She tried to keep the hurt buried deep. She’d had more than enough to keep her busy and distracted these past days, and never before had she been so committed in her kamigakari duties. Her harmony with Amaterasu’s ki and spirit needed to be perfect by the solstice. Now, more than ever, so much counted on the Amatsukami’s successful descension.

      Despite Amaterasu’s promise to Shiro, Emi did not expect to see the end of their battle against Izanami. But it didn’t matter. Emi’s focus was honed on her role. She didn’t trust her strength, her skill in battle, or her control over the wind. She couldn’t be relied on to help defeat Izanami. But she’d been a kamigakari for ten years, and she knew she could do that perfectly.

      She didn’t allow herself to consider that her life would end in less than two days. Any soldier stepping into combat expected that day to be his last. This was no different.

      Opening her eyes, she rose to her feet and stretched. The room, beautiful but sparse, sent a pang of loneliness through her. Nanako and Katsuo had been her closest companions during her preparations, and though they couldn’t see her often, their friendship had carried her through the dark moments.

      A loud knock interrupted her thoughts and she quickly called, “Come in.”

      The door slid open and Nanako bustled inside, carrying a large cloth bag and an armful of clothing.

      “Emi,” she said briskly. “Are you finished meditating? Excellent. I have a change of clothes for you.”

      “A change of clothes for what?” Emi asked, wondering what ceremony she could be forgetting—and why Nanako was helping her instead of Miko Tamaki, who had been handling her schedule all week.

      “Hurry up. We don’t have time for discussion.”

      Obediently, she stripped to her underclothes while Nanako set down her load and picked up a folded, pale blue article. The miko turned as she shook out the garment and held it up.

      “But that …” Emi’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “That’s a sundress.”

      “Lovely, isn’t it?” Nanako held it out. “Now put it on.”

      “But why—”

      “You need to go on a brief outing off shrine grounds,” Nanako explained impatiently. “And we don’t want anyone recognizing you.”

      Emi’s frown deepened. “Leave the grounds? But—”

      “You’re already late. I’ll explain the rest later.” The stubborn glint in Nanako’s eyes intensified. “Just put it on.”

      Fretting over why she needed to leave the shrine, Emi pulled the dress on over her head. As the light cotton fabric settled against her skin, she smiled despite her apprehension. After tying the halter straps behind her neck, she lifted the airy skirt and swished it. The dress was pale sky blue at the top and deepened to vibrant cobalt at the calf-length hem. She resisted the urge to twirl.

      “Lovely,” Nanako repeated, passing her a thin white sweater that buttoned in the front. While Emi pulled it on, the miko produced a matching ribbon and tied Emi’s hair at the nape of her neck.

      “Nanako, why do I need to—”

      “Last thing,” Nanako interrupted, pulling something from her bag. She placed a sunhat with a wide, floppy brim on Emi’s head. Looking her over, the miko beamed, then hastily cleared her expression. “You definitely won’t be recognized.”

      “But where—”

      “Come along.” Nanako pulled her bag back onto her shoulder and tugged Emi toward the door. “There isn’t time to discuss every detail!”

      “We haven’t discussed any details,” Emi muttered, following the miko along the corridor. The dress swished delightfully around her legs with each step. She grimaced at her bare feet; tabi socks would have looked ridiculous with a sundress but she felt oddly naked without them. She’d never in her life worn an outfit like this.

      When they reached the entryway, Nanako dug into her oversized bag and pulled out a pair of modern flip-flops. “Here.”

      Emi scrunched her nose as she set the sandals down and stepped into the oddly squishy footwear.

      Nanako threw the door open, revealing Katsuo standing at the bottom of the steps in the sunlight. He looked up and grinned broadly. As his gaze swept over Emi’s new attire, a faint blush stained his cheeks.

      “You look wonderful, Emi,” he said as she and Nanako joined him.

      “I look ridiculous. It’s December, not July.”

      “It’s a perfect disguise,” Nanako announced. “No one will recognize her.”

      Katsuo grinned again as Nanako handed him her bag.

      “Have fun, Emi,” the miko told her. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

      “Fun?” Emi repeated blankly.

      “Come on,” Katsuo said, waving her forward as Nanako hurried up the steps and disappeared inside the hall. “You’re already late.”

      “Late for what?” Emi demanded, exasperated.

      “You’ll see.”

      Without a word, he strode off. Emi rushed after him, her sandals snapping against her heels. The miko and sohei in the courtyard glanced at them curiously but no one commented as he led her out the gate and onto the path leading toward the hall of worship. As she followed, her frustration kindled into anger. He was wearing his usual uniform. Why was she the one dressed up like a life-sized doll? As cute as the sundress and hat were, neither was appropriate for winter. Her legs were freezing and even with the sweater, her arms were going numb from the brisk breeze.

      Katsuo swung off the main path, heading past the stable and deserted training arena. When he angled toward the trees to the north, her anger morphed back to apprehension.

      “Katsuo …”

      “Trust me, Emi.”

      She hastened after him, keeping to the center of the path where the snow had been trampled flat. They passed under the first of the trees, the towering spruces casting deep shadows over the footpath.

      A dozen paces ahead, Shiro leaned against a thick tree trunk, waiting amongst the shadows. Her heart fluttered strangely at the sight of him.

      “Finally,” he said when they drew closer. “I was starting to think you weren’t coming.”

      “Just be glad we pulled it off,” Katsuo retorted, sounding cheerful despite his words. He handed Shiro Nanako’s bag. “Seven o’clock. Don’t be late.”

      “Have a little faith.”

      Katsuo took Emi’s arm and pulled her forward, giving her a little push in Shiro’s direction. She looked back and forth between them, too many questions crowding in her head. She didn’t know which answer to demand first.

      “Have fun, Emi,” Katsuo said, echoing Nanako’s parting words. He glanced at Shiro. “Keep her safe, yokai.”

      Shiro smirked at Katsuo’s disrespect. With a farewell wave, Katsuo jogged back up the path and vanished in the bright sunlight beyond the shelter of the trees.

      “Shiro,” Emi said flatly, folding her arms. “What is going on?”

      His gaze slid down her body and back up again, leisurely taking in every detail, and heat rushed into her face. She was suddenly very aware of how little fabric covered her body compared to her usual miko uniform, and how closely the dress hugged her shape.

      “Come on,” he said, gesturing for her to follow. “We don’t have all day.”

      “All day for what?”

      Without answering, he turned down the path. A hundred yards into the trees, the slight but ever-present warmth of sacred ground faded. Shortly afterward, the trail was no longer clear and she had to tread carefully over packed snow. Her toes were frozen.

      When murmuring voices reached her ears, she looked up in surprise.

      Beyond a break in the trees, a long tent, tall enough to stand inside, had been set up in the snow. In the clearing around it, yokai mingled—at least triple the number of vassals the Kunitsukami had originally brought with them to Shion.

      She strove not to gawk at the yokai as Shiro led her closer. They passed two almost identical males in samurai armor, human in shape but possessing the feathered heads and sharp beaks of eagles, their large wings tucked against their backs. A woman stood alone, dressed in a wholly inappropriate twelve-layered kimono—the attire of queens and empresses—with a plain white mask covering her face. From out of the trees, a scaled dragon tail—dark red as opposed to Susano’s blue scales and quite a bit smaller—twitched idly, the rest of the beast hidden in the shadows.

      As she composed her expression, she spotted a cluster of four yokai speaking quietly together. Familiar tiger ears protruded from the long silver hair of the tall male with his back to her.

      “Is that Byakko?” she gasped.

      At the sound of his name, he turned. Dark stripes marked his cheeks, and when he saw her, his golden eyes dimmed. Byakko strode toward them, his three companions trailing behind. Halting in front of Emi, he bent into the lowest of bows, his ponytail swinging over his shoulder.

      “I am relieved to see you well, Emi,” he murmured. “I owe you great reparation.”

      “Your debt to me and Susano comes first,” Shiro replied before Emi could, his tone cold and merciless. “You can worry about your betrayal of Amaterasu and her kamigakari if you survive the solstice.”

      Byakko straightened, his gaze submissively downcast.

      Emi looked uncertainly between them, then muttered, “He was saving his son.”

      One of his companions, a stunning woman with apple-red hair down to her waist, smoothed the front of her kimono. “One does not cross a Kunitsukami without cost, as he knows.”

      “I accept the consequences of my actions,” Byakko murmured.

      “The other Shijin are welcome allies,” Shiro said to the woman. “I’m looking forward to fighting alongside you and Genbu.”

      At Emi’s questioning look, Byakko turned toward his companions. Aside from the redheaded woman, he was accompanied by a dark-haired man who stood still and silent, unblinkingly watching Emi with mismatched eyes—one as black as pitch, the other a gray almost as pale as Yumei’s silver irises. On his other side was a petite woman with chin-length hair of an unlikely azure shade and an impish face.

      “Genbu wields the cold as his element,” Byakko explained, indicating the dark man. He then nodded at the redhead. “And Suzaku shares the same affinity for fire as Inari. They will assist him in defeating Izanagi.”

      “Izanagi,” Emi repeated, anxious at the thought of Shiro again facing the Amatsukami’s overwhelming power of the sun.

      Suzaku folded her hands primly in front of her. “It will be most interesting. Will it not, Genbu?”

      Still staring at Emi, the dark yokai said nothing.

      Shiro stepped between her and Genbu and herded her away. “The morning dwindles, little miko. Come on.”

      Swinging Nanako’s bag over one shoulder, he headed for the tent. A large, dark-striped cat lay nearby, blue flames flickering over the ends of its two tails like fiery tufts. Several yokai stood just inside, their backs to the opening. Shiro paused and waited for them to move.

      “Oy.” He gave the yokai in front of him a sharp shove to the shoulder. “Out of the way, featherbrain.”

      The male snarled and spun around, the pair of swords on his left hip clattering together. The other two near the tent entrance also turned, and Emi’s breath caught as she spotted the black feathers mixed with their dark hair behind matching pointed ears.

      While she was still staring, Shiro pushed through the cluster of yokai, heading for the table in the center, where more warriors were gathered.

      “Your daitengu are an unruly bunch, Yumei,” Shiro complained.

      The Tengu glanced up from a map. Gathered with him were more dark-haired daitengu and several of Sarutahiko’s other vassals. Yumei rose from the table, responding to Shiro in a voice too low for Emi to hear.

      The yokai Shiro had pushed put a hand on his hip. “So this is the kamigakari?”

      His question drew Emi’s attention, and she forced her spine straight as his garnet-red eyes dropped, his look far different from Shiro’s—more like a wolf sizing up an injured lamb.

      “Not bad.” A leer pulled up his lips, revealing pointed canines. “Not bad at all. I wouldn’t pay a tayu’s fee for her, but—”

      Yumei appeared behind the yokai so fast he might have teleported. He grabbed the daitengu by the hair and threw him out of the tent with enough force to send him skidding in the snow on his knees, all while Emi’s brain was still catching up to the fact that the yokai had compared her to a courtesan.

      Yumei kicked the daitengu onto his face, then stepped on the back of his neck. Pressing down hard with his foot, he said, “You will not move from this spot, Zenki, until I return. Do not so much as breathe.”

      His toneless voice was devoid of anger, but he rarely displayed emotion even when enraged. He glanced back into the tent where the rest of his dozen daitengu stood, unmoving. He said nothing, but the message was clear.

      “Unruly,” Shiro repeated conversationally as he sauntered out of the tent.

      Yumei grunted irritably and strode away from the camp, leaving Zenki lying with his face in the dirty snow in front of the tent entrance. Emi was still blinking at the downed daitengu, who made no attempt to rise, when Shiro prodded her into motion. Sandals slapping, she hurried alongside him as Yumei led them into what seemed like a completely random patch of foliage.

      “Is everything ready?” Shiro asked.

      “Obviously.”

      “Is what ready?” Emi demanded, reminded that she had no idea why she was standing in the middle of the snowy woods in a sundress instead of preparing for the solstice. “Just what are you two up to?”

      “If you are displeased,” Yumei said, turning to the thick oak tree beside him and placing his hand on its trunk, “blame him. It was his idea.”

      “What was his—”

      Red light erupted under Yumei’s hand and spiraled across the bark in twisting runes. The glow spread into the shape of a rough doorway, then flashed to impenetrable darkness—a doorway into Tsuchi.

      She stepped back, looking between them. “Why are you—”

      “All questions,” Shiro interrupted, hooking his arm around the small of her back and pulling her to his side, “will be answered momentarily.”

      “But—”

      Yumei stepped to her other side and put an arm around her shoulders. Together, the two yokai guided her toward the doorway into nothingness and Shiro stepped through first, pulling her after him. Cold darkness swept over her and the air condensed, blocking her from entering. Yumei pushed her into the thickening barrier while Shiro pulled her, and she wheezed, crushed between them.

      The invisible barrier gave way all at once and Tsuchi spat her out the other end of the portal, almost throwing her free from Shiro and Yumei.

      As she stumbled forward, balmy heat rushed over her and impossible sounds and scents besieged her senses—the cheerful trilling of songbirds, the rustle of a breeze through leaves, the aroma of loam and damp earth.

      Green life flourished all around her. Trees reached for the blue sky, their branches laden with rich foliage, and ferns sprawled across the ground with wide, fan-like leaves. A tiny, clear stream trickled across smooth stones, and the uneven ground rose in ravine walls on either side, each rock ledge covered in soft moss and brimming with plant life.

      The humid breeze, warm and welcoming, fluttered the hem of her sundress and a butterfly bobbed past her nose in drunken flight, its wings flashing with blue and yellow stripes.

      “But …” she whispered. “How … where …?”

      “An island about five hundred miles south of the mainland,” Shiro said. “The temperatures are tropical all year, though it’s a bit cooler in winter.”

      She stared around, still speechless. Speckles of sunlight, so much warmer than in Shion, danced across her face through the canopy of leaves. On either side of her, Shiro and Yumei watched her with surprising attentiveness.

      “I don’t understand,” she managed weakly.

      Shiro glanced up, squinting into the sun. “You were sad that you wouldn’t get to see flowers or the summer sun again. This isn’t quite the same, but … just for today, you can have summer one more time.”

      Her throat tightened painfully. “You—you arranged for me to have one more day of summer before … before the solstice?”

      He nodded.

      She looked at her sundress and sandals. “And Nanako and Katsuo helped you?”

      He nodded again. “And Yumei. He picked this spot.”

      “You did nothing useful,” Yumei told him, “except badger us until you got what you wanted.”

      As she looked across the lush rainforest, a sight she had never seen before, her heart swelled until she thought it might explode. Emotion stormed through her, too much at once, and unexpected tears pooled in her eyes. She couldn’t even look at Shiro, afraid she would lose all control. Instead, she threw her arms around Yumei.

      He staggered back a step, holding his hands away from her as though he had no idea how an embrace worked. She pressed her face against his shoulder, tears streaking her cheeks.

      “Thank you, Yumei,” she choked.

      “She’s crying,” he growled at Shiro.

      “Try returning her embrace,” Shiro said with a snicker. “That might help.”

      With obvious reluctance, Yumei closed his arms around her. She stifled a watery giggle and held him, knowing it was the only hug she was likely to ever get from the stoic Tengu. How many long hours had he spent crafting a portal spanning over a thousand miles? How much power—strength he should have been conserving for the battle on the solstice—had he expended on a spell to give her a single day in the summer sun?

      Sniffing, she released him and stepped back. He regarded her warily, as though she might ambush him for a second emotional display, then shot Shiro a glare as though blaming him for her reaction.

      “I will return at sunset,” he said and turned back to the dark doorway in the large, leafy tree she had no name for. “Do not be late.”

      Without waiting for a confirmation, he entered the darkness. The doorway dissolved in a flash of red light, and Emi was alone with Shiro in the ancient forest.
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      Emi drew the sweet, warm air into her lungs and turned to Shiro, tears standing in her eyes.

      A small wrinkle formed between his brows. “Are you unhappy with me?”

      She pressed her fingertips to her lips and shook her head. “No. I—I don’t even know what to say …”

      “It had to be a surprise.” He sounded a little defensive. “If I’d told you ahead of time, you would have refused to go so you didn’t miss any of your kamigakari stuff.”

      “Am I missing kamigakari stuff?” she asked in alarm, then suspicion dawned on her. “Does Guji Ishida know about this?”

      “Umm.” His ears flicked back. “Not precisely. But don’t worry. Nanako and Katsuo are handling that.”

      “But—”

      He grinned. “Come on. This isn’t even the best part.”

      “It’s not?”

      She wondered what more there could be beyond this beautiful rainforest as he led her along the bottom of the ravine, the stream trickling beside them. The still heat of the forest surrounded them and dappled shadows danced across the ground. As soft fern leaves brushed her legs, the scent of green plant life filled her nose.

      The sides of the ravine narrowed until she and Shiro were walking between steep, mossy walls of rock that twisted sharply, obstructing her view of what lay ahead.

      Shiro paused, then turned to her. “Close your eyes.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      She huffed. “Haven’t I had enough surprises?”

      “Just one more.”

      Giving in, she closed her eyes. His hands touched her shoulders, guiding her forward. Her pulse quickened, her attention disproportionately focused on his hands, the thin layer of her sweater far less of a barrier than she was accustomed to.

      He steered her at least two dozen paces and a steady breeze rushed over them, carrying a familiar scent.

      “Now,” he murmured, his voice unexpectedly close to her ear. “Open your eyes.”

      She obeyed. At the sight before her, the weight of her body vanished and she felt like she was floating inside, held to the earth only by her skin.

      Stretching ahead of her toes was pristine white sand. Beyond, waves gently rolled onto the curving beach. Turquoise water sparkled in the sunlight, as vibrant as the sky, streaked with wispy clouds, that extended endlessly toward the horizon. The beach formed a sheltered cove, and tiny islands overflowing with green ferns and windblown trees dotted the ocean waters.

      She stared, her lungs locked, her heart bursting from the overwhelming beauty before her.

      Shiro gently squeezed her shoulders. “Breathe, Emi.”

      She pulled in a quivering inhalation. “Shiro, it’s … it’s …”

      He stepped to her side and held out his hand. She entwined their fingers tightly, and together they walked into the bright, hot sun. Wind gusted from the ocean toward land, playfully tugging at her hair and carrying the scent of salt water. The sand shifted underfoot, coating her sandals.

      Pausing, she slipped her sandals off and then continued across the hot, gritty sand toward the crystalline water. She’d seen the ocean before, but not like this. Nothing even close. The color of the water, that vibrant aquamarine, was more stunning than she could have imagined.

      Halfway down the beach, Shiro stopped to deposit Nanako’s bag and remove his own footwear, no doubt full of sand. She dropped her sandals beside the bag, and with the sun beaming down, she unbuttoned her sweater, slipped it off, and set it on the bag. Softened by the cool breeze blowing off the water, heat kissed her shoulders and upper back, left bare by the halter neckline of her dress.

      Unable to wait, she went ahead. Where the waves met the beach, the wet sand squished beneath her feet. A low wave rolled in and she squealed at the touch of cold water. Grinning, she splashed deeper and the next wave rushed across her ankles. She held her hat in place with one hand and ran parallel to the waves, sand flying behind her.

      As a wave caught her, splashing her legs, she gasped and whirled around with a laugh. Shiro watched her from a few paces away and she paused, uncertain and self-conscious. He crossed the sand to join her, and as she blinked up at him, he raised a hand, his thumb brushing the corner of her mouth.

      “Don’t stop smiling,” he murmured.

      Her breath caught and she smiled again. His lips curved up in response. Grabbing his hand, she pulled him with her up the beach until the sand gave way to rocks that jutted out of the water. She hopped onto a hot, flat boulder to gaze across the glittering waves, tipped with white in the distance.

      Wide-eyed with wonder, she looked down at him. “We get to spend the whole day here?”

      “Until sunset.”

      She pressed a hand to her chest, as though she could keep her heart from swelling too large. “This is the most wonderful gift I’ve ever received.”

      His eyes lit with pleasure and she melted inside. She wanted to fall into his arms, but instead she dropped down beside him. As the wind swept over her, blowing at her hair, she glanced at her sundress.

      “There’s something I want to do,” she told him, “and you’re not allowed to laugh.”

      “Oh?”

      “Do you promise not to laugh?”

      “I won’t laugh.”

      Giving him a warning look, she stepped away to give herself space, raised her arms, and twirled. Her dress flared out, the lightweight fabric swirling elegantly. Delighted by the dancing skirt, she spun around and around until the world was spinning with her. She came to a stop, but the beach didn’t, and she stumbled sideways, losing her balance.

      Shiro’s arms closed around her and pulled her back against him. She sagged, letting him support her weight as she waited for the world to steady. So much for not falling into his arms.

      “I may have overdone it,” she said breathlessly.

      “Maybe a little.”

      “But you didn’t laugh.”

      “Of course not. I promised, didn’t I?”

      She let her head fall back so she could look at him upside down. His expression was overly funereal, but he couldn’t quite hide his amusement.

      When she could walk in a straight line again, they started back. A tiny hermit crab waddled across their path, shell bobbing, and in the distance, gulls wheeled on the wind. Returning to their belongings, she simply stood in place, mesmerized by the ebb and flow of the waves.

      Shiro sank onto the sand and lay back, folding his arms behind his head. “Why don’t you see what the cranky miko packed for you? She told me to remind you … something about your skin in the sun.”

      Emi might have scolded him for speaking poorly of Nanako if not for his teasing tone. Kneeling beside the bag, she pulled it open to investigate its contents. A bottle of sunscreen sat on top, and she took a few minutes to apply it to her exposed skin, ignoring the way Shiro wrinkled his nose at the smell.

      She then pulled out a thin blanket, laid it over the sand, and set a large boxed lunch in the middle. Shiro joined her on the blanket before she even had the box open. Every bite was delicious, the simple delicacies familiar from her time at Shirayuri—it was Nanako’s cooking. As Shiro packed up the box again, Emi sat on the blanket, facing the water, and buried her toes in the sand.

      “It’s so beautiful here.” She glanced at him as he lay back again, closing his eyes. “You said Yumei picked this spot?”

      “Mmm. He said he used to come here every few years.”

      “For some reason, I can’t really picture him sunbathing on the beach.”

      Shiro snorted. “Me neither. He enjoys the ocean winds. On windy days, he said, it’s like floating rather than flying.”

      Though she couldn’t imagine Yumei napping on a sunny beach, she could picture a great raven soaring on the wind above the rolling ocean waves. The shadowy spruce grove and snowdrifts she’d left behind seemed like a dream, the gathered yokai warriors a figment of her imagination.

      “Did all of his daitengu join him?” she asked.

      “Most of them. He couldn’t find four or five.”

      “But the rest still came, even though he dismissed them seven centuries ago.” Amazement touched her voice.

      “They’re very loyal. After all, he created them.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Created them? What do you mean?”

      “Many yokai are created rather than born,” he explained with a shrug, his face turned to the sun. “Most of Yumei’s karasu began their lives as ordinary crows. Living in his territory, exposed to his ki and Tsuchi’s influence, they absorbed a touch of his power and evolved into more than animals. With time, they developed their own ki and grew in strength until they became full yokai. It’s why he and his karasu can share power the way they do. He gifts strength to them and they gift theirs back when he needs it.”

      “Wow,” she murmured, digging her fingers into the sand. “I didn’t know that.”

      “It’s usually a passive process. He doesn’t actively turn them into yokai.”

      “Can the same thing happen to humans?”

      “Humans becoming yokai? Generally not.”

      “Generally?”

      “Well …” His eyes opened and he grimaced. “Dead humans can become yokai. Their spirits, to be specific. It’s exceptionally rare, but under the right circumstances, they can become yokai after death instead of fading to Yomi. Do you remember those dream-weavers from the Ajisai inn? Kanashibari are spirits of deceased children.”

      Emi shuddered at the reminder of the ghostly little girls.

      “Anyway,” Shiro said, dismissing the topic and closing his eyes again. “Yumei’s daitengu are loyal to him, though difficult to control. They’re still testing him to see if he’s mellowed out. They want to know what they can get away with.”

      She unburied a flat seashell and brushed the sand off it. “What about the three yokai Byakko brought with him? What exactly is a Shijin?”

      “The Shijin are four yokai gods: Byakko of the Wind, Genbu of the Cold, Suzaku of the Fire, and Seiryu of the Rain. They’re a long step down from the Kunitsukami, but they’re independent of us and don’t serve any others. They’re very old and very lethal.”

      She looked up from her seashell. “But I thought Yumei was more powerful than Byakko.”

      “Byakko concedes to Yumei because Yumei is Sarutahiko’s second. Byakko is older, but he’s never commanded armies. I would say they’re evenly matched.”

      After placing the seashell in their bag to take back with her, she scooped up a double handful of sand and let it slide through her fingers. “Did you know Yumei was Sarutahiko’s second before that meeting?”

      His face scrunched. “I wasn’t surprised so I must have known, but I didn’t remember before that.”

      “How are …” A sting of fear halted her words. She had diligently avoided asking about his memories, about his returning self. “Are your memories returning now that the onenju are off?”

      He lifted one shoulder. “The last year or so before the onenju is clear now, but everything else is a big jumble. I seem to remember best when something triggers a memory.”

      “Do you …” She trailed off uncertainly. He glanced questioningly at her, but she lost her nerve. Brushing the sand off her hands, she sprang up. “Let’s keep exploring!”

      Together, they ventured to the other side of the beach. Where the rocks replaced the sand, Shiro hopped onto the porous stone and lifted her after him. They climbed across the ledge, following the curved arm of rock toward the horizon.

      “Look,” he said, pointing toward the crystal-clear water.

      Ten feet below the surface, sand was interspersed with rocky coral in shades of yellow and pink, and fish darted about in flashes of color.

      Emi gasped and jumped onto the lowest rock. With Shiro crouched beside her, she watched the fish swim amongst the coral. A huge sea turtle glided just beneath the surface, drifting closer. It poked its head out of the water, its small dark eyes peering at them, then dove, large front flippers lazily waving. It swam toward the ocean floor and mingled with a small school of vivid yellow fish.

      They watched until the sea turtle swam off. Legs aching, she stood and they crossed the rocks to the opposite side, where much larger waves smashed against the stony barrier, the misty spray cooling their skin.

      “Look at the size of the waves.” She pointed farther along the shoreline, well beyond their little cove, where monster waves beat against a sheer cliff. “I wouldn’t want to swim there.”

      “Susano would probably like it. Dragons do well in water.”

      She gave him an arch look. “If ravens like ocean winds and dragons like ocean waves, what do nine-tailed foxes like?”

      “Hmm. Well, I’ve always wanted to see a volcano.”

      “A volcano?”

      “An erupting one.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “If I have seen one, I don’t remember yet.”

      “Well, I suppose burning to death isn’t a concern for you.”

      “No, but—”

      He broke off and grabbed her. A huge breaking wave crashed into the rock and water exploded everywhere, shoving Shiro forward a step. The wave subsided and he released her, shaking his arms and sending droplets flying. His hair was plastered to his face, his clothing drenched. Sheltered by his body, she’d barely been splashed.

      She pressed a hand to her mouth to stifle her giggle. “Maybe we should go back to the beach.”

      He grumbled most of the way back to the sand. Once they reached their blanket, he untied the wraps around his arms and slid them off. A blush had scarcely tinged her cheeks when he tugged his kosode up, untucking it from his hakama, and stripped off the dripping fabric. He threw the garments over the hot boulders nearby.

      She surreptitiously watched him, adjusting her hat to hide her stare. He dropped onto the blanket and leaned back. She decided not to complain that his hakama would soak their only blanket, just in case he decided to remove the rest of his clothing. Heat throbbed in her cheeks as she tried hard not to gawk at his masculine perfection. Shouldn’t she have developed a degree of desensitization by this point?

      Leaving him to bake dry in the sun, she returned to the water’s edge. Lifting her skirt to her knees, she waded through the shallow waves, delighting in the water’s cool caress. The worries of what awaited her, the fear and dread of the solstice, seemed a thousand miles away. She couldn’t even feel sorrow that this was her last day in the sun. She relished every beautiful moment, etching them into her soul so she could take them with her into the next life.

      As the afternoon sun slipped a little lower in the sky, she wandered back to the blanket, her hands full of seashells she’d uncovered in the sand. She found Shiro lying on his stomach, head pillowed on his arms, eyes closed, and ears slanted back lazily. Depositing her treasures in their bag, she sat beside him, intending to keep her attention on the stunning vista before her. Before long, though, her gaze slid toward him, tracing the shape of his back, the sharp lines of his shoulder blades, the subtler landscape of muscle.

      Her fingers twitched, yearning to touch him, to feel the smooth warmth of his skin.

      She lay back beside him, her face to the sun and the breeze teasing her hair. Had she ever felt this relaxed in her life? Shiro’s presence brought her such peace. How could he be a threat to her inner harmony when his nearness was a balm to all her fears? How could being with him be wrong when she felt so strong, so fearless, so complete at his side?

      Watching him, his chin tucked in the crook of his arm, his expression relaxed and on the edge of sleep, her heart overflowed and drowned her in emotion. She loved him. She was in love with him and madly, irreversibly desperate for him. Why was it wrong to touch him?

      Ignoring the warning in her head, she shifted onto her side so she was facing him, her head cushioned on her arm. With her other hand, she touched his shoulder.

      His eyelids flickered open, then closed again. “Mm?”

      She slid her fingers down his bicep, then back up and across the base of his neck. His ear flicked toward her but he otherwise didn’t move. Slowly, she let her fingertips glide back across his shoulder, longing to run her hands over him, to explore more of his skin.

      “Thank you, Shiro,” she whispered. “You can’t imagine what this means to me.”

      He cracked his eyes open. “I wish I could do more.”

      She blinked away tears. She would not cry today. She would not darken this bright day with sorrow.

      He rolled onto his back and stretched his arms over his head. “What do you want to do now?”

      “Hmm.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. She could easily spend the entire day—or an entire year—just sitting on the beach, watching the waves. The water was a touch too cold for swimming, but the sand was delightfully hot. “Let’s build a sand castle.”

      “A sand castle?”

      Laughing at his dubious tone, she hopped up and waved at him to come with her. At the edge of the water, where dry beach transitioned to surf, she heaped damp sand into a pile. Shiro sat beside her, watching and occasionally attempting to help with unimpressive results. They worked at it until an especially large wave swept in and washed away their efforts. Abandoning their attempt, they wandered up and down the beach, fingers entwined, as the breeze quieted and clouds sluggishly gathered overhead.

      Too soon, far too soon, the sinking sun neared the endless horizon. Sitting beside him on the sand at the water’s edge, watching the sky blaze with orange light, she didn’t know how time had passed so quickly. Where had the day gone? She didn’t want it to end. She wanted to stay here with him, just like this, forever. An eternity wouldn’t have been long enough.

      Amber light streaked the skyline and washed over the clouds, staining them a thousand shades of gold and scarlet. She leaned her head on his shoulder and tucked herself against his side. He slid an arm around her waist, pulling her closer. He’d donned his sleeveless kosode but left it hanging open. His shoulder was warm under her cheek, a welcome heat as the breeze cooled.

      The sun dipped lower until it was touching the horizon, and the ocean deepened from cobalt to midnight blue, the islands beyond the cove now dark silhouettes. With only the tops of the gentle waves painted orange and the rest of the water nearly black, a glowing blue light appeared a dozen yards from the shore.

      She stiffened in surprise. “What—”

      Before she could finish her question, dozens more lights materialized, bobbing gracefully along the waves.

      “Ayakashi,” Shiro murmured. “Water sprites. They’re only ever seen at sunset.”

      She gasped in recognition, remembering the handful of tiny yokai that Katsuo had shown her at the Shirayuri Shrine weeks ago. More lights appeared until over a hundred glowing sprites flitted above the water like fireflies, twirling and spiraling amongst one another as the sun burned on the horizon behind them.

      Emi pressed against his side, breathless with wonder as the ayakashi danced on the waves. With a final, glorious blaze of vibrant amber, the sun slipped out of sight. The last of its orange rays still stained the dark horizon as the ayakashi blinked out one by one, disappearing just like the sun.

      Finally, only a single sprite remained. It bobbed above the water, then glided toward the beach and stopped a few feet away from them. Hovering at face height, it flickered oddly, then dipped a few inches before rising again.

      Shiro nodded in return, a silent greeting.

      The ayakashi flickered again, then darted in three bobbing circles around his head. In a flash of blue light, it sped back to the water and was gone.

      “What was that about?” she asked as darkness settled over the ocean.

      “I guess they recognized me.” He canted his head thoughtfully. “By my best guess, it was a welcome of sorts. A ‘welcome back,’ perhaps?”

      “Welcome back,” she repeated almost soundlessly, remembering Uzume saying the same thing to him. She had to work some moisture into her mouth before she could swallow. “Shiro, should I … should I start calling you Inari now?”

      He turned his head toward her, but in the near-complete darkness, she couldn’t make out his features. He lifted his hand and a tiny kitsunebi sparked to life above his palm. The swirling red and blue fire lit his face with shifting shadows, but his expression remained a mystery.

      “Would you prefer to?” he asked softly.

      “I …” She glanced away, unable to meet his gaze. “I don’t know.”

      “Look at me, little miko.”

      She forced her eyes back to his.

      “When you look at me,” he asked, “who do you see?”

      “I don’t …” She bit her lip. “I don’t know. I just see … you.”

      “Exactly. I am who I am. The name you call me doesn’t matter.”

      “But sometimes …” She hesitated. “Sometimes you’re so different. Sometimes you’re …”

      “I am who I am,” he repeated. He brushed his fingers down her arm. “Emi, when you’re being the kamigakari, you’re different too.”

      “I am?”

      “The kamigakari wouldn’t twirl in her dress until she was too dizzy to stand straight, would she?” He grinned briefly before sobering. “What your role demands of you, you fulfill, and that is a part of who you are too.”

      She studied him as she processed his words. When Inari took Shiro’s place, was she seeing a different persona? Or was she seeing a different role—a Kunitsukami, a powerful leader? Was his Kunitsukami role no different from her kamigakari role?

      “But Uzume said you were completely different from the Inari she knew …”

      He slanted his face toward the dark sky where the first few stars had appeared among the invisible clouds. “Maybe, before the onenju, I never had the chance to discover who I was without the mantle of a Kunitsukami. I never learned who I could be.” A hollow sadness flickered deep in his eyes, and his voice softened until it blended with the waves. “I don’t have to wear that mantle for you.”

      She couldn’t quite seem to breathe as he stared upward.

      “I would forget everything else,” he murmured, “as long as I didn’t forget who I am with you. This is who I want to be.”

      “Shiro …”

      His eyes turned to hers, sorrow and longing twining in their depths. “I don’t want to lose this. You are my fire, Emi. You are my warmth. Before you, the flames within me were cold as ice.”

      Despite her promise to herself, tears spilled over her cheeks. “Shiro …” She raised her hand, fingers trembling ever so slightly, and touched his cheek. “I wish … I wish I could …”

      He brushed his fingertips across her lips, silencing her, and she knew why. Wishing for something different, sharing her hopeless desires that could never be fulfilled, would only bring them pain.
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She pressed her hand against his cheek. His fingers slid from her lips to her chin, tilting her face up as he leaned down. His mouth closed over hers—but almost immediately, he pulled back. His touch slipped away and he turned his head, leaving her hand hanging in the air, her palm cold.

      “Shiro …” she whispered, pain spearing her.

      “I’m sorry.” He kept his gaze fixed on the unseen ocean. “Your makoto no kokoro is too important to risk. If you die on the solstice …”

      “I …” She wanted to tell him it didn’t matter. She wanted to tell him she didn’t care. But she couldn’t, not when so much was riding on Amaterasu’s successful descension tomorrow night. Anguished longing ached in every particle of her body. “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have …”

      He rose to his feet and extended his hand to her. “Yumei will be waiting for us.”

      She took his hand and let him draw her to her feet. He turned, the light from his kitsunebi flickering over him, and stepped away from her, heading toward their bag and other belongings.

      “Shiro.”

      He stopped and glanced back at her.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for everything.”

      For a moment, he didn’t move. Then he turned back and swept her into his arms, holding her tight, his face buried in her hair. She clutched him with all her strength as though she could fuse them together so they would never have to be apart.

      His arms loosened before she was ready, leaving her no choice but to step back. In no time at all, they had collected their things. And then they were leaving the beach and walking into the forest, where Yumei would be waiting at the portal to return them to the winter-locked shrine.

      She had wished this day would never end, but more than anything, she wished she could erase the veiled pain in his eyes, the growing shadow of loneliness that awaited him once she was gone. She wished she could forever banish the cold flames that threatened to seal his heart in ice again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      When Emi opened the door to her suite, she was only mildly surprised to find Nanako waiting for her. She was more surprised, however, to see Nanako wearing a soft yellow kimono instead of her usual uniform. Her hair was piled on top of her head, held in place with a purple hair clip.

      “Finally!” the miko exclaimed, swooping down on her. “I knew he would make you late. Hurry up, come on!”

      “Come on where?” Emi asked tiredly.

      “You need to get cleaned up. Dinner is in thirty minutes.”

      “Dinner?” She glanced longingly at her bed. “Can’t I eat in my room?”

      Nanako took the oversized bag of beach-day supplies and set it aside. “Did you enjoy your afternoon?”

      Emi struggled to corral her wandering thoughts. Returning to the cold, snow-laden forest had felt like waking from a beautiful dream. Leaving Shiro standing at the edge of the shrine grounds had hurt more than it should have.

      But her day had been brilliant, breathtaking, and full of beauty and wonder. It had been the best day of her life. Straightening her shoulders, she smiled broadly as the tranquility of the sunny ocean cove spread through her like the sun’s heat, chasing away her sorrow.

      “It was amazing, Nanako. The most beautiful beach you’ve ever seen! The water was so clear and we even saw a sea turtle.”

      Reenergized, she quickly washed up and brushed out her hair. Nanako bustled into the bathroom with a fine lilac kimono and helped her dress. Using a few decorative combs, she wound Emi’s long hair into a simple updo and pinned it in place.

      “I’m afraid that’s all we have time for. Let’s go.”

      “Go where?” Emi asked, following Nanako out into the corridor. “I don’t think I can handle any more surprises, honestly.”

      Nanako paused, then looked back at her. “Do you know your schedule tomorrow?”

      Emi frowned. “Yes. The Fire Blessing ritual in the morning, the purification ceremony immediately afterward, then the procession through the grounds at noon.”

      “And then you spend the rest of the day in the shrine, meditating and preparing yourself until the night of the solstice.”

      Emi nodded, her brow still furrowed.

      Nanako’s expression softened. “You won’t have time for goodbyes tomorrow.”

      Her words struck Emi like a blow. She’d been so determined to ignore the nearness of the solstice that she hadn’t realized her kamigakari duties would consume her final day. Nanako slipped a comforting arm around Emi’s shoulders and guided her into motion.

      “This isn’t a farewell dinner,” she said, steering Emi around a corner. “But it is a celebration—for you.”

      At the end of the corridor, the doors to the largest room in the hall were closed, but the murmur of voices and the delicious aroma of food leaked through. With an encouraging squeeze, Nanako dropped her arm from Emi’s shoulders, stepped up to the doors, and slid them open.

      Light and sound rolled out of the room like a welcoming wave as the occupants turned.

      Ishida, stern and authoritative, stood beside Fujimoto, whose kannushi hat was crooked on his head. Tamaki and several other miko who had been part of Emi’s training since her first day at Shion were also nearby. Katsuo, grinning widely, sat at the long banquet table with Minoru beside him.

      But the yokai in the room far outnumbered the humans. Sarutahiko, Uzume, and Susano wore the fine, elegant garb they’d arrived in. Yumei, along with three of his daitengu, Byakko and his fellow Shijin, and half a dozen other Kunitsukami vassals filled the rest of the room.

      Ishida reached her first and escorted her around the table to the spot of honor in the middle across from the door. She sank onto a cushion, still stunned. Before she could recover her voice, the door opened again.

      Shiro stepped through the threshold. He too had freshened up—and changed. His new white kimono, accented with bold splashes of red and contrasting with his dark hakama, were far closer to the clothes she had seen him wearing in Yumei’s memory from seven hundred years ago than his usual sleeveless kosode. He was no longer underdressed—and he looked regal and magnificent.

      “Slower than the women, Inari,” a daitengu called. “Did you spend too long on your hair?”

      Shiro casually raked his fingers through his perpetually tousled white locks. “Not as long as you spend preening your feathers.”

      The daitengu snorted in disdain. As conversation resumed around her, Emi couldn’t take her eyes off Shiro. He circled the table, stopping briefly to speak with Yumei and Susano, then sat beside her.

      She plucked playfully at his sleeve. “New clothes?”

      He lifted one arm to peer at the long swath of fabric. “Uzume produced them from … somewhere. She’s disturbingly maternal.”

      Uzume laughed. “In the past, Inari, you had an unfortunate habit of showing up covered in blood and gore and all manner of unpleasant substances that don’t belong on clothing. It was in my best interests to keep a spare set or two for you.”

      The arrival of miko bearing platters of food spared him from responding. Dinner was a boisterous affair with much conversation, a fair amount of taunting—much of it between Shiro and the loud-mouthed daitengu—and a surprising dose of amusement and laughter. By the time the tables were cleared and the first drinks were poured, the banquet guests had split into smaller groups.

      Sitting beside Katsuo after telling him about her day at the beach in what might have been exhausting detail—though he hadn’t betrayed a moment of boredom—Emi found her gaze wandering around the room. Nearby, Shiro sat cross-legged in front of the stoic, red-haired Suzaku. Both had created tiny spots of fire and were controlling the flames in some sort of dexterity contest. Two daitengu, three vassals, and the blue-haired Shijin were playing a drinking game that involved a lot of snarling at one another. It seemed the female Shijin was winning.

      Near the opposite end of the room, Sarutahiko, Susano, and Byakko were deep in conversation. Yumei sat with one of his daitengu and Genbu, the dark, unsettling Shijin of Cold. The humans had grouped together as well—Fujimoto telling the older miko an animated story, while Minoru and a young woman who had been serving food were seated in a corner together. Ishida, as the host, was moving from group to group, ensuring everyone’s comfort.

      As she watched them, she couldn’t help her smile. What had once been the kamigakari’s secret sacrifice was no longer hidden behind careful lies. Everyone here knew, and appreciated, what she was doing for them, for this world. With so many people surrounding her, she couldn’t feel alone.

      Wandering over from her previous spot beside her husband, Uzume knelt gracefully beside Emi. With a gawking look at the stunning Kunitsukami, Katsuo excused himself.

      “How are you, child?” Uzume asked, tucking a loose strand of her floor-length hair back into its elaborate braid. “Was your afternoon pleasant?”

      “It was wonderful,” Emi answered. “The best day I’ve ever had.”

      “And are you enjoying the banquet?”

      “It’s lovely. So many came …”

      “We would not have missed it.” Uzume glanced at the increasingly rowdy groups. “I am afraid that yokai are not the politest dinner guests. It is something of a tradition to feast the night before a battle, so this gathering holds a dual purpose.”

      “Is everyone ready for tomorrow night?”

      “As ready as we can be.” Uzume patted Emi’s hand. “Do not fret, child. Leave it to us and focus on your strengths.”

      The sound of breaking glass interrupted the various conversations, then a daitengu grumbled an apology and started picking up the pieces of the sake flask he’d shattered.

      Shaking her head, Emi grinned. “This night will definitely go down in shrine history as a first.”

      “Firsts are rare experiences for the oldest yokai, but this is one for us as well. We have never feasted at an Amatsukami shrine before.” She smiled ruefully. “And I must say, it is a pleasant change after two years in Tsuchi.”

      “Two years,” Emi mumbled, imagining Uzume sitting alone, day after empty day, beside the fallen tree and its precious healing blossom. “How did you not go mad?”

      “Time passes differently for immortals, child. It was not as long for me as it would have seemed to you.” Her golden eyes drifted to Sarutahiko. “But I do admit it was difficult being separated from my beloved, knowing he was in the hands of the enemy. I have never before known fear quite of that flavor.”

      “Your love for each other is inspiring,” Emi said. “Even after so long, you’ve never gotten tired of each other?”

      “He is my other half,” Uzume replied simply. “He completes me. To tire of him would be to tire of life itself.”

      Though he couldn’t have heard Uzume’s soft words over the other conversations, Sarutahiko glanced at his wife and smiled faintly before returning his attention to Susano and Byakko.

      Emi bit her lip. “Uzume, can I ask a favor?”

      “Of course, child.”

      “When I’m … After the solstice, will you watch over Shi—Inari? Will you make sure he’s okay? And … and not alone?”

      “I will do all I can for him, child.”

      Emi surreptitiously wiped at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I should be focused on more important things.”

      “What could be more important?” Uzume touched Emi’s cheek, the gesture gentle and motherly. “Hold your love tight to your heart, child, and let it be your strength tomorrow night.”

      Emi blinked, unable to speak as Uzume rose and glided back to her husband.

      Shiro appeared, interrupting her confused thoughts, and pulled her to her feet. He whisked her into the midst of the yokai and introduced those she didn’t know. She spoke to everyone while Shiro bantered and teased them. Somehow, she and Katsuo ended up playing a round of the drinking game with the daitengu. The blue-haired Shijin, Seiryu, helped Emi win and she laughed as the cranky daitengu and Katsuo threw back their drinks as a reward.

      The evening sped by in a whirlwind of conversation and more laughter than she ever would have imagined from so many hardened yokai warriors. No one mentioned the solstice. No one mentioned the coming battle that would no doubt claim some or even all their lives. No one mentioned her demise looming so close.

      Nanako had been right. It wasn’t a farewell dinner. It was a celebration, an homage and a reminder of all that they would fight for, and die for, on the solstice night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sliding her bedroom door shut, Emi leaned back against it. The silence was pleasant but somehow empty after so long in the noisy banquet room. The yokai would probably drink and banter for hours yet, but she needed some peace, quiet, and sleep. Her futon was already set up and waiting, the double-sized mattress heaped with blankets and pillows.

      As she pulled the pins out of her hair and let it tumble loose down her back, she turned toward the attached private bath, but paused at the sight of an object sitting on the foot of her futon.

      Crossing the room, she knelt in front of the small wooden box and lightly touched the top. Her memento box. She’d thought Nanako had thrown it out after finding its contents scattered across her bedroom in Shirayuri.

      Opening the latch, she lifted the lid. Inside, all her treasures were neatly arranged—stones, feathers, pinecones, and dried leaves and flowers. Each one bore a memory of a favorite experience from her years as a kamigakari. As she leaned over the box, biting her inner cheek against the tide of emotions, a hint of leather peeked out from the collection.

      Reaching into the box, she gently slid her journal from the bottom and squeezed the leather cover in her hands. She’d forgotten it at Shirayuri weeks ago.

      Opening the journal, she flipped through endless pages of her neat handwriting. When she reached the last passage in the book, a glossy black feather fell from the spot, fluttering into her lap. She had taken it from the forest after her first encounter with Shiro as a fox. So much had changed for her that night.

      Placing the feather in the box with the rest of her collection, she touched her journal, open to the most recent entry. Her writing filled hundreds of pages, yet the most exciting, most transformative experiences of her life were missing.

      She retrieved her pen from the box, turned to a new page, and wrote “December 19” at the top. Her pen moved across the first line, transcribing the opening words for her final entry.

      
        
        Tomorrow is my last day in this world. I am not afraid.

        

      

      She reread the last four words and realized they were true. She wasn’t afraid. She felt many things, but fear was no longer among them.

      She pressed her pen to the paper again and began writing in earnest. The words came faster and faster, a feverish need driving her to fill the page, then the next, then the next. She scrawled down everything that had happened since she’d met Shiro, every moment she could remember, every word, every thought and feeling she’d experienced. She held nothing back.

      Minutes turned into an hour and she didn’t stop, even when her hand cramped and her arm ached. She didn’t stop until she’d finished describing the banquet she had just attended.

      Setting down the pen, she slid her finger beneath Uzume’s words. Let it be your strength. Those words had shocked her. Wasn’t her love for Shiro her greatest weakness, the conflict that had been undermining her strength and purity for weeks?

      Pursing her lips, she flipped back page after page, searching until she found her description of her time as Tsukiyomi’s captive. She skimmed the page.

      
        
        “Purity is born of pure intent, of faith and confidence in one’s choices. When one acts with conviction, his ki will be pure and powerful, and that, kamigakari, is the source of all strength.”

        

      

      She stared at her handwriting, at the words she’d hurriedly scrawled, and in her mind, she saw Shiro standing in the snowy garden, the wooden staff in his hand.

      I’m sorry, he had murmured, pain dimming his eyes. I didn’t realize that’s how you felt.

      Conviction was the source of strength and purity, not arbitrary rules about what food she ate or whether men touched her. Those were the walls the shrines had sealed her within so the real world would never test her.

      Yet, all this time, she had been holding on to the definition of purity instilled in her by the shrines. And though she’d chosen to love Shiro—had made that choice when she kissed him the night after their battle with Orochi—she had been holding back. She’d been torn between her feelings for him, her uncertainty about what the future held for them, and, most of all, her fear that she would fail in her duty to Amaterasu and her fate as the kamigakari.

      Loving Shiro wasn’t what was weakening her ki. It was her conflict over loving him, her doubts and fears. If she loved him without reservation, then their intimacy would pose no risk at all to her makoto no kokoro.

      And that was why he had walked away from her that night in the garden. Because he’d known that, had she truly shared the same absolute commitment to him that he felt for her, she wouldn’t have been concerned about her purity.

      So he had withdrawn, leaving her with the one thing she didn’t doubt: her commitment to her duty.

      But she didn’t begin and end with being a kamigakari. He had helped her discover she was more.

      Determination burned through her. Flipping back to the end of her final passage, she added one more thing at the bottom of the page.

      
        
        To find true makoto no kokoro, you don’t need to be in harmony with a kami. You need to be in harmony with yourself.

        

      

      Then she snapped the book shut, tossed it on top of her memento box, and jumped to her feet. Grabbing a pair of sandals from the closet, she spun toward her door, then shook her head. The banquet was probably over and the risk of someone seeing her was too great. Instead, she dashed to the window and slid the panels open. Cold air rushed in, chilling her skin.

      Her breath puffed like fog as she shoved her feet into her sandals and climbed onto the sill. Balancing on the edge, she peered at the ground, surprisingly far below, and prepared to jump.

      “What are you doing, little miko?”

      She yelped in surprise and almost fell out of the window. Clutching the frame, she looked up.

      Shiro leaned over the eave, his eyebrows high in question.

      “Wh-what are you doing up there?” she stammered, her heart still racing from fright.

      Crouched casually on the rooftop, he leaned out a little farther. “Guarding your room.”

      “What?”

      “You didn’t think we would leave you unprotected, did you?”

      “You—why—who’s we?”

      “Well, it was a group decision, but I’ve been the one doing guard duty.” He grimaced. “As Susano kindly pointed out, I don’t have any vassals or warriors to gather.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You were busy.” He shrugged, then looked her up and down from his perch. “So … what exactly are you doing?”

      She huffed. “I was about to go looking for you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      She climbed back inside and kicked off her sandals. “Get in here.”

      He swung down from the eave and landed in a crouch on the sill, inspecting the opulent suite.

      “Inviting me into your room so late at night, little miko.” His wicked smile bloomed. “You might give someone the wrong impression.”

      Her cheeks flushed but she pretended his suggestion didn’t affect her as she pulled on his sleeve until he stepped into the room. He still wore his extravagant clothes from the banquet, the long sleeves flowing around him, accentuating his smooth grace. She hastily shut the window to block out the cold.

      “Fancy,” he commented, stopping to study a painted scroll in the wall nook. “So these are Amaterasu’s rooms?”

      She nodded, twisting her hands together as anxiety fluttered through her. Not realizing he was right outside her room, she’d expected to have some time to plan what she wanted to say. She wasn’t ready.

      He wandered across the suite, curiously examining it. When he stopped at the foot of her bed, where her worn leather journal sat atop the plain wooden box, she hurried to join him, just in case he attempted to peek inside the book.

      He canted his head toward her. “What’s bothering you, little miko?”

      “Nothing,” she answered automatically.

      “Hmm. I’ve told you before I know when you’re lying.”

      She winced. “I need to tell you something, and I don’t think I’ll have a chance tomorrow.”

      His jaw tightened but his voice was soft. “No, probably not.”

      She sat on the edge of her futon beside her memento box. He watched her for a second, then sat as well, the box between them.

      She fidgeted with the edge of her obi. “I don’t … I don’t know how to explain this …”

      “Just say it,” he said, amused by her discomfort.

      Words piled up in her head, but none reached her mouth. And with the questions in his gaze, with the way he looked right into her soul, she couldn’t find her voice at all.

      “Close your eyes,” she said abruptly.

      “What?”

      “Close your eyes.”

      “I thought you wanted to tell me something.”

      “I do, but I can’t when you’re looking at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      She gave him a hard stare. “Just do it.”

      He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling, then closed them obediently. Setting her memento box on the floor, she shifted closer, collecting her thoughts. His ear swiveled toward her, tracking her movements.

      “The shrines,” she began haltingly. “The shrines taught me that kami are always righteous and pure, and that yokai are corrupting and dangerous. But I don’t believe that anymore.”

      His brow wrinkled, his only reaction.

      “The shrines taught me that love would compromise my purity and that men couldn’t touch me without corrupting my makoto no kokoro. I don’t believe that anymore either.”

      His eyes flicked open. She hastily put her hands over his face before his gaze could scatter her fragile composure.

      “Just—just let me finish.” She took a deep breath, keeping her hands over his face. “The shrines taught me that my duty is to obey without question and to sacrifice whatever is asked of me. They taught me that I am the kamigakari and nothing more. I thought a kamigakari was all I could do … all I could be.”

      She grappled for the right words. How did she tell him she now understood? Without intent—without conviction or commitment—she was nothing. Not just conviction in being the kamigakari, but in herself—in her beliefs.

      And in her love.

      She leaned forward and gently brushed her lips across his. His silent inhalation sent a spark spiraling through her. Easing back, she lowered her hands.

      Bright ruby captured her, drawing her in, drowning her. Shadows and light swirled within his gaze. His fingers slid across her cheek, brushing a lock of hair away.

      “I’m sorry.” She gripped his wrist, holding his hand to her face. “I’m sorry it took me so long to realize it.”

      “Realize what?” The question was quiet, tense.

      “That I’ve never been as absolutely certain about anything as I am about loving you.”

      His eyes widened, emotion tightening his features. Then his hand relaxed, his thumb caressing her cheek, and his faint smile blended tenderness with anguish.

      “Now that I’ve finally found you, why must I lose you?” His torment cut through her, rending her heart. “Every instinct I possess demands that I protect you, that I save you. But I can’t. I can’t stop this.”

      She swallowed hard. “You don’t need to save me, Shiro. I chose this fate. I am walking my own path now. You told me not to give up my life unless it would make a difference, and that time has come.”

      He closed his eyes, pain still lining his features. “I am indisputably the selfish half of this pair we make, little miko.”

      “I wish I could live forever so I would never have to leave you. I wish we could spend a thousand years on that beach without a single worry about anything.” She touched his face, turning his gaze back to hers. “If I am your fire, then you are my light.”

      His eyes burned through her, devouring her. Then his hand curled around the back of her neck, and he pulled her mouth to his.

      His lips crushed hers, fierce and demanding. He wasn’t gentle. He wasn’t careful. Instead, he kissed her as if his life depended on it. Her arms went around his neck before she even knew what was happening, and she kissed him back with the same frantic urgency.

      Hands fisted in his hair, she parted her lips for his tongue. As he deepened the kiss, warmth swept through her middle. His fingers slid down the sides of her neck and over her shoulders, his mouth still locked on hers. Pulling her hard against him, he turned and pushed her onto the futon. She gasped as he came down on top of her, his weight pressing her into the blankets.

      As the room started to spin, she tore her mouth from his and panted for air. He instantly claimed her jaw, lips trailing up to her ear then along the side of her neck. His pointed canines grazed her skin and she shivered from head to toe.

      “Shiro,” she breathed.

      He pulled away and pushed upright. Straddling her thighs while she lay beneath him, he stared down at her with glazed, scorching eyes.

      “Emi.” Her name was half moan, half growl. He leaned down again, bracing himself on his elbows on either side of her head. His mouth caught hers again, hungry and edged with desperation. “Will you … Emi, will you give yourself to me?”

      Fire lit through her, turning her blood to lava. She didn’t have to think. She didn’t have to consider her answer even for a moment.

      She tangled her fingers in his hair. “Yes. I am yours.”

      He drew in a deep breath, tension releasing from him. And then he was kissing her again. His lips and tongue teased hers until liquid heat pooled in her center. He found the knot of her obi behind her back and pulled it apart, leaving the length of fabric wrapped around her middle. His mouth drifted to her chin, and she arched her head back as he kissed down her throat to the dip between her collarbones. At the same time, his fingers slid along the side of her neck and caught the collar of her kimono.

      He pulled the silk aside, baring her shoulder, and she shivered from the touch of cool air. Then his mouth was moving across her shoulder, his hands roving over her kimono, teasing her through the layers of fabric. Her skin burned. The need for his touch, for his skin on hers, overwhelmed her.

      She dragged her fingers through his hair, then reached between their bodies and pulled on the bottom of his kosode, untucking it from his hakama. As the shirt fell open, she slid her hands over the flexing contours of his abdomen and up his chest.

      He sat up, pulled off his kosode, and cast it aside. Soft golden light from the lamp across the room cast enticing shadows across his body, highlighting the curves and planes of muscle. His eyes drank her in as he unwound her obi, leaving her kimono bound only by a thin cloth tie around her waist.

      He lowered himself onto her, and again his mouth found hers, his hunger growing fiercer. His fingers plucked at the final tie around her waist, pulling the bow undone, and she inhaled sharply as her kimono loosened around her. Then he slid the fabric open, and his hands were on her skin, tracing the lines of her body. She moaned, his touch teasing, exploring, finding the spots that made her gasp.

      His fingers ran over her hips, her waist, her chest, then back down again as though memorizing every inch of her. And he kissed her, his mouth hot and hungry, always demanding more. As overwhelming desire drove deep into her core, she kissed him with equal fervor.

      She couldn’t speak when he pulled her kimono away entirely. She couldn’t think when he pressed his body into hers, when his kiss and his touch grew wilder, when she dug her fingers into his shoulders, wordlessly demanding more. And she couldn’t breathe at all when there were no longer any clothes separating their skin, when he guided her legs around his waist, when they became one instead of two and he moved inside her. She could only clutch him tightly as pleasure, as need, as desperate love flooded her body and soul until she came apart.

      Afterward, she lay quivering in his arms, her body limp and her chest heaving. And while she was still floating on waves of pleasure, he began again. This time, he kissed her with soft, leisurely passion. This time, his mouth tasted her skin with unhurried, seductive precision. This time, his hands roved with delicate, teasing patience until she was shuddering with pleasure beneath his touch and moaning his name.

      When, finally, they lay quietly together beneath the blankets he had pulled over them, she could only hold him, exhausted but cocooned in bliss. She couldn’t have imagined a more perfect moment. As his fingers traced the length of her back, he held her close, his heart beating beneath her ear.

      Her eyelids were so heavy. In a few hours, the sun would rise, her final day would begin, and her time with him would be over. She wiggled closer and he tightened his arms around her, wrapping her in his warmth. She didn’t want to miss a single instant of the time they had left.

      “I would have kept you forever, little miko.” His words were soft, almost soundless. “I would have taken you with me wherever the tides of time carried us, and I would have loved you until the very end.”

      She stirred, having slipped toward the edge of sleep without realizing it. Her heart ached, love blending with sorrow until it became another shade of love.

      His lips brushed her ear. “Whatever tomorrow brings, do not forget that, Emi.”

      A strange flutter of anxiety danced through her. “I won’t forget.”

      “Do you promise?”

      She nuzzled under his chin, needing to be even closer to him. “Yes, I promise.”

      He pressed his face into her hair. Held tightly in his arms, warm and exhausted, his light touch on her back soothing her tension away, she fought to hold on. But sleep soon claimed her, and she slipped into dreams for the last time in her mortal life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    
    
      The morning of Emi’s final day dawned clear and beautiful. The sun shone brightly, the sky endless blue, the air chill and crisp.

      Kneeling on the cushion of her palanquin, Emi waited patiently. The intricate wooden platform with four posts and a flat roof sat on the ground, surrounded by five sohei in handsome, matching uniforms. In a few minutes, the procession through the shrine grounds would start.

      She had woken that morning to Shiro whispering in her ear, telling her that people were coming toward the room and he had to leave. When she’d groggily opened her eyes and seen him fully dressed, he’d stolen a swift farewell kiss, transformed into a fox, and jumped toward the wall, fire flickering over his fur. He had barely vanished through the panel—a magic she had forgotten he possessed—before three miko tapped on her door and hurried inside to wake her.

      His absence had brought her an aching chill, but she’d had little time to dwell on it. Her morning had begun with the Fire Blessing ceremony at the shrine, followed by preparations for the solstice—blessings by kannushi, rites of harmony and peace. She had travelled to the tiny waterfall at the east corner of the shrine grounds and stood under the icy flow in a purification ritual of her body.

      The morning had slipped away so fast, and then she had been dressed in flowing layers of violet silk, the kimono patterned with stylized dragons—wardens against evil—and her hair swept loose and falling down her back in the style of ancient empresses. White powder had been dusted over her face to pale her skin and light touches of makeup on her eyes and cheeks added contrast and highlighted her features.

      Now she sat in the palanquin, the curtains pulled back, with the roof shielding her from the afternoon sun. Around her, sohei and kannushi waited to begin. Others would join the procession as it travelled toward the hall of worship.

      It was strange, she thought as the others murmured around her, that she would be so calm today. The conflict that had plagued her for weeks was gone without a trace, and hidden away in her heart was a cloud of secret bliss after her night with Shiro. She would hold that quiet elation close and carry it within her, from now until her last moment, allowing nothing to disturb it.

      I would have loved you until the very end.

      No matter what happened, their love could never be lost, could never be undone. Her only sorrow was leaving him behind, leaving him alone when she had seen the torment that her loss was already causing him.

      “We can’t wait any longer,” a kannushi said in a low, stern voice to the sohei waiting beside her palanquin.

      “He’ll be here. Can we give him another five minutes?”

      “We were supposed to begin ten minutes ago,” the kannushi said, straightening his formal hat. “We’ll have to—”

      “I’m here!” Katsuo’s call cut through the other conversations. He jogged across the trail and stopped beside the palanquin, one hand pressed to his side. “I’m sorry. Just give me a minute.”

      “You have thirty seconds,” the kannushi said disapprovingly.

      Emi leaned out of the palanquin to see his face. His elaborate violet uniform matched the other five sohei waiting to lift her palanquin.

      “Katsuo, what’s wrong?” she asked softly.

      “Nothing.” He cleared his throat. “I … lost track of time.”

      She leaned out a little farther and gave him a hard look. “Katsuo.”

      He crouched beside her. “There was some sort of commotion at the yokai camp. I went to find out what had happened, but they wouldn’t tell me anything.”

      “Did they find Izanami?” she gasped. “Has the battle started?”

      “I don’t think it was that. All Inari said is that they would ‘figure it out.’”

      Nerves prickled through her. “Figure what out?”

      “I don’t know. Half the yokai were missing from the camp, so I guess they’re dealing with … whatever it is.” He shrugged helplessly.

      “All right,” the kannushi called. “Time to begin!”

      Katsuo forced a smile. “Don’t worry, Emi. Whatever it is, the Kunitsukami can handle it. Let’s just get you through the rest of the day.”

      As he rose to take his place, she exhaled carefully. Katsuo was right. Whatever had happened, whatever was going on, she had to trust the Kunitsukami to deal with it. She had her own role to fulfill.

      The kannushi in front called an order, and Katsuo and the other five sohei took hold of the poles of the palanquin and hoisted it up. She held a corner post as they settled the poles in place on their shoulders. As the drums commenced, the sohei started forward and the rest of the procession of brightly and ornately dressed sohei and miko moved in near flawless synchronization.

      The shrine grounds slowly passed as she stared tranquilly, her head held high, her face as expressionless as a noh mask. She hardly noticed the representatives of the Amatsukami join the procession ahead of her, the two kannushi and one miko dressed in the same colored robes and masks she had seen eight days ago. Behind the palanquin, the representatives of the Kunitsukami would have joined the march as well, but she didn’t turn to see. It would have been improper.

      As they moved through the grounds, the crowd of spectators grew denser, but they weren’t regular visitors. For the first time in a hundred years, a kamigakari would complete the solstice ceremony and Amaterasu would descend from Takamahara to walk the mortal world. Her servants from across the land had travelled to Shion to witness this long-awaited day. Kannushi, sohei, and miko of all ages, some barely old enough to have begun training, others long retired, watched the kamigakari pass with solemn gravity.

      Yet, oddly, whispers trailed the procession and voices rose in hushed surprise after she had passed. This parade was not one of joviality or festivity and should have been conducted in as near to utter silence as possible. She set aside her confusion and focused on maintaining her calm.

      The procession reached the main avenue through the grounds. Ahead, framed by towering spruce trees, the grand shrine waited. The courtyard was filled to capacity with servants of Amaterasu, leaving only the empty center path clear. The flagstones broken during the shikigami attack a week ago had been cleared and the gaps packed with sand to level the surface for today’s procession.

      Walking in time to the deep boom of drums, her bearers carried the palanquin toward the shrine. The kannushi and sohei preceding her split to either side and came to a halt so only the three Amatsukami representatives and the palanquin entered the courtyard. From among the second half of the procession, only the four Kunitsukami representatives would accompany them.

      In lone splendor, they stopped a dozen paces from the first step of the shrine, while the three Amatsukami representatives continued onward. They ascended the steps and stood beside the wide doors. The sohei carefully lowered the palanquin.

      Rising from her seat, Emi placed her hand on Katsuo’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze as she stepped onto the flagstones. It was the only goodbye she could offer with every eye on her. Odd, muted whispers again washed through the spectators.

      She took a slow step, then paused. She wasn’t sure what made her look, what drove her to break decorum and turn her head. At the edge of the courtyard, beyond the throng of people, was the stage for performances, and along the front eave of the roof, a dozen glossy black birds perched.

      And in their center, a silver-eyed raven watched her.

      When she met his gaze, he lowered his head. In unison, the other twelve birds bowed low.

      Unable to completely break form, she could only dip her chin in a slight nod before facing the shrine again. Several deep breaths were required to solidify her composure. She had expected Yumei, his daitengu, and all the other yokai to be busy with their final preparations—or whatever that commotion had been about—but he had come to pay his respects.

      With another steadying breath, she paced toward the steps. The kannushi in a pale mask and bright yellow robes—representing Izanagi—pulled the door open for her. Leaving the whispering crowd behind, she stepped into the stillness of the shrine. The wooden floors shone beneath the candlelit lamps set around the perimeter of the huge space.

      She glided across the long room to the doors at the end, open and waiting. The chamber beyond was significantly smaller, with Amaterasu’s inner shrine filling the entire back wall. A large mirror—her shintai—sat on an elaborate wooden pedestal.

      In the center of the square room, a perfect white circle had been drawn on the floor, and eight paper talismans marked the points of a compass around it. In front of the southern talisman, a small, rectangular tray resting on carved feet held a bowl of water, a folded cloth, and a small knife of solid jade.

      She stepped carefully over the line and moved to the center, facing the tray of ritual tools. Soft sounds filled the room as the seven representatives of the gods joined her, taking their places outside the circle. The masked kannushi in yellow came to stand directly in front of her.

      When the sounds of movement stopped, she sank to her knees. Izanagi’s representative knelt with the paper talisman in front of him, and the others did the same. She lifted the jade knife, dipped the point in the water, then carefully dried it with the cloth. Placing it across her palms, she lifted her hands and bowed her head.

      “Izanagi, Amatsukami of the Sky,” she intoned. “On this solstice, Amaterasu asks for your strength. Will you grant it?”

      In answer, the masked kannushi offered his right hand. Emi placed her hand beneath his and used the point of the jade knife to pierce the lined center of his palm. When blood welled, she released him and he turned his hand over, holding it above the talisman, upon which the character for “sky” was written. A drop of blood fell, staining the paper red, a symbolic sharing of power.

      “I grant my strength to the Amatsukami of the Wind,” the kannushi said.

      After bowing her thanks, she again dipped the knife into the water and cleaned it with the cloth. With precise, practiced movements, she shifted the tray of implements over one-eighth of the circle and turned her body to face the southwest point. Placing the knife across her palms, she raised her face to the woman in green robes and an owl mask.

      The knife almost fell from her hands.

      Waves of tawny hair flowed over the woman’s shoulders and curled across the floor around her. Instead of a human representative, Uzume herself knelt in front of Emi. Here was the source of the whispers that had followed the procession, for after the Kunitsukami of the Wood had passed, everyone had seen the glorious length of her hair.

      Her clothing, too, was different from the normal costume worn during festivals. The layers of green silk were luxuriously fine, the floor-length sleeves embroidered with gold thread, and the amber obi around her slim waist shimmered in the candlelight. The mask covering her face was a porcelain masterpiece with markings on the cheeks and forehead that matched the ones Uzume possessed.

      Emi lifted the jade knife and bowed her head.

      “Uzume, Kunitsukami of the Wood,” she quavered. “On this solstice, Amaterasu asks for your strength. Will you grant it?”

      Uzume extended her slender hand. Emi placed hers beneath it and pressed the knife to the goddess’s palm. Blood formed beneath the point. Emi released her hand and Uzume turned it over. A crimson drop fell, landing in the center of the talisman, and soaked into the paper.

      The scent of wood and leaves whispered through the room. Power rose through the circle, electrifying the air.

      “I grant my strength to the Amatsukami of the Wind,” Uzume said, her sweet voice hollow behind the mask.

      Not a symbolic sharing of power, Emi realized as she stared at the owl mask hiding Uzume’s face, but a true gift of strength from the goddess. Emi bowed her thanks and held the position longer than necessary, wanting her gratitude to be unmistakable. With unsteady hands, she cleaned the knife and turned another one-eighth of the circle to the human representative of Tsukiyomi. She repeated the steps until blood marked the talisman for water and she again cleaned the knife.

      Swallowing hard, she turned to face northwest. Even before she raised her head, she knew who knelt before her in brown robes, and she struggled to steady her voice.

      “Sarutahiko, Kunitsukami of the Mountain. On this solstice, Amaterasu asks for your strength. Will you grant it?”

      He held his hand out to her. She pierced his palm and he let a drop of blood fall onto the talisman between them. The earthy scent of stone rose and power thickened the atmosphere.

      “I grant my strength to the Amatsukami of the Wind,” he rumbled solemnly.

      Emi bowed long and deep. After cleaning the blade, she turned to the north, where Izanami’s representative in burgundy robes knelt. They performed the ritual and Emi rotated to face the northeastern point of the circle and the waiting god. The ferocious dragon mask covering his face watched her with eerily sightless eyes.

      “Susano, Kunitsukami of the Storm,” she said. “On this solstice, Amaterasu asks for your strength. Will you grant it?”

      He extended his hand, the silvery-gray sleeve of his robes shimmering like water. She pierced his palm and he let his blood fall upon the talisman. With a crackle of electricity, the cool scent of a thunderstorm permeated the room. The power in the circle heightened even more, singeing her lungs.

      From behind his mask, he declared, “I grant my strength to the Amatsukami of the Wind.”

      Giving him a long bow, she straightened and took perhaps a little longer than necessary to clean the blade. A persistent shiver ran along her spine and she had to breathe deep before she could turn to the seventh point of the circle.

      When she finally faced east, she raised her head.

      He knelt before her, crimson robes draped around him. The white fox mask seemed to smile mischievously, with familiar red markings adorning its forehead and cheekbones. Her heart drummed, and she had to fight the urge to throw herself into his arms. She couldn’t break form. She couldn’t disturb the ritual, not when the circle already vibrated with gathering power.

      Their time was over. Today, here and now, he was not Shiro and she was not Emi. He was the Kunitsukami of the Fire and she was the kamigakari of Amaterasu.

      She lifted the blade on her palms and bowed her head over it. “Inari, Kunitsukami of the Fire. On this solstice, Amaterasu asks for your strength. Will you grant it?”

      He held out his hand. As she placed hers beneath it, she guiltily relished the slight contact and the familiar warmth of his skin. Bringing the knife to his palm, she pressed the point into his flesh as she had with the others. Releasing his hand was so hard, and she couldn’t help the way her fingers slid gently across his as she withdrew her arm.

      He turned his hand over. A red drop fell, landing in the middle of the symbol for fire. Heat surged through the circle and the hot smell of flames and smoke scorched the air.

      “I grant my strength to the Amatsukami of the Wind.”

      She briefly closed her eyes, letting his voice sink through her. Then she bent forward in a bow, wishing she could reach across the tiny distance between them. Reining in the urge, she cleaned the knife, then turned for a final time, facing southeast.

      The talisman for the wind lay before her, but no figure knelt on its opposite side. Picking up the jade knife, she raised it on her palms.

      “On this solstice, I, kamigakari of Amaterasu, freely grant my body, my strength, and my fealty, now and forevermore, to the Amatsukami of the Wind.”

      Lifting the blade, she dug the point into her opposite palm and stinging pain lanced her skin. She turned her hand over, holding it above the talisman. A drop of blood fell and instantly soaked into the paper.

      The power in the circle thrummed and shifted, condensing around her. She set the blade, its point still marked with her blood, on the cloth and folded her hands in her lap. Closing her eyes, she waited.

      Soft sounds encircled her as the four Kunitsukami and three humans rose. It took all her self-control not to peek to her left, where Shiro was so close. With iron will, she held perfectly still. The sounds withdrew, and the rasp of a sliding door was followed by the quiet thump of it connecting with the frame. The doors to the inner shrine were closed.

      She was alone. For the rest of the day and into the night, she would remain in the circle, meditating, preparing, and waiting. When the doors opened again, she would join the Kunitsukami and their warriors to wage war on the Lord and Lady of Takamahara.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Emi’s breath came slow and soft, her body deeply relaxed, chin nearly resting on her chest. Her awareness of time had slipped away long ago, but from deep within her meditative state, she knew hours had passed.

      Inside the circle, still humming softly with the collective power of the Kunitsukami, she came to understand why the solstice ceremony was so important to an Amatsukami’s descension. Though they could descend swiftly and without preparation, as Izanagi had, the full solstice ceremony significantly minimized the strain on their kamigakari. After ten years of preparation, the Amatsukami would be loath to risk their kamigakari’s survival unless absolutely necessary.

      Over the past hours, Amaterasu’s ki had gradually fed into Emi’s body, and with it the goddess’s spirit had come. Emi vibrated with more power than she had ever felt before, but unlike the times Amaterasu had possessed her, there was no pain. Smoothly, naturally, and with careful pacing, Amaterasu was slipping into Emi’s body.

      Are you ready, Emi?

      She stirred at the soft voice within her and partially roused from her meditative trance.

      “I am ready,” she murmured into the silent room, not opening her eyes.

      The sun has begun to set, Amaterasu whispered within her. Soon the Kunitsukami will come, and together we will depart.

      “Where will we go?” she asked, finding it easier to speak aloud than form the question in her mind. “Sarutahiko said Izanami has to go to a specific place to open the Bridge.”

      The Bridge is anchored in the heart of this world, the first land created by the gods of old. The sacred spot can only be reached by the most powerful kami and yokai, and it is where the Kunitsukami intend to intercept Izanami and Izanagi.

      Emi nervously nibbled her lower lip. “Ambushing Izanami right before she tries to open the Bridge doesn’t leave much room for error …”

      A splinter of Amaterasu’s frustration and unease pricked Emi. Destroying both Izanami and the Bridge would have been my preference, but I thought we had years to prepare. Only when Izanami came to Shirayuri to kill you herself did I realize we were out of time.

      Bemusement flitted through Amaterasu. How desperate I was that night when I told you to find the Kunitsukami. With Inari’s memories lost, he was of little help, yet somehow the two of you succeeded. Without you, Emi, the world as we know it would unquestionably end tonight.

      “If I’d found them sooner,” Emi mumbled, “maybe they could have destroyed the Bridge like you wanted.”

      I understand Sarutahiko’s choice, Amaterasu replied. Yet, I fear Izanami’s next attempt will be even more difficult to thwart.

      Izanami had been at least one step ahead of her adversaries from the very beginning. Her plan had been one of subtlety and deceit, but next time, the need for subterfuge would not hamper her. She had successfully incapacitated all four Kunitsukami once; she could do it again, especially if she used well-timed lethal force. Izanagi alone could kill any of the Kunitsukami.

      Could they stop Izanami a second time?

      I wonder the same, Amaterasu murmured, following Emi’s thoughts, as does Inari. He sees Izanami’s assured victory in the future, and his instincts are surprisingly unerring. Faint amusement flavored her next words. His reckless gambles prevail too often for me to doubt his intuition.

      Shifting beneath growing dread, Emi asked, “How long until you complete your descension?”

      I would normally spend many more hours siphoning my ki into you so as not to overwhelm your body, but we will not have that luxury. When I descend, we will be briefly incapacitated, so the timing must be precise.

      And that meant Amaterasu would have to descend before the battle with Izanami began. Otherwise, Amaterasu risked being critically disabled in the middle of a deadly fight. Had Shiro realized that when he extracted Amaterasu’s promise to descend at the last possible moment?

      I do not claim to understand Inari, Amaterasu confessed, but I believe he hopes they can defeat Izanami without my descension.

      Emi’s heart fluttered, but she shook her head. “We can’t take that chance, especially since you can’t descend in the middle of the fight.”

      Yes, Amaterasu agreed sadly. I am sorry, Emi. I must descend.

      In some ways, it was better for Shiro that Emi’s life end now so he wouldn’t have to watch her fade day by day into the grave. There never had been a path that she and Shiro could have walked together.

      Though there will be little I can do, Amaterasu said, I too will watch over him.

      Emi nodded and bit her lip against a quiet surge of sorrow. “He’ll forgive you for the onenju eventually. He’s stubborn, but he’ll come around.”

      For the onenju, he might forgive me, but for taking you from him, I do not think—

      Amaterasu’s internal voice cut off and Emi’s eyes flew open, her meditative trance shattered. Lamplight flickered through the empty room. “Amaterasu?”

      The power imbuing her body shuddered.

      Emi. Amaterasu’s presence returned as suddenly as it had vanished. A messenger just informed me—Tsukiyomi has left the earthly realm. His kamigakari is dead. His spirit is returning to Takamahara.

      “What?” Emi gasped. “Did Izanami and Izanagi kill him?”

      No, Amaterasu replied, her disjointed thoughts flashing through Emi too fast to follow. They need his blood to summon the Bridge. They cannot open it without him.

      “You mean—you mean, Izanami can’t open the Bridge anymore?”

      He must have chosen this, Amaterasu whispered. He betrayed them.

      “Amaterasu,” Emi repeated forcefully, “does this mean Izanami can’t open the Bridge?”

      It means, the goddess replied, her soundless voice hardening, that they will come for you.

      Almost on top of her words, the shrine vibrated. Emi pressed her hands to the floor as it trembled. On the tray beside her, water sloshed from the bowl, splattering the jade knife.

      With a loud snap, the floorboards by the doors buckled. Thin, squirming roots snaked out of the hole, followed by thicker roots that pushed the gap open wider. They writhed across the floor in an expanding wave, and Emi pushed away.

      Stay in the circle!

      She froze, obeying Amaterasu’s command.

      With Tsukiyomi gone, Izanami needs your blood to open the Bridge. You must stay in the circle. I will—

      With a jolt of shock, Amaterasu’s presence within Emi vanished a second time. The goddess’s power roiled.

      “Amaterasu? Amaterasu!”

      The roots spread across the floor, covering it like a twisting carpet. When they reached the white circle, light flashed in green, brown, bluish-gray, and red—the shared power of the Kunitsukami. The roots parted around the barrier and climbed the walls, enclosing the room.

      Izanami needed Emi for the Bridge ritual—needed her blood to replace Tsukiyomi’s. Would the circle, fueled by the power of four Kunitsukami, be enough to protect her?

      From the dark cavity in the floor, golden light shimmered.

      Emi went rigid as the light grew more distinct. Amaterasu still hadn’t returned, but her power churned as though somewhere—wherever her kami body resided in Takamahara—she was using it.

      Amaterasu had told her to stay in the circle. Izanami couldn’t open the Bridge without Emi. The solstice would pass, and then …

      Then what? Amaterasu’s words flitted through her memory. I fear Izanami’s next attempt will be even more difficult to thwart.

      Shiro also feared this would be their only chance. He had warned Sarutahiko that Izanami was already off balance. The goddess had intended for the Kunitsukami to be debilitated and helpless, but instead, they were gathered in preparation for battle. Shiro believed this solstice was their only chance to stop her.

      Within the root-lined chasm, the golden light brightened and heat flooded the room, baking the air. Emi fell backward, bumping into the tray behind her. The jade knife clattered to the floor. Half blinded by the light, she grabbed the knife and stuffed it between her obi’s heavy silk layers.

      With a final flash that whited out her vision, the light vanished. She squinted blurrily.

      Izanagi stood in front of the circle.

      She cringed back. Forcing herself to straighten, she rose to her feet within the barrier.

      “Again we meet, kamigakari,” he mocked. “How sorrowful to find you all alone on this final night of your existence.”

      “I’m not alone.”

      “No? The Kunitsukami already departed without you, and Amaterasu …” He angled his head questioningly. “Dare I say she has abandoned you as well?”

      Emi clenched her teeth and Izanagi smiled.

      “Say not a word, my dear. Your panic is confirmation enough.”

      If he knew Amaterasu had left Emi alone, he must have had a hand in distracting her.

      “I come seeking a small favor, kamigakari.” Izanagi ran a hand over his jaw. “And I must insist you comply immediately.”

      “You want my blood for the ritual.”

      His eyebrows rose. “News travels most swiftly, I see. Yes, that is exactly what I require. And you will accompany me, or I will destroy this shrine and everyone in it. Then we will see how much of this city I must incinerate before you change your mind.”

      No hesitation, no mercy. He would do it. He would kill everyone and destroy the whole city to force her cooperation, but she couldn’t do as he commanded. She couldn’t leave the protective circle.

      He raised his hand and golden light sparked. Heat blasted through the room and as the root-covered walls and floor outside the circle blackened, she knew the barrier was shielding her from the worst of it.

      “My patience dwindles, kamigakari. Who will die first, I wonder? That innocent boy you brought to my shrine?”

      Katsuo was here. Nanako and Fujimoto and Ishida and all the other kannushi, miko, and sohei she’d grown up with were also here, helpless against Izanagi’s power. Unless he had lied, the Kunitsukami had already left, and she was alone. She squeezed her eyes shut. She had to stay in the circle. Without her blood, Izanami couldn’t open the Bridge on this solstice.

      But what about the next solstice? How long would this threat hang over the world? Izanami could fail again and again, but the Kunitsukami only had to fail once before all was lost.

      But … what if it could end now? What if it could end tonight?

      The Kunitsukami were already at the site where the Bridge would be summoned. Izanami was off balance, her plans disrupted by Tsukiyomi’s betrayal. Izanagi was here, trying to force Emi’s cooperation with threats of massacring a city. They were desperate.

      Would there ever be a better chance than this?

      No. Sarutahiko had decided it was too risky. If she stayed in the circle, the world would remain safe for another year. Even if it meant letting Izanagi slaughter the city, she couldn’t gamble the entire world on a chance.

      But Shiro had been ready to gamble it all. Though it may be the path of greatest risk, it is the only path that leads to victory.

      The only path. And she could make it happen.

      “Kamigakari.” Cold anger coated Izanagi’s voice. “I will not ask again.”

      Trembling from head to toe, Emi took a tiny step toward the edge of the circle.

      Amaterasu? she cried soundlessly, but the goddess didn’t answer.

      She took another step. The barrier shimmered just inches in front of her face. With her blood, Izanami could open the Bridge—and then the Kunitsukami could destroy it.

      Emi drew in a deep breath and, meeting Izanagi’s dark stare, she stepped out of the circle.
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      The journey through the tunnel was unspeakably terrifying.

      Instead of carrying her as he had on their last encounter, Izanagi had sealed Emi inside a glowing sphere of light and cast it into the black void in the shrine floor. Following in his own golden orb, he sent them racing through the black tunnel at absurd speeds.

      Walls of crumbling dirt and dangling roots flashed by, briefly illuminated by the sphere. Trapped inside it and buffeted on all sides by hot air, she could do nothing but huddle in a ball as the miles passed. Her lungs burned with each breath, her skin tight and dry, her eyes watering from the brightness even though she shielded them with her sleeve.

      Without warning, the orb shot upward. They burst out of the ground and flew above the thick trees and into the clear night. Squinting painfully through the light, she looked up.

      Rising from the earth was the greatest mountain she had ever seen. With smooth, sweeping sides that rose gracefully to a distinct, almost perfectly round caldera at the peak, the monstrous summit towered over the surrounding mountains and valleys in unchallenged majesty. Dark, coniferous forests blanketed the gentle slope of its lower half, while pristine snow, shimmering blue in the moonlight, painted the steep upper half.

      Clouds boiled against the opposite side of the peak, and lightning stabbed through the darkness like furious spears. The red haze of distant fire lit the slope as smoke spewed toward the tempest above. Was Shiro somewhere amongst the flames?

      Before she could do more than glance across the view, the orb dropped and splintered apart in a shower of light. Emi fell and landed on her hands and knees.

      Dissolving his barrier, Izanagi landed beside her. “Can I assume, kamigakari, that you will remain obedient?”

      She pushed herself to her feet, her muscles painfully stiff, and said nothing. Even if she’d wanted to resist him, she saw no point.

      Taking her silence as agreement, he turned to a sheer rock face nearly twenty feet tall, scraggly pine trees leaning precariously off its upper ledge. With gold light sparking beneath his touch, he slid his fingertips along the stone, drawing a circle as wide as his arm span. Within it, he etched complex lines and symbols with ease. Adding a final line down the center, he stepped back.

      The symbol flashed brightly, then dissolved—and with it, the rocky wall vanished. Darkness filled the circular opening. It wasn’t a doorway into Tsuchi, for kami could not enter the land of yokai, but it was a doorway to somewhere.

      Izanagi moved aside, waiting for her to enter, and she reluctantly stepped into the darkness. Magic tingled across her skin, but it wasn’t Tsuchi’s cold, alien touch. A warm, familiar earthy scent that reminded her of freshly turned soil filled her nose. She walked through nothingness, blind and helpless, counting her steps.

      On her eighth step, a gargantuan torii took form almost directly above her. The massive red pillars and crossbeams flickered with dancing golden light. She stepped beneath it and the darkness dissolved, revealing what lay beyond.

      She was inside the mountain, and it was unlike anything she’d ever seen.

      The rocky ceiling, veined with thick ribbons of pure, sparkling crystal, soared high above. Moonlight fell in thick beams across the hidden world, and far to her left, delicate waterfalls poured from springs in the rocky walls. Equally distant on her right, the red glow of hot lava met an unseen source of water, sending billows of steam into the air. A thriving forest of ancient trees carpeted the ground, transitioning to a long meadow of swaying grass dotted with splashes of color where wildflowers bloomed. A squat mountain with smooth, rocky sides and a flat top rose in the middle.

      This impossible pocket of magic within the belly of the great mountain could only be the heart of the world that Amaterasu had described.

      Izanagi strolled out of the torii after Emi. He pushed her ahead of him down the rocky steps that descended toward the meadow, and she forced her numb legs into motion. In the distance to her right, another red torii sat against the cavern’s solid rock walls.

      The wind gate, a familiar voice whispered inside her head.

      Emi stumbled. Amaterasu!

      You have gambled much, Emi. Emotions roiled through the goddess’s presence. Let us hope Inari’s luck is with us all tonight.

      Aware that Izanagi was watching her, Emi glanced again at the wind gate, then at the red torii dancing with golden light that she’d come through. That must be the sun gate, meaning there were six other gates positioned around the outer edges of the circular cavern.

      What happened? Emi asked. Why did you disappear?

      I was attacked. Anger spiraled through Amaterasu. The delay was well timed. If I attempt to descend in his presence, Izanagi will kill you. I must wait.

      Emi clenched her hands as she walked ahead of Izanagi across the meadow, forging a trail through the waist-high grass. As they crossed several shallow streams that wound lazily eastward, she fidgeted, wondering why Izanagi seemed content to walk when he could travel much faster.

      He is conserving his strength, Amaterasu told her. Within the heart of the world, elemental magic is limited, and what we can wield will exact a heavy toll. For that reason, the Kunitsukami considered this an ideal battlefield to bring down Izanagi. A flutter of apprehension. They should be here already. What are they waiting for?

      If the Kunitsukami had planned to stop Izanami before she opened the Bridge, shouldn’t they have already been here, battling her? Emi had seen signs of a distant skirmish outside—the fire on the mountainside, the storm above—but here, all was ominously quiet.

      Even at the brisk pace Izanagi had set, thirty minutes passed before they reached the base of the mountain-like ridge where a rough trail led upward. They climbed the steep path, and even as fear slid like ice through her veins, she couldn’t help her growing wonder. The higher the path carried her, the more of the secret world was revealed.

      The waterfalls pouring from the rocks in the west branched into snaking streams that meandered through a dense, ancient forest and wound across the meadow. She couldn’t see the northern quadrant of the cavern, but in the east, the waterfalls met open crevices from which a slow, ever-shifting current of lava boiled. Steam poured from the fissures and billowed toward the northeast, where distant flashes of lightning arced amidst the plumes of steam.

      Reaching the mountain peak, she climbed onto a plateau bathed in silvery light. Formed of flat rock and patches of fine gravel, it stretched half a mile, and in its center, over a dozen figures stood in a rough circle.

      Izanagi joined Emi on the plateau and grasped her arm, his skin searing hot even through her sleeve.

      “Behave, kamigakari,” he rumbled.

      He steered her toward the waiting kami. They passed between two vassals, and in the open space beyond, Izanami watched their approach. Emi hadn’t seen Izanami since their battle at the Shirayuri Shrine. The goddess’s glossy black hair fell below her knees, bound in regular intervals by golden ties. Her dark kimono flowed around her, beautiful and elegant. When she regarded Izanagi, her stunning face exuded otherworldly beauty.

      Yet her dark eyes were cold, so very cold.

      She stood in a massive marugata carved into the stone, the outline glowing white. Symbols marked the interior of the circle, and three small porcelain bowls sat upon strange runes spaced equally apart within the outer ring. In the center, the heavenly spear, its broken haft replaced, stood with its end embedded in the rock. The crystalline spearhead glittered in the moonlight.

      “The hour grows late.” Steel lined Izanami’s soft voice. “The Kunitsukami are slaughtering our vassals upon the mountain.”

      “We have what we need,” Izanagi replied, unconcerned. “And you may proceed without interruption, sister. The battle on the mountainside is a mere distraction. The Kunitsukami cannot enter.”

      Emi’s heart stuttered painfully. The Kunitsukami couldn’t enter at all?

      They should be able to open their gates, Amaterasu whispered urgently. Izanagi must have found a way to prevent their entry.

      Emi’s breath came too fast and dizziness rushed through her head. She had to stop this. She couldn’t let them open the Bridge, not without the Kunitsukami. Why had she come here?

      “We will begin,” Izanami told her brother.

      Izanagi dragged Emi into the stone marugata, and there was nothing she could do as he positioned her in front of one of the bowls on the rock. Pulling a short dagger from a hidden sheath in his sleeve, he grabbed her wrist and pierced the center of her palm, cutting much deeper than she had during the ceremony in the shrine.

      She gasped as blood pooled. He turned her hand over and crimson droplets splattered in the bowl. Once blood had covered the porcelain, he released her arm.

      Leaving her where she stood, Izanagi strode to the second bowl and Izanami stepped up to the third, a dagger in hand. As the siblings simultaneously cut their palms, Emi backed toward the circle’s edge. Blood fell into the two bowls and the light emanating from the marugata intensified, shining brighter than the moonlight refracting through the veins of crystal above.

      Hands gripped her arms and a kami vassal yanked her out of the circle. She didn’t know whether he intended to restrain her or kill her, but she didn’t wait to find out.

      “Sotei no shinketsu,” she hissed.

      Shimmering light snapped over the kami, immobilizing him. She wrenched free from his grip and as the nearest kami whirled toward her, she bolted away from the circle. Not looking back toward the crunching footsteps of multiple pursuers, she raced for the plateau’s edge—and leaped off.

      Amaterasu’s power surged. The wind caught her, almost too weak to control her fall. She hit the steep mountainside and slid on loose shale, her heavy kimono pulling her off balance. Short, controlled gusts buffeted her, and she stretched her gait into a run, almost flying down the mountain.

      Three-quarters of the way down the slope, she slowed to catch her balance. Without the howling wind, the sound of skittering gravel reached her and she glanced back to see three kami rushing along the steep path. Izanagi, though, was not among them.

      Emi launched back into a sprint down the final stretch of rocky terrain and into the long grass of the meadow. Ahead of her, the red lava lit the billowing clouds of steam. Somewhere among the mist was the fire gate. She had to undo whatever Izanagi had done to block it.

      Her lungs burned but she dared not slow. A narrow streambed only a few inches deep cut through the grass and she splashed through the water toward the eastern edge of the cavern. As the minutes passed, heat clogged her lungs and perspiration dampened her face.

      The grass withered and turned brown, and then she was running on black volcanic rock. Slowing to a jog, she headed into the plumes of steam. The stream burbled next to her, then cut sharply away and poured into a crevice that emitted a hellish red glow. The deeper into the blackened earth she ventured, the hotter it grew, until the air rippled eerily. Steam and smoke, reeking of sulfur, scorched her nose and throat.

      Then, through watering eyes, she saw it: the fire gate.

      The torii rose against the cavern wall, accessed by a narrow pathway of hardened lava with steaming chasms on both sides. Four thick shimenawa ropes, covered in glowing ofuda, spanned the gate’s opening.

      Clutching a stitch in her ribs, Emi approached the torii and pulled the jade knife from her obi.

      As steam hissed menacingly, she glanced back but saw nothing through the haze. The three kami pursuing her had to be near. She pressed the blade to the nearest rope and warning light flickered over the shimenawa.

      “Shukusei no tama,” she chanted as she dug the knife in. Shining with her ki, it severed the first strands of the woven rope. She sawed back and forth, and the shimenawa snapped. Faint flames rippled across the torii.

      She pushed the knife against the second rope. “Shukusei no tama!”

      It broke. She started on the third one, sawing forcefully, and it parted beneath the knife.

      “Shukusei no tama!” She dragged the blade over the final shimenawa, focusing more of her ki into it. The rope frayed, then broke. Translucent flames whooshed over the fire gate as its power returned, and the cavern wall beyond it turned to deep, impenetrable darkness.

      Shoving the knife back in her obi, Emi spun around as the silhouettes of three figures charged up the narrow pathway through the steam. Praying the kami wouldn’t follow, she flung herself into the darkness within the torii.

      Oblivion surrounded her. She ran eight strides and on the ninth, light and sound burst to life around her—and the ground vanished.

      She plummeted with a shocked scream.

      In a rush of Amaterasu’s power, the wind swirled beneath her, slowing her fall. She landed on a narrow outcropping of rock on the mountainside, a sheer cliff at her back.

      Upon the sprawling slopes of the summit, the gods of heaven and earth waged war.
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      Flames roared through the forest that covered the lower half of the immense slope. Dense smoke, stained with crimson light, streamed from the burning woods, and lightning rippled across the sky, jumping through the clustered clouds and blazing past the moon’s pale face.

      A huge bird wheeled above the inferno, scarlet tail feathers trailing fire. It snapped its dark beak at a pair of golden shikigami as they bombarded the avian yokai. Elsewhere in the darkness and flame, flashes of light revealed more conflict.

      Emi pressed her back against the cliff. How many kami and shikigami had Izanami and Izanagi set upon this mountain to delay and destroy the yokai? And how was she supposed to find Shiro and the other Kunitsukami among the devastating violence?

      From out of the thick smoke, three giant ravens sped past the eagle-like yokai. They swooped around a golden shikigami, darkness flashing off their wings to engulf it. At the same time, the red bird whirled on their second foe and grabbed it with flaming claws, tearing through the talisman in its center. The other shikigami broke through the darkness cast upon it by the ravens, and the red eagle dove after it.

      Before Emi could figure out how to hail her allies, a raven veered away from the other two and swept toward her. In a ripple of black magic, it shrank into its winged human form.

      “Kamigakari!” The daitengu landed beside her on the rocky ledge. “Where in Yomi did you come from?”

      She recognized his garnet eyes—Zenki, the daitengu who’d insulted her at the camp.

      “The fire gate,” she answered. “I need to—“

      “It’s open?” he interrupted.

      “Yes, and I need to get to Inari right now.”

      He bared his teeth, but she wasn’t sure whether he was grinning. “He’s around here somewhere. Come on.”

      He yanked her roughly to his side and leaped off the cliff. They plummeted thirty feet before he spread his wings, catching the wind. They shot toward the burning forest, swooping beneath the flaming eagle as it also reeled toward the woods. Hot smoke engulfed them.

      A glowing dart of power whipped out of the haze, barely missing Zenki’s wing. He swore and snapped his wings down. On the ground below, a kami in burgundy robes raised his hand to cast another attack, while six shikigami formed of light surrounded him in a protective barrier.

      As Zenki banked, Emi thrust out her hand. Wind swept downward and blasted the kami off his feet.

      “Keep going!” she yelled.

      Wings pumping, the daitengu hurtled through the smoke, leaving the kami behind. He dipped through a break in the forest canopy and wove through the trees, the gaps so narrow that his feathers scraped against the tree trunks as they passed.

      Ahead, the woods opened into a small clearing. From the shadows, a dark form shot into view—Yumei, his spear in one hand and wings half furled. He vaulted into the clearing, then spun, weapon whipping out. A band of black power arced from the blade.

      Three beasts formed of twisted roots and branches lurched into the clearing after him, only for the dark magic to strike them. Splinters of wood flew everywhere but the shikigami lumbered forward without pause.

      Yumei sprang toward the monsters, black and red magic rippling in the wake of his spear. He landed in front of the first shikigami and slammed the blade into the ground. A wave of shadows launched from the point of impact and rushed over the three creatures. He ducked a lance-like root and ripped his spear through the center of the left shikigami. It collapsed.

      Zenki dropped into the clearing and released Emi as he drew his sword. Without waiting, she sprinted toward Yumei. Amaterasu’s power blazed through her, and the goddess reached into her limbs to guide her movements.

      As Yumei pivoted away from the stabbing roots, Emi charged the nearest shikigami. A shimmering blade of wind formed in her hands and she sliced through an attacking limb. A gust lifted her into the air as she cut up through the middle of the shikigami, her elemental blade easily parting the layers of roots and branches.

      She landed neatly and found that Yumei had already slain the third shikigami. His features were cold and lifeless with the calm of battle as his glowing eyes flashed over her face.

      “She cleared the fire gate,” Zenki said with a quick bow to his master, sword in hand. “Inari needs to know.”

      Yumei nodded, betraying no surprise. “Gather the nearest daitengu, as well as Suzaku and Genbu. I will fetch Inari. Five minutes.”

      Without a word, Zenki took flight. Yumei scooped Emi to him with his free hand and jumped skyward with a beat of his wings. Emi flicked a hand and the wind answered, catching his wings and speeding his ascent into the thick smoke.

      “Has Izanami begun the ritual?” he asked.

      “Yes, and we don’t have much time.”

      Yumei’s jaw clenched, the first sign of tension from him. The air grew hotter, and flames clawed at the trees all around them.

      They burst through a billowing column of smoke, and the forest beyond was nothing more than blackened tree stumps. In the center, the great white kyubi no kitsune glowed like a beacon, flames rippling over him. Three phantom foxes stood with him, and encircling them were a dozen kami and even more shikigami of every element.

      With his fan of tails lashing, the huge fox leaped at the kami to his left. As his phantom foxes attacked another enemy, he and his opponent disappeared in a spiraling blaze.

      Yumei angled toward the fox, then abruptly twisted sideways. A luminous dart sliced through his side and blood sprayed from the wound. At the edge of the burning trees below, the kami she had knocked over with her wind cast his hand toward them. Four shikigami catapulted upward.

      “Get ready,” Yumei said.

      And with no more warning than that, he threw her away from him.

      She sailed weightlessly as Yumei faced the oncoming attack with ebony power rippling over him. A gust rushed beneath her and below, the fox beast looked up. She twisted in the air, intending to drop to the ground beside him.

      He sprang, and she landed on his back instead. Sprawled just behind his massive shoulders, she grabbed a handful of thick fur for balance as he spun back to the pursuing horde of shikigami.

      As flames—hot but harmless against her skin—gathered and his power built, she raised her hand. A screaming whirlwind formed around the entire group of kami and shikigami, trapping them within it.

      Shiro’s tails fanned out and a violent firestorm erupted in an expanding circle. Emi’s roiling tornado drew inward, closing in tighter. The trapped kami shouted in alarm as fire met wind in a devastating explosion. She shielded her face from the hot cinders raining across the battlefield.

      As the blaze died, Yumei swept out of the smoke on outspread wings, spear dripping with fresh blood. A moment later, the scarlet eagle and five dark ravens dove through the haze to join them.

      A cold breeze whispered across her face, out of place among the inferno. Shiro turned his head and in the direction he looked, the flames shrank to nothing and vanished. The eerie Shijin Genbu glided out of the darkness, frost spreading across the blackened ground with each step. Zenki followed, sword in hand.

      “This is everyone I could find,” the daitengu said. “The other Kunitsukami are on their way.”

      “Clear their path at any cost,” Yumei ordered. “Nothing else matters now.”

      Zenki jerked his head in understanding and took off again. Yumei looked at Emi. “How many kami wait inside?”

      “Izanami and Izanagi,” she responded, “and twelve kami—very powerful ones, I think.”

      Shiro’s ears swiveled and he made a rumbling noise.

      “Our goal is to reach Izanami as quickly as possible,” Yumei told them. “Suzaku, Genbu, stay on top of Izanagi.”

      Shiro leaped into motion, his enormous stride devouring the ground. Flames lit beneath his paws and he bounded skyward, running on air. Yumei flashed after him on beating wings, his daitengu in close formation. The red eagle grabbed Genbu in her talons and followed.

      Emi never would have found the invisible fire gate again, but Shiro had no trouble. On a sheer rock face ahead, a fiery circle flashed to life. Symbols appeared in its center, and just before Shiro crashed nose first into the cliff wall, it turned black. They plunged into darkness.

      The flame-coated torii appeared. As they passed through it, fire erupted over the fox and the fur beneath her hands dissolved. Shiro landed on the sheer-sided path in his human form, nine phantom tails rippling behind him and his double-bladed staff coalescing in his hand. Emi clamped her arms and legs around him, almost falling off his back.

      Steam curled all around them, accompanied by the hiss and guttural roar of water meeting lava. Shiro had time for one quick glance around—and then the attack began.

      He twisted sideways and a shining arrow flashed past his shoulder. Among the foggy plumes, a kami drew another arrow back to his cheek. The point lit with his ki and he let the projectile fly.

      As Yumei and a daitengu appeared in the torii, the arrow whooshed past Shiro, missing him by a foot. It struck the daitengu and he fell, convulsing with the shaft sticking out of his ribs.

      Shiro vaulted forward, Emi still clinging to his back. The kami nocked another arrow and fired point-blank. Shiro cut it down in midflight with his staff, then tore the blade through the bow. Light flashed over the kami as he cast a shield.

      Shiro whirled, angling for another strike, but the kami snatched Emi’s long sleeve. He ripped her off Shiro’s back and swung her over the open crevice beside the pathway. With a flailing hand, she grabbed the kami’s wrist and pulled him over the edge with her.

      Shiro dove after them. Hanging half off the ledge, he grabbed the back of her obi, stopping her fall. The kami, clinging to her sleeve, pulled a short sword from the sheath at his hip. She dug her fingernails into his wrist.

      “Shukusei no tama!” Hot ki flared through her and light flashed beneath her hand.

      Purification magic surged through the kami and his grip on her sleeve faltered. He fell, vanishing in the steam.

      Shiro drew her up and, for a single instant among the chaos, he crushed her against his chest, his face in her hair. Somehow her arms were around his neck, and she held him just as tightly, knowing it was their final embrace, their final moment together. There would be no more time for farewells.

      One moment was all they could spare, and then he released her and turned back to the gate.

      Yumei had pulled the arrow from his daitengu and the warrior was on his feet again, ready to fight on. The other four raven yokai waited behind him, and with them stood the two Shijin, Genbu and Suzaku. The latter had shifted to a new form that was a cross between the red-haired woman Emi had seen before and the great eagle, with scarlet wings furled against her back and a long tail of feathers that dripped flame.

      With a final glance over the assembled warriors, Shiro pulled Emi onto his back again. He launched down the pathway into the web of lava and boiling steam. Yumei matched him stride for stride, and the others followed in a line, weapons gleaming in the red glow. Shiro seemed to know exactly where he was going. He and the other Kunitsukami must have scouted this place before Izanagi blocked the gates.

      Shiro carried her into the long grasses of the meadow. At the far end of the plain, a column of silvery light rose from the top of the mountain ridge toward the cavern ceiling. Had Izanami completed the ritual?

      Not yet, Amaterasu whispered, but soon.

      Emi could feel Amaterasu’s frustration; she was desperate to descend and bring her full power to bear, but she dared not descend now and incapacitate Emi and herself in the middle of battle.

      Halfway across the meadow, a figure encased in golden light awaited them—Izanagi, shielded within his sun barrier. Arrayed behind him, eight kami stood with magic already shimmering in their hands, protective shields in place.

      Still running at full speed toward the waiting enemy, Shiro glanced at Yumei beside him.

      “Are you ready for this?” he asked.

      “Worry about yourself, kitsune.” Yumei’s eyes gleamed, and his cold warrior mask splintered into a savage grin. “Even if I should fall—this night, the battle calls to me.”

      Shiro seemed almost as shocked by the Tengu’s grin as Emi, but then he laughed. Without breaking pace, he signaled the yokai behind him.

      Suzaku rushed past him with a sweep of her wings, and Genbu followed, knives of ice filling his hands like crystalline claws. They charged Izanagi as Shiro angled away from the deadly Amatsukami.

      As the line of kami moved forward to support Izanagi, Yumei barked an order. The five daitengu flew ahead on pumping wings, speeding toward the kami. Swords came free of sheaths and darkness rippled over them. Beneath the moonlight, with shadows trailing from their wings and blades shining, the daitengu were sinister wraiths, bringers of death—fierce, fearless, unstoppable.

      Suzaku reached Izanagi. She didn’t even slow as she whipped her naginata at his barrier. The bladed pole arm struck the dome of light in a fiery explosion. As she spun past him, Genbu flung daggers of ice into the barrier. They shattered against the shield and light rippled upon impact as the arctic cold dimmed the power of the sun.

      With Yumei flanking him, Shiro bounded through the grass, intending to bolt past Izanagi and straight for the mountain. Izanagi whirled, a glowing katana in his hands, and when Suzaku slashed at him, he caught the long haft of her naginata with his blade and a flare of golden light threw her back. He whipped around with inhuman speed and launched into Shiro’s path.

      Skidding, Shiro pivoted away from the Amatsukami’s sword.

      “Yumei!” he shouted as his hand closed around Emi’s arm.

      Before she could do more than gasp, he swung her off his back and threw her toward Yumei. The Tengu caught her in his arms.

      “Go!” Shiro yelled, and he vaulted in front of Izanagi, staff whipping down. His blade slammed into Izanagi’s sword in a sizzle of fire and light.
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As Yumei careened away from the battling gods, he folded his wings and swung Emi onto his back, freeing his hands to fight. She gripped his shoulders, cursing her unwieldy kimono.

      Ahead of them, the daitengu were locked in battle with the kami, and magic bombarded the meadow. At Yumei’s fast approach, the nearest pair of kami faced him. Shadows writhed over him, red magic forming strange runes across his hands and forearms. As his daitengu drove into the wall of kami, Yumei cast his hands outward.

      Darkness blanketed the meadow, an impenetrable night that obscured even Izanagi’s golden barrier.

      Yumei shot forward, Emi able to discern his movement only by the wind in her face and her sense of vertigo. Izanagi’s sunlight ruptured the darkness and the unnatural night evaporated as quickly as it had fallen, but Yumei was already past the line of kami.

      Leaving the battle and their allies behind, he half ran, half flew across the open meadow. The rocky ridge loomed in front of them, and he sprang onto the barren slope.

      Emi clutched his shoulders, pressing close so she wouldn’t unbalance him as he charged up the steep rocks with powerful leaps and beating wings. She focused on the beam of light rising toward the cavern ceiling and ignored the detonations of magic coming from the meadow behind her, refusing to think about Shiro facing off against Izanagi’s lethal magic. Stopping Izanami was up to her and Yumei now.

      The crest loomed ahead of them, and with a mighty sweep of his wings, Yumei flew over the edge.

      Magic erupted around them. His arms snapped over his face, a dark shield forming as three blasts struck them. The force hurled him backward and he landed hard on his knees on the plateau’s edge.

      Three kami advanced, magic glowing along their swords. Behind them, in the center of the plateau, Izanami stood at the edge of the circle, holding the heavenly spear as she chanted. Light beamed into the sky in an incandescent column and electric power singed the air.

      Dislodging Emi, Yumei lunged to meet the oncoming kami. His spear spun in his hands and shadows rippled off his wings. As they met his charge, the kami split, circling him with their swords a blur of deadly steel.

      Yumei slipped between two katana, caught the third on the haft of his spear, and smashed his elbow into the face of the kami behind him. Magic flashing, they closed in and he ducked a sword while kicking another kami’s foot out from under him.

      Emi couldn’t stop to watch. She couldn’t help. Instead, she darted past them toward Izanami.

      The brilliant circle pulsed. Izanami lifted the spear high, her voice rising with power, and the mountain shuddered. With a final cry, she thrust the diamond spearhead into the light.

      A sound like thunder boomed through the cavern. Radiance burst outward in a sheet of light that spanned the entire cavern ceiling, and the power swept toward the earth. It slammed onto the plateau, throwing Emi and Izanami to the ground, before continuing down the mountain slopes. Gasping, Emi raised her head.

      Where the column of light had been, a massive pillar of smooth white marble now sat upon the plateau. From its base, eight immense ribbons of light extended as though the pillar pinned them to the ground. They flowed upward in a tangle, untouched by gravity, and passed through the cavern walls and ceiling as though they were insubstantial.

      The Bridge was open. From across the dozen paces between them, Emi met Izanami’s stare.

      Izanami leaped up and sprinted toward the heavenly roads. Emi ran after her, a blade of wind forming in her hands. Amaterasu’s power streamed through her as the goddess guided Emi’s limbs.

      Stopping in the circle of light, where all eight roads converged, Izanami raised the spear. Light refracted from the diamond point in a rainbow of colors and she turned to face one of the roads.

      Before she could step onto the heavenly pathway, Emi lunged in with her wind blade extended. Spinning around, Izanami caught Emi’s blade on the spear’s haft.

      “You cannot stop me.” Izanami sounded calm, her expression composed. “I will not fail.”

      She thrust the spear out, throwing Emi away. Emi sprang again and a gust threw Izanami back a step, but the goddess parried Emi’s strike. Izanami whipped the haft down and struck the back of Emi’s knee, buckling her leg. She fell back and rolled, barely evading the spearhead.

      “You are a fool, kamigakari,” Izanami said coldly. “You would condemn your world to self-destruction?”

      “To protect it from you,” Emi shot back as she jumped up and blocked the spear with her blade.

      “You cannot see this world suffering. You cannot feel it dying.” Izanami’s face tightened, pain rippling across her delicate features. “I can feel it. I have felt it for centuries. I will not allow it to continue any longer.”

      Emi hesitated, Izanami’s torment catching her off guard. The goddess snapped the spear at Emi, the diamond blade catching her kimono and tearing the silk. Scrambling away, Emi realigned her grip on her sword and dove in again. Spear and blade crashed together, and a blast of wind swept into Izanami, shoving the goddess back. Izanami jerked her chin and the earth rumbled. Cracks opened beneath Emi’s feet, tripping her.

      Sword against spear, wind against earth, they battled beside the great pillar, surrounded by the eight heavenly roads. The diamond spearhead found Emi’s skin, but she didn’t falter. Again, the weapon slipped through her guard and bit into her flesh. She fought on.

      Izanami drove Emi back, the earth cracking and buckling beneath her. Struggling for balance and braced by the wind, she fought to find an opening. Amaterasu guided her, fighting through her, but with her ki split between worlds, the goddess’s power was waning too quickly.

      Emi swung her blade and Izanami slipped aside. As the ground heaved under Emi’s feet, the spear haft whipped around and struck Emi’s shin with a crack, buckling her leg.

      Izanami spun the spear again and sliced the back of Emi’s hand. The wind blade fell from her grasp and vanished as the power forming it lost shape. The effort of commanding elemental magic in this realm was devouring her ki, and Amaterasu’s guiding strength faltered.

      Izanami pulled the spear back, aiming for Emi’s heart.

      Instead of ducking, instead of dodging, Emi threw herself forward and caught Izanami’s wrist in one hand.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!” she screamed.

      The binding spell erupted over Izanami in a wave of bluish-white light. The binding lasted only a few seconds—just long enough for Emi to yank the jade knife free from her obi and slash wildly at the goddess. The blade scored deep across Izanami’s belly.

      Izanami’s paralysis broke and she thrust the spear between Emi’s ribs. Blood splattered the ground—hers and Izanami’s. As the knife fell from Emi’s injured hand, she staggered back, her broken leg trembling weakly. Izanami, gasping in pain with blood running down her front, raised the spear.

      Emi grabbed the haft and shoved it upward. Balling up her other hand, she threw her fist into Izanami’s cheek. The impact ricocheted up her arm, and Izanami fell.

      Amaterasu’s power flooded through Emi. Wind swirled in her hands, reforming into a blade, and she raised it over Izanami. Finally, this would all end.

      A rough hand grabbed Emi’s arm. Someone jerked her back and swung her around.

      Then a glowing blade slammed into her chest.

      Emi gaped at the sword buried in her body almost to the hilt. With quivering muscles, she lifted her head and met Izanagi’s cold, dark eyes. He smiled at her, a satisfied smirk that said she should have known she couldn’t win, that she couldn’t defeat them.

      He yanked the blade out, tearing the wound open. Emi staggered, hands clutching at the blood gushing from her chest. Izanagi veered around, his blade snapping up. From out of the shimmering light all around them, Shiro appeared, fiery tails flaring out behind him and double-bladed staff whipping toward Izanagi. Their weapons collided.

      Emi stumbled back another step, weakness overwhelming her body. She had to help. She had to …

      Her knees hit the ground. The world around her blurred.

      Then power blasted into her as though lightning had leaped from the heavens into her body. Scalding kami ki poured into her mortal flesh, and with it came a familiar but alien spirit, an impossibly vast mind and undeniable will.

      Amaterasu was descending, and Emi was swept away on the tides of celestial power.
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      Amaterasu’s ki flooded her human vessel as her spirit settled within its new housing. She cast her healing magic through the damaged flesh and agony flared as damaged bones and organs knit together.

      As the body healed, she felt Emi’s awareness falter and fade, overwhelmed by kami power, but Amaterasu had no time to mourn her.

      Ignoring the pain, she forced herself into a sitting position, one hand pressed to the healing wound on her chest. Only a few feet away, Inari and Izanagi battled. Fire sparked off Inari’s staff as it hammered into the sun god’s golden barrier.

      Within Amaterasu, Emi stirred, her grief and longing kindling at the sight of Inari’s wounds. Blood drenched his kosode and streaked his face.

      In a rush of movement and light, Susano sprang onto the plateau. The horns of his dragon form protruded from his hair and a long reptilian tail snapped from side to side behind him. In his hands, Murakumo shone with power. He barreled into the battle, swinging his blade across his body in a two-handed strike. It slammed into Izanagi’s barrier with a blast of lightning, throwing the Amatsukami back.

      From opposite sides, the two Kunitsukami attacked. Izanagi bared his teeth and a flare of golden light flung the yokai away. His sword caught Susano’s shoulder, gouging a deep wound, and as Inari lunged at him from behind, the sun god thrust a hand out. A blast of superheated air hurled Inari into the pillar. He struck it hard and slumped, too stunned to rise.

      The ground rumbled.

      Sarutahiko charged across the plateau, a massive, curved sword in his grip. The mountain vibrated with each step, and shards of rock jutted from his shoulders like spikes of armor. Around the edges of his face and across his hands, his skin had darkened with the texture of stone.

      Susano jumped aside, clearing a path for his leader, and Sarutahiko met Izanagi’s shield with a crushing blow that sent shockwaves through the plateau. Inari staggered up and rejoined the fight, and together the three Kunitsukami surrounded Izanagi.

      Breathing heavily as the final stages of healing completed, Amaterasu clambered painfully to her feet and turned her back on the battle. Where Izanami had fallen, a crimson smear stained the glowing surface, but the goddess was gone. With a pounding mortal heart, Amaterasu ran several steps then stopped. She couldn’t see Izanami on any of the eight identical roads.

      Blood, Emi whispered.

      Amaterasu jerked her head down. A red smudge marked a step that Izanami had taken. Amaterasu followed it with her gaze, seeing a second smudge and splattered droplets—then a third, clearly set upon the second-to-nearest road.

      The mountain quaked and Amaterasu stumbled. She looked back.

      Sarutahiko, Susano, and Inari circled Izanagi, striking his barrier over and over but unable to break through. Blood stained the shoulder of the sun god’s kimono, the spot where Emi had stabbed him days ago, yet his sword still flashed toward the Kunitsukami, seeking their flesh.

      Then, from over the crest of the plateau, Uzume appeared. She flitted toward the battle on light, agile feet, tawny-feathered wings rising from her back and her hair bound in a tight bun. She had exchanged her beautiful kimono for the simple, close-fitting garments of a warrior.

      She held no weapons, instead carrying a fan of ofuda in her hands. Her movements as swift and smooth as long-practiced choreography, she slipped past her husband and raised an ofuda. The paper talisman flashed green and hovered weightlessly. She pivoted beneath Inari’s staff and set another talisman in the air.

      She danced through the battling warriors, laying her ofuda with nimble grace until they hovered in a circle around the battling men. Only as she placed the last one did Izanagi notice what she had done. He staggered back a step.

      The three male Kunitsukami ducked out of the circle as Uzume held up the last talisman. Lines of green light shot from the ofuda in her hand to connect them all in an eight-pointed star with Izanagi in the middle.

      Emerald power exploded from the talismans, engulfing Izanagi’s barrier in a violent barrage.

      Susano raised his sword. Lightning leaped from the blade and crashed down upon the sun god. Then Inari and Sarutahiko struck simultaneously, and beneath the onslaught, the golden barrier shattered. Sarutahiko’s sword ripped through Izanagi’s chest.

      Finally, the sun god fell.

      As he crumpled to the ground, a pale glow swept over his skin. Radiance rose off his body like heat waves as his celestial spirit separated from the dying vessel that could no longer hold it.

      From across the battleground, Inari looked toward Amaterasu, blood running down his face. Rage and grief spiraled through his eyes. He knew the descension was complete.

      “Destroy the pillar,” she said. “Do not wait for me.”

      Hatred flared in his gaze and she suspected he wanted to kill her, to tear her spirit from the body of the girl he had so desperately wanted to save.

      She whirled around and dashed onto the heavenly road. The celestial pathway was formed of light, as smooth as marble. From the ground, the roads appeared to twist and ripple in wild bends and loops like tangled boughs, but the path beneath her feet stretched straight and true, slanting upward. As the earthly realm faded into grayish nothingness, she caught a final glimpse of the four Kunitsukami encircling the pillar.

      Within Amaterasu, Emi came awake again.

      As Amaterasu ran, the suffocating pressure on Emi’s mind eased and her thoughts began to clear. Her strength returned with every passing moment, and her mind and soul revitalized as the crushing burden of the goddess’s power lifted. Amaterasu wasn’t weakening—her power still coursed like a river through their shared body—but rather, their minds were separating.

      What’s happening? Emi asked anxiously. Is your descension failing?

      We are no longer in the physical world, Amaterasu answered. This is a realm of spirits.

      Emi didn’t have a chance to ask for clarification. Far ahead of them, a shape appeared on the road—Izanami jogging with heavy steps, one hand gripping her injured belly, the other carrying the spear. But the goddess no longer appeared mortal. Her skin glowed radiantly, her clothes translucent and ethereal as though her incorporeal soul had replaced her physical body. The spear in her hand was equally intangible and only the diamond head retained its solidity.

      Amaterasu raced to close the gap as the grayish oblivion surrounding the road brightened. Without breaking stride, she extended her hands. Her skin shone eerily white, the phantom sleeves of her kimono fluttering like a ghost’s. A blade took form in her grip, but it was not a weapon made of wind. In this realm between worlds, there were no elements. Instead, it was a weapon formed purely of ki.

      As Amaterasu closed in, Izanami stopped and spun, her face twisting. She shoved the spear out in front of her but Amaterasu’s ki blade sliced clean through the wooden haft. The weapon flew out of Izanami’s hands and tumbled off the road.

      Izanami summoned a katana formed of her own ki, the weapon as radiant as Amaterasu’s. The two goddesses collided, their blades connecting with an unnerving crash that echoed through the nothingness.

      “Amaterasu,” Izanami hissed. “Your persistence is infuriating.”

      “I could say the same of you, cousin,” Amaterasu retorted, pressing harder on her blade.

      “You are willfully blind.” Izanami’s voice rose with sudden emotion. “Why do you refuse to understand?”

      Izanami flung her sword out and a blast of pure, formless power smashed into Amaterasu. As she hit the road, a strange sensation jarred through Emi. Without thinking, she lurched up.

      And found herself crouched beside Amaterasu.

      Amaterasu—her face identical to Emi’s yet touched by a divine beauty far beyond Emi’s mortal looks—stared back in shock. Emi could still feel the connection between them, the link of mind and soul, yet in this incorporeal world unbound by physical shapes, their spirits had separated.

      They shared one brief, astonished glance before Amaterasu whirled forward again. Izanami fled up the road. Amaterasu charged after her, and Emi sprinted a step behind, her body strangely lightweight and her hands glowing with her own ki—much fainter than the two goddesses but just as shimmering white.

      As they chased Izanami, the gap between them shrinking, the nothingness of the strange world lightened until it was almost as pale as the pathway beneath their feet. Ahead, the world turned blinding white and the road ended in an alabaster torii filled with incandescence—the gate to Takamahara.

      In a wild leap, Emi lunged ahead of Amaterasu and caught the trailing end of Izanami’s kimono. As Emi landed on her stomach, she yanked on the ghostly fabric.

      Izanami fell to her knees. Thrashing, she kicked back and her foot connected hard with Emi’s shoulder. Emi slid sideways on the smooth road, her legs careening over the edge.

      Whipping her blade out, Amaterasu sliced Izanami’s back. Instead of blood, ki leaked from the wound like luminous white ink. As Emi scrambled to pull herself back onto the road, Izanami sprang up and slashed with her sword, scoring a deep cut across Amaterasu’s shoulder. Ki spilled down her arm.

      “Stop this, Izanami,” Amaterasu panted. “We will find a better way to protect the earth.”

      “There is no other way,” Izanami spat. “I told you—I told all of you! How many times did I beg the Amatsukami to help me? How many times did I appeal to the Kunitsukami to act?”

      She pointed her blade at Amaterasu. “You believed from the beginning that I schemed only for my own gain, but I do not want this. I have never wanted this. You left me no choice. I cannot ignore my duty. I will sacrifice all I hold dear to save the land I am sworn to protect.”

      She threw herself forward and slammed her blade down on Amaterasu’s. “Whether you understand—” She raised her sword and slammed it down again. “Whether the Kunitsukami understand—” She struck again, and all Amaterasu could do was brace against the impact.

      “Whether anyone understands,” Izanami cried, silver tears standing in her eyes, “I will obey my duty!”

      She brought her sword down once more, shattering Amaterasu’s blade, and sliced her from shoulder to naval. Amaterasu fell backward, ki gushing from the wound. Crouched on the edge of the heavenly road, Emi froze, paralyzed by horror.

      Izanami stood over the fallen goddess, breathing hard. “Your conviction is not strong enough to stop me, Amaterasu.”

      As Izanami lifted her sword one more time, Emi launched forward. Izanami spun around in alarm and Emi crashed into her, tackling the goddess around the waist.

      Together, they hurtled off the road.

      They fell through nothingness. The road disappeared and the pale oblivion around them darkened to gray and then to inky black. Engulfed in solid darkness broken only by the glow of their ethereal bodies, Emi didn’t even know if she was falling.

      Another white spot appeared—a shining ivory road that stretched through the ebony nothingness of this realm. They plummeted toward it and slammed into the hard surface. Emi tumbled across it, scrambling for purchase before she slipped off. Somewhere far away, she could sense Amaterasu’s fear and dread, the link between them stretched thin but still intact.

      Shaking her head in a daze, Izanami looked around at the surrounding blackness. “What have you done, foolish girl!”

      As Emi labored to rise, Izanami rolled to her feet, her ki sword reforming in her hands.

      A chill shivered through Emi. She went still, staring past Izanami. The road stretched into the darkness, then ended in the shape of a torii—a black torii.

      Darkness writhed around the gateway, and red lights appeared. Two glowing spots weaved side to side, growing brighter.

      From the rippling darkness within the gate, an immense, soot-stained skull with shining crimson eyes extended. Dull black flesh filled in the rest of its skull, and vertebrae lined its spine as though the skeleton had formed on the outside of its emaciated body. As its long neck stretched up, lipless bone jaws opened and a narrow black tongue darted out, tasting the air.

      Seeing Emi’s unconcealed terror, Izanami looked over her shoulder. As a second gaunt head thrust out of the darkness, eyes glowing in their sunken sockets, the goddess gasped in horror.

      “The guardians of Yomi,” she hissed. Turning back, she focused on Emi standing between her and her escape.

      Izanami lunged, her blade flashing, and Emi could only throw herself sideways. The weapon caught her shoulder and she landed on her back, ki pouring from the wound. Izanami rushed past, not even glancing down on her way by.

      Framed by the black gate, the two beasts eagerly flicked their tongues. The first one placed a clawed foot on the road, the top of its leg covered by bone like grotesque armor. Beneath its foot, the pathway dimmed under a spreading black stain.

      Emi rolled over and pushed to her feet, staggering sideways before catching her balance. The beasts in the gate crept out of the darkness, revealing narrow torsos with sunken bellies lined with exterior ribs, their skeletal bodies neither dragon nor wolf but a twisted mutation of both. Behind her, Izanami fled toward safety, already twenty paces away and sprinting fast.

      Emi extended her hands, calling on her ki and shaping it to her will. She didn’t know how to wield a sword and didn’t have the skill to battle an immortal. But there was one weapon she knew how to use.

      In her hands, her ki coalesced into the shape of a bow and a single arrow.

      She raised the bow and nocked the arrow, the shapes familiar beneath her fingers. As she drew the string back to her cheek, she let her mind fill with the burning drive to protect. And in her heart, love was a strength unshaken by fear or pain.
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“Izanami!” she cried.

      The goddess stopped and turned. At the sight of Emi with her bow drawn, Izanami raised her sword. Emi filled her arrow with every last flicker of her ki, and then she loosed the bolt.

      It sang through the air and struck Izanami’s sword. The blade broke in two, and the arrow hit its mark, sinking deep into the goddess’s chest. Izanami staggered back a step, then fell to her knees. The arrow blazed, and the goddess’s ki flickered wildly in response.

      Icy breath brushed across Emi’s back. She spun around as a beast from the black gate reached for her. Its claws snapped around her middle, crushing her in its grip.

      The second beast lurched past them. In three long bounds, it reached Izanami and its huge jaws engulfed her. She screamed as the fangs sank into her body, and an inky stain spread through her white ki.

      The dark beast holding Emi lifted her off the ground and sat back on its bony haunches as it examined her with one glowing red eye. Ice spread through her body from its touch, sucking away her strength and chilling her very soul.

      It cocked its head the other way and its black tongue darted out, scraping her cheek. The hellish cold seeped deep into her, and she couldn’t move, couldn’t even flinch in horror as it dragged its tongue over her wound, lapping up her exposed ki. The other beast turned back toward the gate, with Izanami writhing helplessly in its mouth.

      The road trembled. The two beasts stiffened and snorted icy breaths. The pathway, smeared with their darkness, quaked and bucked, and the beasts shook their heads violently, snarling deep in their withered throats.

      The beast with Izanami in its jaws sprang past its fellow and trotted for the gate. For a terrible instant, Emi and Izanami looked at each other, their terror mirrored, and stark understanding of their fate passed between them.

      Emi gasped as the beast squeezed her in its grip. It turned on three limbs and stalked after its twin.

      “Emi!”

      Amaterasu’s cry pierced the icy silence. The beast snorted again and looked back.

      Sprinting up the shuddering road, Amaterasu raised her ki blade and slashed at the beast’s back leg. Black blood sprayed and it shrieked, a horrific sound that cut through Emi’s soul like an arctic blade.

      “Release her, guardian of darkness!” Amaterasu commanded. “You will not have them!”

      The beast snarled and squeezed Emi tighter as it whirled to face Amaterasu, its immensity dwarfing the goddess. She drew herself up and her ethereal body blazed, radiance erupting from her. The beast cringed back.

      Amaterasu lunged closer and raked her sword across the beast’s arm. Its claws opened and Emi fell to the road, limp and frozen, her ki stained sickeningly black with corruption. Amaterasu stepped over her and whipped her sword at the beast’s face. It reared back, jaws opening.

      The road heaved, almost throwing all of them into the darkness. Recovering its balance, the beast turned away, joining its twin.

      Amaterasu raced forward. “Izanami!”

      “Amaterasu!” Izanami cried, struggling weakly against the creature’s fangs as her ki dripped onto the road, no longer white but sickly black. She reached for Amaterasu, but the two creatures bounded away. A few powerful leaps carried them to the torii and they vanished into the darkness. Izanami’s scream cut off with terrible finality.

      Amaterasu staggered to a stop, her sword still in hand and shoulders bowed. Then, sword dissolving, she spun back to Emi.

      “Come!” Amaterasu hauled Emi up. “Hurry!”

      Gripping Emi’s hand, the goddess rushed away from the black torii. Stumbling and clutching each other for balance, ki leaking from their wounds, they ran hard as the road quaked and heaved. The nothingness around them lightened from black to gray. The road buckled, almost throwing her and Amaterasu into the air. They slid uncontrollably and ran on.

      At some point, their steps fell into unison and their breathing synchronized. And without Emi even realizing it, she and Amaterasu were again one, sharing the same ethereal body.

      Ahead in the gray void, a shape appeared—the immense pillar. Green, blue, and brown light raged over it in twisting bands and it trembled even more violently than the roads. At its base, Sarutahiko pressed his hands to the pillar, channeling his ki into it. Beside him, Uzume, her tawny wings arching from her back, also held her hands to the stone. And on her other side, Susano, his reptilian tail snapping behind him, threw the full force of his ki into the pillar’s destruction.

      But Shiro stood with his back to the pillar, his gaze cast upward. Across the span of elevated road between them, Amaterasu and Emi, as one, met his eyes.

      Only then did he turn, and with his nine phantom tails lashing, he slammed his hands into the pillar. Fiery crimson light tore up the stone column, blasting through the coiling ki of his fellow Kunitsukami. A huge fissure tore up the pillar’s side in the wake of his power.

      With a deafening crack, the pillar ruptured. It exploded and stone debris hurtled in every direction, dissolving almost instantly into sparkling light. The eight roads quaked, and where the pillar no longer held them down, they lifted. Amaterasu, once again in full control, sprang off the road just before the ends flew into the void, leaving the earth behind. She plummeted, the plateau racing to meet her.

      Jumping into her path, Shiro caught her. The feeling of his arms closing around her was the last thing Emi knew before Amaterasu’s power ripped her apart a final time.
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      Amaterasu slumped in Inari’s arms, her fragile human body trembling, grief and triumph battling within her. Izanami’s final cry echoed in her head, her cousin’s terror like a twisting blade. Though the earthly realm was safe, Amaterasu could barely comprehend the loss of her fellow Amatsukami. Immortal they were, but not indestructible. If Izanami perished in Yomi, would her spirit return to Takamahara?

      Above the plateau, the eight roads faded and darkness fell over the cavern, broken by bands of moonlight sweeping in from the veins of crystal in the ceiling. Smoke poured from the meadow where fire still danced among the blackened grass.

      As Inari pulled her upright, she breathed deeply, adjusting to the weight of a mortal body, to the twinge of muscles and fragile flesh. The other Kunitsukami approached, no doubt to ask what had befallen Izanami. From across the plateau, Yumei, bleeding and exhausted, limped to join them.

      Before they reached her, Inari spun her around to face him. “Is Emi still there?” he demanded hoarsely. “Is she?”

      Amaterasu stiffened and pulled back from his rough grip. Within her, Emi’s presence was but a flickering flame, a whisper of the girl who had fought so hard and so bravely. The taint of the guardian’s touch was already fading, but little of Emi’s ki remained.

      “She is still there,” Amaterasu murmured, “but not for long.”

      A strange emotion she couldn’t name tightened his face and his jaw clenched. She would never have expected such passion or pain from him over a human girl. For eons, he had been unshakeable, yet here he stood with unsteady hands and desperate eyes.

      “Can she hear me?” he asked.

      “Perhaps,” Amaterasu answered. “If you wish to speak to her, be quick.”

      Anguish slashed across his face. Emi had loved him so dearly, yet she hadn’t truly understood how deeply her love had touched his heart. An immortal’s soul was as permanent as the earth, as the sky, as the mountains and oceans. When change afflicted them, it too was permanent. He would love Emi forever. He would never stop grieving for her.

      Perhaps it was better that Emi hadn’t understood that. Could the brief love they had shared outweigh his endless sorrow?

      His fingers caught Amaterasu’s chin, forcing her head back so he could stare into her eyes. She allowed his forceful touch and waited patiently as he searched for a glimpse of Emi, knowing the girl was too faint for him to see.

      “Emi,” he whispered roughly. “You made your choice, but now I must make mine, and it is the only one I can bear. I’m sorry.”

      Confusion flittered through Amaterasu, but before she could parse his words for their meaning, he pressed his mouth hard into hers. For an instant, she thought it was an emotional farewell kiss.

      Then he inhaled.

      Agony pierced deep into her core. Emi’s fading awareness sparked with panicked denial a second before Amaterasu realized what he was doing. She grabbed his face and tried to shove him away, but he already held her tight in his powerful grip.

      “No!” she cried.

      He inhaled again. Another wave of burning pain cut deep through Amaterasu as her ki was torn from the mortal flesh. Digging her fingers into his jaw, she struggled to pry him off her, to stop him from drawing in her power. With each determined inhalation, he pulled Amaterasu’s power and spirit into his body, emptying Emi’s flesh of the Amatsukami essence that was destroying the human girl.

      But at the cost of his ki—and his life.

      Realizing what he was doing, Uzume cried out and leaped toward him. Inari flung out his free hand without breaking his lock on Amaterasu’s mouth. A raging inferno enclosed her and Inari, keeping the others away.

      Amaterasu closed her eyes. He had made his choice. Nothing would stop him now.

      Letting her hands fall, she turned her attention inward and gathered her power. Then she pushed it into Inari, letting him tear her from her vessel and cast her spirit back to the heavens. She let him do it, even though her ki would destroy him as no Kunitsukami had ever been destroyed before.

      Perhaps it would be enough to save Emi.

      He fell to his knees, dragging her down with him. White light rose from his skin in waves as the kami power his body couldn’t hold leaked out. Still, he kept his mouth locked on hers, drawing her ki into him until only Emi’s human ki remained. As Amaterasu’s consciousness waned, dispersing along with her power, she could only marvel that he had outwitted her. While she had pitied him for his lovesick helplessness, he had extracted her promise to keep Emi alive until the last possible moment—so he would have this final chance to save her.

      As she faded away, she silently promised him that next time, if there was a next time between them, she would not be so easily manipulated.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Shiro!”

      His name burst from Emi in a scream as Amaterasu’s presence slipped away—completely, utterly gone. She was alone in her body, more alone than she’d been in ten years.

      As Shiro’s lips parted from hers, his hand slipped from her jaw. Through a haze of pain, he focused on her face and his mouth curved up in a faint smile. Then he slumped onto his back.

      “Shiro!”

      She lunged to his side, tears streaming over her cheeks. Light radiated from his body as the last of Amaterasu’s ki flowed out of him. He had told her himself that no ki was more potent that an Amatsukami’s, that not even a Kunitsukami could survive it.

      Emi scarcely noticed his fiery barrier evaporate or the other Kunitsukami draw closer. She clutched his hand in hers, horrified by his chilled skin.

      “Why did you do that?” she cried, hysteria threatening to overwhelm her as she clutched his hand. “Why?”

      His chest rose in shallow breaths. The unnatural radiance of his skin dimmed, leaving his complexion gray and his eyes dull and clouded.

      Yet he smiled. “It worked. Wasn’t sure it would.”

      “You can’t do this, Shiro,” she gasped. “You can’t leave me like this! I was supposed to die, not you.”

      His hand turned, fingers curling around hers. “My choice, little miko.”

      She leaned over him, her shoulders trembling from the sobs she was holding back. “Just hold on, Shiro. You—you need to hang on.”

      “It’s okay.” His voice was barely a whisper and his eyes were losing focus. “You’ll soon forget me. Humans can’t … remember yokai … for long.”

      “I won’t forget you.” She held his hand in a crushing grip and pressed her palm to his cold face. “Don’t you remember when I promised you I would never forget you, not until my last day?”

      An indecipherable emotion flickered across his features. “It’s okay to forget me.”

      “I’ll never forget you,” she choked. “Shiro, I love you. Don’t leave me.”

      His breath slipped from him. “Live a long life, Emi.”

      The light faded from his eyes and his chest didn’t rise again. She stared at him, unable to believe, unable to comprehend.

      “No,” she whispered. “No!”

      Hands pulled her away from him. She thrashed and screamed as she was spun around and pushed farther from Shiro. Yumei clamped his arms around her, holding her as she struggled.

      “Don’t watch,” he said quietly. “You do not need to see him fade.”

      “No,” she cried again. Unable to fight his strength, she collapsed against him, violent sobs racking her body. How could Shiro die for her, his immortality exchanged for her brief, fragile human life? His ki had been wholly destroyed by an Amatsukami’s. He might never revive. He might be erased from existence forever.

      “Why did he do that?” Emi wept against Yumei’s shoulder. “Why couldn’t he let me die instead?”

      “Some pain,” Yumei murmured, “is too much to endure when you live forever. If he had not saved you, he would have regretted it for eternity.”

      Anguished torment roiled through her, so powerful she couldn’t feel anything else. She pulled free from Yumei, intending to stay beside Shiro until the last possible second, to hold his hand until it vanished from her grip.

      But when she staggered past Yumei, all she saw were the three remaining Kunitsukami standing vigil around the spot where Shiro had fallen, their shoulders bowed with grief. The ground was bare, empty. He was already gone. What little remained of his spirit had returned to Tsuchi’s dark depths.

      In the hidden heart of the world, she wept, her life saved but her soul irreparably torn to agonizing shreds. And she swore to herself that, even though he was gone, she would not forget him. She had promised, and she would keep that promise until her final day on this earth.
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        Seven Years Later

      

      “Emi, are you ready yet? You’re going to miss your train!”

      “I’m almost done,” Emi called back, folding another shirt and placing it in her suitcase. She pursed her lips as she studied the assortment of tops and sturdy jeans, plus one frilly, knee-length skirt. The spring weather still had a bite to it. Turning back to her closet, she selected a soft gray sweater and added it on top of the other garments.

      Her bedroom door clattered open and Miyako poked her head inside, her ponytail swinging. “The door just buzzed. Katsuo is on his way up.”

      Emi grabbed a light coat and hastily balled it up to stuff in a corner of her suitcase. “Okay, thanks.”

      “You don’t have to pack your entire closet,” Miyako said with a roll of her eyes. “You’ll only be gone for a week.”

      “You know the weather this time of year. I could get boiling heat or a snowstorm, who knows.”

      Snorting, the girl retreated into the main room and called over her shoulder, “Did you remember to cancel your violin lesson on Tuesday?”

      “Yep.”

      Miyako stuck her head back into the room. “You didn’t pack your violin, did you?”

      Emi copied the girl’s eye roll. “Obviously not. Don’t you have final exams to be studying for?”

      Miyako laughed and withdrew again. Shaking her head, Emi put her hands on her hips and stared at the suitcase. That was almost everything. Just one thing left. She turned to the nightstand beside her bed and opened the bottom drawer. Underneath a stack of school documents, she pulled out two books: one, a worn leather journal, the cover cracked and faded, and the other a much newer diary, the red cover battered but still glossy.

      She tucked them into the zippered front pouch of her suitcase. From the main room, the front door clacked open and Miyako called a cheerful greeting. Emi set her suitcase on the floor and extended the handle. Pulling it along on tiny wheels, she walked into the living room of the small apartment.

      Bright colors, far bolder than the subtler tones in Emi’s bedroom, covered every wall. Miyako’s guitar collection filled one corner, with an oversized sofa piled with patterned pillows taking up the rest of the space. On the wall above it, half a dozen archery ribbons in red and blue were pinned on proud display—Emi’s ribbons, though it had been Miyako’s idea to show them off.

      Katsuo stood just inside the door, his hands in his jeans pockets. He grinned at Emi and asked, “Ready?”

      Before she could answer, her cell phone blared from her pocket. With an apologetic wince, she pulled it out, glanced at the call display, and sent it to voicemail. “I told Aina about ten times that I would be out of town this week, but she keeps calling and asking me to help with stuff anyway.”

      “Maybe the professor will finally realize she’s pretty much incompetent,” Katsuo suggested. “You’re the only assistant he needs. You actually get things done.”

      Emi flashed him a smile before turning to give Miyako a hug.

      “Have fun, Emi!” Miyako chirped, squeezing her tightly. “And don’t forget about my concert next Friday.”

      “I’ll be there.” Emi returned the squeeze and stepped back. “Don’t burn the place down while I’m gone. And don’t forget to refill the bird feeder if it gets low.”

      Miyako puffed out a breath. “You and birds, Emi. You know the only ones that come to our balcony are crows.”

      “I know.” Emi gave Katsuo a conspiratorial wink as she headed for the door. “Bye!”

      “Bye-bye!”

      Katsuo followed Emi out and she closed the door behind him. He carried her suitcase down the stairs and asked teasingly, “Is Miyako ever not cheerful?”

      “Never. The day she’s not the happiest person in the city is the day we know something has gone terribly wrong.”

      They exited the apartment complex and the steady hum of traffic from the nearby street competed with joyful birdsongs. The noon sun beamed down on them and the teasing scent of summer flitted through the cool breeze. The taillights of Katsuo’s car, parked beside the curb, flashed as he unlocked the trunk. He tucked her suitcase inside and opened the passenger door for her. She slipped onto the seat and adjusted her blue and white V-neck shirt before buckling her seatbelt.

      Katsuo hopped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “We should make it with time to spare.”

      “Excellent.”

      After pulling out into traffic, he glanced at her. “You’re sure you don’t mind going by yourself this year? I know it’s kind of tradition that we go together, but …”

      “Katsuo,” she said in exasperation. “You’re going on your honeymoon. Of course I don’t mind.”

      He grinned sheepishly and glanced at the plain gold band on his left hand, a new addition. Emi had attended the small ceremony just last week. He and his new bride had stayed in town to spend time with her visiting family, and tomorrow the couple boarded a plane for their tropical vacation.

      As he stopped the car at a red light, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Have you and Miyako talked about her plans once she graduates?”

      “She wants to focus on her music for a while,” Emi replied, leaning back as the car rolled into motion again. “She doesn’t want to pursue a Masters like me, but she isn’t planning to move away or anything.”

      Katsuo relaxed. “And your assistant job is going well? It’s been, what, six months now?”

      “Eight,” she corrected. “And it’s going well, minus Aina being the most annoying coworker possible. I would get more work done without her.”

      Chuckling, Katsuo merged onto a highway and accelerated. “Kiku told me to tell you that she wants to do extra workouts at the dojo once we’re back. Her relatives have been stuffing us with food all week.”

      “Sure thing,” Emi agreed. “Though she doesn’t need me for that.”

      Emi already attended lessons at the local dojo with Katsuo’s fiancée—now wife—twice a week. Katsuo was a sensei there and taught various martial arts. He and Kiku had met while she was dropping off her little brother for a lesson and he’d charmed her into joining one of his classes. Her ability to resist him had only deteriorated after that.

      “She said she gets a better workout when you’re with her,” Katsuo replied. “Her exact words were, ‘Emi sets too good of an example, and I have to work my butt off to keep up.’”

      Emi giggled. “Should I apologize next time I see her?”

      “Nah.” As traffic whizzed by on the other side of the highway, he excitedly talked about some of the activities he and Kiku had booked for their holiday. Eventually, he steered the car onto an exit ramp, and in another minute, they were pulling into the small parking lot beside the train station. As he turned off the engine, he looked over at her, his expression sobering.

      “You’ll be okay, Emi?”

      She nodded. “I’ll be fine. It’ll be fun.”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “Do you think it will … be different this time?”

      A pang of sadness pricked her. “No. But I still enjoy the visits.”

      “Do you?” His tone softened. “You … you aren’t really yourself when you come back. Not for weeks.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, forcing a smile.

      “You’ll text me when you get there, right? And each morning? I’ll check my phone whenever I can.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you think it might bother your lovely new wife if I’m messaging you every day while you’re on your honeymoon?”

      “She worries about you too.” He sighed. “Well, try to check in as much as you can.”

      “I will.”

      “And be careful. Especially out … out there.”

      “I will,” she promised and opened her door.

      They climbed out and he fetched her suitcase from the trunk. He wheeled it across the platform and waited while she bought her ticket. They chatted about his newest class of beginner students until the train arrived.

      As a small crowd of passengers boarded the train, she pulled him into a hug. “Thanks for the ride, Katsuo. Have a fun holiday, and give Kiku my love.”

      “I will. Be safe, Emi.”

      She waved farewell before climbing onto the train. She chose a seat in an empty compartment and stashed her suitcase under her feet. Peering out the window, she watched Katsuo return to his car and drive away, eager to return home to his new wife. Soon enough, the train rumbled into motion, and with the compartment to herself, she slumped back against the seat.

      Katsuo had said she wasn’t herself for weeks after returning from her yearly trip. He thought she came back depressed, but it wasn’t that—not entirely, anyway. It just took time to readjust to her normal routine and the life she was living as best she could.

      So much had changed in the last seven years.

      After the solstice, she had returned to Shion Shrine. Her three weeks there had been torture. No longer a kamigakari, and with no desire to be a miko either, she hadn’t wanted anything to do with shrines, with kami, with anything at all.

      To get her away from the shrine, Katsuo had leased an apartment in Kigiku and moved Emi in with him. With financial support from Ishida and the Shion Shrine, she had enrolled in university and attempted to start her life over again.

      For weeks, it had been impossible. For months, it had been painful and exhausting. She’d expected to die on the solstice, only to find an unplanned future stretching ahead of her, but it had been empty. And her guilt over not celebrating the gift of her life, a gift that had cost so much, had nearly driven her mad.

      Katsuo had supported her through the months of struggle and grief, and eventually she had found her feet again. She’d discovered an interest in academia, particularly history and religion, and settled into a simple pattern of study and work.

      For the first couple years, she knew that Katsuo had been hoping her heart would eventually heal enough that she might see him as more than a friend. But by the time she felt alive again, their friendship had grown deep and solid, with no room for romance. Then he’d met Kiku, and Emi could only be relieved that he had found someone so wonderful to love.

      Around four years ago, Katsuo had gotten a place with Kiku and moved out of their apartment. Emi had invited Miyako, whom she’d reconnected with the year before, to room with her, and the college freshman had jumped on the invitation. They comfortably shared the small apartment, and Emi had long since moved past needing the Shion Shrine’s financial support. She’d won scholarships and worked various jobs to earn money. She had more hobbies and extracurricular activities than she could handle, and a large social group through Katsuo, Kiku, and Miyako. She was an independent and modestly successful twenty-five-year-old woman.

      She was trying. She was doing her best to live her life to the fullest.

      As the scenery outside the train window shifted from city streets to patchwork farmland, she leaned forward and unzipped the front of her suitcase. The newer red journal she left in place and instead pulled out the battered brown one. She caressed the cover, then flipped it open.

      Within the back pages, she had described everything that had transpired in her last twenty-four hours as the kamigakari of a goddess. That was the last thing she had written. This was the journal of a kamigakari, and she was human now.

      She normally kept the journal in her nightstand. Each night, after writing about her day in her new diary, she would take out the old journal and read the final pages, where she had transcribed everything that had happened since her first day at the Shirayuri Shrine. Each night, she would refresh her memory, reliving the events again and again.

      She had promised, and she would not break that promise.

      Katsuo still recalled the basic events and knew everything that had happened, but he couldn’t remember the yokai and kami he had met. He didn’t know their faces anymore and sometimes even forgot their names until she reminded him. He said it was like a dream that felt more unreal each year. Without her, he would probably have forgotten everything long ago.

      When she closed her eyes, she couldn’t picture Sarutahiko at all. All she could recall of Uzume was her long braid of tawny hair. Of Susano, she remembered pale hair with a dark blue streak, the flash of sapphire irises, and a surreal vision of a sleek dragon with lightning glowing between his scales. She couldn’t remember his facial features.

      But there was a face she did remember. She remembered every detail, every nuance. His voice rumbled in her memory, sometimes purring with charm, sometimes harsh and ruthless, sometimes soft and murmuring, where she could almost feel his lips brushing her ear.

      She would not forget him. Every day she thought of him, carving each precious memory deep into her soul, over and over and over. She would not forget him.

      Her gaze drifted to the window. He had said it was okay to let him go, but she couldn’t bring herself to even consider it. She would not forget him or the exotic world of kami and yokai she had glimpsed, the magic she had witnessed, the beauty and wonder she had experienced.

      Curling up in her seat, she hugged the worn journal to her chest, lost in cherished memories as the mountains slid by outside the window.

      An hour later, the train came to a stop and she disembarked with a handful of other passengers. Her sturdy ankle boots thumped on the wooden platform as she wheeled her suitcase toward the street. The tiny town of Kiroibara was quiet, the afternoon sun warm and lazy on her skin. She drew the fresh mountain air deep into her lungs.

      Pushing the long sleeves of her shirt up to her elbows, she strolled unhurriedly through the town, smiling at the passing townspeople. At the northern outskirts, she turned onto a winding dirt road. Ahead of her, mountains stretched toward the horizon, wild and unclaimed by mankind.

      She could have traversed the road in ten minutes, but at her leisurely pace, it took twice as long. She didn’t mind. Eyes half closed, suitcase bumping along behind her, she strolled through dappled shadows, the sound of the breeze in the trees soothing her soul. She’d missed this place. A few years ago, she had tentatively told Katsuo that she was thinking of relocating to Kiroibara, but his reaction had been immediate panic. She couldn’t live there, he’d told her. How would she ever move on with her life?

      With her thoughts elsewhere, she followed the road to a wide trail through the woods, and the babble of a stream joined the rustle of leaves. A shape loomed in the shadows: a small red torii that spanned the trail. She bowed, then stepped beneath it.

      A tingle of warmth spread from her foot up her ankle.

      Retracting the handle of her suitcase, she picked it up and ascended the stone stairs. A second torii loomed at the top, and she again bowed before stepping into the courtyard where familiar structures waited—the repaired stage for performances, the tiny hall of worship reconstructed after its near-complete destruction seven years previously. Her steps faltered as memories assaulted her.

      He had stood right there, blood running from his terrible wounds, and stared at her with fathomless ruby eyes.

      “You’ll forget me someday, little miko.”

      “I’ll never forget you. I’ll remember you to my last day.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      Shaking her head, she turned away from the shrine and hurried across the courtyard. Surrounded by vivid green plants that were just beginning to bud with flowers, the pond sparkled in the sun. She stopped halfway across the footbridge and peered down at the shadows of orange koi swimming just beneath the surface, then continued onward to the house.

      At the front door, she tapped lightly before sliding it open. “Hello?”

      No one answered. Emi slipped off her boots and, leaving her suitcase in the entryway, headed inside. In the kitchen, she found a note on the counter in Nanako’s handwriting, letting Emi know she and Kannushi Fujimoto had run into town for an errand but would be back by dinner. Lunch was in the fridge.

      Emi found the leftover stew with her name on it and popped it into the microwave. After eating, she put her shoes back on and carried her luggage outside. In the trees across the front lawn, she let herself into the guesthouse and deposited her suitcase in one of the two small bedrooms. No memories haunted her here.

      She stopped in the bathroom, taking a minute to brush her elbow-length hair into a high ponytail and adjust her side-swept bangs. Grabbing her jacket, she pulled it on and hurried outside again. Beyond the house, she strode up the trail into the woods, eager little butterflies flitting in her stomach.

      A horse nickered as she came out of the trees into the open field. The four horses in the small pasture pricked their ears toward her, and a black gelding with one white sock pranced toward the fence.

      “Hey there, Tornado,” she cooed, reaching over the fence to rub his nose. “Did you miss me?”

      He snorted against her hand. She climbed over the fence and headed for the stable, Tornado following behind and nudging her back as though telling her to hurry. She chuckled and lengthened her stride. In the stable, she made quick work of grooming and saddling him, the motions natural and comfortable.

      Leading him out the pasture gate onto the trail, she pulled the reins over his neck, put her foot in the stirrup, and swung onto his back in one smooth motion. Settling into the saddle, she gathered the reins as he danced impatiently in place.

      “Okay, you goof,” she laughed. “Let’s go!”

      She touched her heels to his sides and he broke into a canter, the wind whipping her ponytail out behind her. They cantered past the pasture and raced underneath the torii at the edge of the grounds. The trail wound through the trees and began to climb, the slope growing steeper. Eventually, they slowed to a brisk trot.

      Though Katsuo had accompanied her on her previous visits to Shirayuri, she had always undertaken this part of her journey alone.

      When she passed the remains of a fallen tree that had once blocked the path, she ignored the odd mix of eagerness and unease that danced in her middle and urged Tornado onward. The early afternoon sun crept across the sky as she followed the trail deeper into the wild woods. Birds chirped in a frenzy of song and tiny sparrows swooped madly among the branches above.

      Then, the sound she had been waiting for.

      “Caw.”

      She looked up. A glossy black crow swooped out of the forest canopy, landed on a branch a few yards away, and let out another harsh cry. Somehow, each year, she worried the crows wouldn’t come for her this time.

      The bird took flight again, leading her off the trail. She guided Tornado through the underbrush, and for well over an hour, they forged through the increasingly untamed forest. More crows fluttered in to join them until she had an escort of nearly two dozen. They squawked and squabbled among themselves, making a terrible racket.

      Finally, the woods opened into a large clearing. In the center, a huge oak rose in lone splendor. It wasn’t as large or quite as majestic as the ancient tree that had fallen seven years ago, but it was still magnificent.

      At the base of the oak, a dark-haired figure sat, a sword between his knees as he ran a whetstone down the blade. She hesitated at the sight of the daitengu, then dismounted. After loosening the cinch on Tornado’s saddle and tying up the reins, she patted his shoulder.

      “Don’t wander too far, boy.”

      He buried his nose in a patch of long grass, and leaving him to graze, she approached the tree.

      The daitengu looked up, his garnet eyes sweeping over her. Dressed casually in a black kosode and hakama, with his long hair messily tied back, he looked casual and relaxed—a stark contrast to the terse, crude warrior she remembered.

      “Zenki,” she said cautiously. “It’s been a while.”

      He slid the stone along the blade. “Haven’t seen you since the solstice, kamigakari. I’m surprised you still know me.”

      “I’m not a kamigakari anymore,” she replied.

      “What are you then?”

      “Human.”

      “Humans are supposed to forget yokai, not remember us for years.”

      “I just … I think about you all a lot, that’s all.”

      He leered at her. “You think about me a lot, do you, pretty thing?”

      “Not you specifically,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      “Trying to convince His Irritableness to help me out with something.” He lifted his sword and peered down the length of the blade. “He can’t expect to call us into battle without warning, then go back to ignoring us for another five centuries.”

      “What do you want his help with?”

      “Oh, just a little murder and mayhem.” His vicious grin displayed his pointed canines. “He knows it will be fun. He’s just being stubborn.”

      She raised her eyebrows skeptically. “If you’ve been regaling him with your powers of persuasion, why are you out here?”

      He scowled. “He kicked me out.”

      She didn’t hide her amusement. “So it’s going well, then.”

      “He’s been ridiculously moody for two weeks now. See if you can do any better.”

      “I will.” Flipping her ponytail off her shoulder, she reached for the lowest tree branch and pulled herself onto it. Ignoring Zenki’s derisive snort as she wobbled to her feet, she grabbed the next branch and continued climbing. By the time she clambered onto a thick bough three-quarters of the way up the trunk, her breath burned in her lungs.

      Before her, darkness rippled in the shape of a rough entry, the otherworldly doorway embedded in the bark.

      She stepped into the icy passage. The air thickened and tried to shove her out again, but she strained against it. All at once, it gave way and she stumbled into dim light and the scent of wood smoke.

      A circular room materialized before her, the walls made of solid, unfinished timber. A low table sat in the center of the space beside a square fire pit, its coals dark and cold. An assortment of crates cluttered one portion of the wall, and as she’d come to expect, the table was buried in what appeared to be a pile of junk.

      A solid wooden staircase carved into the tree curled along the wall opposite her, and standing on the bottom step as though having just descended, the owner of the home waited for her.

      Tears stung her eyes and her smile stretched her lips until they hurt. “Yumei.”
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      As he stepped off the lowest stair, she rushed across the room and threw her arms around him. His put-upon sigh as he returned the embrace made her laugh. She knew he didn’t care for hugs and other sentimental displays, but she forced him to endure at least one embrace per visit anyway. Though he clearly didn’t enjoy it, he never pushed her away, and that brought tears spilling down her cheeks.

      “Emi,” he murmured in greeting.

      His quiet, toneless voice was so familiar, so welcome. She released him and stepped back to scrutinize his stark, handsome features and eerie silver eyes. He looked exactly as she remembered him, and relief fluttered through her. She’d made it through another year without forgetting anything.

      He studied her as well, and she shifted self-consciously. Her snug-fitting shirt, casual jacket, fitted jeans, and boots were far different from the miko uniform and kimono she used to exclusively wear, yet his dark kosode accented with silver was the same as always. He had seen her in modern clothes on her previous visits, but he always looked her over as though checking her appearance for … for something.

      She quickly wiped the tears from her face with one sleeve. “I saw Zenki outside. He wants you to fight with him?”

      “He has been aggravatingly persistent,” Yumei complained without emotion. “In another week or so, he will grow bored and leave me alone.”

      “You don’t want to go on an adventure?” she teased as she followed him to the table where they knelt on battered cushions.

      “Not his idea of adventure,” Yumei muttered. His gaze slid across her again, oddly intense, and he waited.

      As was tradition during her visits, she launched into a recap of her year. She told him of her new job, her progress in judo, and the horse she was riding at the stable outside the city. She’d decided to quit archery in favor of violin lessons. She touched on her schooling and the research she was undertaking for her Masters, then described Katsuo’s wedding in detail.

      He had never asked her to tell him everything about her mundane human life, and he rarely commented or even spoke while she talked, but every year, he listened, his full attention on her words, and it didn’t matter if she was boring him. He was listening, without impatience or irritation, and that’s what mattered.

      When she finished, she shifted on her cushion and pushed a stack of rolled paper aside so she could prop her elbow on the table. “Tell me about the yokai.”

      He tapped one talon-tipped finger on the table in thought. “Aside from Zenki, Taro and Naigu have invaded my home twice, for seemingly no other purpose than to aggravate me. I have not seen the others, though we suspect some will revive within the next few years.”

      An uncomfortable twinge ran through her at the reminder of how, on that fateful winter solstice, seven of the twelve daitengu who had followed Yumei into battle had perished, including four of the five who had entered the hidden cavern.

      “Zenki said you’re not allowed to go back to ignoring them again,” she told him.

      “They do not determine what I may or may not do,” he replied flatly. “I will ignore them as long as I please.”

      She quashed her amusement. If his daitengu were still visiting, then he wasn’t doing a good job ignoring them. She suspected that, even if Zenki failed to sway him, the daitengu would eventually draw Yumei back into their adventures. As he’d said, they were very persistent and, considering how easily he could keep them away if he really wanted to, his resistance seemed halfhearted at best.

      “You can spend time with them without becoming a warlord again,” she pointed out. “They want your help.”

      “They do not need me.”

      “No, they don’t. But they want you to join them again.”

      He frowned at her.

      She smiled back. “Any other news?”

      “Sarutahiko and Uzume have decided to hold a yearly … gathering? Audience? Whatever they wish to call it, they will make themselves available for a week each year, and they expect their vassals to attend them, at least briefly, during that period.”

      “So they can check up on everyone?”

      “I expect so.”

      “What about Susano?”

      “He is, as typical, elusive. However, I encountered him this past autumn.” Yumei’s expression shifted into what might have been slight amusement. “He was travelling in the company of Seiryu.”

      Emi straightened in surprise. She couldn’t recall the blue-haired Shijin of Water well, but she remembered the petite yokai female had been both beautiful and feisty, and more than capable of besting Yumei’s daitengu at their drinking games.

      “That’s interesting. I would have liked to see him myself,” she said wistfully, then asked, “What about the other three Shijin?”

      “Nothing yet.”

      The red-haired Shijin of Fire and dark Shijin of Cold had both died by Izanagi’s blade in the hidden cavern world. And Byakko had fallen to enemy forces on the mountainside, sacrificing himself to ensure Uzume reached the fire gate before it was too late. Emi sometimes wondered about the fate of his son, orphaned until one of his parents revived.

      She asked about a few more of the yokai she had met in those chaotic days preceding the solstice, but Yumei had little else to share. With each query, her tension increased until she was nearly vibrating in place. Her final question built within her like a boiling storm cloud about to break. She already knew the answer. If his reply this year was going to be different, he would have told her already. Yet, even knowing this, she still had to ask.

      “And …” She swallowed hard. “And is there any news about … about …” Why was it so hard to finish the question? Why did it always stick in her throat, refusing to budge?

      Yumei studied her as though weighing something in his mind, then spoke the words he had repeated every year.

      “I searched all of his shrines but found no evidence of his presence. Inari has not returned.”

      Her shoulders slumped and she nodded. She had known that would be his answer, so why did it hurt so much? Why did aching loneliness descend over her like an icy cloak weighing her down?

      Yumei shifted where he sat. “It is far too soon. His ki was decimated. If he revives, it will not be for decades yet. My last revival took nearly two centuries.”

      She nodded again. He had spoken these words, in various iterations, many times before as well.

      “He may never revive,” he pressed. “No Kunitsukami—no yokai—has ever suffered such a death.”

      “I know,” she whispered, staring at her lap, tears standing in her eyes. Every year, she told herself not to hope. Every year, she repeated his warnings over and over, hammering them into her brain. Yet somehow, every year, hope kindled in her subconscious, an ember that refused to be extinguished.

      Yumei was silent and she could feel his gaze on her. He rose to his feet. “Come outside.”

      She obediently followed him to the dark portal in the wall. He stepped through and she shoved into the darkness after him. It swallowed her, tasted her humanness, and spat her out the other side. She flew forward, arms flailing gracelessly. Yumei caught her and pulled her against his side before leaping off the bough. Her stomach swooped as he jumped from branch to branch. They landed lightly on the grass and he released her.

      As he strode away, Emi glanced back to see Zenki still at the base of the tree, ignored by his master. The daitengu scowled at her and, abandoning decorum, she stuck her tongue out at him.

      Among the trees, Yumei slowed to a more casual pace. She fell into step beside him, curiosity gnawing at her. Yumei had never invited her on a walk before.

      After several minutes of quiet, he spoke. “You tell me of the many things you do each year.”

      She blinked, confused.

      “But when you speak of them, you sound as though you are reciting a list.” He glanced at her, his stare cutting. “Not until you ask of yokai, and not until I tell you of them, do I see true vivacity in your face.”

      Wincing, she mumbled, “I just look forward to hearing what …”

      “What you have missed?” He stopped and turned to face her. “Do you know why I am the only yokai you have seen since that night?”

      “They … they’re busy, and …”

      “Every yokai who met you and who cares for your fate agreed, seven years ago, that they would never allow you to see them again.”

      Pain slashed through her. “They don’t want to see me … ever?”

      “They agreed it was the greatest kindness they could give you.”

      He started walking again, leaving her to stumble after him.

      Hands clenched, she asked hoarsely, “Why?”

      “You travelled far into the yokai realm, but there is no place in our world for a human. They want you to live your human life to its fullest. They will not see you so as not to draw you back into a world where you do not belong.”

      She walked beside him, fighting to control her emotions. “They all agreed to this, but you …?”

      “I did not agree. I promised I would not search you out, but if you came to me, I would not turn you away.”

      Her throat tightened.

      “But I wonder,” he continued, “when I see your eagerness for mere scraps of news from our world, if I am harming you.”

      She almost tripped and rushed to catch up with him. “No, you’re not—”

      “Can you effectively judge that? I anticipated, as the others did, that your memories would fade and you would stop seeking me. Every year after the first, I expected that to be the year you did not come.” His steps slowed. “But you will not allow yourself to forget. Even in your own world, surrounded by busy human things, you stand with one foot in our realm.”

      He again turned to her, his face expressionless. “If I refused to see you again, to refresh your memories and rekindle your obsession, would you finally forget us? Would you finally embrace your human life?”

      Panic lanced through her. “Please don’t, Yumei. Please.” She reached for him with a trembling hand but didn’t touch him. “This is—Every year, this is what I wait for. This is what I—It’s the only thing I can—”

      His hand rose and he enclosed her fingers in his warm, solid grip. If she never saw him again, would he become a dreamlike specter in her mind, fading and fading until she lost his face, until she couldn’t even remember his name? Would she become like Katsuo, recalling only a story-like rendition of events with no memories of her own?

      “More than just one foot in this world, I think,” he murmured. “How long can you endure the division of your soul, Emi?”

      “I promised I would never forget him.” She blinked away tears. “But even if I hadn’t, I still wouldn’t want to forget.”

      He resumed walking, keeping hold of her hand in a small, uncharacteristic offering of comfort. Perhaps he could sense the edge of panic clinging to her, the bone-deep terror that she would lose this, lose him, lose everything of this world that she was already terrified would someday slip from her grasp. The firm, solid hand around hers reassured her he was real, that she wouldn’t wake tomorrow to find this was all a strange, bittersweet dream.

      If she lost him too, if she was left alone in the human world with no ties left to the yokai realm, she feared she would lose not just her memories, but her soul to listless despair.
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* * *

      By the time she finished grooming Tornado and turned him out into the pasture for the night, the sun had set. She walked back up the trail through the darkness, following the glow of lanterns. She ached with too many emotions and too much fear. Loneliness pressed close, a cold companion in the night. Susano, Uzume, Sarutahiko … they had agreed to never see her again. Had that decision come at a cost, or had they forgotten her as easily as they’d expected her to forget them?

      The warm lights of the house banished a little of the chill from her heart as she opened the door and slipped off her boots. She’d barely made it into the hall when Nanako wheeled around the corner, red hakama flapping around her legs.

      “We were just starting to wonder if you’d ever return!” She swooped down on Emi and pulled her into a hug. “You look lovely. The bangs suit you.”

      Emi returned the embrace. “How have you been, Nanako?”

      “Well enough,” she said, brusque but smiling. “Kannushi Fujimoto gets more scatterbrained with every season, but I’m keeping him in line.”

      “Hmph,” a deep voice grunted. “I can manage just fine.”

      With a welcoming grin, Fujimoto hurried after Nanako and took Emi’s hands, squeezing them. The wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he peered at her. “How are you, my dear?”

      “I’m good,” Emi lied automatically. “It smells wonderful in here. Have you been cooking, Kannushi Fujimoto?”

      He chortled as Nanako huffed in disbelief, but his humor faded surprisingly fast. Emi’s smile slipped as tension spread between the miko and kannushi.

      Fujimoto cleared his throat. “Emi, a visitor arrived earlier this afternoon to see you.”

      “A visitor? Here?”

      “Yes. She is waiting for you at the shrine.”

      “She?” Baffled, Emi looked between them. “Are you sure it’s someone to see me? Who is it?”

      “She is here for you,” Fujimoto confirmed. “She didn’t offer a name, but … I recommend you see her immediately. We’ll hold dinner for you.”

      Emi took in their rigid unease. “Of course. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Returning to the entryway, she stuffed her boots back on and buttoned her jacket before stepping out into the cooling night air. She hurried across the footbridge, but as she entered the courtyard, her steps slowed with caution. Lanterns hung from the shrine’s eaves, but no one stood among the buildings or beneath the sacred tree.

      She stopped a few paces away from the shrine and looked around warily.

      With a soft scraping sound, the door to the shrine slid open. As a figure stepped from the interior, light fell across her, illuminating layers of silk kimono and black hair piled elegantly on top of her head. Dark eyes met Emi’s from a face too beautiful to be human.

      Emi assessed the kami. Her instincts demanded she flee, but she controlled her fear and forced herself to lean forward in a deep, respectful bow. When she straightened, the kami inclined her head.

      “Kimura Emi,” she said in a soft, chiming voice. “It is an honor to meet you. Amaterasu speaks most highly of you.”

      “Thank you,” Emi managed. “May I ask …?”

      “I am Tagiri, vassal of Amaterasu, Amatsukami of the Wind. She sent me to the earthly realm to speak with you on her behalf.”

      Emi’s pulse quickened with growing disquiet. Tagiri gestured for Emi to join her.

      “Come. Let us sit inside in comfort.”

      Swallowing nervously, Emi followed the kami inside the shrine. Several cushions—not typical furnishings of the inner shrine—sat on the floor, a small wicker basket and a glowing lamp beside them. Tagiri glided to a cushion and sank down, her kimono pooling around her in folds of shining silk. Emi knelt across from her and twisted her hands together in her lap. She felt distinctly awkward in her jeans and jacket, even though she hadn’t donned a miko uniform since she’d ceased being the kamigakari.

      “Amaterasu asked me to apologize for her lack of contact,” Tagiri began. “She is not sure whether you prayed to her, expecting an answer, in the first years after her departure from this world. Only in the past two years has she recovered enough strength to reach into the earthly realm.”

      Emi shifted awkwardly. She hadn’t prayed to Amaterasu, or any kami, in seven years. “How is Amaterasu?”

      “She is well. Her departure from the earthly realm occurred under … unusual circumstances, but she has suffered no ill effects.”

      Emi flinched at the reminder of that night. “When will she choose a new kamigakari?”

      “She does not plan to select a new vessel for some time yet. She, Izanagi, and Tsukiyomi have chosen to remain in Takamahara. They are currently occupied with recovering Izanami from Yomi.”

      Emi’s second wince was more pronounced, but she swallowed the apology that had risen in her throat. She had done what was needed to stop Izanami from destroying her world. Sometimes, though, in her nightmares, she heard the goddess’s last terrified cry as she was dragged into the icy darkness within the black gate.

      “What message does Amaterasu wish to share?” Emi asked, hurrying the conversation along so she could flee the kami and the painful visions crowding her memory.

      Tagiri pulled the wicker basket closer and opened the top. “First, I must ask you to perform a simple exercise, if you please.”

      She withdrew a single sheet of white paper, a brush, and a bottle of ink. Emi stiffened, recognizing the supplies for creating ofuda. “What is this?”

      “It is necessary. I beg your indulgence.” Tagiri uncapped the ink and held out the brush. “I will direct you.”

      Emi looked from the brush to the kami.

      “You have my sworn oath that I mean you no harm and intend no deceit,” Tagiri said calmly.

      Reluctantly, Emi accepted the brush and dipped it in the ink.

      “Draw three circles of equal size, forming a column, with their edges touching.”

      As Emi drew the trio of circles, her blood chilled. “This isn’t a shikigami talisman, is it?”

      “A simple one, yes.”

      “I can’t make a shikigami. I’m human.”

      “Please continue, Emi. Write your name within the first circle.”

      Shaking her head, Emi obeyed, but only because she knew the spell would fail. It was a skill only kami possessed. She followed Tagiri’s instructions and filled out the rest of the talisman—a process of far greater complexity than she’d discerned during her disastrous attempt on Tsukiyomi’s island so long ago.

      Tagiri relieved her of the brush and held out a small knife from the basket. “Add a single drop of your blood to the lowest circle.”

      Annoyed that she had to bleed for this, Emi pricked her pinky finger and held it over the talisman. A crimson droplet fell, staining the paper.

      Heat bloomed in her chest, a sensation she hadn’t felt in years. A strange tug pulled on her innards and the paper lit with a dim glow. As a breeze swirled through the room, the paper rose to hover a foot off the ground. It shimmered with light as a tiny whirlwind gathered around it.

      Emi stared, her mouth hanging open. She would have accused Tagiri of tricking her if she hadn’t felt the ki within her chest pulsing in perfect time with the flickering light of the miniature shikigami. Since the solstice, she hadn’t so much as touched an ofuda, let alone attempted to use her ki.

      “Ah,” Tagiri said softly. She reached into the whirlwind and touched the paper. It flared brightly and turned black. The hot pulse within Emi vanished as the paper fluttered to the floor, dark and inert. “So our suspicions are indeed correct.”

      Her thoughts incoherent with astonished disbelief, Emi pressed a hand to her chest where Amaterasu’s mark had once been emblazoned on her skin. “What suspicions?”

      Tagiri replaced the spell supplies in the basket. “What happened to you, Emi, has never happened before, not once in all the eons that the kami have existed. Once a kami binds her power to a vessel, she must possess the human’s body and control it from that day onward. To return to Takamahara, she has to end the life of her host to free her spirit.”

      The kami closed the lid on the basket. “Never before has a human been bound to a kami, been exposed to the potency of divine ki, only for the bond to break and the human to continue living.” She gestured toward herself. “When I took this vessel, my ki changed the mortal flesh into something more than human. And I am but a minor kami, with ki that is but a dim reflection of an Amatsukami’s power.”

      Extending her arm, Tagiri touched her fingertips to Emi’s sternum. “You were bound to an Amatsukami for ten years. She shared more of her power with you, even before descending, than is normally offered to a kamigakari. And then she descended, filling your mortal flesh with her ki.”

      Emi’s heart hammered painfully beneath the kami’s fingers. “What are you saying?”

      Tagiri’s tone gentled. “Amaterasu’s power changed you. You are no longer entirely human, Emi.”

      She stared blankly. “I’m a human. I’ve always been a human.”

      “Even before Amaterasu descended, had you not already begun to wield elemental magic independently?”

      “I—no, I could never do it properly.”

      “But a human could not do it at all.”

      “I am a human,” Emi repeated more loudly. “I’m not a kamigakari anymore.”

      “No, you are not,” Tagiri agreed, withdrawing her hand. “And we had expected … we had hoped that the kami power within you would fade once the connection between you and Amaterasu was broken. But”—she indicated the blackened paper on the floor between them—“clearly, it has not.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Exposure to kami ki changes our kamigakari into more suitable long-term vessels. It is well known that our power changes humans. But never before has a human lived on after a kami has possessed them.”

      Emi raised her hand, surprised to find it trembling, and gazed at her pale human fingers. “But … what am I, then?”

      “You are not a kami, for kami exist in Takamahara and cast only their spirits into this realm. But neither are you a simple human.” Sadness flickered in Tagiri’s eyes. “You are caught between, not one but not the other.”

      Emi dropped her hand into her lap and balled her fingers into a fist, trying to clear her head, to think. “What does this mean for me?”

      “It changes little of your day-to-day life,” Tagiri answered. “You have power in your ki—how much, we cannot say yet. You may grow stronger with time, or perhaps not. Your ofuda will be exceptionally powerful, and you can likely learn to command the wind and create useful shikigami if you wish. You will need to exercise caution should you enter the realm of yokai, for some may detect your altered nature and attempt to devour you.”

      “I just saw two yokai and they didn’t notice anything.”

      Tagiri shrugged delicately. “Perhaps you still appear only human to them. That would be preferable. Either way, Amaterasu has extended her permanent protection, offering her shrines as sanctuary should you ever need it, now and forevermore.”

      A chill like the kiss of a winter breeze whispered down Emi’s spine. “Forevermore …?”

      Tagiri pressed her lips together and folded her hands in her lap. “Exactly how the kami power within you has changed you, we cannot yet know. However, it is likely … it is most likely that, if you possess enough kami ki to fuel a shikigami, you also possess enough ki to halt the drain of time on your mortal body.”

      “What?” Emi whispered.

      “We suspect you will no longer age as a human, just as our vessels cease to age once we possess them.”

      “Are you saying I’m … I might be immortal?”

      Tagiri nodded. “But not invulnerable. You will need to protect your body from harm if you wish to experience the full potential of your extended lifespan.”

      Emi shook her head, faster and faster as though she could rattle the kami’s words out of her skull. When the room began to spin, she stopped, breathing too fast. “Is that everything?”

      Tagiri’s brow furrowed. “Amaterasu knew this would be difficult for you. She offered, should you desire it, to mark a kamigakari and descend at the earliest opportunity so she can support you through this transition. It would be at least ten years before—”

      “No,” Emi replied, her voice hollow in her ears. “She should stay in Takamahara and help the others rescue Izanami.”

      “I will remain here for another two days, then return to Shion, where I will live for the time being. If you need me, please do not hesitate to summon me.”

      “Thank you.” Emi bowed automatically, then rose on weak legs and stumbled out of the shrine, her mind spinning and spinning until she couldn’t think at all.

      Through a numb daze, she barely noticed the walk back to the house, barely registered Nanako’s and Fujimoto’s worried questions and apprehension when Emi could scarcely respond. She let them shuffle her to the table and robotically ate the food placed in front of her.

      Amaterasu’s power had changed her. She was not a human. She was not a kami. She was something in between, something that had never existed before. Caught between the kami and human worlds. Caught between the human and yokai worlds. Forever.

      Immortal. The word had never been so terrifying.

      Already she had struggled so much to fit in, to find her place while Katsuo and Miyako and the other humans she knew flourished. While she was trapped, torn between worlds, they would move on, live, flourish—and grow old.

      The only ones who wouldn’t grow old were the yokai, but Yumei had been clear that a human had no place among them. A part-kami belonged with them even less. And the one immortal who might have made an exception for her was gone, likely never to return.

      She looked from her half-eaten plate of food to Nanako and Fujimoto, who attempted to carry on a natural conversation while watching her worriedly. They would age. They would die. She wouldn’t. They would leave her behind—or would she leave them behind? How was she supposed to find a place to belong when she fit nowhere?

      She pushed her plate away. “I need to rest,” she whispered. “Please excuse me.”

      Leaving the room in a rush, she returned to the entryway and shoved her boots on, but forgot her coat on the hook. She stumbled down the steps, intending to retreat to the guesthouse, but instead her feet carried her in the opposite direction. She found herself on the northern trail, walking past the field and beneath the torii, hardly aware of her surroundings.

      With moonlight illuminating her path, she walked into the dark mountains, numb and aching inside. Time vanished, unimportant and inconsequential.

      Through the dull shock that blanketed her mind, a cold chill of fear whispered over her. Her steps faltered and awareness filtered back as though she were waking from a deep sleep. She looked around in confusion at the unfamiliar trail and deep darkness beneath the trees.

      Leaves crunched behind her. Before she could turn, a giant hand closed around her wrist and spun her around.

      Mottled red skin covered the brutish frame of the oni. It grinned, tusks jutting from its lower jaw as it yanked her off the ground. Yellow eyes gleamed beneath a hideously heavy brow bone.

      “What is this,” it growled, holding her in the air by her wrist, claws raking her skin. “A human wandering alone in my forest? An unexpected feast.”

      Its grip tightened, and the lancing pain in her arm further cleared her head. She slapped her palm on the center of its face.

      “Shukusei no tama.”

      Hot power surged through her chest and blasted down her arm. Light flashed beneath her palm, sweeping over the oni, and it released her with a howl. She dropped to the ground, landing painfully on her knees, and the beast staggered back, clutching its burned face and panting. Stumbling with weakness, it whirled around and fled into the darkness.

      Once its crashing footsteps had faded, Emi climbed to her feet. A moment later, a racket of cawing shattered the night and a dozen crows whooshed toward her. They flapped around her head, squawking anxiously.

      From the same dark trees where the crows had emerged, a huge raven glided out of the darkness, silver eyes gleaming. Almost on his tail, a slightly smaller bird with garnet eyes followed.

      The raven pulled up short, wings flaring, and black magic rippled across him. When he touched the ground, Yumei had returned to his human form. Shifting as well, Zenki landed with his hand on the hilt of his sword. The circling crows settled and fell silent now that their master had arrived.

      “Emi,” Yumei said sharply, striding toward her. “What are you doing? What happened?”

      “I …” She stared around. “I don’t …”

      He stopped in front of her, his gaze jumping to her bleeding wrist then back to her face. “What happened?”

      “Yumei.” The numb dam within her shattered and a storm of emotions tore through her. As tears spilled over her cheeks, she staggered half a step closer to him. “Yumei, what am I?”

      He stiffened. “What?”

      She thrust her bleeding wrist toward him. “Taste my blood. Tell me what I am.”

      He hesitated, then gently grasped her wrist. He lifted her hand to his lips and, ignoring the blood already streaking her skin, bit down on the fleshy side of her palm. He held her hand in his mouth, unmoving, eyes shifting out of focus.

      He released her wrist and blood welled in the puncture from his canine.

      “You taste of human,” he murmured, “and of kami.”

      Her shoulders slumped forward and she wrapped her arms around herself, trembling violently. Yumei shrugged off his black haori and swung it around her shoulders. Only when the warm fabric settled around her did she realize how cold she was.

      He scooped her into his arms, startling a gasp out of her. He glanced at Zenki. “Find the oni.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” the daitengu replied, stalking up the trail in the direction the beast had fled.

      Magic rippled across Yumei’s arms. He stepped forward and cold magic engulfed them, sucking the air from her lungs. Darkness swamped her, blinding and deafening.

      He completed his step and the world snapped back into existence. In front of them, the oak tree towered in the middle of the clearing. He carried her to the tree and sprang into the branches. When he crossed through the gateway into Tsuchi, she finally understood why it was still so difficult for her to pass through. Her essence contained too much kami ki for the realm of yokai to welcome her.

      Inside his home, he set her down beside the table, leaving his haori draped over her shoulders. She gazed listlessly at the glowing coals of the fire as he disappeared upstairs. A minute later, he returned with an ancient-looking iron kettle, a shallow basin, and a roll of cloth. He set the kettle on the coals to heat, then knelt beside her.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      She let out a shuddering breath and haltingly described her encounter with Tagiri. When she finished, she raised her head and frowned at him.

      “Why don’t you look surprised?” she asked hollowly.

      “Do I ever look surprised?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Did you just make a joke?”

      He stared back at her, expressionless, and her lips twitched upward despite herself, but her humor quickly faded. “You aren’t surprised.”

      “With each year your memories failed to fade, and with each year you struggled to find your place among humans …” He trailed off. “That is why I would not give my promise to the others to abandon you.”

      She sniffed, wiping her face with her sleeve as he poured steaming water into the basin and wet a scrap of cloth. He pulled her arm toward him and began cleaning the scrapes across her wrist from the oni’s claws. Her shirt, at least, had escaped the encounter unscathed.

      She could have cleaned her wounds herself, but she didn’t suggest it. Once, he had sat silent and patient while she cleaned and bandaged his injuries. It seemed so long ago, a different lifetime.

      “Tagiri said,” she whispered, “that I won’t age like a human.”

      He glanced up, his hands pausing with a bandage wound partially around her wrist.

      “She said … I probably won’t age at all.”

      He resumed wrapping her wrist and tied off the bandage.

      She pulled her arm close, resting it in her lap. “Why don’t you seem surprised about that either? You couldn’t possibly have suspected that too.”

      “You have not aged a day since we met.” He waved a hand vaguely at her hair and clothes. “You have changed, but you have not aged.”

      “Why … why didn’t you mention this before?”

      “You are still young and I was not entirely sure.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and hunched miserably. “What will I do, Yumei? Everyone I know will grow old and die while I … I can’t ever fit in now. What happens in another ten years? In another twenty? People will notice I’m not aging. What will I do? How will I …” Hysteria crept into her voice. “I don’t want to be alone forever.”

      “You will not be alone.”

      She looked up, tears blurring her vision. “You already told me I don’t belong in the yokai world.”

      Tension threaded through his muscles. “I had planned to investigate more. I wanted to be absolutely certain before I told you.”

      Her heart pounded and a strange pressure built within her. “Before you told me what?”

      His gaze rose to hers. “Two weeks ago, a white kitsune was seen at Inari’s shrine.”
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      Walking at a sedate pace was almost more than she could manage. With effort, Emi kept to a slow amble through the spring grass, but nothing she did could slow her frantic heart.

      Fantastic color surrounded her—the bright green grass, the vibrant blue sky, and a riot of pink blossoms clustered upon the expansive branches of cherry trees. She wandered aimlessly, the sweet breeze warm against her skin and the morning sun sparkling.

      In Amaterasu’s memory, she had walked through these same trees, the long grass bursting with vibrant red lilies. When Emi experienced that vision, she hadn’t realized she was seeing the grounds of Inari’s largest shrine, a sprawling valley far from any city and maintained by a single, dedicated family that lived in the nearby farming village.

      And these grounds, this haven of the Kunitsukami’s power, were where Yumei’s searching crows had spotted a single white kitsune.

      Last night, Yumei had battered her with warnings before agreeing to take her to the shrine in the morning. He had emphasized that the kitsune was probably just a kitsune, one of Inari’s long-lost vassals returned. He had warned her it was too early for him to have revived. He had repeated that she likely wouldn’t even see the elusory kitsune that had so skillfully evaded a second sighting by his crows.

      Yet, despite his warnings, she couldn’t help the bud of hope growing inside her, waiting for the faintest breath of warmth to bloom in full.

      She continued through the woods, the occasional pink petal twirling by on a spiraling journey to the earth. The grounds were huge. It would take days to search it all. Somewhere near the border, Yumei waited for her, and though she was surprised he hadn’t come with her, she was also grateful. He would not have approved of the tremble in her hands or the flush in her cheeks. She was caught in the tides of hope and couldn’t bring herself to resist it.

      Even if there was a kitsune here, she reminded herself, and even if that kitsune was actually him, it didn’t mean anything would change. The onenju curse had damaged his memories, but this time, he would revive without interference. There was every chance he wouldn’t care for her as he once had.

      Biting her lip, she stopped a few paces from a glistening pond. Brightly colored ducks idly paddled away, giving the unfamiliar visitor a wide berth. She gazed into the rippling water, lost in thought, caught in the roiling pull of too many emotions.

      The skin on the back of her neck prickled. Her head jerked up as a sudden realization flashed through her. She whirled around and looked into the branches of the tree beside her where, a hundred years ago, he had lounged as he accused Amaterasu of only visiting him so she could stare pensively into his pond.

      But the branches were empty, adorned only by pale blossoms.

      She sank to the ground, wrapping her arms around her knees. She could wander the shrine grounds all day and only cover a portion of the valley. She would never find a single kitsune, especially if the fox didn’t want to be found.

      If he had returned, he would want to see her, wouldn’t he?

      She closed her eyes and focused on the sun’s heat on her face. She couldn’t think about it anymore. She couldn’t handle the battering emotions. Her chest ached, her heart wrung dry. Everything was too uncertain, too riddled with doubt—her life, her future, her place in the world. Now, hoping so desperately that her whole body throbbed with it, she couldn’t handle more uncertainty.

      Leaning back into the grass, she tucked an arm under her head. She would rest here a moment, then continue her search. The sun was warm, the breeze tasted of summer, and the rustle of leaves was soothing. Weariness slipped through her, her exhausting day and restless night weighing her down as much as her endlessly churning anxiety and hope.

      She didn’t realize she had drifted into a light sleep until awareness trickled through her drowsy thoughts. Her back ached from the hard ground, but the discomfort was easy to ignore with the warmth of the sun on her skin.

      Then something more than the sun touched her face.

      A light touch, whisper-soft, brushed across her forehead, stirring her bangs.

      She opened her eyes.

      He sat beside her, casually propped on one arm and his other hand hovering just above her face. His vulpine ears swiveled toward her and the breeze stirred his hair, tugging white locks across his ruby eyes.

      She stared at him, her heart careening against her ribs. Impossible. It was impossible. This couldn’t be real.

      “Am I dreaming?” she whispered.

      He tilted his head thoughtfully. “Does it seem like you’re dreaming?”

      His smooth voice, so familiar, so longed for, caused her physical pain. Two tears slipped down the sides of her face into her hair.

      “Yes,” she rasped.

      A pause. “Is it a good dream?”

      “Yes.” The word came out in a near sob. His face was exactly as she remembered, every feature, every line. “It’s the best dream I’ve ever had.”

      He leaned over her and looked right into her soul. “What if it isn’t a dream?”

      “I might die of happiness.”

      “Oh, well. It’s a dream then.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. “But you don’t have to wake if you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t want to.” She lifted her hand toward his face but her fingers stopped an inch from his cheek, trembling. More tears spilled over. “If I touch you, will you be real?”

      His hand closed over hers and pressed her palm to his face. His skin was warm, solid, alive. His hand was warm, solid, strong. A shudder shook her from head to toe, and a sob erupted in her throat.

      “You’re really here? You’re really alive?”

      He closed his eyes, holding her hand to his face, his chest rising and falling with a long, slow breath. “Yes. And you’re here.” His eyes opened, shadows sliding through them. “You … remember me?”

      “I remember you,” she said hoarsely. “I remember everything. I promised I would never forget you.”

      “Yes,” he said softly. “You did.”

      They moved at the same time. She started to sit up, already reaching for him, as he pulled her from the ground onto his lap. And then his arms were around her, crushing her against him, and her arms were around him, holding him just as tightly. She buried her face in his shoulder and wept, unable to hold the tears back any longer. Shock reverberated through her, so strong she could scarcely feel anything else.

      He was alive. He was holding her. She was in his arms, and he was in hers. He was alive. He was alive.

      “I thought you had forgotten me,” he whispered, his face buried in her hair. “I was so certain you wouldn’t know me.”

      “I could never forget you.” She lifted her head, tears streaking her face. “I never stopped thinking about you, not once in seven years.”

      “Seven years? Is that how long it’s been?”

      “You—you didn’t know? How long have you been back?”

      He squinted. “I remember snow, so … a few months?”

      She traced her fingers along his jaw, needing to touch him, to hold him, afraid that somehow he would vanish if she let him go. “How did you come back so quickly? Yumei said it would take a century or more.”

      “Yumei is a pessimist.” Humor flickered across his face, then faded. “I think I came back too early. My ki is …” He grimaced and flicked a hand. A tiny flame flashed above his fingers and died. “I’m weak as a kodama in a desert. I’m too powerless to leave the protection of this valley, but my strength is slowly returning.”

      His gaze swept across her face, drinking her in as though he had been dying of thirst for years. “But I needed to return before it was too late, so I could see you again. Even though I didn’t think you would remember me, I needed to make sure you had survived.”

      “I survived because you saved me,” she whispered. “And later, I’m going to yell at you for doing something so stupid and reckless.”

      He raised his eyebrows innocently. “But it worked, didn’t it?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. She was still laughing when his mouth found hers, capturing her lips in a desperate kiss.
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Her arms clamped around his neck again, fingers tangling in his hair. She kissed him with equal urgency, seven years of pent-up grief and longing spiraling out of control. She couldn’t tear her mouth away, couldn’t unlock her hands. Lost in utter bliss, she could have happily kissed him until the world ended.

      His hands ran down her back and up again to the base of her neck. He slid his fingers through her hair from roots to ends, then murmured against her mouth, “Your hair is shorter.”

      She leaned back and brushed her bangs to one side. He watched the motion and she flushed with self-consciousness.

      “I like it.” He slid his hand back to the nape of her neck, his fingers closing in a fist around her hair. He pulled her head back and closed his mouth over hers again, his kiss deep and hungry. Eventually, he lifted his head, loosening his hold on her hair. “You’ve changed while I was gone.”

      “I guess I have.” She searched his face. “You’re a bit different too, I think.”

      His head tilted, ears swiveling. “Am I?”

      She smiled at the movement. He’d been spending most of his time as a fox, she suspected, and the vulpine mannerisms were lingering. “Yes. I’m not sure how much, though. Either way, we have lots of time to …”

      She trailed off, almost missing the dread that darted through his eyes. Lots of time, she had said. But to him, a human lifespan was no time at all.

      “Shiro …” She paused, then brushed her fingers across the marking on his cheek. “Inari.”

      The name felt odd on her tongue, but looking at him, she knew it was the right one. He wasn’t Shiro anymore. He wasn’t the charming trickster yokai who’d appeared in her bedroom in the white kitsune’s place. He was still that yokai, but he was no longer broken, no longer healing. He was Shiro, but he was more than Shiro. He was whole again.

      She took a deep breath. “When you said … that night, when you said you would have kept me forever … and loved me until the very end, did you mean it?”

      His eyes darkened, burning her soul. “I meant every word.”

      “And do you … do you still mean it now?”

      “Every word.” He pulled her closer and pushed his nose into her hair. “Emi, I have never known fear as terrible as when I thought I would be too late to save you that night. I would destroy the very realms if it meant I would never have to be apart from you again.”

      She bit hard on her lip, fighting the sobs building in her chest. What had she ever done to win his love so deeply? Swallowing hard, she whispered, “Inari, I … I’m not entirely human anymore.”

      His head jerked up. “What?”

      “When I was the kamigakari, Amaterasu’s ki … changed me.” She squirmed in his lap then forced the words out. “I’m a little bit kami now. Amaterasu’s vassal told me yesterday.”

      His jaw hung open as he stared at her, his complete astonishment more obvious than she’d ever seen from him. Snapping out of his shock, he pulled her head to his nose and inhaled deeply. Then he snatched her hand and bit the side of her palm in almost the exact spot Yumei had.

      As he tasted her blood, his eyes widened all over again. He pulled her hand from his mouth. “I don’t believe it. I can taste the kami power. Are you sure you’re not still bound to Amaterasu?”

      “Definitely sure.”

      “And you’re …” Light grew in his eyes—bright, painful hope. “You’re not aging, are you?”

      At her nod, amazement filled his gaze and his eyes widened all over again. “You—you’re not going to—? You mean you’ll live as long as—and you won’t grow old—?”

      She giggled at his stuttering and he broke off with an embarrassed huff. Grabbing her, he fell over backward, pulling her with him. She barely had a chance to gasp before he rolled on top of her, pinning her to the ground. His eyes met hers, filled with wonder and delight, and she couldn’t see even a hint of the cold, bitter loneliness that had once chilled his ancient soul. Fire sparked in its place, a blaze of possessive hunger that stole the air from her lungs.

      “You realize you’re mine now, don’t you?” he growled. “I am keeping you. Forever.”

      Her heart fluttered, her own loneliness gone without a trace, her uncertainty drowned beneath love, her fear of her future replaced by excitement. Delirious happiness swelled inside her, so intense she thought she might burst. He was here. He was alive. He was with her, and they had forever together. Forever.

      She didn’t belong in the human world, in the kami world, or in the yokai world. But she belonged with Inari, and that was all she needed. Her place was with him, and his was with her.

      His hand slid into her hair and his teeth caught her bottom lip, sharp canines almost breaking her skin as though asserting his claim on her. A tiny squeak escaped her as his irresistible strength held her prisoner.

      His lips drifted across her cheek to her ear. “Scared?” he breathed.

      She closed her eyes blissfully as his mouth slid down to her throat. “Terrified.”

      For a moment, he went still. Then he raised his head and his lips curved in a crooked, mischievous, familiar grin that melted her heart and warmed the deepest corners of her soul.

      “That, little miko, was a lie.”

      [image: ]
* * *
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        Emi – eh-mee

        Yumei – yoo-may

        Yokai – yoh-kigh

        Tengu – ten-goo

        Shiro – shee-roh

        Susano – soo-sah-noh

        Kunitsukami – koo-nee-tsoo-kah-mee

        Miko – mee-koh

        Kitsune – kee-tsoo-nay

        Izanami – ee-zah-nah-mee

        Kami – kah-mee

        Tsuchi – tsoo-chee

        Amatsukami – ah-mah-tsoo-kah-mee

        Sarutahiko – sah-roo-tah-hee-koh

        Tsukiyomi – tsoo-kee-yoh-mee

        Kamigakari – kah-mee-gah-kah-ree

        Amaterasu – ah-mah-teh-rah-soo

        Onenju – oh-nen-joo

        Ki – kee

        Inari – ee-nah-ree

        Kaori – kah-oh-ree

        Daitengu – digh-ten-goo

        Shijin – shee-jeen

        Byakko – byahk-koh

        Kanashibari – kah-nah-shee-bah-ree

        Izanagi – ee-zah-nah-ghee

        Saburo – sah-boo-roh

        Ofuda – oh-foo-dah

        Sohei – soh-hay

        Uzume – oo-zoo-may

        Ishida – ee-shee-dah

        Nuboko – noo-boh-koh

        Shion – shee-ohn

        Kannushi – kahn-noo-shee

        Katsuo – kah-tsoo-oh

        Nanako – nah-nah-koh

        Genbu – gen-boo

        Suzaku – soo-zah-koo

        Zenki – zen-kee
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        Ajisai (ah-jee-sigh) – An inn that is run and patronized by yokai. It can only be accessed by entering Tsuchi.

        

        Akemi (ah-keh-mee) – A bakeneko yokai that Emi encounters at Ajisai Inn.

        

        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-Nuboko (ah-may no noo-boh-koh) – An ancient, powerful spear used to navigate the Bridge to Heaven. Its name means “jeweled spear of the heavens.”

        

        Ayakashi (ah-yah-kah-shee) – A type of yokai visible to humans as small, glowing lights near water.

        

        Bakeneko (bah-kay-nay-koh) – A type of cat yokai.

        

        Byakko (byahk-koh) – A powerful tiger yokai with elemental wind magic, bearing the title of Shijin of Wind.

        

        Daitengu (digh-ten-goo) – A title belonging to powerful crow and raven yokai that are generals under the Tengu’s command.

        

        Dango (dan-goh) – A type of sweet dumpling made from rice flour, typically served on a skewer. Link: A plate of dango.

        

        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.

        

        Genbu (gen-boo) – A powerful yokai with elemental ice magic, bearing the title of Shijin of Cold.

        

        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.

        

        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.

        

        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.

        

        Kanashibari (kah-nah-shee-bah-ree) – A spirit yokai, also known as a dream weaver, with the appearance of a small, ghostly child.

        

        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.

        

        Kappa (kap-pah) – An imp-like yokai found in and around rivers and ponds that is known for luring humans into the water and drowning them.

        

        Karasu (kah-rah-soo) – A type of crow yokai that serves the Tengu.

        

        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.

        

        Kigiku (kee-ghee-koo) – A city located 25 miles (40 km) southwest of Kiroibara and the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        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.

        

        Kosode (koh-soh-day) – A traditional Japanese garment similar to a kimono but for more casual wear, with shorter sleeves and varying lengths.

        

        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.

        

        Murakumo (moo-rah-koo-moh) – An abbreviated form of the name Ame-no-Murakumo, it is an ancient, powerful sword belonging to the Kunitsukami Susano. Its name means “the gathering clouds of the heavens.”

        

        Naginata (nah-ghee-nah-tah) – A traditional Japanese pole weapon consisting of a wooden or metal pole topped by a curved, single-edged blade. Link: A naginata.

        

        Naigu (nigh-goo) – A raven yokai who serves as a daitengu under the command of the Tengu.

        

        Nanako (nah-nah-koh) – A miko at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Noriko (noh-ree-koh) – A bakeneko yokai that Emi encounters at Ajisai Inn.

        

        Nuboko (noo-boh-koh) – An abbreviated form of the name Ame-no-Nuboko.

        

        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” that, when used by yokai, refers to a servant or thrall.

        

        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.

        

        Orochi (oh-roh-chee) – An eight-headed dragon yokai.

        

        Saburo (sah-boo-roh) – A female raven yokai who served as a daitengu under the command of the Tengu.

        

        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.

        

        Seiryu (say-ryoo) – A powerful dragon yokai with elemental water magic, bearing the title of Shijin of Rain.

        

        Sekisho no seishin (say-kee-shoh noh say-sheen) – An incantation for creating a protective barrier, translating literally to “barrier of the spirit.”

        

        Shijin (shee-jeen) – A title belonging to four powerful yokai, consisting of Byakko, Genbu, Seiryu, and Suzako.

        

        Shikigami (shee-kee-gah-mee) – A spiritual or elemental entity formed from a kami’s ki through the use of a special ofuda, most often used for combat or defense.

        

        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.”

        Susano (soo-sah-noh) – The Kunitsukami of the Storm.

        

        Suzako (soo-zah-koh) – A powerful yokai, resembling an eagle or phoenix, with elemental fire magic, bearing the title of Shijin of Fire.

        

        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.

        

        Tagiri (tah-ghee-ree) – A female kami, vassal to the Amatsukami Amaterasu.

        

        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.

        

        Taro (tah-roh) – A raven yokai who serves as a daitengu under the command of the Tengu.

        

        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.

        

        Tayu (tah-yoo) – A prestigious and expensive courtesan. (Editor’s Note: Tayu is the highest rank of oiran, a type of entertainer and courtesan that predates geisha, who came to replace oiran as Japan’s foremost female entertainers in the late 1800s. Oiran, and especially tayu, were renowned for their beauty, education, and artistry, and an oiran’s fee for a single night could be as high as an entire year’s wages for a commoner.)

        

        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.

        

        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.

        

        Wakizashi (wah-kee-zah-shee) – A traditional Japanese sword with a curved, slender, single-edged blade shorter than two feet in length. It is typically paired with a longer katana. Link: A katana (top) and a wakizashi (bottom).

        

        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.

        

        Zenki (zen-kee) – A male raven yokai who serves as a daitengu under the command of the Tengu.
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        Lyre prefers to go unnoticed, which is a tricky objective for an incubus. He can’t hide his delectable good looks, but he’s learned to hide his true intentions. After all, who would expect the flirtatious pretty boy to be smart or cunning … or dangerous.

        

        In the dark Underworld, he’s an unwilling pawn of the tyrannical Hades family, weaving spells of death and destruction at their command. But with the arrival of an Overworlder into their midst, he sees an opportunity. She’s a walking catastrophe, a whirlwind of secrets and trouble—in other words, a distraction. He can make very good use of a distraction.

        

        No one has escaped this hell yet … but there’s a first time for everything.
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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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