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        Dear Reader,

        

        The Red Winter trilogy was inspired by the rich and varied mythology of Japan. Though based on a unique, captivating, and very real country and culture, the world within these pages is a fantasy of my own creation.

        

        I hope you enjoy the tale to come!

        

        Annette Marie
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        A full glossary of names and terms, including pronunciations and definitions, is provided at the back of the book.

      

      
        A spoiler-free pronunciation guide for character names and key terms, listed in order of appearance in the book, can also be found just before the glossary.

        

        Use the Table of Contents to visit the guide and glossary.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Amatsukami of the Heavens: Izanagi (Sky), Amaterasu (Wind), Tsukiyomi (Water), Izanami (Earth). Kunitsukami of the Earth: Uzume (Wood), Inari (Fire), Susano (Storm), Sarutahiko (Mountain).]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Emi stood at the head of the path. Somewhere among the trees was the shrine where she would spend her last two months as a mere mortal.

      Behind her, the car she’d exited rumbled quietly, the humming of the engine the only sound in the still air. The dirt road wound up the gentle slope of the mountain, but the heavy blanket of colorful leaves suggested it was seldom travelled beyond this point. Thick tree trunks lined the road like a towering fence, the barrier broken only by the path just beyond her toes.

      A car door slammed and she started, tearing her eyes from the dark corridor through the trees. Her escort opened the trunk and pulled out two simple suitcases. He walked around the car and dropped them in the dirt beside her with a thud. She frowned at her luggage, then at her escort.

      “Thank you, Akio,” she said politely anyway.

      The path drew her gaze back. A chill breeze rushed across her, tugging at her long hair, and her breath puffed out in a white haze. It was only mid-autumn but the wind had the cold taste of winter. Gray clouds stretched between the rolling mountain peaks, dimming the late afternoon light.

      Leaves rustled and crunched beneath approaching footsteps. Emi smoothed her hair and shook out the long, billowing sleeves of her kimono so they hung more gracefully. As she folded her hands neatly in front of her, three figures materialized out of the shadows and hurried down the path.

      The group was led by an elderly man with weathered skin and a wide smile. His dark purple robes—the traditional garb of a kannushi, a priest of the shrine—fluttered about him with minimal dignity. He rushed toward her, arms outstretched, but before she could panic that he might try to embrace her, he shuffled to a stop and dipped into a deep, respectful bow.

      “My lady!” His crackling voice warbled with excitement. “It is an honor, such an honor. Welcome to Shirayuri Shrine. Our home is small and humble—nothing like you’re accustomed to, I’m sure—but everything we have is yours to—”

      The car door slammed again, cutting the kannushi off. Emi turned, bewildered to see Akio back in the driver’s seat. The engine revved as he pulled a sharp U-turn and accelerated back down the road. Heat rushed into her face as she gaped after the vehicle. She spun back to face the kannushi.

      “My apologies for the rudeness of my escort,” she stammered. “I—I’m not sure …”

      She trailed off, at a loss to explain away Akio’s humiliatingly abrupt departure. She didn’t want to tell them he’d been dying to get rid of her for six months. Babysitting, as she’d heard him call it, didn’t suit him.

      The kannushi waved his hands. “Not a worry, my lady. I’m well acquainted with the eccentricities of the sohei. They aren’t chosen for their perfect manners, are they, Minoru?”

      He cast a good-natured smile over his shoulder at the other man who’d accompanied him. Minoru’s pleasant, open expression lessened the subtle air of threat he carried—not helped by his wooden staff, topped with a foot-long blade. But Emi was used to the armed and deadly sohei. She had nothing to fear from the shrine guardians.

      The kannushi gestured widely. “But let me perform the introductions so we can quit standing here in the chilly wind! My lady, I am Fujimoto Hideyoshi, kannushi of the Shirayuri Shrine. Minoru here was trained by the best and his sole duty is to ensure your safety, as you know.”

      She offered Minoru a small smile in greeting, which he returned. She relaxed a little. Maybe he wouldn’t resent her the way Akio had. Maybe this shrine would be better than the last one.

      “And this,” Fujimoto continued, indicating the woman beside Minoru, “is the lovely Nanako, our esteemed miko of nearly twenty years.”

      Almost all shrines had at least one miko—a shrine maiden who assisted the kannushi. Nanako stood primly beside Minoru, her hands folded into the wide sleeves of her white kimono. Her red hakama—pleated, wide-legged pants—were as much a part of her uniform as the kimono. Emi wore the exact same uniform—with one minor difference. Nanako’s garments were worn and threadbare, the colors duller than they should have been and interrupted by thin, carefully stitched repairs. Emi’s, on the other hand, were of the finest material, the white as pure as fresh snow and the crimson hakama as vibrant as the red spider lily that grew wild in the forests and meadows of the mountains.

      Emi attempted another smile, but Nanako merely nodded, the motion jerky and her brown eyes unfriendly. Emi swallowed a sigh. Maybe this shrine wouldn’t be any better after all. But it didn’t really matter; this was the last time. In two months, she would be gone, and the enmity of a miko, or any human for that matter, would no longer concern her.

      To her consternation, Fujimoto launched into a brief history of his shrine instead of departing the barren roadside. She listened attentively anyway as he spoke of the shrine’s founding over a millennium ago, the location chosen to be a safe bastion on the edge of the barely explored wilderness to the north. Though it had suffered severe damage multiple times from wars and weather, the local people had lovingly rebuilt it, the most recent reconstruction having occurred two centuries ago.

      The chilly wind whipped through the trees again, sending a swirl of autumn leaves dancing through the air. Fujimoto grabbed at his tall kannushi hat as the gust tried to snatch it from his head, breaking off halfway through his explanation of the recently updated housing on the grounds.

      “My apologies,” he mumbled, waving Emi forward. “Why don’t we get out of the cold?”

      She gratefully followed him onto the path, passing Minoru and Nanako. Her gaze rose warily as the forest canopy closed in over them. Green spruce and pine trees competed with arching boughs laden with yellow, orange, and red leaves. The occasional bare branch twisted through the colorful display like a skeletal arm.

      The quiet clearing of a male throat stopped her. She glanced back to see Minoru standing on the path halfway between her and the road. He pointed with his chin.

      Her luggage sat on the side of the dirt road, abandoned.

      Fujimoto wrung his hands as his face reddened. “Minoru, good man, fetch the lady’s bags, would you?” The words came out in a rush, his embarrassment obvious.

      “I’m afraid I can’t,” Minoru replied in the kind of slow, deep voice that could quell any fear. He lightly thumped the butt of his bladed staff on the ground. “I can’t be encumbered, just in case.”

      “Ah, yes, yes, the lady’s safety is … of course.”

      “I—I can get them,” Emi said quickly. She’d never carried her bags before. She didn’t even know how heavy they were. But she could do it. Nothing wrong with her arms.

      She took a hurried step toward her luggage. Fujimoto made another yelping sound and grabbed her arm to stop her. She gasped.

      Stuttering apologies, Fujimoto whipped his hand away as though she’d burned him. She backed away, pulling her composure around her like an invisible cloak, and projected a sort of distant calm that hid her true feelings.

      “The envoy from Shion went through all this with you,” Nanako said, cutting through Fujimoto’s stream of apologies. Her rudeness toward her superior surprised Emi enough that she had to work to keep her expression blank. “You know the rules about touching the lady.” Her cold eyes swept over Emi. “I will carry her bags.”

      Nanako strode past Emi, her hakama flapping around her legs. Didn’t she know her pants wouldn’t flap unbecomingly if she took smaller steps? Emi might have mentioned it if not for that hint of a sneer when the woman had said “lady.” Emi had heard that sneer before and knew what it meant.

      At Fujimoto’s prompting, Emi followed him deeper into the forest. The path was wide enough for several people to walk side by side but she followed a few steps behind him instead. Minoru trailed after them and Nanako trudged along at the rear, a suitcase in each hand.

      Fallen leaves crackled under Emi’s sandals as she walked. The only other sound to interrupt the silence was the trickling song of a nearby creek. Minoru’s presence behind her was a comfort; nothing would harm her with an experienced sohei as an escort. He would die before he allowed any harm to befall her. Akio, despite his personal feelings about it, would have done the same.

      A familiar structure emerged from the shadows and another notch of tension released from her spine. Ahead, two wooden columns rose on either side of the path. A horizontal beam across the tops of the posts created the shape of a doorway over the trail, and a second, thicker beam sat a foot above it with the distinctive curled ends that lifted toward the sky. The torii gate marked the end of the land of mortals and the beginning of the shrine grounds—the territory of the kami.

      Fujimoto scurried through the gate without a thought. Emi stopped just before it, her gaze travelling over the faded red paint. Closing her eyes, she bowed solemnly before the gate to show her respect for the sacred, protected ground before she stepped across the threshold. As her foot touched the dirt path on the other side, visually indistinguishable from the mundane earth of the forest, a quiet peace whispered through her. Here she was safe.

      As she joined Fujimoto, she belatedly noticed his red face, the embarrassed flush more pronounced than before. Minoru approached the torii, hesitated, then quickly bowed, following Emi’s example. Nanako stalked through last, no hesitation in her step. She brushed right by the three of them and started up the stone steps that rose just past the torii. Her sandals slapped against each step like an admonishing whip crack.

      Nibbling her lower lip, Emi trailed after Fujimoto. She hadn’t meant to embarrass him by observing protocol he had thoughtlessly skipped, but entering a new shrine—one that would be her home, however temporary—without bowing was just too disrespectful.

      And really, as the kannushi, he should be the most obedient to the proper practices. It was his shrine.

      She was still mulling over Fujimoto’s unusual character—friendly and quite endearing, but lacking the poised and polished kannushi demeanor she was accustomed to—when she reached the top of the steps and the second, larger torii that denoted the shrine itself. She stopped to bow again before stepping onto wide, perfectly uniform stones. Across the long courtyard was the main building of the shrine. The hall of worship had two levels and bore a traditional roof in the shape of a shallow pyramid covered in clay tiles, with eaves that curled upward like once-rolled paper that would no longer lie flat.
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As she examined the building, as shabby and faded as Nanako’s miko uniform but just as well cared for, a fleck of white twirled downward a few inches from her nose. Another drifted down, and then snowflakes were falling all around them. Tiny spots of cold touched her cheeks as she tipped her face toward the overcast sky.

      “The first snow!” Fujimoto remarked. “And only the second of November. Even in the mountains the snows don’t usually arrive until December.”

      Footsteps scuffed against the stone path while Emi gazed upward. The first snow of her last winter. She gave herself a mental shake. Not her last forever, of course, but everything would change for her before the spring sun touched her skin again.

      “Ah, look who’s here,” Fujimoto said cheerfully. “My lady, may I introduce your second guardian, a promising young sohei direct from Shion. Perhaps you’ve met?”

      Pulling her attention away from the snow, she turned to the new arrival standing beside the kannushi. Her blood turned to ice, splintering in her veins.

      “My lady, this is—”

      “K-Katsuo!” she gasped, unable to stop herself.

      “Ah!” Fujimoto looked between them. “So you two are acquainted, I see.”

      The young man smiled uncertainly at her. Of course she knew him. Three years had passed since she’d seen him, but his face was painfully familiar—those eyes, so dark but still somehow so warm, and his shaggy black hair brushed aside to reveal that little wrinkle of concentration between his eyebrows. Oh yes, she knew him. He’d featured in her nightmares so many times she could never forget his face.

      Katsuo’s smile faded under her shocked stare.

      Fujimoto cleared his throat again. “My lady, may I offer you a tour of the—”

      “I am tired,” she announced, bowing in apology. “I would like to rest. Please take me to my lodgings.”

      Fujimoto’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. “Of—of course, yes. Miko Nanako has already taken your bags. Minoru and Katsuo, would you …?”

      “Of course,” Minoru said. “My lady?”

      She tore her gaze away from Katsuo and took a wobbly step toward Minoru. Pausing, she straightened her shoulders, drawing her composure around herself again, imagining it as a smooth, expressionless noh mask like those worn by actors on the stage. No one would see her inner distress. No one would know that the sight of Katsuo made her tremble, made so many terrible memories and feelings claw their way to the surface—No. She buried them again.

      With a concerned glance, Minoru led her away from the torii toward a towering oak tree. The gnarled branches with their yellow-orange leaves in full autumn glory hung over half the courtyard. The path curved past the ancient tree, and beyond the large boulders and manicured bushes on her left, a pond rippled beneath the dull sky, devouring the snowflakes that touched its surface.

      When Minoru led her to a wooden footbridge that arched across the narrowest part of the pond, she stopped again, but not to bow or observe some other decorum. Instead, fear crawled over her skin like prickling insects as she stared at the bridge, at the water’s reflective surface that hid whatever lay beneath.

      Nothing lay beneath, she told herself. Nothing at all. It was a garden pond in the center of sacred land, right beside a shrine. She had nothing to fear.

      But she still couldn’t make her feet move any closer to the bridge.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d stood frozen in place before she realized Katsuo was beside her, his eyes far too understanding. She didn’t want his understanding. She didn’t want anything to do with him, couldn’t he tell?

      Obviously not, because he leaned closer.

      “The house is just on the other side of the pond,” he said gently. “May I escort you, my lady?”

      She stared at the ground, watching the snowflakes melt on the stone path.

      “Emi?” he whispered.

      She flinched, her gaze darting to his face and away. He took a step forward and waited. Reluctantly, she stepped to join him. He continued forward, steps slow, and she moved with him, taking deep breaths. The clack of her sandals on stone changed to the thud of wood on wood. Focused on the wooden boards of the bridge, she didn’t look up, staying as close to the center as possible as she paced off small, careful steps. She would not rush with graceless strides and flapping hakama. That would not be fitting at all.

      When they reached the far side of the bridge, Katsuo casually shifted away. She tried to put her mask of composure back into place but it wouldn’t quite come.

      “My room?” she asked hoarsely.

      Neither Minoru nor Katsuo commented on her dramatics over crossing a harmless little footbridge. Katsuo knew why bridges gave her panic attacks, but Minoru probably thought she was high-strung and unstable. Unless Katsuo had told him. Maybe they’d talked about her before her arrival.

      The two men led her away from the pond and the cursed bridge. She barely took in the graceful, single-story house in the shape of a shallow U or its beautiful garden of trees and flowering shrubs in the center. A raised and covered wooden walkway, open to the garden, ran along the side of the house.

      Around the south corner, Katsuo opened the front door and stood aside for her. In the entryway, she slipped off her sandals and stepped onto the smooth hardwood of a short hallway that connected with the open walkway. On her left, the corridor led to the rest of the house, which hugged the central garden on three sides.

      “Your room is right here, my lady,” Minoru said, gesturing for her to turn onto the short right branch of the walkway, where a single sliding door faced the garden.

      “It’s nothing like Shion,” Katsuo added apologetically. “I know you’re used to better …”

      He knew perfectly well it had been three years since she’d had rooms in Shion. Did he really think she had yet to adjust to humbler accommodations in that time?

      She didn’t want to hear his voice anymore. No matter how calm he sounded, all she could hear was the panicked fury that had roughened his voice as he shouted her name, or worse, the cracking grief that had followed.

      “It’s too late. I’m sorry … we were too late.”

      No, she wasn’t going back to those memories—not while awake. She couldn’t stop the nightmares, but she didn’t need to revisit them during the day.

      With a wordless bow of thanks, she slid the door open, stepped inside, and shut it before Katsuo could say anything else. Her bedroom for the next two months was a simple rectangle. The east wall faced the pond and the shrine. Situated at one end of the U-shaped house, her room shared one wall with the hallway but no other bedrooms. More privacy than she was used to.

      As she padded into the center of the room, her socked feet were silent on the straw tatami mats that covered the floor. Her luggage was tucked beside a simple wooden desk and chair. Several cushions sat beneath the east window. The south wall was half closet, where her bedding would be stored, while the other half was a small nook with a lovely hanging scroll for decoration and a low, narrow table where she could set up a personal shrine for prayer.

      It was simple, but clean and private. Good enough.

      She drifted toward the cushions and sank onto them. Good enough for the next two months, and then everything would change. All these human fears and worries would become meaningless. Her future had been written by the kami, and her destiny awaited her.

      Her gaze drifted toward the unseen footbridge. She just had to endure two more months of mundane, vulnerable mortality first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      No one came to fetch her for dinner.

      Emi fidgeted where she sat on the cushions by the window. Someone would come get her, wouldn’t they? Wandering around the house in search of food would be terribly rude. She tapped her fingers on her knee. What if they weren’t making dinner at all?

      Pulling her suitcase closer, she frowned at its contents. At the other shrines she’d lived at, the miko had unpacked her clothing before she even saw her room, but Nanako had dumped her bags without opening them. That had been fine though. Emi had folded her clothes herself and placed them in the drawers in the closet. It hadn’t been that hard. She rummaged inside the bag. All that was left to unpack was a plain wooden box with a metal clasp.

      The clasp wouldn’t stop anyone from opening it, but it indicated the contents were personal. She lifted the box out and popped the lid open. A leather journal, the edges worn and cracked, sat on top of her collection. Material possessions were … not encouraged for someone like her. The contents of the box were the only things she owned that weren’t directly related to the miko arts.

      Taking the journal out, she smiled at her collection. To anyone else, the assortment of rocks, feathers, and dried leaves and flowers would be entirely worthless. But each item represented a memory—something special only to her. A pebble from the garden of the shrine in Tsutsuji where she’d completed her first solo kagura dance in front of an audience. A shiny white and black feather she’d found in the park in Shion after a luncheon with other miko; the day had been filled with laughter and sunshine. A single seashell from her trip to a great shrine on the shore that, at low tide, looked upon an endless beach, and at high tide, had gentle ocean waves lapping at the wooden walkways that encircled it.

      The journal, though, was her most precious possession. She caressed the brown leather, each bump and crack familiar to her fingers. She’d recorded each day within it since she was eight years old, even if the entry was merely a thought or two. Soon, her life would change completely, become something wholly new and different. She didn’t want to forget where she’d come from, the silly mortal thoughts that had once filled her days. It was important to remember one’s roots.

      She flipped the journal open to the very first entry, marked December 21st.

      
        
        Last night was the winter solstice. I had a dream about a snowy glen in the forest. There was a beautiful woman with dark brown hair all the way down to the ground and the kindest eyes I’ve ever seen. She smiled and put her hand on top of my head. In my dream, I felt happier than I’ve ever felt before.

        This morning, when I woke up, I found her mark on my chest, right over my heart. She chose me. She chose ME.

        

      

      The happiest day of her life. The most important, most defining moment she’d ever experienced.

      That day would be trumped in two months, on the winter solstice exactly ten years later. At the thought, a rush of excited nerves made her stomach summersault. An empty growl followed the sensation. She snapped the journal shut, tucked it in the box, and set the whole thing back into her suitcase. She’d find a safe place for it later.

      Rising to her feet, she crossed to her bedroom door and slid it open. Snow swirled beyond the covered walkway, lit by the warm glow of light from the house. Hesitantly, she started down it. The living area was probably in the center of the house, facing the garden and shrine for the best view. Why hadn’t anyone fetched her? The sun had set an hour ago. Where were Minoru and Katsuo? Had they abandoned their guard duties so soon?

      She glanced across the garden toward the pond before swiftly returning her attention to the house. She shouldn’t worry about danger while on sacred ground. She wasn’t that paranoid, was she? The brisk air chilled her skin and she tucked her hands inside her sleeves.

      Light spilled from a nearby doorway, the sliding doors left open a few inches. Voices reached her—Fujimoto’s slow, crackling speech and Nanako’s sharper tones. The smell of miso soup filled her nose and her mouth watered. She hastened toward the room.

      The stench of burnt oil hit her just as she reached the door. She jerked back, uncertain.

      “… you hadn’t left the stove unattended, we wouldn’t have to worry about offending the lady.”

      At close proximity, Nanako’s cutting words were all too clear. Flinching, Emi retreated another step.

      Fujimoto’s voice was even clearer, right on the other side of the door. “I only left for a minute—”

      “I only asked you to watch it for a minute,” Nanako snapped. “If you wanted to impress the little princess with a gourmet meal, you should have stayed put for thirty seconds.”

      Fujimoto spluttered incoherently.

      “Why did you agree to this?” Dishes clanked and the burnt smell intensified. “We have two festivals to plan and major repairs to the shrine roof to complete before winter. The last thing we need is to babysit Shion’s darling miko for seven weeks. Are they too sick of her to house her for two measly months?”

      “Shion is too dangerous for her. You know what happened three years ago.” He coughed awkwardly. “It’s only two months, and since we’ll be busier than usual with her care, the Shion Shrine has generously offered to help with our repairs, as well as several other upgrades and renovations, as recompense for our hospitality and—”

      “So you let them bribe you,” Nanako interrupted with a bang like a frying pan slammed on a stovetop. “We don’t need their money.”

      “It’s not just money,” Fujimoto said, almost whining. He cleared his throat. “It’s an honor to host the kamigakari. The first one in a hundred years, Nanako. The kamigakari at our shrine. It really is an honor.”

      Nanako snorted. “She’s not the first one in a hundred years. She’s just the first one who’s lived this long.”

      Emi flinched again and inched backward.

      “Miko Nanako.” Fujimoto’s voice hardened, the fluttery croak to his words vanishing. “You will not embarrass us. You will show all respect and honor to the kamigakari while she’s with us so we may earn the kami’s blessings.”

      The woman made a sound that was almost a growl. “I will serve her royally spoiled highness to the best of my abilities, and that will go more smoothly if you don’t ruin her dinner. Get out of my kitchen so I can start again.”

      Fujimoto grunted and footsteps sounded inside the room. Emi spun around, her socked feet slipping on the hardwood, and rushed back down the walkway. The hall leading to the entryway was closer than her room, so she wheeled around the corner and pressed her back to the wall. With her bedroom door facing the open garden, she couldn’t return to it without the high risk that someone would see her. She twisted the end of her long sleeve in her hands, feeling foolish just standing there. Even if she returned to her room, she would be risking a visit from Fujimoto that would no doubt include awkward apologies for her late dinner. Deciding to spare herself that interaction, she continued down the hall to the entrance and poked her feet into her sandals before slipping out the door.

      Outside, the cold breeze refreshed her lungs. Humiliation wormed its way up her limbs to her center but she pushed it away. It wasn’t her fault Shion had been too unsafe. It wasn’t her fault they’d shipped her from shrine to tiny, obscure shrine every six months for the last three years. It wasn’t her fault Shion had to bribe the shrines to take her in as though she were some grimy beggar in need of shelter. Like Fujimoto had said, it was an honor to have her. But there was a certain amount of hassle involved, which included the two sohei who inevitably came with her. It was only natural for Shion to compensate the shrines for their trouble. Right?

      It also wasn’t her fault that Nanako didn’t like her. Many miko disliked her. Before her, they’d all had a chance. Maybe Nanako had prayed every night to be chosen, just as Emi had. But the kami had chosen Emi, and Nanako would never be more than a miko at the rundown, forgotten shrine of a small mountain town.

      With a sigh, she aimlessly followed the stone path. It wound around the corner of the house, past the garden, and joined the main pathway, which led to … the footbridge.

      So, of course, she ended up stopping a long step away from the bridge, shivering in the snow and wishing she’d donned a few more layers before venturing outside. Not that she’d intended to go wandering. Nervously smoothing her hair, she stared at the innocent little bridge. It was a dozen feet across, if that. It would take mere moments to cross. The pond couldn’t be more than a couple feet deep.

      The bridge three years ago hadn’t been much longer. The creek hadn’t been very deep either.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled slowly, each exhalation creating a cloud of white frost in front of her. On the eighth breath, she strode forward with deliberate, precise assurance. Thump, thump, thump, her sandals on the wooden planks.

      Her heart hammered in her chest, her fear spinning faster with each step. She jumped the last two feet, arms flailing, and landed awkwardly on the path beyond. Behind her, the placid pond silently mocked her.

      Well, she’d almost crossed the bridge without making a fool of herself. Progress. Straightening her hakama and shaking out the sleeves of her kimono, she folded her cold hands together and headed toward the courtyard. Like most of its kind, the shrine was composed of several buildings: a covered water fountain to purify oneself before prayer, a stage for performances and festivals, the hall of worship where one could pray to the kami, and the sanctuary, a small structure where the kami’s power and presence was enshrined. Only the kannushi of the shrine could approach and tend to that sacred building.

      Though she couldn’t see them, the grounds would also have offices and a storeroom or two where artifacts, tools of worship, and books were kept. Larger shrines had lodgings for miko and miko trainees, multiple kannushi, or even sohei training facilities. The shrine in Shion had all that and more.

      She was halfway to the water fountain to wash when she realized she wasn’t alone. Two girls stood in front of the main hall, bathed in the light of the paper lanterns hanging from the eaves. They stared up at the building, unmoving except to shiver in the chilly air, their bare legs pale below the edges of their identical pleated gray skirts—a school uniform.

      One of the girls leaned toward the other.

      “What do we do now?” she whispered. Her voice was quiet but carried across the dead-silent courtyard as clearly as if she’d shouted.

      Emi quashed a smile and changed directions, heading toward the girls, who turned when she approached. They were fourteen or fifteen, both with short, modern bobs and brown highlights.

      Emi bowed. “May I offer guidance?”

      “Um.” The girls exchanged a look. “Yes, please?”

      “Have you cleansed your hands and mouth at the fountain?”

      They nodded earnestly.

      Emi turned to the shrine. Half a dozen steps led up to a wide platform where a wooden donation box waited for worshippers. A thick, woven rope, decorated with folded paper ties, was strung between the pillars supporting the overhanging roof. Behind the box were the doors to the hall, closed to the outside world.

      Before the steps on either side was a koma-inu statue—the twin guardians of the shrine. The lion-like dogs were carved as perfect mirror images of each other, except the right one had its mouth closed, while the left one’s mouth was open. Emi had always been fond of the koma-inu, thinking of them as loyal protectors against evil.

      Smiling at the girls, Emi led them between the statues and up the steps to the donation box. A second, narrow rope swayed just above the box, dangling from the round bell attached to the crossbeam of the roof above.

      “Washing your hands and rinsing your mouth symbolizes the cleansing of your spirit,” she told them. “Now that you are pure in mind and body, you may approach the shrine to offer your prayers to the kami. If you can, make your offering to the kami, then pull the cord to ring the bell and summon the kami’s attention.”

      One of the girls fumbled in her pocket. Pulling out a coin, she dropped it on the box, where it fell through the slatted top, and gave the rope a halfhearted tug. The bell clanked, unpleasantly off-key. Maybe Fujimoto’s renovations would include a better bell.

      “Face the shrine and bow twice.” Emi demonstrated, then waited for the girls to bow. “Now clap twice. This helps to ensure the kami is listening, as they have many prayers to hear.”

      Since Emi hadn’t washed, she didn’t clap, waiting instead for the girls to signal their intent to pray.

      “Now, close your eyes and fill your mind with your wish for the kami. When you are finished, bow one more time to thank the kami for hearing your request.”

      The two girls bent their heads and squeezed their eyes shut, concentration crinkling their foreheads. Whatever had motivated them to come to a shrine and pray—likely their first visit outside a festival—was very serious to them.

      They bowed almost in unison.

      “Thank you,” the taller girl said. “Do … do you really think the kami will listen?”

      “The kami always listens,” Emi replied gravely. “She doesn’t always answer, but she always listens.”

      “She?”

      Emi pointed to the painted wood plaque hanging above the doors into the hall. The bold brush strokes illustrated a woman with flowing brown hair and layers of lavish kimono sailing on spiraling gusts of wind.

      “This is a shrine of Amaterasu, one of the four Amatsukami—the great heavenly kami. She is one of the gentlest and most caring kami. If your wish comes from a pure heart, I am sure she will consider it.”

      “A gentle kami?” the other girl muttered. “Maybe we should pray at the shrine of a warrior kami instead.”

      Emi smiled. “Kami are like the moon: they possess both a light side and a dark. With Amaterasu, you are more likely to win her favor than incur her wrath, but she is not weak.”

      “Maybe some wrath would be good,” the shorter girl said savagely. “How about Susano? My grandpa told me he prayed to Susano, the kami of thunder and storms. He sounds tougher.”

      “Susano is a Kunitsukami,” Emi explained. “An earthly yokai rather than a heavenly kami. You can pray to him as well, but …”

      The taller girl raised her eyebrows. “But what?”

      “Well …” Emi didn’t want to lie. Yokai were technically kami too; all beings of the spirit worlds were kami, whether they originated from the heavens or from the earthly realm. Both were considered equally capable of nurturing or destroying, cursing or blessing. However, prejudice against the yokai was common, and her experiences supported those judgments.

      “With the yokai, if you get an answer, you … might not like it as much,” she finished lamely.

      “Huh.” The taller girl looked her over. “You’re a miko, right? I don’t remember you from the summer festival.”

      “No way we would’ve missed you with that hair,” the other girl said with a laugh. “It’s so long.”

      Emi self-consciously touched the side of her head. Her black hair fell past her hips, bound neatly at the nape of her neck with a white cloth tie.

      “I just arrived today. I’ll be staying here for a couple months.”

      “Welcome to Kiroibara!” the taller girl chirped, referring to the town a mile south of the shrine. “I work at the ice cream parlor next to the grocery store. Come by some time and I’ll get you a free ice cream cone.”

      “Oh.” Emi blinked, taking a moment too long to respond. “Thank you. That would be very nice.”

      “We should go. My dad is waiting in the car.” She winked. “Maybe tomorrow my prayers will be answered and Yasu will finally ask me out.”

      Together they hurried back across the grounds, blitzing right through the torii without the tiniest bow. Emi stared after them. Their so-serious prayers had been about a boy? She’d assumed a sick loved one, or at the very least an important exam.

      Shaking her head, she glanced at the shrine. Once upon a time, she’d yearned for a boy’s attention—but she’d never prayed for it. What a waste of the kami’s time.

      She turned around, and as though summoned by her errant thoughts, Katsuo was standing there, watching her.

      Yelping, she stumbled back and almost tripped on the hem of her hakama.

      “Katsuo! Don’t sneak up on me!”

      “I didn’t sneak. I just walked.”

      She scowled, eyeing him. His uniform—dark violet hakama pants and a long-sleeved kosode shirt—was standard for a sohei of an Amaterasu shrine. A long, sleeveless haori overcoat in an even darker shade of purple brushed the snow as he moved, and a black, beaded tie kept the open front in place. The hilt of a katana poked out of the haori at his hip.

      “Kannushi Fujimoto sent me to find you,” he continued. He sounded perfectly polite but his gaze moved continuously over her face as though searching for something. “Dinner is ready.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “Uh.” He hesitated, brushing his hair away from his eyes. “Emi, I wanted to—I mean, um, my lady …”

      “Emi is fine,” she said faintly. The sight of him roiled her emotions all over again.

      “Emi.” His smile quickly faded. “I—I know it must have been a shock to see me again. I didn’t know you weren’t told that I’d been assigned to … Um. I just wanted to …”

      “I—I need to pray before dinner,” she said in a rush. “Excuse me.”

      His face fell as she sped past him. At the water fountain, where a trickle of water poured continuously from a bamboo spout, she used the long-handled ladle to scoop the icy water from the basin. First she poured it across her left hand, then her right, and then dribbled some into her palm so she could take a sip. Replacing the ladle, she returned to the main hall and ascended the steps. Katsuo hadn’t moved, his expression unreadable as he watched her.

      Ring the bell. Bow twice. Clap twice. She put her hands together and tilted her head down, eyes closed.

      Amaterasu, please help me get through the next two months. We’re almost there. Thank you for protecting me. And, as always, thank you for choosing me.

      She almost asked the kami to help her with Fujimoto and Nanako—and maybe Katsuo too—but she figured the shrine’s caretakers were her problem to deal with. She’d rather Amaterasu focus whatever power she had to spare on keeping Emi safe.

      She’s just the first one who’s lived this long … Grimacing, Emi pushed Nanako’s bitter words away. After nearly ten years, she had a mere seven weeks to get through, and then there would be no danger—mundane or supernatural—that could threaten her.

      As she stood with her head bowed, the gentle feeling of a foreign presence washed through her. A subtle warmth over her heart infused her skin and spread through her chest. The whisper of Amaterasu’s presence brushed across her mind, pulsing with a wordless message. But she could feel the meaning behind it:

      Urgency. Warning. Caution.

      She froze. The message whispered inside her for a few moments longer before the kami’s presence faded and she was alone in her skin again. She waited, the seconds ticking past, but it didn’t return. Letting out a long breath, she bowed again and straightened, lowering her hands to her sides. She’d felt the kami’s presence once or twice a year for the last ten years, but that was the strongest she’d ever felt it—and never before had Amaterasu tried to warn her. Warn her of what? To be careful in general, or of something—or someone—in particular?

      Katsuo was still waiting when she descended the steps to the path. Snow swirled down, dampening all sound. The silence almost made her feel like unseen ears were listening in, waiting for her or Katsuo to speak. Maybe she was just feeling jumpy after Amaterasu’s warning.

      Fidgeting with the hilt of his sword, he watched her approach.

      “Have you had a tour yet?” The stilted delivery of his question suggested it wasn’t what he’d really wanted to ask.

      Her gaze dropped to the ground. “Not yet.”

      “It’s too late now—and Miko Nanako will skin me if we’re any later—but I can show you around tomorrow.”

      Emi pressed her lips together, afraid to look up. There was no nice way to say she didn’t want to spend time with him. The memories must not haunt him the way they haunted her. They must not torment him. He hadn’t heard Hana’s final scream. He hadn’t looked into her eyes in that last moment, hadn’t seen the terror that ran all the way down to her soul before she vanished beneath the churning water.

      He hadn’t felt her desperately clutching hand slip from his numb fingers.

      “We shouldn’t keep Miko Nanako waiting,” she said, sliding her composed mask into place.

      The weight of his attention remained on her for a few more heartbeats before he started back toward the house. At the footbridge, he paused to walk beside her again, but she determinedly strode ahead, gaze fixed on the garden and the glowing windows of the house. She only staggered a little when her toe caught on a board in the middle, but she didn’t even panic. Definite improvement. She had this.

      As she reached the end of the bridge, a splash in the water shattered the quiet stillness.

      Terror sent her heart into a wild, pounding frenzy as she leaped like a frightened rabbit. She landed on the snow-coated stone path and her feet slid in opposite directions. The ground rushed toward her face.

      Strong arms clasped her middle, sweeping her up and back onto her feet. For a single heartbeat, Katsuo’s arms were around her, his warmth like the heat of a fire against her back.

      By the time her brain caught up, he’d released her, backed away, and bowed deeply in apology.

      “Forgive me, my lady,” he intoned without rising from his bow.

      “What—what was it?”

      “The sound was a koi breaking the surface of the pond. I assure you that you are safe.”

      A koi? She glanced past him at the pond, her heart still hammering. How big were the fish in the pond that they could make such a loud splash? Her cheeks grew hot. Panicking over a fish, how humiliating. She looked back at Katsuo. He was still bent in a bow of apology. Though he was her guardian, he was as forbidden to touch her as Fujimoto was—except in emergencies. A koi didn’t count as an emergency, though her imminent collision with the stone pathway probably had.

      “It’s fine, Katsuo,” she said quickly, waving him up with as much dignity as she could muster. “Thank you for catching me. I will be more careful in the future.”

      He straightened, smiling with a charming hint of shyness, his cheeks slightly flushed.

      She bit the inside of her cheek and hurried toward the house ahead of him, not knowing what else to say. Suddenly, she was eager for Nanako’s icy eyes and knife-sharp tones. Dealing with the miko’s sneers and glares would give her plenty to think about besides Katsuo.

      How difficult would it be to avoid a bodyguard dedicated solely to ensuring her utmost safety every moment of the day?

      Her shoulders drooped. It would be a long two months.
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      Emi gritted her teeth. How was she supposed to meditate with all this noise?

      Steel collided against steel in an ear-splitting clang and a male voice shouted a laugh. Another ringing clang, grunts, clang clang, thump. Her eyes tried to open but she scrunched them closed as though that would block out the sound. Her thigh muscles twitched with tension and she wiggled on her cushion without uncrossing her legs.

      Clang, clang, thud.

      “Ooooh!” Katsuo called with far more volume than necessary. “That was a cheap move, Minoru.”

      “Only because you didn’t see it coming.”

      Her eyes flew open. Untangling her legs, she rose and slapped at the wrinkles in her hakama; she hadn’t done quite as excellent a job of folding them yesterday as she’d thought. From her closet, she selected a haori—a heavy, open-fronted kimono for outdoor wear—and slipped it on. Pulling her ponytail over her shoulder, she ran her hands down the full length of her hair to smooth it and released a long breath. Only when she was sure she could resist the urge to shout did she slide her door open and step onto the walkway.

      Bright sunlight bathed the garden, glimmering on the thin layer of snow. Glad that the air didn’t have the same wintry bite as yesterday, she turned down the hall to the entryway, where she donned her sandals. Outside the door, the racket of blades and clashing bodies was even more obnoxious. A stand of trees, their red and yellow leaves peeking out from beneath their white frosting, separated the house from the sparring sohei, perhaps giving them the idea that their noise wouldn’t disturb her—an idea she was about to thoroughly debunk.

      She strode down the path, away from the house, already planning her lecture in her head, when quiet giggles brought her to a stop. She turned, eyebrows furrowed. A couple yards off the path, in a thick clump of bushes, a flash of red was just visible through the foliage.

      Her heart jumped into her throat before logic took over. Dangerous yokai couldn’t enter the shrine of a kami—especially not the shrine of an Amatsukami. And even if it were a yokai, it would hardly wear bright red clothing and giggle like a schoolgirl. Well … it was possible, but not likely.

      She stepped off the path. Hidden in the bushes, two girls in miko uniform were crouched in the snow, their attention wholly fixed on the perfect view of the glen on the other side of the trees. Katsuo held his katana low and grinned at Minoru as the older sohei casually passed his bladed staff from hand to hand. The tale of their sparring was written on the grass where their feet had melted the snow, leaving clear tracks across the large clearing.

      Minoru widened his stance and lowered the blade of his staff toward Katsuo, but before he could settle into position, his gaze snapped to Emi. He brought his staff up and gave a small bow.

      “Good morning, my lady,” he called.

      Katsuo glanced over at her and jerked upright from his battle stance.

      “Emi!” he exclaimed. Was his face flushed from exertion, or was he blushing again? “What are you doing?”

      Minoru frowned at his younger counterpart. Emi blinked, unsure how to answer, and looked down at the two girls. They stared up at her, mouths slack, still crouched behind the bushes. An awkward silence fell across the garden.

      With a bright laugh, the older of the two girls jumped to her feet. Both sohei started in surprise at her sudden appearance. The girl waved energetically at them and threw her other arm around Emi’s shoulders.

      “Ah, Katsuo! Minoru! Good morning. We were just giving the lady a tour of the shrine.” She squeezed Emi’s shoulders and threw her a beaming smile that clearly said, “You blew our cover, so you’d better play along.” The second girl rose as well, her face glowing with a spectacular blush.

      The girl holding Emi prisoner by the shoulders gestured grandly around them. “Now that you’ve seen the house, we’ll show you the stable. Do you like horses? We have four: three mares and a gelding.”

      Still talking about horses, she forcefully steered Emi back onto the path. The other girl trailed behind them, her gaze fixed on her toes, while Katsuo and Minoru mutely stared after them. The girl attached to Emi chatted loudly until the sohei were out of sight. A minute later, the clang of weapons resumed.

      The girl dropped her arm off Emi and rolled her eyes so violently that her head wobbled on her neck. “Did you have to be so obvious? They had no idea we were watching until you decided to stand there in plain view.”

      “I didn’t realize what you were doing until Minoru had already spotted me.” Emi wasn’t sure whether she was defending herself or apologizing.

      “Now we’ll have to find a new way to watch them.” She humphed, not slowing her pace as they walked past the garden onto a dirt path that headed north, away from the house. “I’m Rina, by the way. This is Yui.”

      She pointed over her shoulder at the other girl, who ogled Emi wordlessly. Her thick-rimmed glasses magnified her eyes, making her stare even more uncomfortable. Her hair was shoulder length, barely long enough to tie back in the miko ponytail, and her tiny frame was almost lost in the wide sleeves of her white kimono and billowing red hakama.

      “We were at school yesterday when you arrived, and Nanako didn’t want us at your first dinner.” With another overzealous eye roll, Rina tucked her long, side-swept bangs behind her ear. “Who knows why. She gets pissy over the wind blowing the wrong way.”

      It sounded like Emi wasn’t the sole recipient of Nanako’s bad attitude.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Emi said, taking advantage of Rina’s first real pause. “I’m—”

      “Kimura Emi,” Rina interrupted in grand tones. “The kamigakari of Amaterasu, Amatsukami of the Wind, bringer of joy and spring, wielder of cyclones and storms. We know. We knew about you even before Kannushi Fujimoto told us you were staying here until the ceremony. Every miko in every Amaterasu shrine knows your name.”

      A tiny voice muttered something behind them.

      Rina stopped with a huff. “Speak up, Yui. We can’t hear you when you whisper like that.”

      Yui clamped her hands together. “Do you really have the kami’s mark?” she asked, her volume only a fraction louder than the first time.

      Emi nodded and pressed a hand to her kimono over her chest. “Yes. It appeared when I was eight, the morning after the winter solstice.”

      “Can we see it?” Rina asked, her face alight with curiosity.

      “S-see it?” Emi gaped. No one had ever asked that before. Hadn’t Rina seen her indicate her chest—as in the spot right above her cleavage? “It’s, uh, not in a place that … I mean, it wouldn’t be appropriate to—”

      “Never mind.” Rina waved her hand and resumed walking. “So what’s it like being the kamigakari? I bet you have it really easy, huh? No one’s gonna put you to work. You’re too important for that.”

      Emi reluctantly followed the girl. Overhanging trees closed in around the path—wilder trees that no longer had the groomed look of a garden. The house was out of sight behind her and neither sohei had followed them. Some guardians.

      “How much farther?” Emi asked. “The stable is still within the shrine grounds, isn’t it?”

      “Of course,” Rina said dismissively. “It’s right around this bend. I know you can’t leave the grounds without your sohei.”

      The girl led the way around a sharp left turn in the path. The forest opened up into a small, fenced-in pasture with a simple stable in front. Four horses grazed on the snow-dusted grass—two browns, a bay with dark stockings and a black muzzle, and a black with one white sock. The bay lifted its head and whinnied at them, but the other three kept their noses to the ground, munching single-mindedly.

      Rina walked up to the wooden fence and put her back to it, resting her elbows on the faded white paint of the top rail. She grinned at Emi. “So, Miss Kamigakari, what’s it like?”

      Emi suppressed a grimace. She’d hoped Rina would forget that line of questioning. “It’s similar to being a miko but with more … restrictions.”

      “The restrictions can’t be that bad.” Rina kicked at a clump of grass. “You get spoiled, right? Handsome sohei at your beck and call and other miko doing all your chores so nothing strenuous can affect your health. I mean, come on. That sounds pretty awesome.”

      Trying not to frown, Emi looked across the pasture at the horses. Heedless of the snow, the bay had returned to its forages. The day was already warming. By lunch hour, the snow would probably be gone.

      “There are some luxuries, I suppose,” Emi mumbled.

      “The kamigakari has to remain pure,” Yui whispered at her hands as she twisted them together, “so she can receive the kami’s power and spirit. She must bathe twice a day, meditate before and after sleeping, eat only wholesome food, drink only purified water. She must maintain a clean and pure spirit, as well as body, and abstain from evil or impure thoughts or urges.”

      “Have you been memorizing textbooks again?” Rina muttered to Yui before smirking at Emi. “Impure urges, huh? So, I guess we shouldn’t invite you to watch the sohei practice then. They’ve only been here for a week, but they’ve sparred twice every day so far.”

      Emi winced as old memories struggled to break free. She wouldn’t be sneaking around to watch sohei train. She’d made that mistake once. Never again.

      “Wait,” Rina said thoughtfully. “Is that why the envoy from Shion made such a big deal about how only miko can touch you?” Her voice went breathy with disbelief. “You mean men aren’t allowed to touch you at all?”

      Emi winced again.

      “You can’t touch guys? Seriously? So, wait—you’ve never been kissed then, have you?”

      Not knowing how to get out of this conversation, Emi shook her head. Obviously she’d never been kissed. Innocent or necessary contact—like Katsuo catching her—was fine. It wasn’t that men could contaminate her with no more than a brief, harmless touch, but the rule was still necessary to protect her purity.

      Rina let out a peal of laughter. “I can’t believe it. You’re, what, eighteen? And you’ve never even kissed a guy!”

      Irritation simmered beneath Emi’s discomfort. The necessary restrictions, and sacrifices, required of the kamigakari weren’t a joke to be laughed at.

      Emi gave a small bow. “Thank you for showing me the stable. I should return to the house. I haven’t completed my morning meditation yet.”

      “Sorry, sorry!” Rina chirped, not sounding remotely apologetic. “I get carried away sometimes. Let’s head back.” She skipped a few steps, then waited for Emi and Yui to catch up. “The envoy was super insistent that you stay within the grounds unless you had both sohei with you. Are you really in danger whenever you’re not on sacred ground?”

      “It’s just a precaution,” Emi explained. Clearly, the questions wouldn’t stop until she parted company with Rina. “Sohei escorted me to and from school every day until I graduated this past summer, and we never had any trouble.”

      “But you were attacked by a yokai once, right?” Rina asked. “A few years ago, in the park outside the Shion Shrine. A miko died, right? What did the yokai look like?”

      Her last question came out in hushed tones of morbid curiosity.

      Emi stopped in the middle of the path, drawing herself up and clenching her trembling hands.

      “Miko Rina,” she said, summoning as commanding a tone as she could. “An innocent girl died in that attack. Please show respect for a lost life. She was only fifteen, and she died tragically and needlessly. I ask that you wish for her soul to find peace and her family to find comfort instead of filling your thoughts with foul details about the manner of her death.”

      Yui obediently clasped her hands in a prayer for the deceased, but Rina didn’t move. Her smile was nowhere in sight as she stared back at Emi, eyes narrowed and hard. Emi held her stare until the girl finally dropped her gaze.

      Without another word, Emi strode away from them, back toward the house. She held her composure in an iron fist, unwilling to let a single crack appear. In her head, she heard Hana’s last scream over and over until she could hear nothing else.

      The yokai might have killed Hana, but Emi’s weakness, her stupidity and selfishness, were the true reasons her best friend was gone forever.
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      In the seclusion of her room, Emi struggled to find the inner tranquility to resume her meditation. At least it was quiet. Minoru and Katsuo had gone off somewhere; inside the borders of the shrine grounds, they didn’t have much to do except patrol the area and ensure the ofuda talismans and other protective enchantments were fully functional. Short of catastrophe, no yokai—at least none with ill intent—could enter the shrine grounds.

      She attempted to concentrate but her eyes popped open against her will. She slammed them shut again and ground her teeth. Rina’s voice kept echoing in her ears. Tact definitely wasn’t the girl’s strong suit. All those questions, as though Emi was just some exciting bit of gossip instead of a real person with feelings.

      Her eyelids lifted again and she found herself staring at the floor. Maybe Rina hadn’t been that far off. A kamigakari was a kamigakari first and a person second. Emi’s feelings were never taken into consideration. Not when she’d been taken from her home at eight years old and put into training at the Shion Shrine. Not when she’d been sent to a private, all-girls school and forbidden from making friends outside the shrine. Not when she’d been sent to live at different shrines after the yokai attack in Shion.

      If she were honest with herself, she had to admit that no one really cared about her feelings. They tried to accommodate her, but they didn’t care. If they had to chop off her hands to keep her from failing as a kamigakari, they would do it without a thought to her well-being. Guji Ishida—the head kannushi in Shion and leader of all shrines dedicated to Amaterasu’s worship—made every decision about her future, and he never consulted her on any of it.

      Giving up on meditation, Emi pulled her wooden box out of her luggage and retrieved her journal. The bookmark hung out where she’d written in it last night, noting her experiences of the day and her thoughts about the new shrine. She’d been reasonably careful not to include anything that could get her into serious trouble, but otherwise, she hadn’t held back her feelings. Nanako would not be pleased if she ever got her hands on the journal.

      Letting out a long breath, Emi flipped through the pages, stopping on one with a photo taped to it. Her smiling face, three years younger, looked back at her. A beautiful kimono in every shade of purple swirled around her and her hair flew out behind her in the wind. Another girl, dressed in the simple miko uniform, hung off her arm, laughing so hard she could hardly stand.

      Hana was so young. Flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes made her rather plain features look vibrant and lovely. Few people would have noticed the other girl beside Emi. A bit too tall, limbs thin and lanky, face just a bit too wide, eyes close together. But Emi knew the wonderful person within, Hana’s kindness and generosity. Emi might have the more traditional beauty—a perfect oval face, large eyes, a small mouth with full lips—but she thought Hana had been the more beautiful person.

      Emi touched the edge of the photo. Hana had died three days later.

      Fingers trembling, she flipped through several pages. Written over and over in her neat handwriting, Katsuo’s name jumped out at her. With each glimpse of his name, her stomach clenched a little tighter.

      
        
        I saw Katsuo in training today with the other sohei. He smiled at me.

        

      

      
        
        I spoke to Katsuo for the first time. He wished me a good morning. I hope he didn’t see me blush. He’s so handsome. Is it weird that I want to touch his hair?

        

      

      
        
        I think Katsuo is the best swordsman of his class. Hana laughed at me when I told her. She asked how I could tell when I barely know the hilt from the blade.

        

      

      
        
        I know I’m not supposed to be thinking about boys, but I can’t keep Katsuo out of my head. I hardly know him, but still … I keep wondering. What if I wasn’t the kamigakari? What if I could really talk to him? What if I could touch him? What if I could kiss him?

        I’m not supposed to think about that stuff, but I can’t stop myself. Hana says it’s just a crush and it’ll go away if I avoid him.

        

      

      
        
        Katsuo talked to me today. He called me “my lady” and I asked him to call me Emi. I’m so embarrassed. I shouldn’t have done that, but I don’t want to be “the lady” to him. I want him to see ME, to see Emi. Not just the kamigakari everyone else sees.

        

      

      Under different circumstances, the foolish, immature scribbles of her hormonal fifteen-year-old self would have had her rolling her eyes. Instead, she swallowed the urge to be sick and shakily turned the page.

      
        
        Hana finally sat me down and gave me a lecture about how I’m putting my whole future at risk for a stupid crush. She said I’m just bored, and obsessing about Katsuo is more interesting than meditation and tea ceremony practice.

        She’s right. I’m being an idiot. I can never be with Katsuo and thinking about him is dangerous. It’s just so hard.

        This afternoon, I heard him and the other sohei talking. They’re going to the park tomorrow to have a mock battle. It sounds really exciting. I convinced Hana that we should go too, as my final Katsuo-watching send-off, and then I’ll stop. We’ll have to sneak out, but it’s not far, just a mile or two. I think she only agreed so she can hold it over my head later.

        

      

      Her gaze reluctantly turned to the opposite page. It was blank except for the date: August 25th. Her hand had trembled so badly as she wrote it that the letters were almost illegible. Nothing was written beneath the date, not a single word.

      She snapped the journal shut. Stuffing it back into the wooden box, she tossed the whole thing into her bag and wiped the tears from her face. If she wasn’t even going to try to meditate, she should at least pray. She glanced at the small shrine in the corner of the room—the first thing she’d set up after unpacking her clothes—but headed for the door instead. She needed fresh air and the calming ritual of the full shrine to clear her thoughts.

      This time, she crossed the footbridge without incident—excluding some minor hyperventilation. A few townspeople were scattered around the shrine: a middle-aged couple bowed in prayer, an elderly woman sitting on the bench beneath the sacred tree, and a young businessman bent over the table in front of the stand where worshippers could write out a wish or prayer on a small wooden plaque and hang it for the kami’s viewing pleasure.

      Emi went straight to the water fountain to cleanse herself. As she finished the washing ritual and replaced the ladle, someone joined her at the basin.

      “Hey. Remember me?”

      Emi looked around, surprised to see the schoolgirl from last night—the taller one who’d offered her free ice cream. Today, she wore a long green sweater and black leggings, her hair twisted into a messy bun. Her lack of uniform clued Emi in to the day of the week. It was Saturday. That explained why Rina and Yui had been at the shrine early that morning. On weekdays, they would only be around for a few hours each evening.

      The girl smiled shyly and Emi returned it. Tipping her head toward the shrine, Emi asked, “Back to pray?”

      “Um … yeah.” The girl quickly turned to the basin to wash.

      Emi flinched when the girl washed her hands in the wrong order—bad luck—but didn’t say anything. Together they walked to the main hall, passing the older couple on their way to the torii.

      Allowing the girl her privacy, Emi focused on her own prayer—nothing specific, just a general wish for strength and courage. And maybe some wisdom. Wisdom was always good.

      When Emi bowed to complete her worship, the girl copied her immediately, obviously just waiting for Emi to finish. They moved away from the shrine as the businessman came to take their place. Expecting the girl to follow her, Emi headed for the sacred tree—the ancient oak that dominated the shrine courtyard—and sat on the bench on the opposite side of the elderly lady, who was either praying or napping.

      Tugging nervously on her ponytail, the girl dropped down beside Emi.

      “I’m Miyako,” she blurted. “Can I ask you a few questions?”

      “Of course,” Emi said. “My name is Emi.”

      She watched the pond as she patiently waited for Miyako to speak. Younger girls often found it easier to approach a miko closer to their age rather than an intimidating old kannushi, so it wasn’t the first time Emi had done this.

      Miyako fidgeted, then leaned toward Emi and lowered her voice. “Are the kami really real?”

      Almost every miko went through a phase of doubt, wondering if the kami existed, but Emi never had. Her parents had been devout believers, and by the time she was old enough to question anything, she’d been marked as the kamigakari. Besides, how could she doubt when she sometimes felt Amaterasu’s presence fill her when she prayed? The kami’s strange warning flashed through her memory but she pushed it aside.

      “Even though most of us will never see a single sign of their presence,” Emi answered, “they are as real as the warmth of the sun or the cold of winter.”

      “And they answer prayers?”

      “Sometimes … in certain ways. Will a lightning bolt strike down your enemy if you pray for his death? Will you win the lottery just because you asked? No to both. The kami don’t indulge our whims. But if you pray for strength or wisdom or luck, the kami might just give you a nudge in the right direction. If you offend them, they might give you a nudge in the opposite direction.”

      Miyako’s forehead wrinkled. “How can you be sure? Have you ever had a kami answer your prayer?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Huh.” Miyako, politely, did not ask what that prayer had been. “You mentioned another kind of kami …”

      Emi leaned back, getting comfortable on the bench. “There are two kinds of spiritual entities: the kami and the yokai. The kami reside in the heavenly realm, separate from our own. The most powerful of the kami are called the Amatsukami. The four of them rule the heavens and the other kami.

      “This shrine is dedicated to Amaterasu, the Amatsukami of the Wind. The others are Izanagi of the Sky, the ultimate ruler of the kami; his sister Izanami of the Earth; and Tsukiyomi of the Water, brother to Amaterasu.”

      “Earth and sky, wind and water,” Miyako murmured. “What about yokai? They’re like demons, aren’t they? Everyone knows the children’s stories about trickster tanuki or kappa drowning kids.”

      Emi flinched at the mention of kappa. “Yokai are spirits, not demons. They are the kami of the earthly realm. Because we directly share our world with them, you’re more likely to run afoul of a yokai than a kami, hence the stories.” Well-deserved stories, in her opinion.

      Yokai shared the world of humans, living partly within it and partly within their own spiritual realm. Like the kami, they were ruled by their four most powerful individuals, the Kunitsukami. Sarutahiko of the Mountain was their leader, and Uzume of the Wood was his wife. Susano of the Storm and Inari of the Fire completed the four.

      Kami could channel their power to earth through a sacred object—a shintai—or use a mortal human as the receptacle of their power, but yokai needed no such tools. Somewhere, the Kunitsukami walked upon the same earth and breathed the same air as she did. It was a somewhat ominous thought.

      Miyako tapped one finger against her lips. “You don’t like yokai, do you?”

      Annoyed at her own transparency, Emi shook her head.

      “Kami and yokai are onmyo to each other,” she explained, referring to the yin-and-yang concept of opposites balancing—heaven and earth, darkness and light, good and evil. Even the elements were balanced. The Amatsukami balanced one another as well as the Kunitsukami, keeping the world in harmony. “They are the same yet opposite, and neither is better or worse. But I … had a bad encounter.”

      “Oh, no.” The girl’s expression softened. “What happened?”

      The genuine concern and sympathy in her eyes breached Emi’s defenses in a way Rina’s overeager curiosity never could. Emi didn’t want to share such a personal and terrible experience with a stranger, but the memory, so close to the surface since arriving here, was like a toxin in her blood. Maybe talking about it would help. Who else could she talk to? A stranger was better than someone she would have to see every day for the next two months.

      “A few years ago, my best friend and I were walking in the park,” she half mumbled. Walking in the park. The way she’d said it made it sound so simple, so easy, but she didn’t want to mention the slow, nerve-racking process of sneaking out of the shrine grounds to get to the park. “We were following some boys. I—I had a crush on one of them. We were trying to stay out of sight and I let the boys get too far ahead. We got lost.

      “I don’t remember exactly why I got scared, but I could feel my skin prickling and my hair standing on end.” Emi stared at the pond without seeing it. “Something was watching us. I grabbed Hana’s hand and we started running back. We found the trail and ran as fast as we could. The shrine grounds were just ahead. I could see the bridge across the creek. The torii was just on the other side.”

      The deep green shadows of the late summer forest filled her mind’s eye. The recent rains had swollen the creek and the murky water was rushing beneath the bridge.

      “I ran ahead onto the bridge. Hana was right behind me, but she slipped in the mud in front of the bridge. She fell and her feet splashed into the water. Just her feet. I stopped and turned to go help her up.

      “Something in the water grabbed her ankle and yanked her into the creek, so fast and strong. I threw myself at the edge of the bridge and grabbed her hand. She was screaming. The thing was trying to pull her under. I tried to lift her up, but it was so strong.”

      Horror contorted Miyako’s face but Emi barely saw. She could hear Hana screaming and screaming.

      “A second yokai jumped out of the water and grabbed me,” she whispered. The size of a child but thick and stocky, with bluish-green skin, a completely hairless head, webbed fingers, and fangs that flashed brightly as it grinned in vicious delight. She couldn’t remember its face but she remembered that grin. “It grabbed my legs and pulled me off the bridge. I don’t know how, but I kept one hand on the railing post and held on to Hana with my other hand.”

      Even in her memories, she didn’t feel the pain, though it must have hurt. The yokai with its hooked claws sunk into her ankles, dragging her down. The splinters of wood in her fingers from the post. Hana’s death grip on her other hand as the second yokai pulled her toward the bottom of the creek. Hana had spluttered and choked on the dirty water, scarcely able to keep her head up, as she screamed Emi’s name over and over.

      Emi remembered the moment she’d realized they would both die. She remembered looking at Hana and seeing her own terror reflected back, terror so deep she could see Hana’s soul in her eyes.

      And then Hana’s hand had been gone from hers.

      Emi bit hard on her lower lip, unable to stop the tears from sliding down her cheeks. Even now, she didn’t know. She didn’t know what had happened. Had the yokai yanked Hana away? Had Hana’s grip given out, allowing the yokai to drag her under? Or had Emi realized she was about to die … and let go? Had she let her best friend die to save herself?

      She would never be sure. But she would always fear that, deep down, she knew the answer.

      Drawn by the screams, Katsuo and the other sohei had arrived mere seconds later and leaped into the water to rescue Emi. The yokai had released her and vanished beneath the murky surface. Katsuo had dragged her onto the bank and guarded her while the others searched the creek for Hana, but they’d arrived too late to save her.

      “Emi?”

      Katsuo’s voice absorbed into her memories, his frantic shouting, the running footsteps. Then she blinked and saw him standing a few feet away, watching her with his eyebrows bunched together.

      Gasping, she spun away from him and lifted her sleeve over her face to hide her tears. Miyako furtively passed her a tissue. As Emi dabbed at her cheeks, the other girl leaned in close, glancing at Katsuo.

      “Who’s that?”

      “He’s a sohei—a warrior priest.” With her face in somewhat better shape, Emi lowered her arm. She gave Katsuo a sidelong squint. “In ancient times, the sohei protected shrines and their kami’s shintai. Legends say they once ousted dangerous yokai and defended the innocent from evil or power-hungry kami, but nowadays, their purpose is mostly ceremonial.”

      Katsuo raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. He was hardly ceremonial. The sword at his hip wasn’t for show and he had even more tricks up his sleeve for dealing with an errant yokai or two. Modern yokai were, as a general rule, only trouble for the people who went looking for them—Emi being the exception.

      Miyako rose to her feet, tugging at the hem of her sweater and glancing briefly at Katsuo as though unsure whether to include him. “Thanks, Emi. I’d like to learn more about the kami. Can I come back next weekend?”

      “Of course, Miyako. You’re always welcome here at Shirayuri Shrine.”

      With a bob of her head and another blushing glance at Katsuo, Miyako scooted away. Emi pursed her lips. How much had Katsuo overheard? He knew most of the story already, but had he heard her say she’d followed the boys into the park because she had a crush on one of them? Could he guess he had been the object of her infatuation?

      “You’re really good at that,” he commented.

      “At what?”

      He waved a hand in the direction Miyako had gone. “Talking to kids, welcoming people to the shrine, explaining the kami.”

      So he’d eavesdropped on everything she’d said. She would need to keep a sharper eye out for him. She suspected he was never far away.

      “I don’t need you breathing down my neck every moment of the day,” she said flatly, rising to her feet and striding past him. “I’m in no danger here.”

      He followed her as she almost stomped—she would never actually stomp, but she didn’t hide her irritation either—to the footbridge. Her heart rate kicked up again, annoying her further. She stopped halfway across the bridge and inhaled deeply through gritted teeth. When she felt a touch less terrified, she placed her hands on the smooth wooden railing, almost like she was enjoying the view of the pond and garden rather than stubbornly trying to conquer her fear.

      Beside her, Katsuo leaned his hip on the railing, either showing off his utter fearlessness of the small, innocent bridge or trying to help her by setting a good example.
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“I know I’ve been overzealous in watching over you, but this place … I don’t know why the Guji chose to send you to this shrine,” he said, referring to Ishida, the head kannushi at Shion. “It’s remote, yes, but it’s a bit too remote. Everything north and west of here is uninhabited mountains. You know what wild landscapes mean.”

      Her eyes turned from the pond to his profile. He stared northward at the nearest mountain, swathed in autumn colors, that rose above the treetops. She did indeed know what remote, wild landscapes meant: yokai. Since kami needed a human host to have a presence in the earthly realm, they were most often found where humans were also present. But many types of yokai preferred remote wilderness—and didn’t welcome human intruders.

      “I got here a week before you,” Katsuo went on, “so I’ve had some time to explore. I found signs of yokai less than ten miles from the shrine and they’re much bolder than usual. Normally, they avoid humans—especially sohei—but Minoru and I found their tracks mixed with ours after scouting an area. They were following us around.”

      He rubbed a hand through his shaggy hair. “And yokai in several other areas have been acting strange for a while now. My last assignment was to investigate yokai attacks east of Shion. Dead animals and two missing children.” He gave his head a little shake. “I checked all the ofuda as soon as I got here. Kannushi Fujimoto has been keeping them in good condition, so the shrine grounds are secure, but it still worries me. Why didn’t Guji Ishida choose a small shrine near a city or somewhere else besides these yokai-infested mountains?”

      Her hands tightened on the railing and she wished she hadn’t stopped on the bridge for her fear-conquering demonstration. Leaving now would feel like admitting defeat, but the idea of wild, yokai-infested mountains surrounding the shrine made her skin crawl. Perhaps Amaterasu had been trying to warn her to be extra careful because of the dangers surrounding the shrine.

      She resisted the urge to check that the ofuda she always carried were tucked in the hidden pockets in her sleeves. The paper talismans could protect against yokai attacks but she’d never used one before. As long as she stayed on sacred ground, she would never need to test her abilities.

      “Guji Ishida chose this shrine,” she said, making an effort to sound calm, “because it’s so tiny and remote that no one would guess I’m here, but also because the solstice ceremony location is relatively close and accessible.”

      Katsuo’s shoulders twitched. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, trying to see him as Miyako had. Tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome, he hadn’t changed much from the seventeen-year-old she’d had a crush on three years ago, but she didn’t feel the same tingling infatuation. He was handsome, but that handsome face called forth so many bad memories, the sorrow and guilt, and the humiliation.

      “The ceremony …” he repeated, his voice somewhat dull. “The solstice is less than two months away now. So little time …”

      Ignoring the soft surge of anxiety in her belly, she offered a confident smile. “It can’t come soon enough. I’ve feared every shadow for the last three years, but after the solstice, it will be the yokai fearing me.”

      He looked at her, his dark eyes intense. “You don’t have any reason to be afraid while I’m with you. I won’t allow anything to hurt you.”

      Her stomach fluttered, hot butterflies dancing madly. Oh no, not that feeling. Hadn’t she just determined that she was entirely over her crush? She dragged her gaze away, silently cursing him.

      “I have the utmost faith that you’ll fulfill your duties with dedication and skill,” she said in as formal a tone as she could muster. She didn’t dare look at him to see his reaction. His promise to protect her hadn’t felt like a statement of duty at all.

      A quiet hush settled over them, broken only by the rippling pond. A crow cawed loudly from the trees beyond the main hall.

      “What will the ceremony be like?” he eventually asked. “The kannushi are pretty mute about it.”

      “I have no idea. They haven’t shared any details with me either.”

      He straightened from his slouch. “What? You don’t know?”

      She flicked a glance at him, mildly surprised by his indignation. “I’ll find out at some point beforehand, I’m sure.”

      “How could they not tell you? You’re the kamigakari—it’s your ceremony. You should know everything there is to know.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think I actually have to do anything but be there.”

      “Well, what about after? Do you know what happens then?”

      She shrugged again.

      Disbelief and disapproval competed on his face. “Aren’t you even curious? It’s your future. Don’t you care about what comes next?”

      Stepping closer to the railing, she tentatively leaned against it. “That’s just it. It’s not my future. It’s not about me or what I want. It’s about Amaterasu and what she needs. Whether I know the details doesn’t matter. I can’t change anything—and I don’t want to.”

      She sighed at his unhappy scowl.

      “Katsuo, since the day I was marked as the kamigakari, my future was no longer mine. I live for Amaterasu’s will, which is—for now—enacted by Guji Ishida and the other kannushi in Shion. On the solstice, her will becomes mine and mine hers. Our future will be a wholly new thing to be discovered. I can hardly make plans for it.” Her voice softened. “That is what it means to be a kamigakari. In a way, beyond even the most dedicated kannushi or miko, my life belongs to my kami.”

      His scowl faded and something else touched his eyes. The strange, almost sad emotion took her a moment to identify: pity.

      She recoiled from him. Pity? For her? Being the kamigakari was her dream. Her purpose. She might briefly allow the occasional doubt or longing to experience something different, but she would never truly want to change her fate. She had devoted her life to her kami for as long as she could remember. From among thousands of miko, Amaterasu had chosen her, Emi, as her host.

      He didn’t miss her furious reaction and raised a placating hand. “I know being the kamigakari is a great honor and you’ll experience things I can’t even imagine. I’m just surprised you don’t … you don’t regret the things you won’t get to experience.”

      “What’s the point?” she snapped. “Regretting things I’ll never have will hardly perk up my day.”

      He mumbled an agreement and gripped the hilt of his sword with one hand—an unconscious gesture, she suspected. Perhaps his sword made him feel stronger and in control.

      “Have you ever felt her presence?” she asked, her anger cooling.

      “Huh?”

      “Have you ever felt Amaterasu’s presence when you pray at the shrine?”

      His eyebrows drew down. “No.”

      “I have. I’ve felt her power touch me. She is … magnificent, divine … gentle.” The breeze teased a strand of her long bangs free from her ponytail and she tucked it behind her ear. “I’ve already made the most important choice I could ever make. You chose too. You became a sohei to serve the kami. It’s not that different.”

      He shook his head. “You’re so devout and committed, Emi, that you think everyone is as selfless and dedicated as you. I became a sohei because learning to fight yokai sounded cool as hell when I was twelve. I enjoyed it and made lots of friends, so I kept at it. It wasn’t until you almost died three years ago that I realized it wasn’t just a hobby. That was the first time I’d ever seen a yokai. I’m not sure I really believed they existed until that day.”

      She stared at him. He’d trained for years without even believing in yokai?

      “After that, I started taking it seriously. But it’s different for me because I can walk away whenever I want. Today, tomorrow, next year, in ten years … I can decide I’d rather be an accountant or a lawyer and marry a nice girl and have a family. But you can’t. You’ve given it all up, and I’m not sure you’ve really considered the full scope of what you’re writing off. You only just turned eighteen. How can you know what you want out of life? In two months, you’ll never have the chance again.”

      She frowned at him. Did he know her birthday had been last month? Why would he know that small detail about her?

      “I already lost the chance,” she said. “I became the kamigakari when I was eight years old, and that can’t be undone. There’s no going back. Even if I could go back in time, I wouldn’t change it.”

      He grimaced, then let out a defeated huff and gestured toward the house. “It’s almost lunch time.”

      She nodded and followed him off the bridge, watching his back. Did it bother him so much that she’d cast aside all the mundane dreams other people had? Why would she want those things? Give up being a kamigakari to become an accountant or a mother, raising children and cooking dinner every night? Why on earth would she choose such an ordinary future over the otherworldly destiny that awaited her?

      On the winter solstice, the Amatsukami of the Wind would descend from the heavenly realm to join her power and will with Emi’s mortal body. Amaterasu had chosen her as the strongest, purest, worthiest vessel. Without Emi, Amaterasu could not descend and the kami’s power would remain painfully limited. A hundred years had passed since Amaterasu had last walked in this world. Emi would not fail her kami.

      Aside from her doomed flirtations with Katsuo three years ago, Emi had never cheated on the requirements placed on her as a kamigakari. She wouldn’t take any risks that might cause the descension ceremony to fail. Impurities could make her incompatible with Amaterasu’s divinely pure power. Emi faithfully meditated and bathed, followed the dietary restrictions, exercised her body to keep it strong, and avoided inappropriate thoughts and corrupting emotions. Amaterasu was counting on her. She knew it. She could feel the kami’s need when she prayed.

      An average kami could choose any human as a vessel. A willing and pure host was best, as an impure vessel wouldn’t last long under the stress of the kami’s power. An Amatsukami, however, was too powerful to take any average mortal as a host; Amaterasu could possess Nanako at this very moment if the kami wanted to, but her power would likely kill the woman within minutes.

      Instead, an Amatsukami needed a kamigakari—a specially chosen and prepared vessel—to host their spirit. Emi had been preparing to receive Amaterasu’s spirit for ten years. Not only had she practiced all the necessary preparations and rituals, but the mark on her chest was in itself a conduit to Amaterasu’s power. The mark had been so faint that it was almost invisible when it first appeared, but it had darkened through the years. And as it darkened, the link between Emi and the kami grew stronger, acclimating her body to the power that would one day fill it.

      The kami’s power was in her—or a miniscule fraction of it, at least—but it wasn’t something she could consciously sense or use. But that would change on the solstice when Amaterasu descended and joined with her.

      Emi didn’t know what that would be like, exactly. Somewhere out there, three kamigakari housed the power of Izanagi, Izanami, and Tsukiyomi, but she could hardly waltz into another shrine and ask to chat about their experiences. She would find out when it happened to her.

      Taking a kami into her body did come with some downsides—the big one being that, despite all her preparations, it might kill her. She would inevitably lose a certain amount of autonomy, but that was a fair exchange for shedding the limits of mortality and, in essence, becoming a kami herself. Would she and Amaterasu blend together into one mind and will? Would they exist separately and share her body? Either way, to see and do and experience everything along with Amaterasu, to become a part of the kami, was more than worth giving up other kinds of experiences. After all, she’d given them up a long time ago.

      But to see Katsuo look at her with pity in his eyes …

      Anger choked her, closing her throat. How dare he pity her. He didn’t understand. He only saw what she would lose, not what she would gain. An immortal life for as long as her kami needed her, to become a divine force in this world—how could he pity her for that?

      He just didn’t understand. If he hadn’t believed in yokai, maybe there were other things he didn’t believe in. Maybe he didn’t believe in the kami and that was why he’d never felt Amaterasu’s touch within him.

      Well, she believed. And after the solstice, she would make sure to visit him and let him see exactly how real the kami were. She smiled at the thought.
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      “Stand up straight, Yui!”

      Emi winced at Nanako’s acid tone. Her arm ached from holding the ceremonial arrow extended in front of her, balanced across her palm. Red and white tassels hung from the shaft at either end and fluttered in the breeze. The snow had melted away in the warm afternoon, but as the sun dipped toward the western mountains, the air began to cool.

      “You’ll be a laughingstock at the winter festival if you hunch through your performance,” Nanako continued relentlessly. “Don’t make that face. Are you crying? You’ll need a thicker skin if you intend to perform in front of hundreds of people.”

      Emi pressed her lips together. A few feet away, Rina was holding her arrow in the exact same position as Emi, her equally decorative bow in her other hand. The young miko shifted her weight, glancing anxiously over Emi’s shoulder toward Nanako and Yui behind her.

      “Your performance in the blessing ritual represents the entire shrine, Yui. Will you embarrass us in front of the whole town?”

      Grimacing as Nanako’s voice rang across the shrine’s open-fronted stage, Emi looked at the arrow in her hand and sighed. She tilted her hand, letting the arrow slide off. It hit the wooden floor with a loud clatter.

      Emi stooped to pick it up and rose to find Nanako in front of her, glaring.

      “Oh, my sincerest apologies, my lady.” The woman barely bothered to contain her sneer. “Have you tired so soon? The miko rituals must be so demanding for someone with your fragile constitution. Perhaps you’d prefer to return to your room and rest for the afternoon.”

      Emi could do a blessing ritual in her sleep—and with far more grace than Nanako had demonstrated earlier—but she didn’t say that. She didn’t acknowledge the insult in the woman’s suggestion she go nap as though she were entirely useless and incapable. Instead, she cast her gaze to the floor and waited. Nanako couldn’t make her cry.

      When Emi didn’t respond, Nanako stormed to the front of the stage and lifted her bow and single arrow.

      “Start again,” she barked. “No mistakes this time!”

      Emi moved back a couple steps to the starting position. As Rina took her spot, she cast Emi a brief, grateful smile.

      Nanako clapped her hands sharply. “Begin!”

      Emi lifted the arrow above her head and simultaneously turned it exactly forty-five degrees like a compass point. As she brought the arrow down again and extended it in front of her, she moved her right foot forward, turning one way while spinning the arrow in a counter motion to keep it pointed exactly southeast. To a viewer, the sedate motions were breathtakingly graceful, but performing each precise movement in slow motion was exceptionally difficult.

      The ritual dance continued, an intricate series of careful movement of arrow and bow, hands and feet and body. Emi lost herself in the familiar motions, letting them flow through her, feeling the faint shimmer of power rise from the earth. Most people thought the ritual dances were just traditional performances meant to entertain, but there was true power in them—if the performer did them right.

      As she moved into the final position, forming an inward-facing square with Nanako, Yui, and Rina as the other three points, Emi nocked the arrow on the string. In unison with the other miko, she drew the string back to her cheek, her muscles burning. She lifted the bow, pointing the arrow toward the ceiling of the stage. Rina and Yui’s arms visibly trembled from the effort to hold the position. They brought their bows down, directing the arrows at the four-pointed wooden compass sitting on the floor in the middle of the stage.

      Together, they fired. Emi was so focused on hitting the right spot, the north compass point, that she wasn’t paying attention to the others—until a ricocheting arrow flashed past her face, barely missing her cheek.

      “Rina!” Nanako shrieked.

      Rina dropped her bow in horror. She wailed incoherent apologies while Yui stared at Emi with eyes the size of tea cups.

      Katsuo and Minoru appeared out of nowhere, weapons raised. Rina went silent, her face beet red.

      Katsuo leaped onto the stage, not bothering with the steps. “What happened?”

      Emi blinked, gathering her wits. A chunk of wood had splintered off the floor a foot beyond the wooden compass. Rina had overshot her mark and the angle had caused the arrow to bounce off the floor and whirl past Emi, spinning like a boomerang.

      Still holding her bow, Emi clasped her hands together and gave the two sohei a dazzling smile. “Oh, nothing to worry about! Just a small mishap with the dance.”

      Rina shot her another grateful look.

      Katsuo looked around suspiciously. “That’s it?”

      Nanako cleared her throat. “We’ll leave off practice for today. Girls, I expect you to practice your archery for at least two hours every day for the rest of the week, no excuses. Now put all this away and go pray for the kami’s luck—you both need it!”

      Emi was surprised Nanako hadn’t taken the opportunity to humiliate Rina, but maybe she didn’t want the sohei to think she was an incompetent teacher.

      To Emi’s relief, Katsuo finally relaxed his stance and sheathed his sword. The stage wasn’t a large enough space for five people and over two feet of deadly steel. Giving the girls one last glare, Nanako shoved her bow at Yui and hurried down the steps.

      “Are you free now?” Katsuo asked Emi.

      Consternation and a twinge of anger sparked inside her but she didn’t allow her feelings to show on her face. She hadn’t spoken with him since the unpleasant ending of their conversation yesterday. Maybe he wanted to apologize—or maybe he wanted to continue his quest to convince her that every decision she’d made in her life was wrong.

      “I’m free until dinner.” She glanced at Rina. “Would you mind …?”

      The girl quickly accepted Emi’s bow and started gathering the other ceremonial items along with Yui. Emi descended the steps after Katsuo. Minoru gave her a polite nod, cast a questioning glance at Katsuo, and wordlessly walked away, presumably returning to wherever he’d been before all the screaming brought him running.

      “I wanted to show you something,” Katsuo explained as they walked away from the stage. The main hall and the stage formed an L-shape around the stone courtyard. Behind the stage was a plain building with offices and filing rooms where Fujimoto and Nanako spent most of their day when they weren’t maintaining the shrine or assisting worshippers. Katsuo led her off the sidewalk and onto the unkempt grass behind the offices.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Just over here.”

      He held the branches of an overgrown bush out of the way so she could squeeze by along the wall. Just beyond, a small building in the traditional architecture of a shrine sat comfortably amidst the shrubbery, its peaked roof and curling eaves painted yellow and orange by fallen leaves.

      “It’s an old storehouse,” he said excitedly. “Kannushi Fujimoto obviously hasn’t been maintaining it. The regular storerooms are back by the offices.”

      He grabbed the front door and pulled, dragging the heavy panel aside to reveal the interior, dimly lit by sunlight leaking in through the dirty windows high on the walls. Shelves covered every wall and a rack as tall as the ceiling occupied the center of the room, leaving only a narrow, rectangular aisle to walk in. Katsuo entered without hesitation, gesturing for Emi to follow. She minced across the threshold, pulling her sleeves close so they didn’t brush against the dirt-coated shelves. Her nose wrinkled at the smell of moldering paper. Leather-bound books, crumpled boxes, and wooden cases in all sizes filled every available nook and cranny.

      “This place is a gold mine. Has Kannushi Fujimoto even bothered to look at what’s in here?” Katsuo pointed at a long, narrow case perched precariously on top of another box. Paper ofuda covered most of its surface, the written talismans likely intended to seal the supposed supernatural power within. “This here is labeled as Fudo Masamune. If it’s the real katana, it’s worth a fortune.”

      She offered a polite noise of interest, utterly clueless as to why he thought she would care about famous swords or anything else in this storehouse. He flashed her a grin over his shoulder.

      “You’re wondering why I brought you here, right? There are a ton of books mixed in with all this junk. I came last night to see if any of them mention anything about kamigakari or the ceremony.” He stopped at the back of the room and crouched. “Look here.”

      She joined him, trying not to cough as the air grew even more stale. Deciding she would not kneel on that filthy floor, she bent at the waist to look at the shelf. Books were haphazardly stacked in piles ten tall and three deep.

      “These are all shrine histories,” he told her. He picked up the three on top. “I only looked at a few, but these ones talk about past kamigakari, Amaterasu’s and others. I bet more of these books have information on kamigakari, maybe even details about the ceremony and stuff.”

      He looked up at her, eyes bright even in the dim light. “I know you’re content to wait until the Guji fills you in about the ceremony, but I thought you might enjoy learning more about past kamigakari and all the things they’ve done. This one”—he held up a book—“talks about Tsukiyomi’s kamigakari turning a hurricane away from the coast. Can you believe that? And in this really old one, Izanagi’s kamigakari forced an emperor to end a war.”

      His excitement faded as he waited for her to respond, but she couldn’t find her voice to reassure him that he hadn’t offended her again. How long had he spent searching through this grimy storehouse, looking for books about kamigakari? How long had he sat in here last night, sifting through boring histories, when he should have been sleeping? The book he was waving around had to be five hundred pages thick. He must have spent hours in here.

      She’d been afraid he would try to convince her that she was making a big mistake, but this was the opposite. He sounded outright amazed by the two examples of kamigakari power in the books, and he wanted to share that with her.

      In the wake of her silence, he deflated like a punctured tire. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “N-no. This is wonderful.” She managed a wobbly smile, struggling to contain her emotions. “Thank you, Katsuo. This is amazing. I don’t know much kamigakari history, especially not the histories of the other kami.”

      He hesitated, trying to read her, maybe doubting her sincerity. She must have passed his scrutiny, because his grin returned. He handed her the three books—she resisted flinching at the dust-coated covers—and rose to his feet.

      “I can’t stay—Minoru and I are doing a quick patrol down the northern trails before dinner—but you should stay and check out some of the other books. I’m sure there’s more interesting stuff.”

      Before she could respond, he was out the door and she heard him take off at a jog. Alone in the shadowy interior, she allowed herself to sink down onto her heels and stared at the books in her hands. Katsuo’s kindness made her ache inside. Was he trying to make up for failing to save Hana? No, she’d recognized his good nature when she first developed a crush on him. He was thoughtful and considerate of everyone around him.

      Smiling to herself, she set the three books aside and swiftly examined the rest of the pile. Some were too faded or moldy to decipher, but from among the remainder, she selected six more—four other histories, a kannushi manual of some kind, and a journal that had belonged to a miko from a hundred years ago. Gathering the nine books together, she carried them to the front stoop and sat. The steps, having been exposed to regular rainfall all summer, were significantly cleaner than the storehouse interior.

      Dappled sunlight danced over the pages of the book that detailed Tsukiyomi’s hurricane-battling kamigakari. She quickly located a recently dog-eared page and read the driest, most tedious account of fantastical magic she could have imagined. When she finished the segment, she had to take a few deep breaths. Assuming the story hadn’t been exaggerated, she would wield far more power as Amaterasu’s kamigakari than she’d guessed.

      Excitement quickly replaced her nerves and she devoured several pages of the next book. When she ran out of material flagged by Katsuo, she skimmed through the other histories. Eagerness gave way to frustration as she flipped through page after page of cramped print, finding nothing but dreary descriptions of ancient politics. Maybe she’d underestimated how long it had taken Katsuo to find the passages he’d marked.

      She abandoned the histories and paged through the diary. Another miss. The miko who’d written out every detail of her daily existence had led an exceptionally uneventful life. Not that Emi, a journal-keeper herself, could criticize, but the woman’s musings were hardly the makings of a masterpiece. Setting the diary aside, she picked up the kannushi manual and opened it. Her heart sank. Page after page of dull instructions on every facet of managing a shrine.

      She huffed, wanting to scratch an itch on her nose but unwilling to touch her face until she could wash her hands. It seemed she would need to practice patience if she wanted to learn more. As she mentally planned out how she might sneak some of the books back into her room, she idly flipped through the pages of faded ink, barely watching what she was doing. Only when a smear of black on the paper flashed by did her attention return to the book. She backtracked until she found a page with an image splashed across it:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The carefully painted lines depicted a perfect illustration of Amaterasu’s mark—the very mark emblazoned over Emi’s heart.

      Pulse racing, she lifted the book closer to her face. The author described how the mark would darken as the years passed and how to judge when it was fully formed, therefore indicating that the ceremony should be held on the next solstice.

      
        
        Delay not, for the growing ki within the kamigakari will act as a beacon to all spirits. Yokai will be drawn to her as moths to a flame. Loyal to their masters, the yokai will make every attempt to slay the kamigakari before Her Holy Kami’s descension from the heavens. The Kunitsukami seek to preserve their dominion over the earthly realm and will not passively allow Her Holy Kami to challenge their rule. They will grow only more brazen as the ceremony approaches.

        

      

      Emi swallowed hard. She knew that Amaterasu’s power would slowly filter into her, but she hadn’t realized that it would also draw yokai to her. With numb fingers, she reached under the collar of her kimono and pulled out her omamori—a small, flat cloth bag on a tie around her neck. Within the rectangular bag was a powerful ofuda, a talisman to protect her. Ishida had made it himself. He’d given her a new one every six months for the last three years. With each replacement talisman, he’d warned her to never, ever take it off. As long as she had it around her neck, yokai would not recognize her as anything more than a miko.

      Ki, as referenced by the book’s author, meant spiritual energy or life force. It was the power wielded by kami and yokai, and humans possessed it too, though on a much smaller scale. Most humans couldn’t do anything special with their ki, but kannushi, sohei, and miko were trained to tap into their ki in order to perform rituals, create ofuda and omamori, and protect shrine grounds. With a close connection to their kami, a kannushi’s or sohei’s ki could gain extra potency as the kami loaned a touch of their power to supplement what a mere mortal could do. Purity of heart and mind, as well as a focused will, made ki more powerful.

      Of all the elements of her miko training, ki was Emi’s only real weakness. She knew all kinds of theory and she could technically create ofuda. They were quite straightforward: a rectangle of pure white paper upon which she would write the ritual words, imbuing them with her ki and will. The problem was, short of inviting a yokai attack, she had no way to know if she had succeeded. A protection ofuda wouldn’t do a thing unless someone truly intended her harm.

      If Amaterasu’s power was already beginning to fill her body, Emi could create ofuda more powerful than even Ishida. But, again, she had no way to test that. If she was gaining power, could she somehow feel it? She lifted the book back to her nose, and scanned the text for more information. Surely there was a way to confirm if—

      Her eyes jerked to a stop on the passage at the bottom of the page.

      
        
        Speak not to the kamigakari of the ceremony. Regardless of her inquiries, you must not enlighten her to the reality of imbuing a divine spirit. Universally, they have reacted to the knowledge with poor grace, some going so far as to sabotage the ceremony. A compromised kamigakari is unsuitable for Her Holy Kami’s spirit and any dissonance will result in the swift demise of the kamigakari.

        It is also recommended to disguise the truth from other servants of the shrine. The understanding that the kamigakari’s being will cease to exist upon Her Holy Kami’s descension into her vessel is rarely received well, even by the most devout of followers.

        Know that the sacrifice of the kamigakari is as necessary as the withholding of this very fact. Sorrow not for the kamigakari, whose mind and soul will be consumed by the ultimate glory of Her Holy Kami’s spirit, a fate we might all wish for as our ultimate end.

        

      

      She stared at the page, the words thundering in her brain.

      … the kamigakari’s being will cease to exist …

      … the sacrifice of the kamigakari …

      … mind and soul will be consumed …

      The words spun and twisted and burrowed deep, repeating over and over until she couldn’t draw a breath. Cease to exist. Sacrifice. Consumed.

      It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. Someone would have told her. Someone would have warned her. Her own parents had encouraged her to seek this path. Someone would have told her that her fate wasn’t to unite with her kami, but to be consumed by her kami, mind and soul.

      She couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t true. If this book was right, she’d dedicated her whole life to preparing herself as the perfect host for her kami, and in two months, Amaterasu would reward all her sacrifices by destroying her.

      The book fell from her numb fingers. Her entire life had been forged by a terrible lie, and there was nothing she could do to change her fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Lying on her back across her futon, Emi stared at the ceiling. Her tears had run dry. Her muscles ached. Hunger chewed at her belly.

      She’d taken the kannushi manual back to her room and refused to leave, sending Nanako away when she came by to demand why the lady hadn’t come to dinner. Emi had read the entire manual from cover to cover, hundreds of pages of dry exposition about how to run a shrine. Most of the section about kamigakari was familiar to her. Everything from the special prayers girls said in the hopes of being chosen, to the exact diet she’d followed for the last ten years, to the protective omamori she needed to wear—it was all in there. All accurate and true to her experiences.

      Which meant it was highly unlikely that the one passage was wrong. The manual described her life so perfectly that she was certain Ishida had his own identical copy.

      And if the book was accurate, then her entire life had been based on a lie.

      To her, “become the kamigakari” had always meant “become a kami.” She hadn’t known exactly what her union with Amaterasu would entail, but no one had ever suggested that her mind wouldn’t survive it. Before Amaterasu chose Emi, hundreds of young miko had hoped and prayed that the kami would choose them, but very few of them would have been interested in becoming a kamigakari if they’d known they were voluntarily ending their lives.

      In less than two months, Emi’s life would end. Her body would continue to live, but she would be gone from it, consumed by Amaterasu’s all-powerful spirit. Destroyed by it.

      Her first thought had been to escape that fate. Dozens of desperate plans had rushed through her mind, but the book had struck down every one. She couldn’t run away. The ceremony, as the author explained, was a ritual to help Amaterasu’s descension go as smoothly as possible, but it could be moved to a different location or even skipped altogether should circumstances become dire. Nothing would stop Amaterasu from descending and taking Emi’s body on the solstice. She could be on top of the highest mountain or at the bottom of the ocean, and the kami would still claim her.

      Sabotaging her purity wouldn’t save her either. Other kamigakari had tried and Amaterasu had descended anyway. Damaging her purity would only increase the chances that her body would die along with her mind and soul. Either way, the girl named Emi would be no more. Her life, over at eighteen.

      What kind of life had she lived? Day after day, devoted to miko studies and prayer, to staying pure. She hadn’t read popular books or seen movies or eaten interesting foods. She’d never driven a car or flown in an airplane or seen new places that weren’t shrines. She’d never ridden a bike or skied down a mountain or done any of the other things the girls at the private schools talked about. Her favorite treat was chocolate, and the last time she’d eaten it was on her seventh birthday—a chocolate cake her mother had made for her.

      New tears formed and trickled down her cheeks. She’d sacrificed so much to be the perfect kamigakari—including her parents. After the mark had appeared, she was taken to the Shion Shrine for protection and to begin her training. Her parents had visited often in the beginning, but Emi had been so busy and focused that sometimes she’d only spend fifteen minutes with them, even though they’d travelled hours to see her. She couldn’t blame them for cutting down the visits to a few a year. But no matter how little time she spent with them, her mother would always beam with pride every minute of their visit.

      When Emi was twelve, her father had arrived to see her …alone. Her mother had lost a two-year battle with cancer. Emi hadn’t even known she was sick. Not wanting to be a distraction, her mother had kept her illness a secret. Her father, with tears standing in his eyes, told her that her mother had died holding a photo of Emi from a recent festival, taken from among the crowd because Emi hadn’t had a chance—hadn’t made an effort—to see them before or after her performance. Then he’d left. It was the last time she’d seen him. She’d made a few efforts to reach out to him over the years, but his cold responses, when he bothered to respond at all, had been to assure her that he wouldn’t distract her from her duties. The unspoken message was clear: she’d chosen a future as a kamigakari over a life with her parents in it.

      She hadn’t meant to do that. It had just happened. She wasn’t always busy, but whenever her parents visited, her schedule had been packed. She’d always tell herself that next time, she would make time; next time, she would ask Ishida to clear her schedule for an entire day so she could visit with her parents. But it had never happened, and now it was too late.

      Tears slid down her cheeks into her hair. Before this moment, she had never realized how truly alone she was. Her mother dead, her father uninterested in forgiving her for hurting her mother. Her best friend also dead. Between her constant relocations and anxiety over getting someone else hurt, she hadn’t formed any close friendships since Hana.

      Wiping the tears away, she sat up and pulled out her box of mementos. As she sifted through the contents, she became more frantic with each worthless rock or feather or flower she pushed aside. Every item represented a precious memory—and every one was somehow related to being a kamigakari. She had to have one important memory that didn’t have anything to do with the shrines, something she’d seen or done that wasn’t tied to the web of lies.

      But there was nothing. She’d been so good at being a faithful, obedient kamigakari.

      She had two months left and nothing to show for it—no unique experiences, no special memories outside her duties. Desperate denial rose up until it blocked her throat, choking her. Was this it? Was this her life? Would it be over in a few short weeks?

      She squeezed her eyes shut and clutched the edges of the box. Even if she could escape her fate on the solstice, would she? Could she do that? Could she turn her back on her duty, her responsibility? She had volunteered for this task, and abandoning her obligations on the eve of the ceremony would be the worst kind of dishonor. Amaterasu needed a host. If Emi failed to become Amaterasu’s vessel, the kami would have to start all over again with another kamigakari, delaying her descension by another ten years. And some other young girl would unwittingly throw her life away.

      Emi turned to the small shrine set up in the corner. The wooden ornament was carved into a perfect, miniature replica of a shrine, with a white vase on either side and small dishes for food offerings. In the center, a small mirror represented the shintai to transmit Amaterasu’s power during prayer.

      Emi had loved Amaterasu, the kindest and gentlest of the Amatsukami, since she was a child. She’d been so excited to unite with the kami’s spirit, even if it meant losing part of who she was. Was her true fate that different? She would lose all of her mind and self; it was closer to dying than uniting. And yet, dying had been a risk from the beginning. Now, instead of her death being a possibility, it was a guarantee.

      But she had chosen this path. Amaterasu needed her. The world needed Amaterasu. The Amatsukami of the Wind had been absent for a hundred years—a hundred years of imbalance, of disparate onmyo, which was only growing worse as time went on.

      She had volunteered, but they had lied about the fate she was choosing. She had committed her life to this, but they’d never told her she wouldn’t survive it. It was her duty to see this through, but they had lied.

      Standing abruptly, she let the box fall from her lap, spilling its contents across the floor. She couldn’t sit anymore. She couldn’t stand still. Her hands clenched and unclenched. Huffing, she grabbed a heavy haori from her closet and rushed out her door. Soft light spilled from her room into the walkway, enclosed for the night with wooden panels. The rest of the house was dark; no one would wake until after sunrise. Hurrying to the entryway, she toed on her sandals and opened the outer door.

      A curtain of giant snowflakes drifted down from the sky. The lawn was covered in a pristine layer of white; it must have snowed all night. The world had taken on the bluish tint of coming dawn, dark but not the deep darkness of full night.

      Kicking off her sandals, she crouched in front of the shelf by the door and pulled out her shoes from her old school uniform, placed there yesterday in case of bad weather. She shoved her feet into the shoes and descended the steps, the wet snow sticking to her soles.

      A few steps away from the house, she stopped. She needed to move, to exorcise the maelstrom of conflicting emotions so she could think straight and figure this out. But the shrine was the last place she wanted to go.

      She started toward it anyway, briefly considering another visit to the storehouse, but found herself swinging to the north instead. Past the house, a path, visible only as a perfectly smooth expanse of snow between the trees, beckoned. The stable. Fresh air, open space. Much better than a stuffy, moldy storehouse.

      Quickening her steps, she headed into the snowy woods. The deep blue sky reflected off the snow, creating enough light to see by even in the dark shadows under the trees. Walking through the sea of swirling snowflakes, all else quiet and still, she felt like she’d entered another world. The house vanished behind her and all she saw were the nearby trees, their branches topped with a layer of snow like cake frosting. Despite the quiet, calming snow, she couldn’t shake the roiling emotions that kept her feet moving.

      The trees thinned and disappeared as the pasture took over. The dark shapes of the horses stood in the field. She opened the gate and moved toward the nearest one—the black one with a single white sock on its back left leg. It perked its ears toward her and she made the uneducated guess that it was the gelding.

      “Hi there,” she cooed. She tentatively reached out and he allowed her to stroke his soft muzzle as his nostrils flared, taking in her scent. She smiled and moved closer. “You’re a handsome boy, aren’t you?”

      Before the kami marked her as the kamigakari, she’d loved horses and had even planned to start riding lessons the following summer. Horses were used in some ceremonies and festivals, the very reason the Shirayuri Shrine had four. Once she received the mark, however, horseback riding had been put at the top of the list of activities that were too dangerous for her. A kamigakari couldn’t risk breaking her neck, after all.

      “They took everything away,” she whispered as she brushed the snow off the horse’s mane and smoothed it out. “They took everything from me in exchange for a promise they knew was a lie. How could they do that? How could they be that cruel?”

      She leaned her forehead against the horse’s warm neck. They had tricked her into giving up her life, but sacrifice was part of being the kamigakari. Maybe they had withheld the truth, not to betray her, but to make it easier for her …or maybe they thought they wouldn’t get any volunteers if they revealed the truth.

      She released a shuddering breath. What was done was done. She was marked and nothing she did could change what would happen on the solstice. This was her fate, her future, her duty. It wasn’t what she had expected, what she had volunteered for, but she would see it through to the end. She had no choice.

      Pressing her trembling lips together, she fought the waves of emotion that pushed and pulled on her heart in a terrible tug-of-war. Despair, resignation, and fear battled against a searing anger over the betrayal by all those who had sent her down this path.

      The horse rubbed his nose against her shoulder, almost as though he were comforting her. She lifted her head and gazed into his dark eyes. She’d given up so much because of their lies. She’d already made so many sacrifices, and soon, she would make the ultimate one.

      She went still, staring at the horse. The waves of despair and resignation faltered. Maybe she could claim one little experience for herself. One small, selfish experience was fair, wasn’t it?

      It took her only a minute to find a snow-covered lead line hanging over the fence and rig it into reins that she attached to the horse’s halter. He unresistingly followed her to a rectangular hay bale and waited while she climbed on top of it. Standing on the bale with the horse’s back in front of her and the reins in one hand, she hesitated, her heart pounding. The ground was awfully far away already, and the horse’s back was even higher than the bale. She was alone in a pasture and no one knew where she was if something happened. Was this really a good idea?

      One experience that had nothing to do with being a kamigakari, that was something she wanted to do, just for herself—that’s all she wanted. And if she didn’t do it now, she would never get the chance.

      Swallowing her fear, she got a good grip on the horse’s mane and swung her leg over his bare back. Sliding into place was almost too easy. She settled in, uncomfortable but pleased. The gelding flicked his ears back toward her and snorted a cloud of white air that sent the snowflakes swirling.

      She sat proudly on the horse with a broad smile. Look at her, riding a horse! Well, not quite riding. Sitting on. Close enough. She’d done it! A thrill of rebellion ran through her. She’d always been so obedient. Deciding something for herself, especially something forbidden, was surprisingly intoxicating. She stroked the horse’s neck, savoring the moment for as long as she could: the horse’s warmth and strength under her, the handsome arch of his neck, his ears lazily rotating back and forth. Closing her eyes, she imagined galloping across the pasture, her hair flying out behind her, the cold wind in her face, and the snowflakes spiraling crazily as they flew by.

      After a minute more, she let out a wistful sigh, pleased with her small, daring experience, but also struck with a powerful, melancholic longing for the things she would never know. Katsuo’s pity made so much sense to her now. With another sigh, she leaned sideways and stretched her toes toward the hay bale for an easy dismount.

      The horse stamped a hoof and his ears pricked forward. She froze mid-motion, looking to see what had caught his attention. His ears were pointed straight ahead, and framed between them was the pasture gate. The open gate.

      She’d left the gate wide open.

      The gelding snorted again. His muscles bunched under her. She grabbed the reins to pull them taut. The horse jerked his head down, yanking her forward, and then launched into motion.

      She shrieked as he took off on thundering hooves. Clutching the reins, she hung on for dear life as the wind whipped her ponytail out behind her. The gelding shot through the open gate and down the path, careening left with snow flying off his hooves. The other three horses whinnied as though cheering him on as he galloped alongside the fence, leaving the stable behind.

      Emi clung to his back, screaming in her head but unable to make a sound. She yanked on the reins but the pull on the halter didn’t faze the horse in the slightest. He lengthened his stride and ran for the pure joy of it. The pasture sped by and then they were in the trees. Snow whirled all around, turning the world white. Icy wind, far colder than in her fantasy, numbed her face.

      Time vanished as panic blanked her mind. All she could do was hold on. Trees rushed by as the terrain sloped upward. Higher and higher, steeper and steeper. The gelding seemed to know the trail, taking each twist and bend without hesitation and sometimes slowing to an easy canter to take a turn. The slope of the mountain rose on their left and dropped away on their right.

      The horse sped around another bend. A fallen tree only a few yards ahead blocked the snowy route.

      He squealed—and then Emi was flying over his head as he slid to a violent stop.

      She soared right over the fallen tree and crashed to the ground on the edge of the trail. She tumbled through the snow in a blur of pain—and then the ground fell away beneath her. Sliding out of control on her back, she careened feet first down the steep slope, missing trees by inches on either side. Leaves and snow flew everywhere, blinding her as dark shapes flashed by.

      Gradually, the slope leveled out and she slid to a stop. With her head spinning, she lay on her back, snow melting in her hair. She flexed her fingers, digging them into the damp leaf litter. Her whole body hurt from head to toe.

      Breathing hard, she carefully pushed herself into a sitting position and blinked methodically. Trees. She was surrounded by green pines, bushy spruces, and the interwined branches of maples and oaks, decorated with colorful leaves. Snowflakes danced around her, the deep shadows of the night softened by the barest hint of dawn. The ground was nearly level here. She looked in the direction she’d fallen from, clearly marked by the track she had carved into the snow, and her belly swooped at just how steep the slope was. It rose up and up until she couldn’t see the top through the snow. She couldn’t see the horse or the trail at all.

      Fear crawled through her veins, gaining strength fast.

      She was alone in the forest. In the northern mountains. The very mountains Katsuo had warned her were crawling with yokai. And not a single soul knew she’d even left her bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      She couldn’t allow herself to panic. Panicking would be bad. If she panicked, she wouldn’t be able to think, and she really needed to think.

      Emi sat where she was, unwilling to move, as though relinquishing her spot in the snow would somehow make everything worse. She was alone in the forest. She was alone, but she couldn’t be that far from the shrine. Her terrifying, out of control ride on the horse had lasted only a few minutes—so no more than a couple miles, right?

      A couple miles from the shrine. That wasn’t so bad. She could walk that in less than an hour, couldn’t she? Perhaps she could even be back before anyone got up. The sky had lightened but dawn had yet to touch the eastern horizon. She looked around. Which way was east? Which way was the shrine? Though the trail had headed north at first, it twisted to follow the contours of the mountain and could have easily turned east or west.

      Barely contained panic danced in her stomach. She’d fallen down a slope. The shrine was near the bottom of the southern slope. All she had to do was walk away from the cliff and she’d be heading in the correct direction.

      She clambered to her feet and brushed the snow off her clothes. Her body ached and her muscles twinged painfully even from small movements, but everything was working. She ignored the pain and focused on straightening out her clothes and picking the leaves from her hair. A tiny, panicky voice cackled at her foolishness for worrying about her appearance at a time like this, but the familiar motions helped calm her. She could handle this.

      Looking again at the steep slope, she walked in the opposite direction. She could do this. Just walk straight and she’d be back at the shrine before she knew it. The leaves crackled beneath the snow with each step she took—the only sound in the forest. Between the darkness and the falling snow, she couldn’t see far. She squinted ahead and hugged herself tightly.

      The woods were so quiet that her breath was loud in her ears. Her eyes scoured the snow, darting from leaf to branch to shadow in search of movement. She froze mid-step at the sight of strange tracks in the snow. After studying them for a moment, she decided the miniature hoof prints had to be boar tracks. Wild boars were common in the mountains. She forced her gaze away and kept moving. The animals of the forest worried her far less than its yokai inhabitants, but she was less likely to see signs of the latter—at least not until it was too late.

      As she wove around trees and low bushes, frantic thoughts tore at her composure like a pack of rabid wolves. What was the matter with her? Acting out in childish rebellion? How did running outside in the middle of the night and climbing on an unfamiliar horse fix anything? Were a few minutes of adrenaline worth crippling herself?

      What would happen if the others discovered she was gone? She’d left her room in shambles with her mementos strewn across the floor. Her journal was sitting out in the open, along with the kannushi manual. She had to get back before they found her missing. If she did, they would never know she’d ventured anywhere near the stable. The missing horse could be blamed on the gate blowing open. Everything would be fine.

      The sight of violently churned snow a few yards ahead interrupted her train of thought. She jerked to a halt. Something large had thrashed around on the ground—very recently, judging by the thin layer of snow dusting the disturbed ground. Had it been a yokai? How close was it? She strained to see through the falling snow. The violent trail led up a steep slope and vanished in the dark.

      She looked around again—and saw footprints heading away, into the trees. Her footprints. This wasn’t the trail of some monstrous creature climbing up the slope; it was the trail she’d made while falling down the slope. She was back where she’d started.

      The panic she’d been fighting burst through her, almost taking coherent thought with it. She’d walked in a circle? How had she walked in a circle? She’d been certain she was going straight!

      After wringing her hands and hyperventilating for a minute, she got herself under control. She faced the slope, turned a hundred and eighty degrees, and chose a tree in the distance—as far in the distance as she could see through the darkness and the snowfall. She started walking again, concentrating on her selected tree. When she reached it, she chose another one and walked to it. Then another tree and another tree.

      The forest was silent and still, the atmosphere sleepy in the lingering darkness. How long had she been walking? Twenty minutes? Thirty? Her measured breath formed little clouds in front of her face. No sign of the shrine, the pasture, or even a trail. With the blanket of snow hiding the forest floor, she could have walked across a dozen trails without knowing it. She wasn’t even sure she was still heading downhill. The ground rose and fell in little bumps and dips, obscuring the overall grade until she wasn’t sure of anything. She stared desperately at the next tree she was aiming for, hoping she was still heading south—if she’d been heading south in the first place.

      “Caw!”

      She recoiled, lost her balance, and almost toppled over. Her head snapped back, snowflakes peppering her face. Above her, in the branches of an oak, a black crow was perched. Its head tilted and it cawed again, the harsh cry shattering the quiet of the forest.

      “Shhh!” she hissed pointlessly.

      “Caw!”

      Casting the bird an angry glare, she looked down and realized she had no idea which tree she’d been heading toward. She was standing in the center of a ten-foot-wide clearing of untouched snow with no way to know which direction she’d been heading in.

      “Caw caw caw!”

      “Quiet,” she growled, hunching her shoulders. Which tree had she been aiming for? She didn’t think she’d turned at all, but she had jumped two feet in the air at the crow’s first call. Glancing back at her footprints in the snow, she tried to gauge whether they formed a straight line or were curving a little to the left.

      “Caw caw caw!”

      She gritted her teeth at the racket. The bird unexpectedly went quiet.

      She couldn’t help it—she looked up again. The crow was staring into the trees to her right, still as a statue. The silence pressed in, too thick and heavy. Her heart pounded in her chest and fear crawled through her veins—a new, different fear. A fear that slithered along the ground and wrapped around her ankles, climbing with icy fingers for her heart.

      She’d felt this fear once before, on the same day Hana died.

      Staggering back a few steps, she shoved her right hand into the opposite sleeve of her kimono. From inside the tiny pocket sewn into the lining, she pulled out a cluster of paper ofuda. With trembling fingers, she fanned out the rectangular talismans and scanned the dark lines written on each one.

      Back in the trees where the crow had looked, a twig snapped. Soft, almost inaudible footsteps thumped on the ground—fast, running steps.

      Running in her direction.

      She dropped to her knees and drew a circle in the snow around herself. Thump thump thump. Fast, bestial footfalls—something charging toward her, not bothering with stealth. The darkness was suddenly impenetrable. Every shadow hid an intangible threat. She clutched the ofuda, accidentally crumpling them, too panicked to remember which one was the barrier spell. Barrier spells were difficult, required a lot of ki, and were for emergencies only. Thump thump thump. Closer, closer. Too close!

      The shrub two yards in front of her exploded in a flurry of snow as something tore through it at high speed. A white blur shot for her. She didn’t have the chance to raise her handful of ofuda before it crashed into her chest, bowling her over. The ofuda flew out of her hand.

      Gasping, she rolled over and whirled to face her attacker, a scream clawing at her throat.

      The creature lay sprawled on the ground, chest heaving and covered from head to paws in a layer of matted snow. It wobbled to its feet and shook its whole body, sending snow and leaves flying. Emi blinked, struggling to pull her thoughts together.

      It was a fox. A white fox, not a monster. It turned its head toward her, its big fluffy ears perked forward.

      And then its ruby red eyes locked on hers, piercing and intelligent.

      Her heart stuttered. Those eyes. No, not a normal fox at all. It had to be a kitsune—a yokai.
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“Caw!”

      The crow’s shriek rang with urgent warning. The kitsune spun to face her, pulling its lips up to bare its fangs. Her blood ran cold before she realized it wasn’t looking at her, but beyond her—in the direction it had come from.

      Fear was crawling through her again, growing even stronger. She pivoted to face the shrub, turning her back on the kitsune. Her instincts screamed at her, howling frantically that the little white fox wasn’t what she should be afraid of.

      A dark shadow took form in the trees, approaching with eerie quiet. The bush shuddered violently before it was ripped from the ground and cast aside.

      A beast stepped through the newly created gap. Towering at over eight feet tall, its human-like figure bulged with veined muscles. Dull, mottled red skin covered its body, and matted black hair fell down its back like a dark mane. Horns protruded from its head like a bull, and tusks jutted from its wide mouth. A loin cloth made from deer pelts was decorated with animal skulls—and a single human skull hung in the middle like a badge of honor, its hollow eye sockets fixed in an expression of horror.

      The monster’s yellow eyes, shadowed beneath a grotesquely heavy brow bone, landed on her, and it paused in clear surprise. Her head spun, her lungs empty. Terror immobilized her, chaining her down with icy manacles.

      The beast’s hesitation was brief, just an instant before its mouth pulled up in a vulgar grin. It stepped forward, one stride covering half the distance between them. It took another step and loomed over her, impossibly large. A huge hand, fingers tipped with wicked, stained claws, stretched toward her. She couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe. The monstrous hand reached for her face, filling her vision.

      In a flash of white, the fox leaped in front of her and sank its teeth into the beast’s hand.

      The monster roared and jerked back. The bellow shocked Emi like an electric prod, breaking her paralysis. The kitsune crouched beside her, fangs bared as it let out a high-pitched snarl that was as threatening as a kitten’s meow. The monster straightened, snorting angrily, and drew its arm back to strike.

      Emi grabbed the ofuda lying beside her and slapped it down on the line she’d drawn in the snow. The monster lunged for her, claws extended to rip her open.

      “Sekisho no seishin!” she screamed.

      As the incantation left her lips, the ofuda warmed under her hand and the air shimmered. The monster’s hand swung down—and slammed into the iridescent air. Blue light flashed at the point of impact and the beast howled furiously.

      A glowing blue dome arched over her, formed along the circle she’d drawn in the snow that, somehow, the kitsune hadn’t disrupted. The fox yokai huddled beside her inside the barrier, red eyes locked on the monster—an oni, she belatedly recalled. A yokai of the mountain, the terrible, violent kind that humans could only hope to avoid or appease.

      The oni roared again and smashed its fist into the barrier. Blue light flared a second time. Emi recoiled, barely keeping her hand on the ofuda. The oni’s arm bounced off like it had hit a brick wall. It snarled and hit the barrier again. Again, she flinched. Even the kitsune jumped.

      Three more times the oni struck the barrier, and each time its attack did nothing but enrage it further. The beast roared and stalked around the barrier, attacking different spots in search of a weak point. She turned her head to watch it, every inch of her body trembling, but her hand on the ofuda held steady. She didn’t dare let it go. She didn’t think she needed to keep touching it, but if the oni somehow dislodged the paper from her flimsy snow circle, the barrier would fail.

      As the oni stomped another angry circle around them, she tore her stare away, unable to watch anymore. If she kept watching it, thinking about how those giant hands could crush her skull like an eggshell, she would lose all control over her panic. Instead, she looked down at the kitsune. The fox had lain down beside her, panting as it watched the oni circle them. She probably should have been frightened to have a yokai inside the barrier with her, but the poor thing looked almost as scared as she did.

      “What did you do to tick off an oni?” she whispered.

      The fox glanced at her and opened its mouth, pink tongue lolling out in a doglike grin that screamed “troublemaker.” Okay, maybe not that scared.

      “Oh, I see,” she muttered. “Did you have to drag me into your mess?”

      The fox tilted its head as if to say, “You’re blaming me?”

      The oni hammered a fist onto the top of the barrier, making her jump. She hunched her shoulders, as though by getting farther from the barrier, she was somehow safer.

      “What do we do now?” she asked, scarcely making a sound.

      The kitsune whined softly and flattened its ears. It didn’t know either. As she stared at the fox in desperation, she noticed the red smears in the snow around it.

      “Are you bleeding?”

      It flattened its ears tighter against its head. The kitsune was hurt. How badly? She reached for it with her free hand, not sure what she intended to do. It was on its feet in a flash, dancing away from her hand while staying well within the barrier. She froze, her attention caught on the dark red snow where the yokai had been lying. The fur on its right front leg and side was matted with fresh blood.

      The oni growled hungrily.

      “I smell your blood, Inari’s whelp,” the beast rumbled, its voice so deep that it was more vibration than sound. Its beady eyes turned to Emi. “I will dine on fox meat and human flesh this morn. A shrine maiden. Such purity in your scent.”

      “You’ll have a long wait,” she said boldly, taking herself by surprise.

      The oni laughed, the evil hacking sound making her shudder. It pointed at the ground. “Not long, miko. Not long at all.”

      She looked down. The ofuda under her hand glowed with faint blue light, but the edges of the paper had turned black, as though an unseen fire were consuming it. The blood drained from her head. The ofuda was burning up. When it turned entirely black, the spell would be done and the barrier would fall.

      The oni smirked at her obvious fear and leaned closer to the barrier. “Where is your kami now, miko?”

      In another couple minutes at the most, the spell would fail. What was she supposed to do? She didn’t have another one; her other ofuda had landed outside the circle when she dropped them.

      “My—my kami is protecting me,” she stuttered. “She always protects me. She’s always with me.”

      The oni laughed cruelly.

      Warmth rose through her, gathering in her chest. The spot right over her heart blazed hot and the blue shimmer of the barrier brightened into a fierce glow that lit the trees. Recoiling, the oni threw both arms over its face. The barrier grew brighter until light rose off it like strange ribbons that rippled and danced in a ghostly wind.

      A blue flare snapped at the oni. The beast howled and staggered backward. Its arm, where the light had touched it, blistered and bled green fluid. The oni glared at her within the rippling barrier and snarled a vicious curse. Turning, it stormed away, crashing through the forest until silence fell.

      Beneath her fingers, blue light erupted over the ofuda and died an instant later. She lifted her hand, her fingers coated in black ash. The paper had burned away, its spell used up. She lowered her shaking hand and looked around.

      The kitsune was already half a dozen feet away, watching her with wary red eyes. Blood slowly dripped from its belly onto the snow.

      “Wait,” she began, lifting her hand toward the fox, “don’t—”

      At her movement, the kitsune spun and dashed away. In a blink, it was gone, blending in with the snow and darkness.

      “—go,” she finished in a mumble.

      Still too weak and shaky to get up, she gazed around the clearing, inexplicably exhausted. Between the red kitsune blood, the green oni ooze, and the tracks and imprint where she’d fallen, the clearing looked like a miniature warzone. The beast had left, but nothing was preventing it from returning. Maybe the kitsune had the right idea about getting away from this place.

      With a deep breath, she climbed to her feet, wobbling until she found her balance. She collected her soggy ofuda and looked around helplessly. She had no idea in which direction she’d been travelling. Giving it her best guess, she started walking again.

      “Caw,” said the crow, who’d watched the whole thing from the safety of its perch in the trees.

      “Shut up,” she muttered and walked on through the endless forest.
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      Emi bowed her head and tried to pay attention to Fujimoto’s voice. It shouldn’t have been difficult. The moment Katsuo had deposited her wet, shivering form in front of him, anger had transformed the soft, awkwardly sweet old man into something remarkably similar to the red-skinned oni. He sat across the low table in his office, the sparse room reflecting each cutting word back at her. His blistering lecture had lasted a full half hour already, covering everything she’d expected: her complete lack of responsibility, her disrespect for everyone who’d worried about her and searched for her, her contempt for her role as the kamigakari, and several not-quite-stated references to her overall stupidity.

      About ten minutes after the oni’s attack, she’d stumbled upon the trail, hoof prints and all. To her chagrin, she’d been walking northwest instead of south and had intersected the trail by pure chance. She’d been halfway back to the pasture when Katsuo and Minoru came charging up on horseback, following the tracks of the runaway horse. Both sohei had been furious with her; if she’d died in the woods, their careers would have been over.

      Biting her lip, she bowed her head a little more as Fujimoto’s words piled on. When she’d decided to get on the horse, she hadn’t considered the consequences for Katsuo and Minoru had something happened to her. Then again, she hadn’t actually intended to ride the horse anywhere.

      Fujimoto harrumphed furiously and leaned back. “Well, Kamigakari Kimura?” he demanded, using her family name. “What have you to say for yourself? You’ve offered no explanation for your disgraceful behavior.”

      She didn’t meet his eyes. Shame battled with the quiet but unquenchable anger she’d harbored since reading the kannushi manual. Bitter words writhed in her throat, fighting to be voiced. But revealing that she knew the truth about her fate would change nothing, except make her remaining months more unpleasant.

      “I had a nightmare,” she mumbled. “I walked to the stable to clear my head, and …”

      “And you decided to go for a solitary, nighttime ride through the mountains?” he asked acidly.

      “The horse bolted out of the pasture …”

      Fujimoto made a sound of disgust, no sign of the stuttering old man left. “You are henceforth forbidden from approaching the stable. I do not know what spurred this reckless behavior of yours, but until I can discuss it with Guji Ishida, you are restricted to the house and garden. Do I need to assign you constant supervision to ensure you obey these rules, Kamigakari Kimura?”

      “No, Kannushi Fujimoto.”

      “You are dismissed.” He glanced at the door. “Katsuo, take her to her room. Also, alert Miko Nanako that the lady requires a hot bath, hot meal, and some herbal tea to combat illness after her night in the cold.”

      Emi rose as the door behind her slid open. She didn’t look at Katsuo on her way out, and he shut the door behind her. His angry stare weighed on her back as she walked past the stage and the main hall toward the footbridge. He followed her silently until she reached her bedroom, but when she tried to open the door, he slapped his hand on it, holding it in place.

      “What the hell was that, Emi?” Though he whispered, each word vibrated with contained fury. “You had a nightmare? I don’t buy it for a second.”

      Should she tell him the truth? No, that would just hurt him. He already mourned what she would lose. If he knew she was going to lose everything and that nothing could change her fate …

      He leaned closer. “Didn’t you learn anything after what happened to Hana? How could you disrespect her by putting yourself in danger like—”

      She had whirled around to face him before she could stop herself.

      “Of course I learned!” she hissed, barely managing not to yell. “It was an accident. I didn’t think to close the gate and the horse bolted. All I wanted to do was sit on him for a minute!”

      “Why did you want to sit on him at all?” he snarled.

      “Because I love horses! Because I’ve never been allowed to ride, and I wanted to try just once.”

      He recoiled as if she’d slapped him, his anger dissolving into astonishment. His shoulders slumped and he pressed a hand to his face, covering his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Emi,” he mumbled. “This is my fault. I never should have said those things to you about regretting what you were missing. I’m an inconsiderate ass.”

      “No, you’re not.” Her anger evaporated, replaced by shoulder-bowing shame. “It’s not your fault. I shouldn’t have gone out there alone. I was stupid. I never imagined the horse would run off with me.”

      He lowered his hand enough to peek at her. “His name wasn’t warning enough?”

      “His name?”

      “The gelding is called Tornado.”

      “I … didn’t know that.”

      “The three mares are very sedate. None of them would have bolted.”

      She grimaced. Just her luck that she’d pick the feisty horse. Katsuo finally removed his hand from the door so she could open it.

      Inside, the mess she’d left had been cleaned up. Her futon and bedding had been put away in the closet and her luggage placed neatly in the corner. There was no sign of her wooden box, mementos, journal, or the kannushi manual.

      Before she could panic, Katsuo reached behind his back, under his haori, and pulled the two books out. He smiled as he offered them to her.

      “I grabbed them when no one was looking. I don’t think anyone noticed them in all the panic over what had happened and where you were. At first, we thought someone had attacked you and carried you off.”

      Tamping down on another twinge of guilt over the worry she’d caused everyone, she took the books and hugged them to her chest. She almost asked if he’d read them, but when would he have had the time? He would hardly have sat around perusing her diary while she was missing and probably in danger. She must have scared everyone badly.

      “Thanks,” she whispered.

      “No problem.” He hesitated. “Emi, if you decide you really want to experience something else, ask me next time, would you? New experiences are great and all, but not if you get hurt … or worse.”

      She fought back the prick of tears. After all she’d put him through, he was still too kind to her.

      He stepped back. “You should get changed and head to the bath.”

      She bobbed her head in a nod. Her wet socks squished unpleasantly as she stepped into her room, and Katsuo closed the door. She listened to his footsteps on the walkway, knowing he was off to deliver instructions to Nanako. She cringed. Another lecture was inevitable.

      Alone in her pristine room, she had to wonder what insanity had infected her to make her storm off into the night and get on that horse. The pull of duty and despair fighting her need to rebel against the betrayal she’d suffered had driven rationality out of her mind, but in the light of morning, she knew that sitting on a horse for a few minutes hadn’t been worth the trouble and worry she’d caused everyone.

      Lifting her hand, she looked at her fingers, still smeared with dark ash. Sitting on a horse hadn’t been worth it, but she’d also trekked the mountains alone, faced off against an oni, and defended herself with an ofuda. She might even have saved that kitsune’s life, assuming it survived its wounds.

      She’d wanted an experience outside the strict regimen of a kamigakari, and she’d gotten far more than she could have imagined. Terrifying, painful—she could feel every bruise—and exhausting, but worth it. Defending against a monster, allying with an odd little yokai, wandering the wild forests alone. Each memory was a vibrant image in her mind that pulsed with its own life, making her feel alive—more alive than she’d felt in years. A unique, exhilarating experience all her own, and despite the embarrassment and guilt, she couldn’t regret it.

      If Fujimoto knew how she really felt about her escapade, he’d probably burst an artery.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After a bath, a meal, a cup of tea, and a nap, Emi found herself sitting in her room, staring out the window at the snow-covered garden. She didn’t have anything else to do. The kannushi manual and her journal were hidden in the closet for the time being. Her box of mementos was no more; Nanako had thrown everything out, claiming she’d thought it was all garbage. Despite Emi’s disgust with the kamigakari-centered mementos last night, losing her keepsakes hurt more than she wanted to admit.

      With her elbow on the windowsill, she propped her chin on her palm. In her other hand, she held the shaft of a long black feather. Light gleamed over it as she twirled it between her finger and thumb. She’d brought it back from the forest, intending to add it to her memento box—her first keepsake that wasn’t directly related to her kamigakari duties. Unfortunately, she no longer had a box to put it in.

      She set the feather on the windowsill and pushed her hair off her shoulders, fanning it across her back. Hanging below her hips, the ends brushed the floor. She slid a lock through her fingers as she watched the flurries outside the window drift toward the ground, a much lighter snow than that morning. Her hair was another part of being a kamigakari; she hadn’t been allowed to cut it in ten years, except for the occasional trim to keep it neat. She certainly wouldn’t have chosen to keep her hair that unmanageably long, but hair was thought to have spiritual significance.

      Despondent misery lapped at her thoughts, trying to pull her mind into the pool of darkness within her. Her inescapable fate loomed. If she’d had a choice, maybe it wouldn’t have been so hard to accept. If they hadn’t lied to her … if she’d known from the start, would she have still sought this path as a child? An eight-year-old had little concept of mortality. Maybe she would have done it anyway.

      Either way, it was too late. There was no escape from her destiny on the solstice. If she was going to lose her life, she should do her best to be the perfect host for Amaterasu—for the sake of the world, to restore onmyo. She just needed to stop thinking about it and pretend like nothing had changed.

      She let out a long breath, trying to ignore the slithering anxiety and the odd, itching urgency that made her want to jump up and start pacing. As she gazed out the window without really seeing the garden, a bright red spot in the snow caught her attention: crimson autumn leaves. From a distance, they looked like blood in the snow—like the kitsune’s blood.

      The fox yokai had probably been the most surprising part of her adventure. A nonhostile yokai … the very concept was preposterous to her. A kitsune, though, was among the most neutral yokai she could think of. They were known as tricksters, more than capable of causing humans serious trouble, but they didn’t have a vicious reputation like most other yokai. She might have had reason to worry if the kitsune from the forest had had more than one tail—an indication of age and power, according to the stories—but the little fox hadn’t even been strong enough to escape the oni.

      Kitsune, however, were also the messengers of Inari, the Kunitsukami of the Fire; the oni had even called the fox Inari’s whelp. Maybe she should have been more concerned. Inari would no doubt want Amaterasu’s kamigakari dead, and might even be actively encouraging yokai to hunt her. If she’d been smart, she wouldn’t have saved the kitsune—though she hadn’t planned that part.

      She bit her lip. She’d saved the fox’s life, yes, but it had saved her life first. When the oni had first come for her, she’d been too paralyzed by terror to act. The kitsune had jumped in front of her and bitten the oni. It had saved her, and she’d left it to die.

      No. She shook her head, rocking it back and forth in her arms. The kitsune had run away. She hadn’t abandoned it. What had she been supposed to do—chase after it? It hadn’t known she was a kamigakari, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t figure out the truth. The fox yokai might not be an evil monster, but it was still dangerous.

      She bit harder on her lip. So much intelligence in those ruby eyes. That troublemaker canine grin. All that blood.

      But no, there was nothing she could do. Yokai were dangerous. She couldn’t take that kind of risk.

      Lifting her head, she dropped her arms from the windowsill. She couldn’t take risks because Amaterasu needed her body—alive and whole, not mauled by yokai. But she owed the kitsune a debt, and with a bit of planning, she wouldn’t have to take any risks to help the little yokai—not any major risks, anyway. She had only weeks left to live her life, and with the short time she had remaining, she wanted to do something meaningful—something personal to her instead of in service to Amaterasu. She could repay her debt and, maybe, save a life in the process.

      With grim determination, she rose and swiftly braided her hair, then twisted it into a heavy bun and tied it into place. Her white haori went on next, dry and only a little stained after her tumble down the mountain. As a final thought, she tucked the glossy black feather into her journal as a bookmark and slipped it back into the corner of her closet. Then she headed to the door and slid it open. Her plan required a few supplies.

      She’d only been in the kitchen for a couple minutes when Katsuo appeared in the doorway, frowning at her.

      “Emi, aren’t you supposed to be napping? What are you doing?”

      Glancing at him, she pulled a package of pork cutlets from the fridge and dropped them into the cloth grocery bag in front of her.

      “Ah, Katsuo, there you are. Is there a first aid kit around here?”

      Alarm sharpened his voice. “Are you hurt? What—”

      “No, no, I’m fine. I just need a kit. Do we have one?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Could you grab it, please?”

      He frowned more deeply and walked out of the kitchen. She collected some leftover grilled fish and two bottles of water to add to her bag. He returned with a white plastic box and she held her bag open for him to drop it in. His eyes narrowed as he placed it slowly inside with the other items.

      “What are you up to, Emi?”

      “We,” she said with a smile, “are going for a walk.”

      “A walk?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where?” He followed her out of the kitchen and down the corridor to the entryway. “Kannushi Fujimoto said you’re confined to the house.”

      “He and Nanako will be at the shrine office all afternoon.”

      “Emi.” He stopped and folded his arms while she put her shoes on. “I won’t help you break his rules. You’ll get us both into trouble.”

      She straightened, raising her eyebrows. “I thought you said you wanted me to bring you along for my next ‘experience.’”

      He winced, probably regretting that rash promise. “I did say that, but it’s also my job to protect you, and I can’t let you leave after everything that happened this morning.”

      “Actually,” she said cheerfully, “you can’t stop me from going wherever I want. You’re not allowed to touch me.”

      His mouth fell open.

      “So, really, you have to come with me if you intend to protect me. Kannushi Fujimoto will understand, don’t worry.”

      He spluttered wordlessly. Emi grinned and swept down the front steps onto the path, leaving him scrambling to put his shoes on. He caught up to her as she passed the north corner of the house and started up the trail.

      “The stable again?” he asked warily. “Why are we walking to the stable? I’d figured you’d had enough of horses for one day.”

      “We’re going a bit farther than the stable.”

      “Farther? You want to leave the shrine grounds? Are you crazy?”

      “I’m not crazy!” she snapped, her good humor vanishing—mostly because she was also wondering whether she’d lost her mind. With each step away from the house and toward the looming mountain, she grew more uncertain. What was she thinking? The kitsune wouldn’t just be waiting in the same spot as before, and she couldn’t search a thousand square miles of wilderness for a single little fox. And did she really want to help a yokai? Would it want her help? It had run away from her.

      Katsuo followed her in stiff silence as she walked to the stable and followed the pasture fence beyond. She couldn’t help a guilty glance at the field, where only three horses were grazing. Minoru had searched the trails for hours but Tornado was nowhere to be found. Hopefully the oni hadn’t come across him instead.

      A dozen yards beyond the pasture, a red torii marked the end of the shrine grounds. Emi paused in front of it and swallowed nervously. She’d been so busy hanging on to the galloping horse that she hadn’t noticed the torii on the way through the first time. This time, she was willingly leaving the protection that the shrine grounds provided. The torii gates formed their own barrier, far more powerful than any single human could create, that encircled the grounds and prevented yokai with ill intent from entering.

      She hesitated in front of the torii. Bowing at a torii denoted respect for the kami, but her feelings toward Amaterasu were a tangled, painful mess. Part of her hated her kami, who would soon destroy her. Part of her knew that Amaterasu was a divine being who couldn’t concern herself with the life of a single mortal girl, not when the kami desperately needed a host. Amaterasu was supposed to be the gentle, compassionate Amatsukami, yet all those times Emi had felt Amaterasu’s presence, the kami had never warned her.

      Emi tried to force her feet forward but couldn’t quite manage that level of disrespect. She jerked into a quick, stiff bow before scuttling between the red pillars.

      As she walked away from the torii, Katsuo trotted up beside her and cast her a narrow-eyed look. “So where are we going?”

      She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “Well, you see, I had an … encounter … while I was out here this morning.”

      “What sort of ‘encounter’?”

      She braced herself for his reaction. “An oni attacked me.”

      “An oni?” he exploded, his exclamation ringing through the trees. “You were attacked by a mountain oni? What happened?”

      “I used a barrier ofuda. The oni couldn’t break through it, so it took off.”

      “It just left?”

      She shrugged. She had no idea how to explain the way her barrier had burned the oni.

      “So what about this ‘encounter’ makes you want to go back?”

      “The oni would have killed me before I could make the barrier, but a kitsune saved me. It jumped in front of me and bit the oni, buying me enough time to use the ofuda. But it was hurt … bleeding everywhere.” She frowned at the ground, too cowardly to look at him. “The kitsune saved my life, so I want to go back and see if it’s still there and leave some food … just something to thank it.”

      “Emi …”

      “I know it’s foolish,” she said quickly. “But yokai are kami too, and it’s proper to make an offering to a kami who protects us.”

      “You’re hoping the kitsune is still there, but what if the oni is nearby too?”

      “That’s why I brought you with me.”

      “Lucky me,” he muttered under his breath. “I should have grabbed Minoru.”

      She glanced at his grim face. “Would the oni be a problem for you?”

      He huffed a dry laugh. “I’m flattered by your faith in me, but a mountain oni is not an opponent any sohei would take lightly.”

      She stopped. He took a few more steps before catching himself and turning.

      “We should go back,” she said, clutching her bag of food, water, and first aid supplies. She wouldn’t risk Katsuo’s life. He had his whole future ahead of him, not just a few weeks. “This isn’t worth your life.”

      His brows drew down as he studied her. They stood facing each other on the snowy trail, the trees towering all around them.

      “Not worth my life,” he said softly, almost thoughtfully, “but worth yours?”

      She didn’t know how to respond to that. Before she could figure out how, he waved at her to start moving again.

      “Let’s not waste time. We need to get back before Fujimoto and Nanako finish at the office.”

      “But—” She hurried to catch up. “But what about the oni?”

      “His ki should be pretty noticeable. We can rabbit out of here if I sense anything.”

      She remembered that creeping, crawling fear that had seemed to climb up her body and under her skin. Powerful ki leaked out, warning others that a dangerous being approached. For the same reason, she had to wear Ishida’s omamori—to suppress her kami-infused ki so it couldn’t alert nearby yokai to her true identity.

      Simultaneously worried and relieved, she took the lead again. Ten minutes beyond the torii, they walked past the spot where Katsuo and Minoru had found her that morning. Another half mile up the trail, she found the gap in the undergrowth where she’d broken through the tree line. It was easy enough to follow her footprints in the snow back through the woods. In the bright daylight, the forest was far less ominous. Birds called loudly among the trees and a red squirrel with a pristine white belly scampered across her path and up a nearby tree. It perched on a branch with a nut in its tiny hands as it watched the humans alertly.

      The crooked meandering of her trail became embarrassingly obvious as they followed her footprints through the snow. She was clearly incapable of walking in a straight line, even when her life literally depended on it. Despite the cheerful serenade of bird calls, her anxiety intensified the deeper they forged into the forest. Katsuo walked almost on her heels, so close she could feel the warmth emanating off him. He kept his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      They abruptly came upon the small clearing. She stopped, her gaze sliding across the tracks in the snow, the blood, the green oni ooze. Katsuo strode past her, scanning the scene. He let out a low whistle as he knelt beside the oni tracks, softened by the falling snow, and put his hand out above it. His outspread fingers fit inside the footprint without touching the edges.

      “A big one,” he muttered. “The tracks we found along the western trails weren’t even close to this size.”

      She passed him, focused on the tiny tracks of the kitsune. Blood made the trail more obvious, drips and drops marking its flight out of the clearing.

      “This way,” she said, holding her bag of supplies tightly under one arm. “Hurry, Katsuo.”

      With fast steps, she followed the kitsune’s tracks into the denser bush. It had been hours; the fox could be miles away. But the blood … it was badly hurt. She didn’t think it could have run for miles.

      As the trees crowded together and the underbrush thickened, Katsuo took the lead, crouching every few yards as the trail became harder to see. After pushing through several dozen yards of forest, Katsuo stopped with a sigh.

      “I can’t find any tracks. The kitsune knew where to run to hide its trail. Short of a bloodhound, we can’t track it.”

      Emi’s shoulders wilted. It had been too much to hope.

      “We can still leave an offering,” he said softly. “If it’s around here, it’ll smell the food.”

      She nodded, biting her lip. If that was all she could do, she would have to be satisfied with that.

      “Caw.”

      The loud cry cut through all the other bird calls. Her head snapped up. On a branch high above, a black crow watched her.

      “You again,” she muttered.

      The crow’s head tilted side to side. It spread its wings and sprang from the branch. Gliding soundlessly, it swooped through the trees and landed on the bough of a spruce thirty yards away.

      “Caw caw,” the crow called.

      “Emi, what—” Katsuo began.

      Focused on the crow in the distance, she held up a hand, quieting him.

      “Caw!”

      The bird’s cry was commanding—demanding even. She could almost hear the meaning within, the words it couldn’t speak. Come.

      Maybe the kitsune wasn’t the only animal-shaped yokai in the forest today.

      “Come on,” she said to Katsuo. “This way.”

      “What—”

      She rushed forward, not waiting to answer his question, and broke into a fast jog through the brush. Branches whipped at her face and snagged on her clothes, but she ran on, following the crow. As she approached it, the bird took flight once more, calling loudly. It flew through the trees and landed again to wait for her.

      Maybe it was just a crow. Was she chasing a random bird through the forest? No, she was sure. The crow had been there before. It had called the kitsune to her. It had warned them when the oni was approaching. She was certain. Not all yokai—or kami—were great and powerful beings. There were smaller, weaker yokai, spirit-touched animals with only a whisper of ki. The crow was a yokai and it was calling to her—though she couldn’t be sure why.

      The black bird flew from tree to tree as she ran. Then it swooped low and landed about ten feet from the ground on the branch of a leafless maple. This time, it didn’t fly off. She slowed to a stop, wary of getting too close.

      It turned its head and stared at her with one beady black eye. Then it looked down, pointing its beak at the ground.

      At the base of its perch, a fallen spruce had landed on a boulder. Its dying branches created a thick curtain that mostly hid the small hollow beneath it. Emi cautiously approached and reached for the branches.

      Katsuo stepped in front of her. Giving her a stern look, he drew his sword.

      “Caw caw caw!” the crow shrieked furiously, berating him for unsheathing his weapon.

      Katsuo ignored it and used the sword to push the boughs aside. In the tiny hollow, a furry white shape was curled up in a tight ball.

      “The kitsune!” Emi pushed in front of Katsuo. She dropped to her knees and leaned in closer. “Kitsune?”

      It didn’t move. Her heart plummeted. No. She was too late. It had died from its wounds. With tears forming in her eyes, she reached in and gently scooped the little creature up. As she pulled it out, a tiny pained sound escaped the fox.

      She gasped. She slid the kitsune out into the snow and it flopped limply, unconscious. Blood stained its beautiful white fur.

      “It’s alive?” Sheathing his sword and kneeling beside her, Katsuo gingerly parted the blood-soaked fur, searching for the wounds. “Damn. A slash on the foreleg here and a deeper one across the shoulder and chest.”

      “Do you think it will survive?” she asked, her voice quavering. The sight of all that blood made her lightheaded. How could such a small body still live after losing so much? The kitsune was, she supposed, a decent-sized fox but it was at most twice the weight of an average housecat.

      “Yokai don’t have mortal bodies like we do,” Katsuo said absently, still examining the kitsune’s injuries. “He won’t die unless his ki is entirely depleted, but with wounds like this, his chances aren’t great.”

      “He?” she mumbled.

      “Yes, a male. I think—”

      “Caw!”

      Emi looked up, annoyed at the interruption. “What?” she snapped at the crow.

      The bird opened its wings and beat the air. “Caw caw caw!”

      She recognized that urgent cry and went still, listening. All the birds had gone quiet, plunging the forest into silence. Slippery, shivering fear crept along the ground, brushing her ankles.

      “Katsuo,” she gasped. “The oni. It’s coming.”

      “What? I can’t sense—”

      “I can—and it’s coming now!”

      She yanked her haori off and spread it on the ground. Katsuo lifted the kitsune onto it and bundled up the fox. He scooped it into his arms as he rose. The crow let out another urgent cry and took off, whooshing so close over her head that she felt the wind from its wings. It flew into the trees in a different direction than they’d come.

      “Follow the crow, Katsuo.”

      “Emi, are you sure—”

      “Yes!”

      Knowing he’d go wherever she went anyway, she sprang ahead of him, running at full speed. The crow flew ahead, gliding from branch to branch, marking the easiest path with no obstacles that would stop the wingless humans. The sound of Katsuo’s footfalls told her he was close behind. She concentrated on running, grateful that her kamigakari requirements included good physical fitness; a frail or obese kamigakari wouldn’t be acceptable at all.

      But she couldn’t run forever. Already the cold air stabbed at her lungs. She didn’t slow—didn’t even consider it. Not when that creeping, crawling fear was rushing after her, growing stronger with each pounding step.

      A bellowing roar erupted somewhere behind them. Emi stumbled, almost falling. Katsuo grabbed her elbow, clutching the kitsune bundle in his other arm. His eyes were wide, almost fearful. His fear sent hers skyrocketing.

      The crow shrieked another urgent cry. Hurry.

      She ran harder, faster, with Katsuo right on her heels. The oni roared again, the sound booming even louder—and closer. Much closer.

      They burst out of the trees onto the trail. She skidded in the snow, arms flailing for balance, the grocery bag swinging on her shoulder. The crow called to her from down the trail, and as she turned, she spotted a glimpse of red. Far down the path, the torii was barely visible among the trees.

      Katsuo shoved the kitsune into her arms and drew his sword between one stride and the next. She sprinted toward the torii, Katsuo beside her. Behind them, branches snapped loudly. She risked a glance back just as the monstrous oni smashed through the brush onto the trail. It whirled toward them and charged, its long strides closing the gap too fast.

      Her muscles burned. She squeezed the kitsune against her chest, legs pumping, lungs straining. The torii was getting closer and closer. Fear coiled around her, sucking at her waning strength. Almost there.

      The crow shrieked in warning. The oni bellowed in triumph. She didn’t look back. So close!

      Katsuo stopped and spun, sword extended. She didn’t have the breath to scream at him not to stop. She looked back, her heart seizing in her chest as the oni barreled down on Katsuo, too fast to stop.

      He drew his sword back. The blade glowed blue.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!” he yelled.

      He sliced the sword through the air. A line of blue light swept out from the blade and slammed into the oni’s chest. The yokai stopped dead as though caught in a force field. Katsuo sprang backward, then turned and ran. So busy looking back, Emi almost tripped as she passed beneath the torii.

      The oni roared. She spun and watched as the band of glowing blue light around its chest burst apart, dissolving into glowing specks. It charged again, tearing after them, but Katsuo was almost to the torii. He dove through it and whirled around, sword raised and ready. The torii represented the boundary of the shrine grounds, but to her eyes, it was a wide-open trail—not something that could stop a monster from reaching them.

      The oni slowed as it approached the torii, stopping just on the other side. Its lips pulled back, baring its tusks and pointed teeth.

      “Miko,” it growled. “Give me Inari’s whelp and I will spare you the punishment of denying me twice again what is mine.”

      Katsuo lifted his sword, feet wide in a ready stance. “You won’t lay a hand on her, oni. Return to your mountain.”

      “I have allowed you to trespass on my mountains these past days, human, but no more. Defy me and I will visit death on any who set foot beyond your cowardly barrier.”

      Emi’s hands clenched around fistfuls of her haori bundle.

      “You dare threaten us?” she said loudly, not sure where the commanding words were coming from. “You have no power here, yokai. Begone from my domain!”

      As the final words burst from her, the empty space in the center of the torii shimmered faintly and began to glow. It brightened and extended beyond the gate in either direction—the barrier that protected the shrine grounds suddenly visible when it had never been before.

      The oni flinched. It snarled and paced in front of the glowing torii before roaring and lurching away. It crashed into the trees and vanished into the shadows, the forest absorbing its thunderous footsteps.

      Silence fell and the blue light faded. Emi swayed, unexpectedly exhausted. Katsuo caught her elbow, steadying her, then jerked his hand back, remembering he wasn’t supposed to touch her.

      “What was that?” he asked, awestruck. “Did you do that? Make the torii glow?”

      “I—I don’t think so. I think … I think Amaterasu was helping us.”

      His eyes widened further.

      “Caw.”

      Emi stepped around him to look into the trees. On the other side of the invisible barrier, the crow was perched on a branch, watching them.

      “Thank you,” she said, bowing low despite her kitsune bundle. “We’ll take care of him as best we can. He’ll be safe here.”

      The bird cocked its head, then bent forward in a distinct bow of its own. Spreading its wings, it took flight once more, gliding away into the trees.

      “Wow,” Katsuo whispered. “It really was a yokai. I admit I thought you’d lost your mind there for a bit. How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess,” she mumbled. She looked down at the bundle in her arms. She’d promised the crow yokai that she would keep the kitsune safe. That was easier said than done, considering she’d just smuggled a yokai into an Amatsukami shrine, one with a kannushi who was especially paranoid about yokai while his kamigakari was living there. “Now what?”

      Katsuo looked at the bundle too. “We’d better figure something out fast. I don’t know why that oni is so bent on killing the kitsune, but I think the less time we have any yokai here, the better.”

      She nodded, and together they started toward the stable. Katsuo offered to take the kitsune but she refused, keeping him tight in her arms. She’d saved him. She’d saved him from that oni, and now she just needed him to live.
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      Emi paced the length of her room and back.

      After returning to the shrine, Katsuo took the kitsune to the storehouse. The yokai’s wounds were no longer bleeding, so all Katsuo could do was clean up the worst of the blood, wrap him in blankets, and leave food and water in case he woke during the night.

      Emi couldn’t help with anything. She’d had to return to her room and sit there uselessly, ready to appear obedient and contrite whenever Fujimoto and Nanako checked in on her—which they’d done multiple times before and after dinner. Noting Emi’s lack of entertainment, Nanako had dropped off an etiquette manual—a children’s book about manners and respectful behavior. It sat untouched on her desk.

      She paced the room again. Outside the window, the wind howled from the autumn storm—more of a winter storm, despite the actual season—that had rolled in shortly after dark. Snow whipped past, carried horizontally by violent gusts. She’d already pulled an electric heater from the closet and plugged it in, so her room was toasty warm, but an unpleasant chill emanated from the window.

      The storehouse, however, wasn’t heated. She shouldn’t worry. The kitsune had a fur coat, and he lived in the forest all winter without any problems. But he was injured. What if the cold was too much for him in his weakened condition? What if he died in the dark, freezing storehouse while she sat in her warm bedroom, assuming he was fine?

      She growled under her breath. She would never be able to sleep unless she checked in on the kitsune. Opening her closet, she donned her heaviest haori over her kimono. Briefly, she considered tying up her hair, which currently hung loose down her back in soft waves from her earlier braid. Deciding it wasn’t worth the delay, she tucked it all under her haori and slid her door open. The wind rattled the paneled walls enclosing the garden walkway. She peered cautiously toward the other end of the house. All was dark with no signs of life. Slipping around the corner, she padded toward the entryway.

      Icy wind blasted her face the moment she opened the front door. She rushed out and shut the door behind her before too much snow blew in. Shivering, she headed toward the shrine with one arm over her face. The snow pelted her and the angry wind tore her hair free, tangling it around her.

      The footbridge was coated in ice that was almost invisible in the darkness. After a brief hesitation, she gripped the railing tightly and minced across with careful steps. The lights of the shrine, which burned day and night, guided her into the courtyard. Clutching her haori shut, she circled the office and stepped into the ankle-deep snow behind the building. The storehouse loomed, a dark shape in the swirling, white wind.

      She shouldered the sliding door open, hurried inside, and shoved the door closed again. Just enough illumination from the shrine lights shone through the high windows, allowing her to find her way to the back. A bundle of blankets was piled in the far corner, and beside it was a bowl of water and the leftover fish she’d carried into the forest earlier.

      A white muzzle with a black nose protruded from beneath the blankets. Had Katsuo completely buried the kitsune, or had he burrowed into the blankets on his own?

      Kneeling, she whispered, “Kitsune?”

      The fox didn’t move. Cautiously, she lifted the edge of the blanket, uncovering the kitsune’s head. His eyes were closed and he didn’t stir. She moved the blanket aside. Katsuo’s idea of cleaning “the worst” of the blood was vastly different from hers. Half the fox was still stained red, his fur matted and dirty.

      She looked at the water bowl; iced skimmed the top. The wind beat at the walls and she shivered, her breath fogging the air. With a quick shake of her head, she rewrapped the kitsune and lifted him into her arms. It was just too cold out here. She would return the kitsune to the storehouse once the storm died down.

      She trekked back to her room through the freezing cold as fast as she could and deposited the kitsune on the floor before heading for the bathroom. Carrying a bowl of hot water and an armful of towels, she tiptoed back to her room and closed the door. Arranging a couple towels over her bed as padding, she laid the kitsune on his uninjured side. He looked so small and fragile. She lightly stroked the silky fur of his ear. A yokai. How strange. She’d thought of them as monsters for so long that a cute fox just didn’t fit with her perceptions.

      Dipping a washcloth in the water, she carefully cleaned him up. The blood left a pink stain on his white fur that didn’t want to come out. She worked carefully around the wound on his chest and shoulder and continued down his foreleg. Her hands paused, cloth poised above him.

      Wrapped several times around his leg, from just above his paw up to the elbow joint, was a string of onenju. The prayer beads, glossy red and the size of small marbles, blended into his bloodstained fur so well that she hadn’t noticed them before. She leaned in closer, eyebrows furrowed. Why would a yokai wear prayer beads? How had he gotten them on his leg? Someone must have put them on him.

      Not sure what to do with them, she gave a halfhearted attempt at wiping around the beads but they were very much in the way. With a mental shrug, she hooked two fingers through the bottom loop and pulled it over the kitsune’s paw.

      Her brain took a little too long to catch up with the sudden flare of heat that shot up her arm as soon as she touched the beads.

      Power exploded out of the onenju. Hurled backward, she skidded across the floor. Glass shattered as the vases fell off the small shrine in the corner. Her skin tingled all over from the shivery touch of powerful ki released by the beads—oddly familiar ki. Gasping, she shoved herself up and turned, terrified she would find the kitsune torn apart by the discharge of power.

      But the kitsune was gone, and something else entirely lay across her bed.

      For the longest moment, her shock was so complete that even her heartbeat froze. Then it launched back to life, hammering against her ribs. She pushed herself along the floor until her back hit the wall. She blinked, and blinked again, but the sight didn’t change.

      In the kitsune’s place, a human-shaped male was sprawled across her bed. A sleeveless white kosode covered his shoulders but left his muscular upper arms bare. Black material bound by red ties, the ends splayed across the floor like ribbons of blood, covered his forearms from his wrists to several inches above his elbows. A narrow black and red obi was wrapped around his waist above his black hakama, and his feet were bound in leather footwear. No weapons, but the red onenju gleamed around his right forearm.

      As she tried hard to breathe normally, the kitsune-turned-man didn’t move except for the faint rise and fall of his chest. He was still unconscious. She swallowed hard, a touch of coherency returning to her thoughts. In the stories, kitsune were shape-shifters, weren’t they? But this one hadn’t changed shapes on his own; he was as comatose in this form as he’d been as a fox. Her touching the onenju around his arm must have triggered his transformation.

      She took a few more deep breaths. The yokai was unconscious. He couldn’t hurt her—yet. She hadn’t been afraid of the kitsune, but this yokai was a whole different matter. Except he was unconscious. That was good.

      Trembling, she rose to her feet, shuffled a few cautious steps closer, and stared down at him. Snow-white hair, as soft-looking as the fox’s fur, brushed across his forehead in a tousled mess—and poking out of his hair was a pair of white fox ears. His body was otherwise human, but he’d kept the ears. His eyes were closed. His face, slack in unconsciousness, had an oddly ageless quality to it; he could have been her age or a decade older. She just couldn’t tell.

      She crept closer, unable to stop staring. A yokai lying on her bed. Somehow, it was a much bigger deal now than when he’d just been a fox. Maybe it was the increased mass, but his presence seemed to fill her bedroom. She sidled closer, watching his face. No change, not even a twitch.

      



  





        .

        
          [image: Illustration: Emi looks down on the unconscious yokai.]
        

      



  




Before she could chicken out, she stooped and brushed her fingers over his right ear, identical to the fox’s except a little bigger, the fur warm and silky. Bizarre. She slid her fingers down into his hair until she found the edge of his jawbone. No human ears hid in his hair. She supposed two pairs of ears would have been even weirder.

      It was so strange. Yokai were supposed to be beasts, animals like the crow or monsters like the oni. Yet this creature on her bed could have been human if not for the unnaturally white hair and fox ears.

      As her heart finally slowed, she sat back on her heels, at a total loss for what to do. She couldn’t carry him back to the storehouse, and she couldn’t leave him here; a full-grown man was a lot harder to hide than a small fox.

      Her gaze travelled over him again, stuttering to a stop on his right arm. A jagged wound extended down his upper arm, leaking a small trickle of blood. He was still injured in this form. She should have realized his wounds wouldn’t just vanish. Mentally steeling herself, she retrieved her washcloth and the first aid kit from the debris; her room looked like a whirlwind had spun through it. If not for the storm outside, Fujimoto and Nanako would have been bursting through her door. She would have had a fun time trying to explain the unconscious yokai in her bed.

      She knelt beside him. Watching his face for any sign of returning consciousness, she carefully wiped away the blood, then pulled out some gauze pads. She pressed a row of pads to the wound and wrapped white gauze around his upper arm to hold them in place. With another wary glance at his face, she tugged his kosode open to expose the second gouge that ran from his shoulder down one side of his chest—a very nicely toned chest.

      Her cheeks heated as she applied another pad to his injury, ignoring the hard muscle under her hands. She’d never touched a man like this. In fact, she’d hardly touched anyone male aside from the occasional collision. Katsuo grabbing her elbow to steady her was about the most intimate contact she’d had since becoming the kamigakari. Now here she was with her hands on a man’s—well, a yokai’s—bare chest.

      He wasn’t just attractively built either. He was actually incredibly handsome, with sculpted features that were defined but not too sharp, softened by his mess of hair—fur? He even outdid Katsuo, and that was saying something.

      Not that she cared, of course. He was a yokai—a spiritual being, not a human, no matter how human he might look. She glanced at his fox ears to reinforce the thought. Definitely not human.

      Since she couldn’t wrap his entire torso, she dug out the medical tape and secured the pads in place. Then she sat back and admired her work. Pretty good. He wouldn’t bleed all over his white kosode, at least. She repacked the first aid kit and set it aside. Now what?

      Pursing her lips, she reached across him and tugged his kosode back into place, arranging it neatly. There, much better. Less distracting for her anyway. Was she really admiring the physique of a yokai? She needed to get a grip on herself. Putting one hand over her eyes, she took a long, deep breath. Feeling more centered, she dropped her hand.

      And found gleaming ruby eyes looking back at her.

      For a brief instant, she couldn’t move, caught in the yokai’s hooded, half-awake gaze and the puzzled crease between his brows.

      Then panic burst through her and she flung herself away.

      As she turned to bolt, he lunged. A hard yank on the long sleeve of her kimono pulled her backward off her feet. She fell on top of him. Writhing madly, she rolled away, only for him to grab her and haul her back again. One arm, strong as a steel bar, clamped around her middle, pinning her arms and trapping her against his chest.

      His other hand closed around her throat and squeezed, applying just enough pressure to freeze her in place.

      She panted, lightheaded from terror. Her arms were pinned. She couldn’t reach the ofuda in her sleeve pocket. She was helpless. Never in her life had she been physically restrained like this. Panic fuzzed the edges of her thoughts. Why hadn’t she gone to get Katsuo when the kitsune transformed? Why had she brought him back to her room in the first place?

      The yokai didn’t move, just held her in place with a strength she couldn’t fight. She tipped her head back to see his face, to gauge his intent, but he wasn’t looking at her at all. His gaze traveled across the room, intent and analyzing. That bright intelligence glittered in his ruby eyes, same as it had when he was a fox.

      Then those eyes flicked down and he appeared almost surprised to see her staring up at him. His mouth curved into a sly grin, flashing pointed canines that were far more reminiscent of his fox form than his human one.

      His amusement at her terror sparked a tiny surge of anger. “Let me go!”

      “Ah, little miko, didn’t anyone ever tell you not to run from yokai?” His deep, purring voice sent a shiver across her skin. He leaned down as his hand on her throat forced her head back. He brushed his nose along her jaw, from her chin up to her ear. “It’s the surest way to make us pounce,” he whispered, his breath tickling her ear.

      Goose bumps raced down the back of her neck and she clenched her jaw. “Get your hands off me.”

      He hummed as he pushed his face into her hair, inhaling through his nose. “But didn’t you put your hands on me first?”

      “I was treating your wounds.” She summoned her most commanding tone, desperately hoping her voice wouldn’t quaver. “You’re proving that your kind’s reputation is well deserved with such disrespect and ingratitude toward the person who saved your life.”

      His head came up and fear shot through her that she’d offended him, that he would surely kill her now. Instead, he made a thoughtful noise, and his hands fell away, releasing her.

      She almost leaped out of his lap but remembered his comment about running from yokai. With more self-control than she’d thought she had, she carefully stood, walked four steps, and turned to face him. He stayed where he was, lounging half on the bed with his legs on the floor, casually propped up on one arm. His head tilted to one side as he watched her, the movement very foxlike with the actual vulpine ears. That slight, knowing grin played about his lips.

      She sank down to kneel on the floor, mostly because her legs were shaking so badly she was afraid he’d notice. As nonchalantly as possible, she slid her hands into the opposite sleeves of her kimono and pinched her hidden ofuda between two fingers, ready to pull them out.

      “No need for that, little miko,” he remarked, each word almost caressing her. How could he have such an otherworldly yet still human voice? “I will not harm you.”

      She flushed, embarrassed she’d been so obvious, but didn’t let go of the ofuda. “What was that—that assault then?”

      “Assault, you call it? That little embrace?”

      “You—” She broke off with a small shake of her head. If he was determined to ignore the inappropriateness of forcefully holding a woman against him and rubbing his face on her, nothing she said would change his mind. “You have the manners of a dog.”

      “Well … same family, you know. Foxes, dogs.” He shrugged. “What did you expect? The ritual greetings of the imperial court?”

      “Some respect for the person who saved your life would have been welcome.”

      “Ah, yes, you did save me, and I am very grateful.” He bowed from where he sat, somehow managing perfect grace despite his awkward position. To her surprise, he held the bow for several long seconds, denoting deep gratitude.

      Sitting up, he idly tugged at a lock of his white hair as his gaze slid down her and back up again. “I am in your debt. Tell me your desire and I will fulfill it.”

      “My—my desire?” she choked.

      He smirked again. “A favor, little miko. I am saying I owe you a favor.”

      “A—Oh. Right, yes.” Her cheeks burned in embarrassment. “My name isn’t ‘little miko.’”

      “Miss Miko of the Amaterasu Shrine?”

      “My name is Emi,” she said stiffly, not amused.

      His smirk only grew. Giving him her first name was inappropriate in itself, but she didn’t want him to know her family name; there was a chance that even the yokai of the mountains had heard of the Kimura kamigakari.

      “Emi,” he purred, making her face heat all over again.

      She gritted her teeth. “Do you have a name?”

      “Me?” His fox ears twitched. “You can call me Shiro.”

      “Shiro,” she repeated disbelievingly. Not that it was a bad name, but one of its meanings was literally white. Somehow she doubted that was his actual name.

      “Now, Emi of the shrine, tell me what you desire of me. I am at your command.”

      This time, without the distraction of shock or discomfort, she recognized the ritual of his request. To repay his debt to her, he was offering to fulfill some sort of task or favor, similar to the worship and offerings given at a shrine in exchange for the kami’s goodwill or help. Kitsune were known for being extremely persistent in repaying their debts. The trait had spawned many, often humorous, children’s stories about them, as their efforts at repayment frequently caused the human more trouble than the favor was worth.

      “You saved me first,” she said cautiously. “There is no debt between us.”

      The wicked gleam of humor that had danced in his ruby eyes almost since the moment he awoke faded, and his sudden somber demeanor gave her pause.

      “No,” he murmured, his voice smoother and deeper and somehow older. “You came back for me. I do owe you, and I will not accept your refusal.”

      She bit the inside of her cheek to keep her expression neutral. Without that smirk that made her want to hit him, his face was even more alluring, his eyes drawing her in and holding her prisoner. He wouldn’t leave until he repaid her. He would follow her around for years if he had to, because a debt unpaid was a strike against his honor that he could not allow. Not that she had years.

      The easiest solution would be to name a small task he could complete for her, something just serious enough for him to accept as a fair exchange. But she couldn’t think of a single thing he could do for her that would satisfy the debt between them. What did she need from a yokai? Her only problems were directly related to being a kamigakari—mainly, her impending demise—and that was hardly something a kitsune could assist her with. An Amatsukami had claimed her body and soul, and the only power on heaven or earth that could possibly change that was another Amatsukami.

      Her breath stilled in her chest at the thought. Could another Amatsukami change her fate? Why would they? They wanted Amaterasu to join them. But she could at least ask for the truth, ask if Amaterasu’s power would really consume her. Maybe the kannushi manual was wrong. It wouldn’t hurt to ask, to know for sure.

      She couldn’t go searching for an Amatsukami herself, but the yokai in front of her was offering to complete a favor for her. The request was ridiculous, but on the off chance he agreed, at least he would be doing something useful for her. And most importantly, it would get him away from the shrine before Fujimoto or Nanako discovered him.

      She gave him an appraising look. “I have a request.”

      He tilted his head, ears twitching again. Beyond the windows, the storm raged on.

      “I want you to find an Amatsukami and take me to them.”

      His mouth fell open, all signs of sly humor vanishing beneath befuddled disbelief. “You want me to what?”

      “Find me an Amatsukami,” she repeated. “I need to speak to one of them.”

      “You’re at an Amatsukami shrine. If you want to speak with one, go pray.”

      “In person, obviously.”

      He stared at her, his reaction almost exactly what she’d expected. If he turned her down, then she could send him away. Problem solved.

      Finally, he said, “I thought you were a miko. Don’t you know that humans do not speak to Amatsukami? Only the kami’s highest-ranked human servants will ever even see them in the mortal world.”

      “That’s why I need your help.”

      “Me?” He sighed in a long-suffering way, rolling his eyes toward the ceiling. “Little miko, I am a yokai, not a kami. We are actually quite different, you see.”

      “I’m fully aware of that.” She shrugged. “You said you owe me a debt, and this is the only thing I need help with.”

      His ears swiveled back, almost flattening to his head as a dangerous sort of fire sparked in his eyes. Then that sly grin stretched his lips and he lifted his chin.

      “Now, now, little miko. I owe you a favor commensurate with the debt. What you ask …” He clucked his tongue. “A yokai like me going anywhere near an Amatsukami, let alone searching one out … I would be risking life and limb at every turn.” He spread his hands, the red onenju gleaming around his wrist. “I would be defenseless. Do you think that a fair request?”

      She hadn’t gone through all that effort to save him only to get him killed as he tried to complete an absurdly difficult and dangerous—for a yokai—favor. Besides, she was pretty sure that even if he did accept, he wouldn’t succeed—at least not in time for it to make a difference to her.

      “I guess not,” she said. “But that means there’s nothing else you can do for me, so you can leave.”

      His mouth twisted in surprise at how easily she’d given up on her request. “There might be one way I can help you.”

      Despite herself, her curiosity kindled. “Oh?”

      Raising his arm, he glanced at the onenju looped three times around his forearm, on top of the black material that wrapped his arm from wrist to elbow. He extended his arm into the space between them, the ends of the sleeve’s red ties swaying from his elbow.

      “Can you pull the beads off?”

      She automatically reached for the string of beads before catching herself. What about the dangerous burst of power the onenju had released the last time she’d messed with them?

      “Why don’t you do it yourself?” she asked suspiciously, her hand poised just above his wrist.

      “Humor me.”

      “No,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “I don’t think so.”

      Dark emotion flashed across his face in a vicious snarl that was gone so fast she wasn’t sure she’d seen it. He dropped his arm and leaned back, blowing his hair off his forehead in a long exhale. The white locks resettled in his eyes, more tousled than before.

      “Then I’m afraid I can’t help you,” he said with a shrug.

      “Why not?”

      He wiggled his onenju-wrapped arm. “I can’t remove them myself.”

      “So?”

      “They’re cursed. The spell within them interferes with my ki. With the onenju in place, I am defenseless; I can’t even outmatch an oni. However, if you removed the beads, freeing me from the curse, I could fulfill your request to find an Amatsukami.”

      She folded her hands in her lap, buying herself some time to think. Had this been his plan from the moment he offered her a favor? Would he have claimed her request too difficult or dangerous for him with the onenju wrapped around his arm, regardless of what she’d asked? Whether he’d planned it or not, he wanted her to remove the beads and he was using the favor he owed her as a way to maneuver her into it.

      Someone had cursed him. Only a very powerful being could make a spell like that—either another yokai or a kami—and she had no way of finding out why. He would lie if she asked, she was certain. For all she knew, he could be cursed because he was a murderous psychopath. Did she dare unseal his power? He might turn on her the instant she did.

      “I don’t think removing those beads is a good idea,” she told him.

      “You won’t remove them even for a meeting with an Amatsukami, as you requested?”

      The dangerous gleam in his eyes sent a shiver down her spine. “You refused my request because it’s too perilous. I free you from any debt to me. You can leave.”

      A growl crept into his purring tones. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      She folded her arms, praying he couldn’t sense her racing pulse. “I have no other requests for you. Please leave.”

      His eyes narrowed to ruby slits. He uncoiled from his slouch, flowing to his feet with liquid grace. Before she could react, he was in front of her, his hand sliding into her hair behind her head and forcing her face up. He leaned down until their noses almost touched, his stare capturing hers like scorching chains.

      “I accept your request, little miko,” he crooned in tones of fire and ice, his voice searing her soul. “Pray you do not come to regret it.”

      He released her so suddenly that she fell back, her lungs still locked. Light shimmered over him, flickering like red and blue flames. It flared, blinding her, and when she could see again, a small white fox stood in his place. The kitsune cast one more burning ruby glare across her before he turned and trotted toward the outer wall of her bedroom. Flames flickered across him and he jumped at the wall. His body passed through the solid wood as if it was nothing more than an illusion—or he was no more than a specter. Then he was gone.

      Gasping in her first breath since he’d grabbed her, she crawled on trembling limbs to the wall and pressed her hand against its unyielding surface. A spiritual being indeed.

      Trembling and exhausted, she slumped against the wall. She’d accidentally made a bargain with a yokai—a yokai she suspected was far more dangerous than she’d guessed. And she didn’t know which prospect caused her heart to pound more: that he would fail and never return, or that he might succeed.
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      A quiet tapping on her door dragged her from a restless sleep. Her eyes fluttered open. The tap came again, bringing her wide awake. Was Shiro back, knocking on her door? But why would the yokai knock on her door when he could walk through walls? Outside the window, the dim light of daybreak leaked through the cloud cover. It was barely past dawn and she’d only been asleep for a couple hours.

      Shrugging off her apprehension, she got up and adjusted her sleeping robe. Creeping to the door, she slid it open a crack.

      Katsuo stood in the enclosed hallway, shifting his weight nervously from foot to foot; guardian or not, it wasn’t appropriate for a male to hang around her bedroom. A memory flashed through her: Shiro sliding his nose along the underside of her jaw, his warm breath on her ear. Heat rushed to her face and she shoved the memory aside.

      “Katsuo,” she whispered.

      “Emi.” His gaze flicked over her unbound, sleep-tangled hair and thin, white sleeping robe.

      She unconsciously pulled her robe more tightly closed. Pink tinged his cheeks.

      “The kitsune is gone,” he blurted. “I just checked the storehouse and he’s nowhere to be found. I couldn’t even find tracks in the snow. The blanket is gone too …” He trailed off, squinting at her. “Why don’t you look surprised?”

      She blinked. “Uh …”

      He rose on his tiptoes to look over the top of her head. Disbelief rippled across his face and he grabbed her door, forcing it open another foot. “Is that the blanket from the storehouse? And—and bloody towels? What did you do, Emi?”

      Guilt swelled in her gut as she glanced back into her room at the extra blanket, bloodied towels, and first aid kit she’d thrown into the corner before collapsing onto the bed and falling straight to sleep.

      “Um,” she mumbled. “Well, the storm last night was really bad. I was worried the kitsune would freeze …”

      “He’s a fox yokai, Emi. He has a fur coat. He spends every winter outside.”

      “I know,” she said defensively, trying not to wilt beneath his anger. “But he was badly hurt. I was worried. I brought him here to warm up, that’s all. He was unconscious so …”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Well, he didn’t stay unconscious the whole night …”

      Katsuo was nearly vibrating with anger. He rubbed his temples with one hand. “Why are you so determined to put yourself in as much danger as possible?”

      “It was fine,” she said in a rush, scowling. “I’m fine. Not even a scratch. The kitsune is gone. He took off in the middle of the night, probably back to the forest.”

      He sighed, dropping his hand to the hilt of his sword—an unconscious gesture, she hoped. “Well, at least we don’t have to worry about him anymore. You repaid your debt.”

      She nodded. No need to tell him the kitsune had decided he owed her a debt. And she didn’t see any point in mentioning that the kitsune could shape-shift into an almost human man. She also had no plans to reveal her accidental arrangement with the yokai to anyone, not even Katsuo.

      “I’d better go clean up the storehouse,” he said. “I don’t think Kannushi Fujimoto ever goes in there, but just in case …”

      With a rather grumpy bow, he retreated down the hall. She closed her door and leaned against it, surveying her room. Bloody towels and cloths, the basin of pink-tinted water that somehow hadn’t spilled, the shattered vases—perhaps she should clean up too. As she collected the towels, she glanced at her bed. She could almost see him sitting there, his white hair shining and ruby eyes gleaming as he smiled slyly at her.

      Shaking her head, she resumed cleaning and tried not to think of him … and the dangerous bargain she’d unintentionally struck.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Emi struggled to keep her mind on her task but it was difficult.

      She robotically dragged the broom over the stairs, sending a flurry of snow flying with each motion. Several steps below her, Yui and Rina swept the worst of the snow away, leaving Emi to clear the last of it off each step. At the bottom, the red torii that marked the border of the shrine grounds contrasted boldly with the white snow all around.

      Minoru leaned against the torii, his eyes constantly surveying the shadowy forest. With the evening sun setting behind the western peak, he idly spun his bladed staff so that the golden light flashed over the curved steel. This close to the edge of the grounds, he and Katsuo were overly cautious in ensuring her safety.

      She barely paid attention to him or the girls. Her internal monologue—a nonstop analysis of her encounter with the kitsune last night—was too distracting. She kept going over their conversation, their bargain, his not-quite-spoken threat. She hadn’t seriously intended to enter into an agreement with him; she’d expected him to turn down her request. It was unfair, demanding, and dangerous. Why had he accepted it? Was his honor that important to him?

      Perhaps he’d agreed for the sake of integrity but would only make a token effort at completing it—just enough to satisfy his pride. But what if he did manage to find an Amatsukami for her? What if she actually got the chance to find out the truth, to confirm once and for all that she would face her end on the solstice?

      And if she had the chance, would she ask the Amatsukami to change her fate?

      The thoughts kept swirling; every time she convinced herself that her destiny had been sealed ten years ago, a faint, creeping hope would disturb her fragile acceptance. And, for some strange reason, Shiro’s face kept interrupting her struggle with her emotions. The unreadable thoughts that had slid through those ruby eyes, the twitch of his vulpine ears, the cunning yet somehow teasing quirk of his lips—surely those tiny movements meant something. The yokai had existed as a dangerous unknown for so long that it had been disconcertingly bizarre to see how real Shiro was, to speak with him as though he was a person just like her.

      “Soooo,” Rina drawled, breaking into Emi’s thoughts. “We heard about your adventure the other night.”

      Emi frowned and swept the step with a little more force.

      “Did you really ride Tornado into the mountains in the middle of the night?”

      She dug the broom into the corner of a step and muttered, “Not exactly.”

      Rina bounded up the steps to Emi’s side. “I can’t believe it! Kannushi Fujimoto must have been soooo angry. Did Nanako freak out too? I would’ve loved to see that.”

      Emi looked at Rina for the first time. The girl was grinning at her, not with condemnation or disapproval but with admiration and humor.

      “I … yes, they were upset. I didn’t mean to worry everyone though. I just …”

      “Couldn’t take being cooped up anymore, right?” Rina said with a knowing nod. “I get it. I ran away like four times last year just to get away from my parents for a night. And after the solstice, you won’t be able to have any fun, you know?”

      Emi mumbled a wordless agreement. Yui wandered over, still obediently sweeping as she listened in.

      “Honestly,” Rina said, lowering her voice, “I can’t believe how perfect you’ve been with following all those ridiculous rules.” The way she said “perfect” suggested it wasn’t a compliment. “All that meditation and prayer and special diets and stuff? When’s the last time you had a nice, juicy burger?”

      “Um … I’ve never had a burger.”

      “Never? Oh my god.” Rina patted her arm. “That sucks.”

      Yui cleared her throat very quietly. “The kamigakari can’t break the rules without putting her life at risk. If she isn’t pure enough at the ceremony—”

      “Do you really think a burger or two will make a difference?” Rina interrupted. She looked at Emi. “What do you think?”

      Emi’s hands tightened on the broom handle until her knuckles turned white. She suspected that many of the strict rules she’d endured were less about protecting her purity and more about minimizing distractions and keeping the kamigakari as docile, and isolated, as possible. Purity had far more to do with her state of mind than what she’d eaten for breakfast.

      Rina waited for Emi to answer, then shrugged. “Well, I don’t blame you for getting fed up with it all and wanting a break. It’s too bad you fell off Tornado and didn’t make it back in time.”

      “Yeah,” Emi mumbled, not bothering to correct Rina’s understanding of events.

      “I heard Minoru and Kannushi Fujimoto talking yesterday.” Rina dropped her voice further, forcing Emi to lean closer to hear. “Kannushi Fujimoto was asking Minoru if he thought Katsuo was experienced enough to be your sohei. He was concerned about Katsuo’s behavior when you were found missing.”

      “His behavior?” Emi stuttered.

      “He was freaking out,” Rina whispered. “That’s what Kannushi Fujimoto seemed to think, anyway. Minoru said that what Katsuo lacks in experience, he makes up for in talent and dedication.”

      Emi halfheartedly resumed sweeping. She must have really scared Katsuo, and now his career might be at risk. She couldn’t let Fujimoto find out she’d dragged Katsuo off into the mountains again and made him hide a yokai fugitive within the shrine grounds.

      Rina grabbed Emi’s broom to stop its motion, leaning so close their faces were almost touching. “You know Katsuo from Shion, right?” she breathed. “Do you guys have a history? Is there something going on between you?”

      Emi jerked back, her cheeks flushing.

      “Hey, Emi!”

      She spun toward the top of the steps as Katsuo appeared. Her cheeks grew hotter as he trotted down the stairs.

      “Hi, Rina, Yui,” he quickly said to the two girls. “Emi, Kannushi Fujimoto asked to see you.”

      “Oh?” Her heart sank. Was she in trouble again? Or worse, was Katsuo in trouble because of her? She wordlessly handed her broom to Rina, not meeting the other girl’s eyes lest she blush again, and hurried up the steps to join Katsuo. She followed him into the shrine courtyard.

      “Do you have a minute first?” he said. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      “Another storehouse?” she asked warily. She’d gotten a lot more than she’d bargained for with that one.

      He chuckled. “No, just a … a new experience to share.”

      She blinked, curious despite herself. “What kind of experience?”

      He grinned. “This way.”

      He led her across the bridge toward the house. They passed the front entrance, their feet crunching on the fine gravel path that headed into the trees. The trail forked, and when she glanced into the trees, she saw a tiny house among the snow and foliage in the same style as the main house.

      “That’s the guest house,” Katsuo told her. “Minoru and I have it all to ourselves. It’s pretty sweet.”

      So that’s where they were staying; she’d been wondering. He didn’t take her toward the guest house, but instead continued down the path. It ran parallel to the steps she’d been sweeping with Rina and Yui, heading in the direction of the road to Kiroibara. The trickling sound of a stream grew louder.

      Katsuo put a finger to his lips and stepped carefully off the path into the trees. Ignoring a tiny flutter of unease, she followed, now burning with curiosity. He crept into the dense bush as the sound of running water filled the quiet woods. In the trees, where the low sun couldn’t reach, the shadows were deep, the darkness already closing in. Finally, he stopped, crouching as he gestured for her to join him.

      Squatting low, she inched closer until she was beside him, snowy shrubs on either side of them. Just beyond, the stream burbled over stones, winding down the slope toward the unseen road. She gave him a questioning look, and he pointed downstream. Leaning forward, she squinted through the shadows.

      A dozen feet away, a handful of glowing lights floated above the stream. A tad larger than her fist, the bluish-white orbs were not quite solid lights but not quite the flickering glow of flames either. They drifted a foot above the water, weaving in an erratic but graceful dance.

      “What are they?” she breathed.

      “They’re called ayakashi,” he whispered. “A type of yokai. They’re only ever seen at sunset and always around water.”

      “They’re yokai?” She held her breath, staring at the slowly dancing lights. They were beautiful. “Why are they here?”

      “It’s safe here,” he murmured. “Just inside the torii barrier, they’re safe from other yokai. I thought about chasing them off, seeing as I’m supposed to keep all yokai away from you, but as long as we don’t disturb them, they’re harmless.”

      The torii barrier prevented yokai from entering only if the yokai intended to do harm within the shrine grounds. It didn’t stop those with a peaceful mind from entering. Katsuo really should have ejected the ayakashi, though, because the yokai could turn violent once inside the barrier. The sacred ground would reject them and try to drive them out, but it wouldn’t stop them the way the barrier would have.

      That was part of the reason her bringing the kitsune inside the shrine had been dangerous. In fact, without her to carry him across the barrier, he might not be able to enter the grounds again.

      The tiny, glowing yokai, their shapes within the light indiscernible, shifted from their random, bobbling hover to form a perfect circle. They began to turn, spinning clockwise as they bobbed up and down in a strange, rotating wave pattern. Then they drew together, their lights brightening and merging, and with a flash, they disappeared.

      “Oh!” she gasped. “They’re gone.”

      “Maybe they noticed us,” Katsuo said. “We should get back to the house. Kannushi Fujimoto is waiting for you.”

      “Right,” she said, the thought almost dimming her good mood. Still crouched in the bushes, she turned to face Katsuo. “Thank you. They were lovely.”

      He smiled and, in the darkness, she wasn’t sure if he was blushing or if it was just a trick of the light. “After the oni attack and a bloody kitsune, I thought you might like to see a different kind of yokai. Few people ever see the ayakashi. They’re very shy of humans.”

      She hesitated. With stilted motions, she reached out and grasped his hand. His eyes widened at her disregard for the kamigakari rules. His fingers were warm, and her hand felt so small on his.

      “Thank you, Katsuo,” she murmured. “You’ve been kinder than I deserve, especially after the trouble and worry I’ve caused you.”

      He turned his hand and closed his fingers around hers. “You’re no trouble, Emi. Minus the oni, it’s actually been a lot of fun.”

      She laughed and gently extracted her hand. She could still feel the warmth of his skin lingering on hers and she squashed a flash of bitter, angry grief at another thing she’d unknowingly sacrificed over the years: the comfort of another person’s touch. Though she was only forbidden from touching men, almost no one had touched her with care or affection since Hana had died. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had hugged her.

      Shiro’s forceful “embrace” last night definitely didn’t count, no matter what he chose to call it.

      Katsuo escorted her back to the house and she entered alone. Fujimoto was waiting for her in the main room, sitting at the table with a cup of tea in front of him. She bowed in the open doorway.

      “Ah, my lady, come in, come in!” He adjusted his kannushi hat as she knelt at the table across from him. “Are you enjoying the snow? It’s certainly early this year, but we can hope spring comes even earlier.”

      “The weather is lovely, if not typical,” she answered politely.

      She watched him blow on his steaming cup before taking a sip. He’d returned to his ingenuous self immediately following his harsh lecture the previous morning, but she suspected she was not at all forgiven. A tray with a steaming teapot and a second cup sat by his elbow, but it wasn’t until she looked at it that he offered to pour her a cup.

      Setting her tea down in front of her, he smiled, his wrinkles deepening. The expression didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I spoke with Guji Ishida this morning. He and a select few trusted kannushi will be visiting on Sunday to check on your comfort here at Shirayuri Shrine, as well as to assist you with the first preparations for the ceremony.”

      He took another sip of tea. “Is there any aspect of your comfort that does not meet your standards, my lady, so that we might address it before Sunday?”

      She touched her cup but it was too hot to drink. “I am very comfortable here, Kannushi Fujimoto.”

      “Are you certain, my lady? Nothing—or no one—that might encourage you to leave the grounds or otherwise distract you from your duties?”

      Was he talking about Katsuo? Or had he found out about the kitsune somehow? No one knew about Shiro’s shape-shifting ability or the favor she’d requested, of that she was certain. But if Fujimoto even suspected that a yokai had been in her bedroom, he would be on high alert.

      “I’m very certain,” she replied, outwardly calm while her mind raced. “I will remain focused on my duties.”

      “Excellent, excellent!” he exclaimed, almost slopping tea out of his cup. “I’m sure you will enjoy visiting with your mentor on Sunday. Guji Ishida has practically raised you, hasn’t he? Yes, yes, very good. It grows late, my lady. It is almost time for your evening bath and meditation.”

      She glanced at her untouched tea, but his dismissal was clear. Bowing, she left the room, feeling queasy. Ishida had certainly played an important role during most of her childhood, but he hadn’t raised her like a father would raise his daughter. He’d raised her like a farmer preparing a perfect cow for slaughter. He’d guided her every step, knowing he was leading her to her demise. Just because her body would live on didn’t mean he wasn’t killing her.

      Returning to her bedroom, Emi opened the door and stepped inside, her mind already on the bath she would take as soon as she could gather her supplies for the bathroom. She slid the door shut.

      “It’s about time, little miko.”

      Emi choked on a scream and fell back into the door, almost punching her elbow through the thin wood.

      Lounging casually beneath the window, with one leg stretched out in front of him, Shiro gave her his lazy grin. The red onenju beads gleamed on his arm, but they dulled in comparison to the dangerous gleam in his ruby eyes.

      “You—” she gasped. “What are you doing here?”

      Apparently, he’d had no issue entering the sacred grounds of the shrine on his own. That, or he’d never left. She pressed her back against the door. Fujimoto was just down the hall, Nanako was somewhere nearby, and Rina and Yui would be returning from their chores soon. Any one of them might pass by and hear the unfamiliar male voice coming from her bedroom.

      “Did you change your mind then?” He cocked his head. “Do you no longer wish me to fulfill your request?”

      “You have no business here until you’ve found an Amatsukami. Either reject my request and leave, or go do it.”

      “So little faith. We’re stronger when you believe in us, you know.”

      Her forehead wrinkled in confusion and she cautiously stepped away from the door. “You’re … what?”

      He waved a hand. “Are you ready to go? The evening wanes, little miko.”

      “My name is Emi,” she said flatly. “Ready to go where? You can’t possibly have found—”

      “I will happily answer your every query once we’re on the move.” He drew his extended leg in and rolled forward onto the balls of his feet, ready to stand. “I recommend warm clothing. It will be a bit of a walk.”

      “Wait. You found an Amatsukami already?”

      “Are you complaining?” He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “Shall we go, or would you rather meet again in the spring so we can enjoy more pleasant weather?”

      She didn’t have until spring. Butterflies danced in her middle; she hadn’t expected him to complete his mission at all, let alone so quickly. So much for it being such a dangerous and difficult task. She hadn’t even decided what she would do if she actually got the chance to speak with an Amatsukami. Should she go, or just accept her fate? If she went, what should she say or ask?

      She didn’t have the leisure to think about it anymore. Stay or go?

      Sorrow not for the kamigakari, whose mind and soul will be consumed in the ultimate glory of Her Holy Kami’s spirit. The words from the kannushi manual bloomed in her vision until she could no longer see the room. She had to know the truth, had to know for sure. And only an Amatsukami could confirm it for her beyond any doubt.

      Without another word, she hurried to her closet and pulled on her warmest haori. From the bottom of the closet, she lifted out a pair of ankle-high boots. Even though they were rather dainty for winter footwear, she hated their clunky weight and bulky shape; she was too used to lightweight sandals. She shoved her feet in and laced them up, even though it was unconscionably rude to wear outdoor footwear in the house.

      Shiro rose. “Ready?”

      “One more thing.”

      She pulled her folded futon out of the closet. Laying it out, she bunched up the pillows and some extra blankets, making them look like a sleeping figure, and laid the final blanket on top, arranging it to look as realistic as possible. It wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny, but if someone came by her room to check on her, with any luck, they would assume she was sleeping. So much for her assurances to Fujimoto, just minutes before, that she wouldn’t leave the grounds again.

      She straightened and turned—and almost crashed into Shiro, who was standing directly behind her. She craned her neck back to see his face, her heart in her throat. He was taller than she’d realized. She was on the petite side, but still. He was a full head taller than her, plus the fox ears.

      “I’ll wait for you at the torii beyond the stable,” he said. “Don’t waste any time.”

      “I—yes, I know the spot.”

      Light shimmered over him. In a flash, he returned to his fox form. With a swish of his tail and a flicker of multihued flame, he hopped through the wall. She shuddered at the sight of him vanishing through solid wood; it hurt her brain.

      Before she could second-guess herself, she slipped out of her room and headed down the hall. Outside, night had fallen across the mountains since she’d watched the ayakashi with Katsuo, and the cold air was pleasantly crisp. Stars shimmered above and a near full moon glowed in the sky, casting silvery light across the snow-covered garden.

      As she hurried down the front steps, the quiet murmur of conversation carried through the trees from the direction of the guest house. Katsuo’s smooth voice, interspersed with Minoru’s slow, deep tones, grew louder as the two sohei neared the house. Sucking in a breath, she rushed around the corner of the building and sped past the garden. She glanced back as she started up the path toward the stable but the sohei hadn’t followed her. Hopefully they wouldn’t check on her now empty bedroom.

      Shiro was nowhere in sight and no tracks in the faint dusting of snow on the path betrayed his passing. The trail was clear all the way up to the stable, but beyond it, six inches of snow covered the ground. She stepped into the snow, her crunching footsteps the only sound in the silent pasture. The three horses were clustered near the stable, ears pricked as they watched her.

      Snow worked its way into the tops of her boots, chilling her ankles. She gritted her teeth and bore it. The air was still beneath the clear sky, the tranquility a stark contrast to the violent storm of the night before. Bright moonlight reflected off the white fields, clearly illuminating the pasture.

      As she neared the torii beyond the end of the pasture, she frowned, her gaze skimming the path for Shiro. If he wasn’t waiting for her like he’d said he would be, she would give him a piece of her mind the next time she saw him. She was just starting to get angry when she spotted a gleam of red—a pair of ruby eyes watching her. He was sitting in the snow just in front of the torii, his white fur camouflaging him perfectly. She wondered how he’d managed to get the bloodstains out.

      She stopped in front of him. He cocked his head, ears twitching back then forward again.

      “I’m here,” she said unnecessarily. “Now what?”

      He stood and trotted through the torii. She swallowed down her pounding heart and bowed at the torii before following him. The inner pockets of her sleeves were stocked with ofuda, but she wasn’t comforted. Going into the woods with a dangerous and unpredictable yokai was not the smartest idea she’d ever had. Even knowing that, she wasn’t willing to turn back. This was her only chance.

      She trailed after the fox as he half trotted, half hopped through the snow. Watching him, she wondered where his clothes and the bandages she’d put on him went when he changed forms. Yokai, like kami, were true magic—beings not of the mortal and mundane realm. For a moment, she was overwhelmed with awe to be in the company of a shape-shifting kitsune, a creature of legend.

      Then he hopped onto a smooth patch of snow, and in a burst of white, he vanished in a deep drift. His head popped out, covered in white fluff. He blinked and shook his head violently to dislodge the snow.

      Covering her mouth with one hand, she fought back a laugh and carefully skirted the deceptive drift. He grumbled and sprang out of the snow. After shaking himself off, he trotted ahead, leading her along the path. She paced her breathing as the terrain grew steeper. The trail wound upward along the side of the mountain and the safety of the shrine receded with each step.

      Half an hour later, they rounded a bend and a fallen tree blocked the path. She cringed, recognizing it as the spot where she’d fallen off Tornado after her wild ride up the mountain. Shiro trotted up to the spruce and ducked into a gap beneath the branches, vanishing beneath the trunk. Emi stopped in front of the obstacle, staring at it in dismay. The enormous tree had caught on its fellows on its way down and blocked the trail with the trunk at waist height. Beneath it was a tangle of boughs and long needles so dense that anything larger than a fox wasn’t getting through. Jagged, broken branches covered the rest.

      After a quick examination, she approached a small gap that offered the only possible passage. Gingerly grabbing a branch, she scrambled up, trying to climb on top of the trunk as her clothes snagged on boughs and the rough bark scraped her hands. Her haori tangled on a jagged branch. Wobbling, she yanked at it ineffectually.

      Hands clamped down on her waist, and she squealed as she was pulled forcefully off the tree trunk. Her haori came free with a loud tearing sound. She fell backward, arms flailing. Her feet landed lightly in the snow on the other side of the fallen tree.

      Shiro stood behind her, back in his almost-human form, his hands on her waist. She froze, her brain trying to catch up. Stepping away from him, she spun around. He raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t need any help,” she snapped. She’d been managing on her own—and she wouldn’t have ripped her haori.

      “This will take longer than I anticipated.” He sighed. “I wasn’t expecting to have to carry you over every minor obstacle.”

      “I don’t need carrying. Besides, I wasn’t the one who went swimming in a snow drift, was I?”

      He snorted and started walking. She immediately regretted his change of form; his longer stride left her scrambling to keep up. Rushing forward, she fell into step beside him.

      “How much farther to the Amatsukami?” she asked, a little breathlessly. She jogged a couple steps to stay at his side.

      “I have no idea.”

      “You—you don’t? Where are we going then? How can you take me to the Amatsukami if you don’t …” She trailed off. The air suddenly felt much colder and the night much darker. Fear coursed through her and she stopped on the path. “We aren’t going to see an Amatsukami, are we?”

      What would an Amatsukami be doing in the middle of these mountains? Of course there was no kami out here; this was yokai territory. Why hadn’t she realized that before she let him lead her so far from safety?

      He walked a few more steps before turning to face her. The moon lit his hair in shades of silver and white but cast shifting shadows across his face. A pointed canine glinted in his crooked grin.

      “I never said we were going to see an Amatsukami.” His deep, purring voice seemed to harmonize with the forest and shivered over her skin, leaving gooseflesh in its wake.

      “You tricked me,” she whispered. She slid her hands into her sleeves, grasping the ofuda. The thin paper felt pathetically flimsy. “Why did you bring me out here, then?”

      He raised his hands in a shrug. “You casually ask for the impossible, little miko. I am but one yokai with an entire world to search. Since I cannot reasonably fulfill your request myself, I will take you to one who can.”

      “Who, exactly, are we talking about?”

      “Let’s simply say an ally with far more resources than you or I possess.”

      She tightened her hands around her ofuda. “Why do you need me for this? You should go ask this ally for help yourself.”

      “If you want results, your presence will be necessary. Are you coming?” His smile widened, taunting her. “Or do you wish to give up already?”

      Without waiting for her response, he turned and resumed walking. Trembling in the cold and wishing she were back in her room, she stared after him. She wished she’d never met the kitsune or spoken to him. Wished she’d never opened the kannushi manual. If not for that book, she would have been blissfully ignorant of her fate, enjoying every moment up to the solstice with anticipation and excitement, and then it would have been over before she knew what had happened. Wouldn’t that have been better?

      With a glance back at the tree blocking the path, she ran after him until she was once again walking at his side. “How far is this ally then?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. Deeper into the mountains, I imagine.”

      “You don’t know where we’re going at all?”

      “We only have to approach within a certain vicinity. This yokai is the type that will come to us.” He cast her an amused sideways glance. “Not all in the world follow strict rules and regimens, little miko. We yokai are a casual bunch. We rarely stand on ceremony.”

      She clenched her teeth. This ally was another yokai. Of course. What else was there in these mountains? She had to trust that Shiro wasn’t leading her into a trap, if only because that would be a wasted effort on his part. She was already as good as defenseless against him. But that was as far as she would trust him.

      “We aren’t attempting to meet with that oni, are we? Because I don’t think he’d be interested in helping us.”

      “The oni? No, definitely not the oni.”

      “Why was he so intent on killing you?”

      His gaze flicked toward hers. “Concerned for me, little miko?”

      “Concerned for me. I don’t want to get tangled up in whatever grudge the oni has against you.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a grudge.” He gestured grandly at the forest, the ends of the red ties on his arms swinging from his elbows. “The oni decided these mountains belong to them, and they figure it’s well and smart to eliminate anyone who might cause them any trouble over it.”

      “So they’re killing all the other yokai here?” she asked, appalled.

      “Not all of them.”

      “Why you then? Is it because you’re Inari’s messenger and they don’t want you telling Inari about their behavior?”

      “Messenger,” he mused. “What would that entail, exactly? What messages might Inari want to send? I have no idea.”

      She frowned, annoyed that she couldn’t get a straight answer out of him. “So you’re not one of Inari’s kitsune?”

      “So curious, little miko. Why is a miko interested in yokai affairs?”

      “I was just asking. Keep your secrets if you want, I don’t care.”

      “You should.” He cast his eyes toward the mountains before turning a smirk on her. “Unless you enjoyed your encounter with the oni the other day. You’ll be having many more if you continue to venture outside your shrine.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The mountain oni want to rule this land. It’s only a matter of time before they attack the shrine.”

      “They’d attack the shrine?”

      “Of course. An enemy shrine in the middle of their territory? Why wouldn’t they destroy it?”

      “Yokai don’t normally go around attacking kami shrines, do they?” she demanded.

      “Not normally, no.”

      “Why aren’t the Kunitsukami doing anything about this? Don’t they rule all the yokai?”

      “The Kunitsukami don’t rule, little miko. That’s a kami fixation. The Kunitsukami are content to encourage civilized behavior among the yokai, nothing more.” He paused. “Well, they used to.”

      “Used to?”

      “Personally, I prefer less civilized behavior in these wild lands. It’s easier to kill your enemies than appease them, you know?”

      She hoped he didn’t notice her shudder but his sly grin said otherwise. “You don’t sound any better than the oni.”

      “I said enemies, not minor inconveniences.”

      “If you don’t like what the oni are doing, why don’t you tell Inari then? Surely Inari would listen to a kitsune, even if you aren’t a vassal or anything.”

      “That would be even more irritating of a task than the one you’ve given me. At least the Amatsukami can be found.”

      She waited for him to explain but he said nothing.

      “What do you mean?” she prompted.

      He walked a few steps, shadows sliding across his face.

      “Inari is missing.” The words were flat, toneless, almost like the sentence brought forth so much emotion that he couldn’t express any of it.

      “Missing? Since when?”

      “For a long time.” His smirk reappeared, but it seemed forced. “If it was just Inari, well, whatever. Inari doesn’t have a reputation for being particularly useful. It’s more the other Kunitsukami that are the problem. At least Sarutahiko knew how to get things done.”

      “What about the other Kunitsukami?” she asked, a tingle of dread running down her spine.

      “Missing too. Inari has been gone for decades, but the others vanished one by one over the last few years.”

      Emi couldn’t think of what to say. Hadn’t Katsuo mentioned how yokai all over were becoming bolder and more violent lately? Was that because no one was controlling them?

      She didn’t like yokai, and as a kamigakari, the Kunitsukami were as good as her personal enemies, but she still didn’t enjoy the thought of them being gone; they controlled the yokai and offset the power of the Amatsukami. All of existence—the heavens and earth—was a careful balance of swirling onmyo that ebbed and flowed between darkness and light. The Kunitsukami were as essential to that balance as their heavenly counterparts.

      Shiro stopped on the path, one arm snapping up in front of her to block her way. His clear tension silenced her questions. His ears swiveled backward and he turned his head to look behind them.

      “We have company,” he murmured.

      “Your ally?” she whispered.

      Before he could answer, she felt it—fear drifting along the ground, brushing over her senses and leaving her shivering. The mountain oni. Not again.

      “I think maybe we should run,” he remarked.

      “Run?”

      “Yes. Shall we?”

      His hand closed around hers, taking her by surprise. He yanked her forward as he sprang off the trail and into the woods. She ran after him, pulled helplessly along, hardly able to keep up. The snow wasn’t quite as deep under the trees, but the mess of underbrush and rocks made the footing treacherous. She stumbled and staggered every few strides, reliant on Shiro’s steady grip to keep her upright. He ran with the light-footed grace of the fox, unhampered by the terrain.

      As her lungs burned and she wished they could stop, a roar burst through the forest, coming from behind them.

      Between one step and the next, Shiro released her hand—and scooped her under his arm, lifting her right off her feet without breaking stride. She barely had time to let out a shocked squeak when he sprang forward, his gait switching from a run to a deer-like bound no human could duplicate. She hung from his grip around her middle, pressed against his side. Trees flashed by, branches whipping them, but he didn’t slow.

      The oni bellowed again, closer.

      Shiro glanced back between bounds, then swerved right. A dozen yards ahead, the ground dropped away, plunging down the side of the mountain. Emi couldn’t even scream as he sprang off the cliff edge.

      His feet hit the snow-covered slope and slid. He skidded a couple yards, snow spraying everywhere, then sprang again. Another hard landing on the near vertical slope, another wild slide. He jumped again right before he would have lost control. He hop-slid down the side of the mountain, somehow dodging trees and rocks, while Emi clutched his arm around her middle, too terrified to make a sound.

      He landed on level ground at the bottom and launched forward again. His bounding run carried them through another stretch of forest before he eventually slowed to a stop, his chest heaving for air. Still holding her with one arm, he drew in a breath and held it, head cocked as he listened.

      “Curse them,” he said on an explosive exhale, then spun left and leaped into motion.

      Loud crashing behind them made her turn to look. Two enormous oni smashed through the trees and charged after them.

      Shiro ran, each leaping step carrying them just a little farther from the pursuing oni. Emi clung to him, petrified even as a trickle of relief ran through her. No human could have outrun the oni, but Shiro was fast. The oni were falling behind. They would escape.

      With a triumphant howl, a third oni flew out of the trees right into their path.

      Shiro dodged the oni’s grasping claws, but his surefootedness finally failed him. He hit the ground on his heels and went over backward, taking Emi with him. They tumbled together through the snow and skidded to a stop a few inches from a boulder that would have cracked her skull open.

      Stunned from the fall, Emi lay sprawled on her stomach as Shiro shot to his feet, his back to the boulder and Emi on the ground just behind him.

      “Well, well,” a deep voice growled. “Inari’s whelp can shape-shift. What took you so long, rat?”

      “Time is a relative concept,” Shiro replied casually. He didn’t sound remotely frightened. He must have been afraid, though, since he’d just run more miles than a horse could gallop to get away from them.

      “And you brought us a miko,” the oni continued. “Offering her as a sacrifice won’t save you.”

      Pulling herself together, Emi scrambled to her feet. She peered past Shiro at the three towering oni positioned in a half circle around them, blocking any escape. Three. They were dead.

      “Sacrificing the miko sounds fun,” Shiro said, “but it’s not really what I had in mind.”

      The middle oni swung the huge metal-studded club in its hand. “If you tell us where the Tengu nests, we might reconsider your fate.”

      “Unless you’ve learned to fly, I don’t think that would help you much.”

      The oni snarled, drool dripping from one tusk. It raised his club, and the three oni charged them.

      Shiro shoved Emi aside, knocking her off her feet, and dove in the opposite direction. Emi landed on her stomach and twisted around, expecting to see a spiked club rushing for her face. But the oni had all swarmed toward Shiro, rightfully identifying him as the greatest threat—or perhaps the greatest flight risk. If Shiro took off without her weight slowing him down, he might have a chance to outrun them.

      But he didn’t run—or maybe he didn’t have an opening yet. He ducked under another club and leaped out of the cluster before they could trap him, but the oni were faster than she had thought possible, and they rushed around him. He spun and jumped back, staying just out of reach—but for how long? He couldn’t dodge them forever, and he had no weapons to fight with. Running, not fighting, was clearly his specialty.

      Shoving herself to her feet, she yanked out her stack of ofuda and selected one. As the oni circled Shiro, she inched closer, legs trembling. When one presented its back to her, she jumped forward and slapped the ofuda against its spine.

      “Sotei no shinketsu!” she yelled.

      Blue light flared across the ofuda before the fiery glow whooshed over the oni’s entire body, encasing it. It froze in place, immobile as a statue.

      Emi staggered back. Katsuo’s binding spell had only created a restricting bar of light. Why was hers so different? Her eyes dropped to the ofuda and her fear leaped—the edges of the paper were already turning black.

      An outraged snarl erupted above her. The two remaining oni bore down on her, clubs already swinging for her head.

      Shiro sprang out of nowhere. He seized her as he dove, taking her down with him. She hit the ground for the third time in as many minutes, and he landed on top of her, his weight squashing the air from her lungs. He grabbed her and rolled them together. As he spun her on top of him, a club slammed into the ground right where they’d been. The oni bellowed angrily.

      With another fast roll, Shiro leaped up, hauling her with him. She staggered, dizzy from all the falling and spinning. He backed up, shoving her along behind him as the oni advanced.

      “Don’t suppose you have any more of those binding ofuda,” he said calmly, even as he shunted her back another couple steps, standing between her and the oni.

      “A couple, but I don’t think they’ll stand still long enough for me to stick them with one,” she said, her shaky voice betraying her terror. “And they don’t last long, just a couple minutes.”

      “Hmm. We may be in trouble then.”

      She blinked. Weren’t they already in trouble?

      The two oni charged. Shiro grabbed her as he dove out of the way, pulling her with him. He tossed her back toward the boulder—literally threw her—while he ducked a swinging club. Landing on her feet, she spun around as he dove into a roll, popping up between the oni. He grabbed one by the arm and used it to leap right over the oni’s shoulder. He landed in front of her and whirled to face the enemy.

      “What’s the plan?” she asked urgently, backing away.

      “Plans are overrated, don’t you think?” He danced back as the first oni swung the club at his head. “I’m more the ‘just wing it’ type.”

      Was he actually joking around with her while oni were trying to splatter his brains across the forest floor? Did he not know fear? As he jumped over the swipe of the oni’s club and darted away, leading the two oni after him—and away from her—she clenched her hands, crumpling her useless ofuda. Though even more outmatched than Shiro, Katsuo had at least had a sword when he faced the oni. Unarmed, Shiro was defenseless.

      “You can’t dodge them forever,” she shouted desperately. “You need a weapon!”

      “A weapon?” He skidded to a halt in the snow as a strange, arrested look crossed his face. “Yes, a weapon would be good.”

      With a burst of blue light, the third oni broke free from her ofuda. It roared in mindless rage and ran at Shiro’s back like a bull while the other two charged him from the front.

      Shiro didn’t move. His expression went blank, eyes sliding almost closed as he lifted his arms and extended them to either side of his body. Red fire erupted in his hands, swirling over his wrists and up his arms. Then the fire exploded outward from his palms in a rippling line.

      The flames evaporated and he was left holding two identical curved blades.

      He spun the short swords in his hands as the three oni closed in on him. She caught a glimpse of him launching himself toward the nearest beast with his blades whistling through the air, then he disappeared behind a mass of red hide and wild black hair.

      Writhing limbs, an animal scream, a spray of green liquid.

      Shiro sprang out of the fray and landed in the snow with his back to the oni trio. Green blood coated his blades. One by one, with gurgling groans, the oni collapsed onto the ground before going completely still. Lifeless. Dead, all three of them.

      Without moving from his spot, Shiro lifted one blade and tilted it toward the moon above. Green blood shone on the curved blade, a foot and a half long with a katana-like hilt. The kitsune was silent and still as he stared at the blade. Cautiously, with her limbs still trembling from adrenaline, she circled the dead oni and stopped a couple yards from him.

      “Shiro? Are you okay?”

      “Mm?” His attention was still fixed on the sword. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      She hesitated, unsure how to interpret his strange mood. “Why didn’t you use your swords sooner?”

      He brought them together and held them before him as if he’d never seen them before.

      “I only just remembered I had them.” The words were soft, scarcely more than a whisper. Then his head turned toward her and that crooked grin appeared. Red flames leaped down the blades. He opened his hands and the fire dissolved, taking the weapons with them.

      She stared at his empty hands before looking at his face. “How did you do that—make them appear and vanish?”

      “Foxfire has many uses.”

      She regarded him suspiciously. How could he have forgotten he had the swords? Why did he spend so long evading deadly blows when he could have summoned his weapons at any time? Weapons he clearly knew how to use very well, judging by the swift ease with which he’d dispatched all three oni.

      “Caw.”

      Emi’s head jolted up. From atop a towering pine, a black crow rustled its wings as it watched them.

      “Finally,” Shiro said loudly. “How far were you going to make us walk?”

      “Caw.”

      A clear note of amusement sounded in the bird’s call. It spread its wings in a lazy stretch before hopping off the branch. It swooped down, passing over Shiro’s head and gliding off into the trees.

      “Our ally has deigned to allow an audience,” Shiro told her. “Are you ready?”

      No, of course she wasn’t ready. Her whole body hurt, her muscles trembled, and her heartbeat had yet to slow to its normal rhythm. She was exhausted, frozen, and scared.

      “Yes,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He started after the crow, showing no signs of fatigue despite having carried her through the mountains at top speed and battled three huge mountain oni. She trudged after him, weariness in every bone. Her mind spun with too many questions and her gaze dropped to his empty hands.

      I only just remembered. How could he have forgotten about his swords? She might have suspected he was lying, but she’d seen the look on his face the moment he remembered he had them, right after she’d shouted at him that he needed a weapon to fight. But it was such an unlikely thing to forget that she couldn’t shake the feeling that something very strange was going on.
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      The crow led them into a heavily forested valley. At this point, Emi had no clue how deep into the mountains they were. The moon hovered overhead, lighting their way but offering no hint of time or direction. How long had she been gone? How long until someone noticed her absence? Would Katsuo find her tracks in the snow beyond the stable and follow them? She hoped not. She didn’t want him in danger.

      As they descended into the valley, she found herself walking closer and closer to Shiro until her sleeve brushed against his arm. An unnatural stillness permeated the valley, a waiting sort of attention. The back of her neck prickled incessantly.

      Moving closer to Shiro shouldn’t have been her first instinct. If anything, she should be terrified of the kitsune. He’d killed those oni effortlessly—once he’d remembered he had a pair of swords to fight with—and showed zero remorse over the act. He’d said himself that he preferred to kill his enemies. Not that she thought he should have spared the oni, but a hint of regret from him for taking three lives would have comforted her a little.

      Her first impression of Shiro had been that he was likelier to flee than fight, but she now suspected he was simply pragmatic. He’d fight when he needed to or wanted to, but he had no hang-ups about turning tail if that was the more logical decision.

      “So,” she said, her soft words too loud in the silence, “what sort of yokai are we meeting?”

      He lifted his eyes toward the sky. “Is it not obvious?”

      She blinked in confusion and looked up. Shiro’s gaze was on, not the sky, but the canopy of the trees. Scattered among the autumn foliage and snowy boughs were dozens and dozens of black crows. Silent. Still. Watching.

      Her steps stuttered and she had to force herself to keep moving. The crows watched them pass, eerily motionless. The only one that moved was their guide, who glided from branch to branch. She’d been so focused on the single crow leading them that she hadn’t noticed the others.

      Crows. Why hadn’t she realized it before? The oni had even mentioned the yokai, asking Shiro where the creature nested.

      “A tengu?” she asked breathlessly. “You’re taking us to see a tengu?”

      He smirked at the frightened note in her voice. “Not a tengu. The Tengu. The Lord of Crows is unlike any other.”

      She opened her mouth to speak but only a squeak of sound escaped her. All the stories she’d read, dating back a thousand years, that mentioned a tengu had been referencing one yokai? All those tales about guardians of the mountain forests and harbingers of war weren’t talking about a race of yokai but a single individual?

      “He’s not that bad,” Shiro continued conversationally, either oblivious to her near panic or enjoying it. “He probably won’t kill you.”

      She almost turned and ran before she remembered that Shiro was doing this to fulfill his obligation to her. If he truly thought her life was at risk, he wouldn’t have brought her—unless she had completely misinterpreted his motives.

      The crowd of spectating crows grew denser, until over a hundred birds crowded the treetops. Countless beady black eyes watched them. Emi walked beside Shiro, bumping his arm with every step, her gaze moving from one tree to the next to the next, unconsciously trying to count the birds that surveyed her so intently.

      Shiro stopped. She took a half a step farther before catching herself and jerking her attention from the forest canopy to the path ahead of them.

      A large oak had long ago fallen across the meandering trail. Most of its branches had broken off or rotted away, but a handful of thick limbs remained. Each one was lined with crows, dozens of them. Upon the thickest branch, which jutted up from the trunk to form a perfect, level perch, sat the largest bird she’d ever seen.

      It looked like a black-beaked raven, if ravens could grow to the size of young children. The bird stood three feet tall, and she couldn’t begin to imagine its wingspan. Its glossy obsidian feathers shone in the moonlight and it was just as still as its much smaller cousins. Eyes as pale as the moon above watched them.

      She stared back at those solid silver eyes, unsure whether the bird was blind. Could it see them?

      Shiro dipped into a shallow, overly casual bow of greeting. “Would it have killed you to fly a few miles to meet me? Don’t pretend you didn’t know I was looking for you.”

      Emi’s mouth fell open at his rudeness. She swiftly bowed, much deeper than Shiro’s almost insulting bob. Weren’t they here to ask for help? Why was Shiro being so obnoxious?

      The giant raven finally moved. Its head weaved back and forth, then it opened its wings, huge feathers extending until they spanned the entire path. Dark light emanated from the bird, spreading out in curling ribbons of power. A red glow veined the dark radiance as it overcame the raven’s body, softening its shape until it was no more than a specter of ebony light. The raven jumped off the branch as the light simultaneously shrank inward and extended upward.

      When it touched the ground, the raven’s shape solidified once again—but it was no longer a raven. The Tengu’s eyes, pale silver irises rimmed in a line of black, drifted across her. His face was young and handsome but with that same agelessness that Shiro possessed. Dark hair shifted in the faint breeze, and short ebony feathers mixed with his hair behind each pointed ear. Black kosode and hakama edged in red and silver accents were as fine as any garments she’d seen.
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The Tengu’s gaze released her and shifted to Shiro.

      “You are as impertinent in this shape as your last.” His voice was soft, nothing like the harsh cries of the crows, and as expressionless as his face, betraying no annoyance despite his words. His focus, as cutting as a shining blade, returned to Emi. “Who is she?”

      A crow in the trees above cawed.

      “The miko. I see.” He studied her anew. “This insolent kitsune owes you his life. He does you no kindness leading you deep into the wilderness, so far from your kami’s protection.”

      Her mouth went dry. Was he threatening her?

      “Emi is a miko of the Amaterasu shrine in the southern valley.” Shiro glanced at her. “This is Yumei, the Tengu. He’s crankier than a hag with a hangover but he’s not entirely unbearable.”

      Pressing her hands against her thighs to hide their trembling, she bowed again. The Tengu inclined his head toward her. She decided that was a good sign. He had better manners than Shiro.

      “Why are you here, kitsune?” Yumei asked flatly. “Your new form is not reason enough for me to endure the irritation of your presence.”

      All signs of humor faded from Shiro’s face. “You were wrong.”

      Yumei’s eyes narrowed, the first hint of a real reaction from him. “Was I?”

      “You told me nothing less than the power of a Kunitsukami could free me from the onenju.” Shiro tipped his head toward Emi. “She pulled the first loop off last night.”

      Yumei stepped forward, his motions swift. His hand closed around Shiro’s arm and pulled it up. He slid his fingers across the shining red beads. The long string was looped three times around Shiro’s forearm on top of the black wrap that covered his arm from wrist to elbow; the beads should have slid around as he moved, but she realized she’d never seen them budge, as though they were glued in place.

      “The removal of the first ring unbound this form?” Yumei asked.

      “And a good bit more,” Shiro answered cryptically.

      The Tengu examined the beads for another long minute, then firmly gripped Shiro’s elbow and hooked his fingers through the loop around the kitsune’s wrist. Silver met ruby in a brief shared look, then Yumei pulled on the loop.

      Power burst from the onenju like the heat of an inferno. Emi scrambled away as Yumei gripped the beads, a sudden wind whipping at his clothes. White light crackled over the beads, then erupted in a dozen bolts of lightning that blasted outward. With a boom, the two yokai were flung apart.

      Yumei landed on his feet with his arm extended away from his body. Smoke rose from the scorched skin of his hand and blood dripped slowly from his fingers onto the white snow below.

      Shiro landed on his back, sprawled on the ground—unmoving.

      “Shiro!” Emi gasped.

      Without thinking, she rushed to his side and dropped to her knees. His eyes were half closed, with nothing but the whites showing. She patted his cheek in a weak attempt to wake him and felt the warmth coming off his skin, as though he’d absorbed the intense heat that Yumei had triggered in the onenju. She grabbed a handful of snow and pressed it to his forehead. It melted on his skin, trickles of water running down his face.

      His ears twitched and he gasped. His eyes popped open, bright red and burning with a terrible rage.

      Then he blinked and confusion was all she could see in his gaze. She quickly wiped the snow away and sat back on her heels. He sat up, wincing and flexing the fingers of his right hand. The onenju shone innocently on his arm, unmarked by the heat or lightning they’d released.

      “So I guess it didn’t work,” he observed.

      She backed away as he hopped up, as lithe and agile as he’d been before the explosion of power. Yumei still held his hand to one side, by all appearances unconcerned by his injury as blood dripped from the blisters on his skin. The long sleeve of his black kosode waved softly in the breeze, reminiscent of the dark feathers of his other form.

      “The spell has not deteriorated,” the Tengu said. “The anomaly lies with the girl.”

      With the same swiftness as before, he strode to her. Before she could back away, the fingers of his uninjured hand closed on her chin. None too gently, he forced her head one way then the other, examining her. Pushing her head back, he dipped his face down to her neck and inhaled through his nose.

      “Is she human?” he asked Shiro, straightening. He didn’t release her chin. “She smells of human female and you. Did you bed her?”

      She gasped, outrage and embarrassment flooding her face with heat. She tried to jerk back but his fingers tightened painfully, holding her in place.

      “We rolled in the snow together some,” Shiro said, mouth quirking up in that sly grin of his as he met her furious stare, “but it was an act of survival, not passion. The oni were something of a challenge.”

      Yumei turned her face to one side and back again. “Are you certain it was she who removed the first binding?”

      “There was no one else.”

      The Tengu studied her a moment longer, then released her chin. She had time to take in a single relieved breath before he grabbed her wrist. He pulled her hand to his face, turned her palm up, and bit the side of her hand beneath her thumb.

      She cried out and tried to yank her arm away from him. His strength was like the grip of a steel vise, unmovable. He held her hand in his mouth, his gaze distant. He let her go so suddenly that she lost her balance and fell on her rump in the snow.

      “Human,” Yumei said decisively. “But I can taste the kami power in her blood.”

      Emi turned her hand up to see a small puncture wound in her palm from his canine. A single drop of blood ran down her wrist, tracing a crimson line on her pale skin.

      A shadow blocked the moon above. Shiro reached down and touched his thumb to the trail of blood. He slid his thumb up her wrist to the wound, then brought it to his lips. He grinned at her as he licked her blood off his skin. She stared at him, too shocked and appalled to speak.

      “Definitely human,” he said to Yumei without breaking eye contact with her, daring her to protest their treatment of her. “Do miko normally taste like kami?”

      “I am not certain,” Yumei admitted. “I have never tasted a true servant of a shrine.”

      She clutched her chest, her hand pressed against the hidden mark over her heart. Her pulse pounded in her ears, her fear almost too much to bear. She didn’t taste like kami power because she was a dedicated miko, but because she was a kamigakari. If they realized the truth, they would kill her on the spot.

      Looking between the kitsune and the Tengu, she realized Shiro had tricked her twice in one night. First, luring her out of the shrine under the pretense of meeting an Amatsukami. Second, convincing her to come along willingly to meet the Tengu under the pretense of securing his help in finding an Amatsukami. But that wasn’t why they were here. Shiro had brought her so Yumei could help him figure out how she’d messed with the onenju. Their dangerous journey had nothing to do with the request Shiro had agreed to fulfill.

      “My question now, kitsune,” Yumei murmured, “is why you bring her to me with the curse still upon you.”

      Shiro’s ruby eyes slid across Emi, absent of any glint of humor. “She refused to remove it.”

      Yumei looked at Shiro, and when he spoke, his words were flat with disbelief. “You allow a human to refuse you?”

      “I owe her a debt.”

      “Ah.” Yumei’s head tipped in a brief nod. “Yes, of course. I understand.”

      While she was still puzzling through Yumei’s response, he grabbed her hair. Pain shot through her scalp as he dragged her to her feet. He once again took hold of her jaw, but this time, sharp talons pricked her throat—talons he hadn’t used on her before. His expression was empty, revealing neither malice nor mercy.

      “Miko,” he said softly, “as I am unencumbered by a debt to you, I am under no compulsion to allow your defiance. Do you understand?”

      She stared at him, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      “Do you understand?”

      Unable to move with his talons so close to breaking her skin, she whispered, “Yes.”

      He released her throat. “Remove the onenju from the kitsune.”

      She didn’t move, her panicked brain unable to come up with anything useful—nothing she could say, nothing she could do to stop this.

      His hand closed painfully on her shoulder and he spun her to face Shiro. “Remove it. Your blood will run before I repeat myself again.”

      Shiro extended his arm toward her. His face was as impassive as Yumei’s. There was no kindness in his eyes, no compassion. He couldn’t hurt her himself without smearing his honor, but his precious honor wasn’t preventing him from allowing Yumei to complete the dirty deed in his place. Had he brought her here for this very purpose—so a yokai not within her debt could force her, under threat of violence, to do what he wanted?

      She lifted her hand, the trembling of her fingers painfully obvious. With her heart in her throat, she took hold of the lowest loop of the onenju. Her fingers tightened around the beads and heat built against her skin.

      She met Shiro’s gaze and hissed, “You’re despicable.”

      He said nothing, just waited. She squeezed her eyes shut. What had made her think she could trust a yokai? She’d almost begun to think that Shiro wasn’t that bad, but just because he appeared more civilized on the surface didn’t change the fact that his soul was as black as the monsters who’d dragged Hana off the bridge to her death. He was a manipulative liar, a trickster just like the tales said.

      With fury and betrayal cutting through her, she pulled on the beads.

      Power surged up her arm and light flashed so brightly she could see it through her eyelids. The raging ki from the beads lit her chest on fire, then rebounded down her arm and collided with the power still coursing through the onenju.

      It exploded.

      The detonation hurled her backward, ripping the onenju out of her hand. She crashed onto her back, her lungs frozen and burning, her arm throbbing and numb. All around, crows screamed their harsh cries, filling the forest with an unholy racket. Her lungs unlocked and she gasped in a breath. Pushing herself up, she blinked dazedly.

      Shiro was down for a second time, crumpled in the snow ten feet from where he’d been standing, his arm still bound by the red beads. Yumei was slumped against the fallen tree on which he’d first been perched. Blood ran down his face; his head must have struck the trunk. How hard had that burst of power hit the two yokai?

      Yumei’s eyelids flickered open. Pushing off the log, he took a single staggering step before catching his balance. He faced her, silver eyes alight with ki that thickened the air until she could feel the weight of it in her lungs. All the crows went silent at once.

      She didn’t recognize the danger until he moved.

      A short, terrified scream escaped her, then he was on top of her. His hand closed around her throat, cutting off her air as he lifted her right off her feet. She clutched at his hand, trying to pry his fingers loose. His talons punctured her neck and hot blood ran down her skin. He gazed at her emotionlessly, his face a mask that revealed nothing. Her ofuda. Where were her ofuda? She couldn’t remember. Her lungs screamed and her vision blurred. Weakness swept through her arms, and despite her desperation, they fell limply to her sides as the yokai calmly choked her to death.

      An arm slid around her middle, taking her weight off her neck and pulling her back into a warm body. A hand, the wrist wrapped in black material, red ties, and crimson beads, took hold of the yokai’s wrist.

      “Let her go, Yumei.”

      “I will allow no human to strike me down.”

      “It was the onenju, not her.”

      “She reflected the release.”

      “No human has such power. You tasted her. She is human, nothing more.” He tightened his hand on Yumei’s wrist and his voice hardened. “Release her.”

      “You dare command me, kitsune?” Yumei whispered.

      “Yes, I dare. Release her now.”

      Yumei’s lips curled as anger flashed briefly across his face. His hand opened and Shiro released his wrist.

      Air rushed into Emi’s lungs in an agonizing gasp. She doubled over, coughing and gagging. Shiro’s arms wrapped around her, supporting her as she convulsed. He lowered her down, crouching with his arms still around her while she fought to breathe again, her legs sprawled in the snow. Her muscles shivered with weakness and his arms were her only anchor as the world rocked and spun.

      The moment an iota of strength returned to her muscles, she shoved out of Shiro’s unresisting arms. She started to rise but her legs gave out. Landing on all fours, she crawled away from both yokai, panting for air. Her throat ached mercilessly but she managed a painful swallow. Her arms shook and she stopped, turning to sit in the snow, facing the two yokai. They watched her, neither moving.

      “Why didn’t it work?” Shiro finally asked. “She removed it without any trouble last night.”

      “She was unwilling,” Yumei replied. He appeared calm, almost tranquil, as though he hadn’t just tried to murder her. Then again, he hadn’t looked angry when he was throttling her either. “The power began to release, then rebounded and struck us down. Assuming she did not reflect it deliberately to harm us, her ability to remove the onenju may be dependent on her genuine inclination to complete the act.”

      Shiro’s mouth flattened into a thin line. He stepped toward her and she flinched, ready to force her aching, shivering body up so she could run from him. Little good that would do, but she wouldn’t sit there and let the two yokai continue to abuse her.

      He hesitated, then crouched so they were on the same level, coming no closer.

      “Will you remove the beads, Emi?” he asked her, his words unexpectedly soft. “I swear upon my honor and life that I will find an Amatsukami for you afterward. I will find them all if you ask it.”

      The trembling in her limbs increased as fury rose through her, competing with her pain and weakness.

      “You’re asking me now?” Each word hurt and her voice was so hoarse she barely recognized it as her own. After he’d tricked her into coming to this place and let another yokai almost kill her, she couldn’t believe he had the gall to ask her for a favor. “I wouldn’t trust your word even if you swore on Inari’s life instead of your own.”

      Shiro’s eyes slid closed, his face unreadable. Abruptly, he stood, his eyes opening and flashing over her. He gave a nonchalant shrug. “Inari is immortal. Swearing on a Kunitsukami’s life is a rather empty oath.”

      “You know what I meant,” she snapped.

      “Do you still want to speak to an Amatsukami?”

      “I … yes. Of course I do.”

      He turned to Yumei. “That is her request of me. As you know, I am ill-equipped to accomplish such a task alone.”

      “Why does she wish an audience with an Amatsukami?”

      Shiro shrugged.

      “I will assist with this,” Yumei said, absently wiping blood from his cheek, “but in return, your recovered power will belong to me until I deem your debt repaid.”

      Emi blinked. Such a casual demand for unlimited servitude.

      Shiro’s attention returned to her. “Alone, I can’t fulfill your request—though I will try, since I agreed to it. However, Yumei can realize your wish with far greater efficiency. If I take on this debt for you, will you agree to remove the onenju?”

      He was willing to agree to an unspecified debt to the Tengu, an infinite obligation purely at the other yokai’s discretion, in order to fulfill her request? Was it that important to him to get the onenju off?

      She looked from one yokai to the other. She should say no. She should walk away and end her association with these yokai entirely. But the words from the kannushi manual kept repeating in her head, and even without that, she doubted they would let her walk away if she said no.

      “After I meet with the Amatsukami,” she croaked, “and not a moment before. And if you lie to me or trick me again, we’re done.”

      “And after you meet with the Amatsukami, you will freely remove the onenju?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded, his eyes glowing briefly like crimson fire, a deadly heat that promised vengeance should she betray him. His gaze shifted to Yumei, allowing her to breathe again.

      “I agree to the debt in exchange for your assistance. How soon can you locate an Amatsukami?”

      “Soon enough.” Yumei cocked his head as though listening to something only he could hear. “The oni have discovered the bodies of the three you slew. They gather and come this way.”

      Shiro grimaced, his ears swiveling back like an unhappy dog. “I guess we won’t be returning the same way then. She needs to get back to her shrine tonight.”

      “Gather the miko. I will take you back.”

      With a surprised glance at Yumei, Shiro started toward her. She scrambled back but he easily scooped her off the ground into his arms.

      “Put me down!”

      He ignored her and turned to Yumei. The Tengu’s form glowed with black and red light, softening around the edges. His shadowy shape morphed and his body shrank as feathered wings spread wide. The great raven snapped his wings down and shot toward them, ribbons of black and red power trailing after him.

      His huge talons closed around Shiro’s shoulders, yanking them off the ground. She gasped, clutching Shiro’s neck as the raven swept toward the moon. Ki filled the air, choking her. Black light swirled, mixing with the wind. It closed around them, engulfing the raven, Shiro, and her. She opened her mouth to scream but the air was sucked from her lungs as the world went dark and nothingness crushed her.

      Then she was falling.

      The world returned in a blur of snow and trees as she fell through the air, Shiro’s arms still around her. The ground rushed up.

      Shiro landed feet first, legs buckling from the impact. He twisted as he fell and she landed on top of him, splayed over his chest. She raised her head, her panicked gaze flashing across the landscape. No fallen tree, no swarm of watching crows, no giant raven in the sky. Tiny snowflakes drifted down around them, the snow all around unbroken by tracks of any kind.

      The raven had dropped them in a completely different spot in the mountains, and she had no idea where they were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      Emi trailed after Shiro, each step an effort dragged from some internal well of stubbornness she hadn’t known she possessed.

      Yumei had dropped them three miles from the shrine, or so Shiro had told her. She didn’t understand how it was possible that the Tengu had teleported them miles in a single instant, but she also didn’t understand how Shiro could walk through walls. Either way, Yumei’s magic had saved them from another confrontation with the oni, who were headed deeper into the mountains toward the Tengu’s valley.

      She hadn’t spoken a word to Shiro since they’d started walking. She didn’t want to hear what he had to say. Her body hurt at a level of pain she’d never experienced. Her neck was in agony from Yumei’s crushing grip and stabbing talons, and her throat burned with each breath. She was lucky he hadn’t opened her jugular, instead piercing the muscles near the back of her neck.

      On top of her discomfort, she was exhausted. Weary to the bone, barely able to put one foot in front of the other. She couldn’t stop shivering. The snowy forest went on forever, the terrain rising and falling, rocky in one spot, snow drifts in others. Every couple minutes, she stumbled and tripped over nothing. Twice, she’d fallen, muscles too weak for her to catch herself.

      Shiro had tried to help, tried to walk beside her, but her glare had driven him away. She wouldn’t allow him to placate his guilty conscience—assuming he had a conscience—by playing nice. Fury and pride were all that kept her walking.

      Trusting a yokai. What had she been thinking? The flimsy hope that an Amatsukami would tell her the kannushi manual was wrong had clouded her thoughts. What did she have to show for her foolish efforts? A bruised and bloody neck.

      She kept her gaze on the ground so she wouldn’t trip again and followed Shiro’s footsteps in the snow. Yumei had called Shiro’s humanoid form his new shape, as though he’d never seen it before. He’d commented that she had removed the first “binding” by pulling off a loop of the beads. It sounded like the onenju had cut off Shiro’s second form and he only regained the ability to shift once she’d removed the first circle of beads. With three more loops left, and therefore three more bindings, what other abilities and power were still sealed away?

      The Shion Shrine library included written accounts of yokai dating back over a thousand years, and at least a few of those ancient tales mentioned tengu encounters. If they all referenced Yumei, did that mean he was over a thousand years old? How old was Shiro? How long had he been trapped in his fox shape? Long enough to forget he had weapons, apparently, but not long enough to forget how to use them.

      According to Yumei, only a Kunitsukami could free Shiro—but they were missing. She suspected that, as far as Shiro was concerned, she was his only chance to get the onenju off, which explained why he’d agreed to the Tengu’s steep price. Whatever his reasoning, she didn’t like being tied to either yokai.

      The only thing working in her favor was Yumei and Shiro’s inability to guess why she, a human, could affect a spell that only a Kunitsukami should be able to touch. Amaterasu’s power had been filtering into Emi for years, and she would only absorb more of Amaterasu’s ki until the ceremony on the solstice. That had to be the reason she could do what Yumei couldn’t. Though the powerful omamori she wore around her neck hid the presence of kami power from others’ senses, the two yokai had tasted it in her blood. At least they hadn’t figured out why—yet.

      She needed this bargain completed fast, before the two yokai realized what she really was. With the Kunitsukami missing and unable to balance the power of the Amatsukami, Yumei and Shiro would be all the more eager to kill a kamigakari.

      An unexpected panicky feeling spread through her chest. As her head came up, she realized a nerve-racking sound had been growing in the distance for a few minutes now, a sound that sent fear spiraling down into her center.

      A small river rushed through the trees, winding down the slope, its water splashing and swirling violently. Boulders, their surfaces shining wetly in the moonlight, were scattered across the river, the water beating at them mercilessly. There was no bridge.

      Shiro, ignoring her entirely since her last silent rebuff, strode to the bank and jumped easily onto a boulder. On agile feet, he sprang from rock to rock, utterly unafraid of the rushing current around him.

      Her feet stumbled to a stop as she stared at the water. The sound filled her head, and beneath it, she could hear Hana’s screams. She could feel her friend’s cold, slippery hand clutching hers so tightly that she’d had bruises for two weeks afterward. Her chest tightened, ice forming in her lungs as though she were underwater, breathing in the arctic current, trapped and drowning with Hana.

      “Emi?”

      She blinked rapidly. Shiro’s face came into focus, ruby eyes fixed on her. He stood in front of her, blocking her view of the river. Hadn’t he already been most of the way across? How long had she been standing there, hyperventilating over a memory?

      “Where are we?” she croaked. They hadn’t intersected a river on their way to the Tengu.

      “West of the shrine.” He reached for her. “I’ll carry you across—”

      “Don’t touch me!” Her cry was hoarse, her voice unfamiliar to her ears. She stepped away from him, hugging herself. She didn’t want his help, didn’t want to trust him to carry her safely over the terrifying water. But if he didn’t carry her, how would she get across?

      Shiro lowered his hand. They stood in silence, the forest quiet and still. She shivered, tightening her arms around her middle. She wanted to lie down in the snow and sleep. She wanted to be home—not the Shirayuri Shrine, but her childhood bedroom, with her mother in the kitchen, humming as she cooked, and her father reclined on the sofa, watching the news on their small television. She wanted to hug her mother, tell her how much she loved her, tell her that she had never meant to push their relationship aside. She wanted to go back and change it all.

      “I didn’t intend for you to get hurt,” Shiro said softly.

      She closed her eyes, not wanting to see his face. Liar. He was a liar.

      “Actions count,” she rasped. “Not intentions.”

      “Not to yokai,” he murmured. “Actions change our course, influence our futures, but intentions define us, empower us. Without intent, we are nothing.”

      Her eyes opened, and against her better judgment, she glanced at him. He was gazing at the star-dusted sky, his expression as unreadable as the moon. That ageless quality of his features was even more evident as the dim, silvery light cast strange shadows across his face. Sometimes, he spoke as if he’d walked out of a high school just yesterday, as casual and crass as a teenager, but other times, he sounded like Yumei—his speech slower, softer, more formal and ancient.

      “How long has the onenju bound you?” The question slipped out before she could stop it.

      His gaze dropped from the sky to the snow, not meeting hers. He absently ran his hand over the beads.

      “I don’t remember,” he whispered. “I can’t remember not wearing them. I can’t remember a time when they didn’t burn my soul and devour my ki as fast as it grows within me.”

      He was a liar, she reminded herself. He was tricking her, playing on her emotions to win her sympathy. He was a liar. She chanted the words in her head, but she couldn’t believe them, not this time.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me?” she asked bitterly. “Why didn’t you tell me the beads were hurting you and ask me to take them off?”

      “I did ask you.”

      “You didn’t tell me why.”

      “Would it have made a difference? You didn’t trust me.” He looked away from her. “And yokai know not to trust the goodwill of humans either.”

      She hesitated, caught off guard by his words. Did yokai have their own tales, where humans were the cruel or untrustworthy ones? Maybe they weren’t entirely wrong. Had he told her that the onenju were so terrible from the start, would she have freely removed them? She wasn’t sure.

      He turned toward her. She gasped as his arms came around her, scooping her up.

      “Shiro!”

      “Either I carry you, or we stand here until you pass out and then I carry you.” He started toward the river. “Would you prefer to be unconscious?”

      Not bothering to answer that, she watched the river draw closer with each step he took, terror rising in her. The water sounded the same as that day. Abandoning dignity, she grabbed a double handful of the front of his kosode and buried her face against his shoulder to hide the sight. His steps hesitated, then resumed with a touch more speed. She felt him gather himself for the first jump.

      The wind whooshed over her as he leaped. Her heart froze. He landed lightly and sprang again. She could only hear the water and the distant screams in her memory. Another landing, another leap.

      With a thump and the crunch of snow, he landed again and his gait switched to an easy walk. Cautiously, she lifted her head and peeked past her tangled hair. They were on the far side of the river. She looked back at the rushing water. He’d crossed the river in three jumps?

      She squirmed, trying to wiggle her legs free so she could stand. His arms tightened, one looped under her knees, the other around her upper back.

      “Just relax,” he murmured. “It’s only a mile farther.”

      “I do not need you to carry me. Put me down.”

      “You’re exhausted.”

      “Put me down!”

      “Exhausted and stubborn,” he observed dryly. He dipped his face toward hers until his breath warmed her cheek. “Does it bother you to touch me, little miko?”

      She grabbed his furry fox ear, pinching it hard between her fingers and thumb. “Does it bother you?” she asked sweetly.

      “Ow ow ow!” His face contorted, eyes scrunched as he tilted his head, pulling away and trying to ease the pressure. “Let go!”

      “Put me down.”

      He dropped his arms.

      She yelped as she fell rear first toward the ground. He scooped her out of the air and back into his arms, but she’d already let go of his ear.

      She glared at him. “Why won’t you put me down?”

      “Because you’re walking so infuriatingly slow that it’ll take us all night to get back,” he growled, looking extremely displeased over the ear pinching. “If you just shut up and hold still, we’ll be back at your shrine in a few minutes.”

      He started forward, his long strides eating up the ground so quickly that the difference in the speed was embarrassing. She might still have insisted on walking herself, but in the minute she’d been off her feet, a terrible, weary ache had settled deep in her calf muscles. She gave up and slumped in his arms. He jostled her a bit, getting a more comfortable grip, and actually picked up the pace even more. To still have so much strength, was he that utterly tireless? Or was she that pathetically weak?

      Her head bobbed in time with his steps and she tiredly leaned it against his shoulder. After a few minutes, she realized she’d closed her eyes. His chest was wonderfully warm. This was far more comfortable than when he had run with her tucked under one arm like a sack of rice. It was kind of nice—strong, warm arms around her, his heart beating under her ear. His stride was smooth and even, almost soothing. She was so tired.

      “Emi.”

      Drowsy weight kept her eyelids firmly closed. She mumbled wordlessly.

      “Emi, wake up.”

      Her eyes squinted open and she stared at the front of the house, confused. She was back? She blinked sleepily and looked up at Shiro, then back at the house. Alarm flashed through her, chasing away her drowsiness. She was in the arms of a yokai in perfect view of numerous windows. It was the middle of the night, but still way too risky. Judging by the dark windows, her absence must have gone unnoticed.

      Seeing her alert, he tipped her, feet first, toward the ground. As soon as she was standing, she stepped away from him—and her legs threatened to buckle. He caught her upper arms and pointed her toward the entrance.

      “That way.”

      “I know,” she mumbled. Had she really fallen asleep for the rest of the walk? She looked over her shoulder and squinted at him. “Where will you sleep?”

      “Oh … somewhere.” He nudged her toward the door. “Go to bed before you fall over.”

      “I am not some weak damsel who needs coddling,” she said firmly, taking a wobbling step away from him.

      “If you say so.”

      Scowling, she took one stomping step toward the front door before realizing she needed to be quiet. Tiptoeing up the steps, she slid the door open and glanced back. “But what about you?”

      His grin widened, showing the point of one sharp canine. “Are you offering to share your bed, little miko?”

      “No!”

      “Then I’ll see you when I have a lead on an Amatsukami.” He gave her a little bow. “Sleep well, lady of the shrine.”

      She watched him walk away and vanish around the corner of the house, leaving no trace behind. Biting her lip, she wondered if he would be sleeping in the snow. He had to be tired too. Maybe she should have offered to let him stay …

      She shook her head sharply. Stay in her room? What was she thinking? Slipping off her boots, she soundlessly shut the door and hurried down the hall. He would be fine. He’d survived who knew how many years on his own; he didn’t need her—except to remove the onenju. That was all he needed her for.

      Her hand paused midair as she reached for her bedroom door. With another sigh, she walked away from her room and tiptoed down the corridor to the bathroom. Locking herself in, she stripped off her filthy clothing and, very reluctantly, turned to face the mirror.

      The tangled mess of her hair was the first and most obvious casualty of her outing. Twigs and leaves stuck out of her long locks, the waves from her earlier braid nothing but knots. Red smudges on her throat would probably bloom into impressive bruises by morning, and blood streaked the sides of her neck and down one shoulder. She pushed her hair aside and flinched at the four puncture wounds on one side of her neck, with a fifth on the other side. At least her hair covered those.

      Her elbows and knees were bruised and already turning colors. The palms of her hands were scraped, one pierced by Yumei’s teeth, and her ribs ached from where Shiro’s arm had crushed her against his side while he fled the oni. Everything hurt.

      The most obvious mark on her body was not an injury, but the black symbol emblazoned on her chest in the center of her sternum, just above her breasts. Amaterasu’s kamigakari mark. The day it appeared, it had been as faint as a shadow on her skin, but now it was pitch black. She pressed a hand over it, hiding it from her sight, wishing that ripping it from her flesh could rip it from her soul as well—but magic didn’t work that way.

      Though she’d removed her clothing, the one item she didn’t remove—never removed—was the small silk bag around her neck on a simple leather string. The flat bag, decorated with embroidered flowers to look like the good luck charms that shrines sold at festivals, held the powerful omamori that hid her ki from the senses of yokai. Without it, she had no doubt Yumei would have figured out exactly what she was, even if Shiro hadn’t.

      She wet a washcloth and cleaned the wounds on her neck. Fresh blood stained the cloth, and in the privacy of the bathroom, she let herself cry. She soundlessly wept for the terror of the night, the pain she’d suffered, the exhaustion, the lies and betrayal. She wept for her naïve idiocy, for how easily she’d let Shiro manipulate her.

      When she was passably clean, with her wounds scrubbed and bandaged and her hair brushed, she slipped into her bedroom and put on her soft sleeping robe. She collapsed onto her bed, face in her pillow and blankets tangled around her legs because she was too tired to straighten them out. Eyes closed, she let the weariness roll over her in waves, dulling the aches and pains. As sleep pulled her under, she wondered why the thoughts she dwelled on weren’t of the danger, the terror, or even the ominous information she’d gained that night. Instead, the memory of Shiro admitting he couldn’t remember a time before the cursed onenju lingered in her mind … the starlight on his face, the sound of his voice, and the look she’d glimpsed in his eyes—swirling, hopeless despair as deep as a midnight ocean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      The door to the storehouse slid open with a clack.

      “Emi?” Katsuo called.

      “Good morning,” she answered, poking her head out from behind a shelf to see him standing uncertainly in the doorway, framed in a rectangle of sunlight. “I’m back here.”

      She returned her attention to the array of books spread around her. Joining her, Katsuo crouched to gaze bemusedly at the pile.

      “This is where you’ve been hiding today,” he said. “I thought you were still holed up in your room.”

      She nervously adjusted the scarf around her neck. After her adventurous night in the forest with Shiro, she spent the next two days in her room, claiming a mild cold so no one would see the spectacular bruises Yumei had left on her neck. Fujimoto and Nanako had been worried, so she’d ventured out, using the excuse of the chilly weather to don a strategically arranged scarf.

      “I’m feeling much better,” she said, not quite meeting his eyes. Lying was one of those impure activities that kamigakari weren’t supposed to engage in, so she didn’t have much practice. “I wanted to get some fresh air.”

      “I wouldn’t call the air in here ‘fresh,’” he remarked. “What’s all this?”

      She made a face at the books. “I just wanted to … well, after our encounter with the oni, I wanted to look up some better self-defense ofuda. The barrier and the binding ones don’t last very long.”

      The encounter with the oni that she’d shared with Katsuo wasn’t her only motive for finding a better way to defend herself, but she didn’t need to mention that to him.

      “In general, ofuda reflect strength,” he told her. “A line in the snow lacks permanence, so a barrier ofuda wouldn’t last long in that case, but a line carved into stone would be longer lasting and more powerful. Binding a yokai by hitting it directly with the spell doesn’t work well either. It’s better to trap the yokai inside something and bind that instead.” He tapped a finger against his chin. “If you really want to bind a yokai, though, you’ll need a proper marugata.”

      “You mean an exorcism circle?”

      “Yes. A simple circle is the most basic form, but marugata can get extremely complex. You can use them to trap a yokai and force their ki into a vessel that you can then bind permanently. It’s how the ancient sohei dealt with immortal yokai who couldn’t be killed.”

      A shiver ran down her spine. “Some yokai can’t die at all?”

      “No, all yokai can die,” he corrected. “Ki is life energy, and whether you’re human, yokai, or kami, if you run out of ki, you die. However, very powerful yokai will come back to life after a while. Remember the story of Orochi, the eight-headed dragon? It terrorized the land and demanded young women as a sacrifice or it would destroy entire towns. The lesser kami of the area wanted to kill it, but they knew it would revive and destroy them. So they waited, letting the dragon ravage and kill humans and yokai alike until it drew the attention of a Kunitsukami. Ultimately, Susano challenged Orochi and killed it. The lesser kami knew that if a being as powerful as Susano killed Orochi, the dragon would stay dead for much longer. But the tales still warn that someday, the dragon will return for its revenge on Susano.”

      She’d heard the story before but hadn’t considered the details. “So you’re saying that if a weak human sohei manages to kill a powerful yokai, it can potentially come back to life and seek revenge on mankind?”

      “Yep. That’s why sohei seal yokai away instead. Sealing a powerful yokai’s ki is the only surefire way to take it out of the picture permanently. Seals fade over time, but as long as someone is around to renew it, the yokai will stay sealed forever.” He gestured at the wall, indicating the wider world, she assumed. “They say there are sohei families that still, to this day, guard seals on the most powerful yokai that once terrorized the land.”

      “Can I learn how to do one of these marugata?” she asked.

      “Do you know how to do the Five Blossoms of the Heavenly Garden dance for spring festivals?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then you already know one,” he said with a smile.

      “The … the dance is a marugata?”

      “Not the dance itself, but the circle you draw as you do the dance. It’s one of the simpler marugata and doesn’t even require an incantation. If a yokai walks into it, it will be paralyzed and unable to move as long as it’s inside the circle. It doesn’t do anything else, but it’s more powerful than an ofuda.”

      She squinted, picturing the dance. The popular, and challenging, solo dance was performed by a miko every year, and Emi knew it well. The miko not only had to dance, she also had to draw a design on a huge sheet of white paper with charcoal as part of the choreography. Drawing a perfect circle while dancing gracefully was difficult even for an experienced miko.

      “You draw it on the floor, usually on paper,” Katsuo explained. “You don’t have to do the dance moves, but you do have to draw the circle in the precise order and directions of the dance, otherwise it won’t work. Part of the power of the marugata is in the ritual of creating it.”

      She nodded in understanding. Many of the dances that miko performed had power in them that was drawn from the earth by the precise ritual movements.

      “I wouldn’t be able to draw that very quickly,” she said doubtfully.

      “No, it’s not practical for immediate self-defense,” he admitted. “But you won’t need to defend yourself if you stay within the shrine grounds. Minoru and I will protect you.”

      Minoru wasn’t nearly as present as Katsuo was and seemed to have a talent for avoiding her, but she couldn’t fault him for it. As far as he knew, no yokai could enter the shrine grounds, and she wasn’t supposed to leave. He had nothing to do.

      Shiro, however, was perfectly capable of entering the shrine grounds; the torii barrier didn’t even slow him down. Theoretically, that meant he bore no ill will toward anyone in the shrine, but he could always change his mind about hurting someone once he was inside.

      “I still think I should have some sort of defense ready to go. What if I’m attacked and you aren’t standing right there?” She tapped her finger on a book cover. “This one here talks about ki-infused weapons and attacks, like the binding you cast with your sword, but I don’t know how to use any weapons. Marugata take too long, so that leaves an ofuda with a longer range or … something.”

      He frowned at her. “Don’t you know how to use a bow?”

      “A ceremonial bow. I only ever shoot wood blocks.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Emi, there’s very little difference between shooting a piece of wood and shooting a yokai. One is just more likely to move around than the other.”

      She blinked. “But it’s ceremonial.”

      “It’s a weapon. And you’re good with it. You can outshoot Nanako no problem.”

      She’d never thought of the ceremonial bow and arrows she used for festivals as a weapon. Weapons were sleek and efficient, like Katsuo’s sword, not ornate and covered in colored ribbons and folded paper ties. She practiced harder than most miko because, as the kamigakari, she’d always felt the pressure to be the best at everything miko-related, but she’d never considered it a practical skill.

      “I guess I do know how to shoot a bow, but regular arrows won’t hurt an oni much, assuming I could hit a moving target.”

      “An oni is a lot bigger than your usual targets. And to hurt an oni, all you need to do is wrap your arrows in purification ofuda. There are more sophisticated techniques, but an ofuda on an arrow would do it.”

      She absently scanned the book titles. Purification was a concept close to the heart of any kamigakari, and it played a major role in the life of every kannushi, miko, and sohei.

      Ki was the energy of the soul, and it was most powerful when born from a pure soul. Purity wasn’t necessarily based on morality or wholesomeness, though those played a part. Rather, purity was born from a well-balanced mind and soul. Anger, hate, lust, greed, selfishness—all these emotions corrupted ki. Though impure ki was powerful in some aspects, pure ki was inherently stronger.

      For kannushi and miko, their greatest goal was to achieve makoto no kokoro, which roughly meant “purity of the heart.” They sought to bring their ki into the same perfect balance as a kami, who possessed the ultimate pure spirit. It was also believed that a kannushi or miko who achieved makoto no kokoro could then commune in harmony with their kami and even share a touch of the kami’s power, becoming far more powerful themselves.

      Emi had spent the last ten years perfecting the purity of her mind, body, and soul so as to be in a flawless state of makoto no kokoro on the solstice. In theory, Amaterasu would gradually imbue Emi with her ki, allowing Emi to adjust to the kami’s power. On the night Amaterasu descended, Emi would already be in perfect harmony with her ki and prepared to bear the burden and strain of a kami’s power.

      She focused on Katsuo again. “You mentioned more sophisticated techniques?”

      “It’s possible to imbue a weapon with ki without an ofuda, but it’s more difficult and requires a lot of practice.”

      “Is it better?”

      “It’s faster.”

      She hesitated, chewing the inside of her cheek. Fast sounded good. “Could you show me?”

      “I guess I could …” He grimaced. “I can show you, but it takes years of practice and, like ofuda, you can’t be sure you’ve mastered the skill until you use it against a yokai.”

      “I’d like to know how,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’m getting nowhere with these books.”

      He followed her out of the storehouse and into the offices, where she collected her ceremonial bow and half a dozen arrows. He led her into the snow-covered trees behind the storehouse, and after several minutes of walking, the vegetation opened up into a small glade that formed an almost perfect circle.

      “This is pretty,” she commented as they headed toward the center.

      “Yeah, I found it last week when—”

      Her foot caught on something under the snow and she stumbled. He briefly gripped her arm to steady her, then pulled his hand back anxiously.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said before he could apologize.

      “Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I should have warned you. There’s an old circle made of stones under the snow.”

      “A circle?”

      “Yeah, for drawing marugata. The stone edge makes it more powerful. The old kannushi probably used it for purification ceremonies and stuff.” He flashed her a grin. “If you want to practice, I can clear it off for you.”

      “Let’s stick with the bow for now,” she said dryly as she selected an arrow and nocked it loosely on the bowstring. She looked at him expectantly.

      He cleared his throat. “First off, to channel ki, you need to be calm and centered.”

      Ceremonies, prayers, meditation—she practiced the very same all the time. Probably more than he did. Even with her inner turmoil, she could manage just fine for a short time.

      “Ki comes from your center,” he continued. “Your heart, soul, however you want to imagine it, ki comes from within you. You need to put your ki into your arrow the same way you would put it into an ofuda. But your weapon doesn’t have the incantation written on it to give it form, so you need to really concentrate on what you’re trying to do.”

      She nodded. She hadn’t had any trouble activating her ofuda, so maybe this wouldn’t be so hard.

      “The incantation for purification is ‘shukusei no tama.’ Speaking the incantation right before you fire will help give your ki form. Ready to try?”

      Inhaling deeply, she lifted the bow and drew the fletching back to her cheek. Her arms burned from the strain of holding the drawn bow, but she ignored it and focused on the knot in a tree trunk fifteen feet away. Purification. She narrowed her eyes.

      “Shukusei no tama!” she cried and released the arrow.

      It flew straight and struck just to the side of the knot. Not bad—but no way to know whether her ki had imbued it.

      “Should I feel anything?” she asked. “Some sign my ki did something?”

      He shrugged. “The most experienced sohei say they can feel their ki when they use it, but I’ve never felt anything special.”

      “Hmm.” She picked up another arrow. “Shukusei no tama!”

      The second one struck beside the first, a bit closer to the knot. She fired all six arrows, bending her concentration on infusing the weapons with her ki. Katsuo collected them and she fired them all again, but her aim got sloppier as her arms tired.

      She loosed the last arrow and lowered the bow. “I guess it will take more practice.”

      “Well, like ofuda, you won’t know for sure until you try it on a yokai.”

      “How do sohei ever learn if they’re doing it right then?”

      He looked surprised. “We go hunting.”

      “H-hunting?”

      “There are many areas with enough local yokai that you can find them if you know where to look.” His eyebrows drew together as he took in her aghast expression. “Purification doesn’t kill the average yokai; it just weakens them and drives them away. There’s no reason for yokai to hang around near human populations. It’s better to periodically clear them out before they can start causing problems.”

      She pursed her lips. Yokai like oni and kappa had no business living anywhere near humans. But what about the diminutive, glowing ayakashi? They were harmless.

      He tapped his fingers on the hilt of his sword. “I’ve been wondering whether that kitsune is still hanging around.”

      Her head snapped up. “What? Why?”

      “The torii ofuda show signs that they’ve been compromised.”

      She tried not to look panicked. “Compromised?”

      He walked to the tree and pulled the arrows out. “Nothing to worry about. It just means yokai have been hanging around—like the ayakashi, remember?” He smiled reassuringly. “The torii ofuda won’t allow them into the grounds if they have ill intent, and Minoru and I check the borders twice a day.”

      “You think the kitsune compromised the torii ofuda?” she asked as he handed her the arrows. “I don’t think he has impure ki, not like the oni.”

      “A yokai doesn’t need to be impure to compromise the ofuda. Yokai ki and kami ki are inherently incompatible. They can’t coexist in the same space.”

      “Oh. I guess that makes sense.” She hadn’t known that about kami versus yokai ki. She’d thought that yokai damaged pure kami ki because they were, well, evil. But she was pretty prejudiced.

      She thanked Katsuo for the lesson, and after stepping carefully over the hidden line of stones in the snow, she wandered back toward the house, lost in thought about the differences between kami and yokai. One born of the heavens, one born of the earth; both spiritual beings, both powerful in ki; opposites in nature and incompatible. She’d always thought of the kami as beings of good and yokai as beings of darkness and evil, but now …

      Opening her bedroom door, she juggled the bow and arrows in one hand while she shrugged her arm out of her haori. Halfway through the motion, she realized she’d forgotten to return the weapon to the shrine office on her way back.

      “I hope those arrows aren’t meant for me.”

      The bow and arrows tumbled out of her grip as she sprang backward like a startled rabbit, withholding a scream.

      Shiro leaned against the opposite wall, a half-eaten rice ball in one hand. Dirt liberally stained his clothes, and a dark green splotch covered one formerly white shoulder of his kosode. Brownish-red splatters that looked suspiciously like dried blood completed the tapestry of colors.

      “You’re filthy,” she blurted, cringing at having him in her nice clean room in that condition. Closing her door, she pulled off her haori and tossed it toward the closet. “What have you been doing? Rolling in the mud?”

      He shrugged and took another bite of the rice ball. “Yumei’s been keeping me busy.”

      She watched him chew, then looked from the rice ball to the small shrine beside him. The small plate for offerings, where she’d left a rice ball that morning, was empty.

      “Are you eating Amaterasu’s offering?” she gasped, appalled by his rudeness.

      He smirked and popped the last bite into his mouth. “She wasn’t going to eat it.”

      Grinding her teeth, she picked up the bow and arrows and stood them in the corner. “Why do you keep showing up in my bedroom?”

      “Where else would I meet you? Should I have joined you and your sohei in the storehouse?”

      She decided not to ask whether he’d been spying on her. She didn’t want to know. “This is my bedroom. It’s inappropriate.”

      A slow, lazy grin curved his lips as his gaze slid over her. “If that’s how you want to think of my visits, little miko, I’m happy to go along with whatever thoughts are in your pretty head.”

      Her cheeks heated. She clenched her jaw again. “Do you have a lead?”

      “Obviously.”

      “For real this time?”

      “Yes, for real. I told you I’d be back when I had a lead, didn’t I? Yumei found an active kami presence in an Izanami shrine in a place called Kigiku.”

      Kigiku was a city about forty miles southwest of Kiroibara—less than an hour’s drive. She wrung her hands, heart pounding in her ears. Izanami, the other female Amatsukami and Kami of the Earth.

      “So she’s definitely there?” she pressed.

      “Well, that’s the thing.” He brushed ineffectually at a splatter of mud on his black sleeve. “Yumei is certain there’s a kami in the shrine, but there’s no way to confirm it’s actually Izanami, short of talking to her, which he won’t do. That’s up to you.”

      “But it should be her, right? Why would a different kami be in her shrine?”

      “Our thoughts exactly. I think it’s a safe bet.” He dusted his hands together. “He’s going to snoop around a bit more—or, well, his crows will, I should say—to be as certain as possible. He recommended we go tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I’m telling you now so you’ll have time to figure out how we’ll get there.”

      “Me?” She squinted at him. “I thought our bargain was for you to take me to an Amatsukami, not the other way around.”

      “I could take you, but my way would involve walking through the mountains.” He smirked. “We’ve already seen how well you handle long walks.”

      It would take her all day to walk to Kigiku, and another day to walk back. She’d have to figure out something else.

      “You’re coming with me either way?” she asked.

      “That’s our bargain.”

      “And Yumei?”

      “Not likely. Doing anything for a human puts him in a bad mood.”

      She bobbed her head in an absent nod, her mind already spinning. There were trains and buses that went from Kiroibara, the town south of the shrine, to Kigiku, but public transportation required money. She’d never had spending money. The needs of a kamigakari were met entirely by the shrines. She considered her options. Stealing was pretty low on her list.

      She’d almost forgotten Shiro was there until his jaw cracked in a wide yawn. She focused on him, pushing aside everything else. “Why are you so dirty?”

      “I told you, Yumei’s been keeping me busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Managing a few hundred crows on the hunt for an Amatsukami requires a lot of focus, so he had me take over the oni issue.” He smiled, flashing his pointed canines. “I’ve been reeducating the tribe on their proper place in the world.”

      She glanced over his sorry state. “It looks like they might have taught you a lesson or two in the process.”

      He waved a hand. “I was outnumbered a few times, that’s all.”

      “You were outnumbered when I was with you.”

      “Really outnumbered.”

      “I see. And when’s the last time you ate?”

      “Just now?”

      “Before that.”

      He shrugged.

      “And the last time you slept?”

      Another shrug.

      Three days had passed since she’d last seen him, and she wondered whether he had eaten or slept at all in that time. Yokai might not have mortal bodies that needed diligent care like human ones did, but she was pretty sure they still required the basic necessities.

      “Don’t you know how to take care of yourself at all?” She didn’t wait for an answer and gestured for him to follow her. “Come with me.”

      His eyebrows shot up, but he pushed off the wall and crossed the room toward her as she slid the door open and peeked down the hall. With Ishida and other important kannushi visiting in a couple days, Fujimoto and Nanako were on an extreme cleaning spree at the shrine; the house was empty and would be for another couple hours. She was supposed to be meditating and praying and reflecting on her poor behavior from earlier in the week—not that they had any idea just how disobedient she’d been.

      She led him down the hall and opened the door. Shiro looked over her shoulder into the bathroom.

      “Wash thoroughly before you get in the bath,” she instructed, pointing at the handheld showerhead on the wall beside the tub. “And give me your kosode. I can put it in the wash with my kimono. You’re stuck with your hakama since I don’t have anything black to wash with it and I don’t have time to do two loads.”

      He stared at her, speechless for once. She gave him an expectant look.

      “I can take care of myself without your help,” he said coldly. “I don’t need this.”

      She huffed, already considering how she would get the bloodstains out of the white fabric. “I’m not offering you a bath out of pity, Shiro. It’s just as much for me. I don’t want to spend all day tomorrow with you like that.”

      When he didn’t respond, she looked up. His hard expression sent surprise rippling through her. Anger glinted in his gaze—anger and … suspicion? She almost asked what he was suspicious about when she remembered his comment about not trusting the goodwill of humans. He was trying to figure out what the catch was—whether she was mocking him, tricking him, manipulating him ...

      “I know you don’t need my help,” she said quietly. “I didn’t need you to carry me home either, but I let you because it was easier. This, too, is easier. Please accept.”

      He stood in the hallway, jaw flexing and ears turned back as he searched her face. Sighing, he stepped past her into the bathroom and untucked his kosode from his hakama. As he shrugged it off, it slid down his back, revealing angry red gouges that marred the back of his left arm and shoulder, his skin streaked with old blood.

      “What happened?” she gasped, reaching for his shoulder.

      He stepped away from her hand. “It’s just a scratch.”

      “It hasn’t been cleaned. It needs—”

      “It’s nothing.”

      She froze at his icy tone, his voice dipping dangerously close to the threatening croon from the first night they’d met.

      “Fine,” she snapped, snatching his kosode out of his hand. She backed out of the bathroom and snapped the sliding door closed with a little more force than necessary.

      Muttering under her breath, she returned to her room to collect her own white laundry, including the thoroughly stained haori and kimono she’d worn during her meeting with Yumei. Irritation sharpened her motions. He didn’t have to be so rude, so harsh. She was just offering to help. He didn’t want it, didn’t like being indebted to a human. He didn’t trust that her kindness had no strings attached. He’d probably lashed out because he was feeling defensive.

      She marched to the opposite end of the house. In the laundry room, she spent several minutes treating all the stains before loading the washing machine. Kamigakari didn’t normally do their own laundry, but she’d learned how a year ago after the elderly miko of the tiny shrine she’d been living at injured her back and needed extra help. Once the wash was going, she raided the kitchen for yesterday’s leftovers. With a bowl of stewed beef and potatoes that Nanako would not be pleased to discover missing and a pair of chopsticks in one hand, she returned to her room.

      To her surprise, Shiro was already there. He sat beneath the window, head leaned back against the wall and hair mussed from being towel dried. His eyes cracked open at the sound of the door, ruby slits turning lazily toward her.

      Her feet rooted themselves to the floor, refusing to move as a strange heat rose through her. His injured shoulder had distracted her before, but this time it would have taken a meteor striking the house to tear her attention away from his shirtless torso. She hadn’t known the male body could look so … so perfect. The way his shoulder muscles smoothly transitioned into the curves of his biceps. The shadowed dip between his collarbones. The flat expanse of his chest above smooth, lean abs. The dark ties of his hakama wrapped low around his hips, a sharp contrast to his fair skin.

      She swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and dragged her stare up to his face. A sly, crooked grin lifted one corner of his mouth. Her cheeks burned hotter.

      “I—” It came out in a squeak. She swallowed again, more forcefully. “I brought you something to eat.”

      His gaze flicked to the dish in her hands. She forced herself to move. Each step closer to him seemed to increase the temperature in the room. Stretching her arms out to their full extent, she held the bowl out to him.

      Amusement glinted in his eyes as he reached for the dish. His fingers brushed across her hand and hot tingles shivered up her arm. She jerked back, dropping the bowl like it was on fire. He caught it, but the chopsticks fell into his lap.

      She backed toward the door as fast as she could without running. “I—I need to check on the laundry.”

      Diving into the hallway, she shut the door and rushed away from her bedroom, breathing hard. What was wrong with her? So he looked good out of a shirt. Her reaction was ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous. She retreated to the laundry room and ended up pacing back and forth, muttering sternly to herself. Her lack of exposure to attractive men in the past had caused her to overreact to Shiro’s partial nakedness. She’d seen shirtless men before … on magazine covers … or from a distance. Not from a few feet away. Not in her bedroom. Not shirtless men who’d touched her, carried her, saved her life.

      But he’d also deceived and tricked her. Yokai. He was a yokai.

      When she was certain she was in control and wouldn’t make a fool of herself again, she returned to the hall outside her bedroom. She stood in front of the door, took another deep breath, and slid it open.

      Shiro was exactly where she’d left him. The empty bowl and chopsticks sat beside him, its contents already devoured. His head rested against the wall once more, but this time he didn’t open his eyes. Now that her brain was functioning, she noted that the wounds that had almost killed him when they first met had faded to faint red marks that would soon be gone, and the new injuries were already healing.

      She took a hesitant step into the room. “Shiro?”

      His left ear twitched toward her but otherwise, he didn’t react.

      She moved closer. Was he messing with her? “Shiro?”

      His eyes didn’t open. He was asleep.

      She put her hands on her hips, considering him. Should she wake him and send him away? She couldn’t leave him here, asleep. If Fujimoto or Nanako came by, they would discover him. She should kick him out and let him sleep elsewhere. But where? And if he left, would he actually sleep or would he go back to hunting oni at Yumei’s command?

      His kosode was still in the wash. She couldn’t send him away without it. Nodding to herself, she tiptoed past him to her desk and sat. Yes, she would let him sleep until his kosode was out of the wash. She’d need to dry it too. That would take another hour. He could get a little sleep until then.

      She picked up one of the books she’d borrowed from the old storehouse and started reading a history of kamigakari that she hoped might provide further clues as to the accuracy of the kannushi manual. Her hands tightened on the book. If all went well tomorrow, she wouldn’t need to do any further research; Izanami would tell her what was coming for her on the solstice. What if it was all true? Could Emi accept her fate and wait for her inevitable demise? Or would she beg the kami to spare her life? Could she do that? Regardless of the lies that had carried her to this time and place, could she turn her back on duty and honor?

      Not wanting to think about it, she glanced over her shoulder at Shiro. After a moment watching him, his face soft and peaceful in sleep, she turned her chair so she could see him more easily. This was a good opportunity to desensitize herself to the sight and proximity of a partially undressed male. She just needed to get used to it, that’s all. She wasn’t watching him for any other reason.

      Repeating that to herself, she returned her attention to the book and tried not to glance up more often than every paragraph or two.
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      Shifting her weight from foot to foot, Emi tried her best not to look guilty.

      She stood in the middle of a group of worshippers mingling around the shrine courtyard. Saturday afternoons brought in a small rush of townspeople visiting the shrine. Some came to pray, and others came to enjoy a social outing. Children were playing tag, running in and out of groups of adults, and a gathering of young teenagers sat on the bench under the sacred tree, comparing collectible cards of some kind.

      Emi drifted among the townspeople, blending in as much as she could. Her long hair was bundled into the smallest, tightest bun she could manage, and she wore a knitted gray hat on top. It fit with the gentle snow swirling down from the overcast sky, though the temperature was quite warm and the snowflakes melted on the stones beneath her feet.

      She’d abandoned her kimono and hakama for a slightly mismatched outfit comprised of the plaid, pleated skirt from her old school uniform, a plain white blouse—the school logo painstakingly removed last night—and a scarf around her neck and shoulders. It was the best she could do; aside from her school uniforms, the shrines had never provided her with modern clothes. Under one arm, she carried an oversized cloth grocery bag. The straps cut into her shoulder but she tried not to show any sign of discomfort.

      The afternoon was waning and with each passing minute, she grew more nervous. She’d sent Katsuo off on an invented errand and Fujimoto was in his office, but Nanako was dutifully greeting and assisting the shrine visitors. She stood by the torii, bowing to the people coming and going. Emi bit her lip. All she needed was a large group to leave so she could slip out with them and avoid Nanako. Why wasn’t anyone leaving?

      She pushed the bag up her shoulder, jostling it a bit out of nerves. It jingled noisily and a low growl rumbled from it.

      “Keep quiet,” she hissed, then looked around in alarm, hoping no one had noticed her talking to her bag.

      Pulling it open a little, she glanced inside. A cloth pouch held an assortment of small change that she’d stolen from the shrine donation box last night. She would have felt guilty stealing from Fujimoto or Nanako, but stealing from Amaterasu she could live with. Her kami owed her at least that much.

      In the bag with her ill-gotten money, the white fox glared at her with ruby eyes, his ears pinned to his head.

      “You told me to figure out how to get there,” she whispered, trying not to move her lips. “Stop complaining just because you don’t like it.”

      He growled again. She casually pinched the top of the bag shut with her elbow so no one would inadvertently notice that she was carrying a fox in her grocery bag. She could have picked up Shiro outside the shrine grounds, but either way, she needed to smuggle him onto the train and this was easier.

      She glanced toward the torii. Nanako was still there. As she frowned in the miko’s direction, a familiar face passed by. Emi straightened, her head snapping around.

      “Miyako?”

      The girl turned, her ponytail bobbing. For a moment, she looked confused, then her face brightened.

      “Emi! I didn’t recognize you for a second there. Do you have today off?”

      “I—yes, it’s my day off.”

      “Awesome! Are you heading into town? I already did the praying thing.” She pulled a face. “Not sure I’m doing it right. Anyway, want some company?”

      “Oh. Yeah, yeah, that would be great.”

      As she spoke, a large extended family—including the rambunctious children who’d been playing tag—headed for the torii. Emi looked around wildly, grabbed Miyako’s hand, and hauled her after the family.

      “Let’s go!” She beamed, hoping it didn’t look forced.

      The loud group compressed to fit through the torii, the adults smiling and bowing to Nanako. Emi ducked her head, putting Miyako between herself and Nanako. They passed through the torii with brief bows as Nanako called a friendly greeting to another family. Only when Emi reached the bottom of the steps did she relax.

      “Have you been to town yet?” Miyako asked.

      “Not yet.”

      “I can give you a tour! There isn’t much to see but you might as well see it anyway, right?”

      Emi glanced up nervously as they passed under the second torii. She was outside the shrine grounds once more, but with a large group of chattering humans ahead of her, she wasn’t too worried about yokai.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Emi answered. “I actually need to visit Kigiku today. Would you mind showing me to the train station?”

      “I don’t think there are any trains to Kigiku on weekends.” Miyako pulled out her cell phone, missing Emi’s stricken expression. Her fingers danced over the glowing screen. “Let’s see … no, no trains, but there’s a bus. Leaves in half an hour.”

      “Oh, a bus!” She breathed a sigh of relief. “That’ll work.”

      “I can show you to the station—under one condition!” She held up a finger dramatically.

      Emi blinked. “What condition?”

      “I want to come too!” She grinned. “Kigiku has my favorite music shop. I’ve been meaning to go for weeks but I didn’t want to go alone and none of my friends want to waste an entire afternoon on the trip.”

      “Oh. Um. I was going to meet some—some relatives, so I won’t be coming back tonight.”

      “That’s fine. I can take the bus back myself after dinner.”

      “I—” She couldn’t come up with a good reason to keep Miyako from coming along. If she were honest, she was more than a bit nervous to ride the bus to an unfamiliar city all by herself. Well, her and Shiro, but he didn’t really count. “That sounds great.”

      Miyako beamed and launched into a detailed description of the guitar she’d been saving up for since her birthday. She still didn’t have enough money to buy it, but she wanted to visit the store and admire it some more.

      As she talked, Emi nodded along, her stomach churning from a new wave of apprehension. She’d escaped the shrine, but now she was that much closer to meeting Izanami and finding out the truth once and for all.

      Nestled between a pair of mountains, the town of Kiroibara was a small community of about five thousand people. It had two main roads, and Emi and Miyako had to walk through most of the town to get to the bus station. Miyako filled the silence with happy chatter, pointing out the houses of people she knew and other landmarks. Small, slightly shabby houses lined the quiet streets, but despite the worn looks of their homes, the owners kept their streets scrupulously free of snow.

      Taking the bus was a simple-enough affair, though Emi embarrassed herself by paying for her ticket with a huge handful of coins. On the bus, Miyako led the way to the long bench at the very back. A few minutes later, the bus rolled into motion, the engine rumbling loudly. Half a dozen other passengers stared out the windows or gazed robotically at their phones.

      “Phew,” Miyako remarked, slumping in her seat and stretching out her legging- and boot-clad legs. “We almost missed it.”

      “Yeah, that was close.” Emi set her bag down gently on the bench beside her, resisting the urge to check on Shiro. She leaned back, trying to get comfortable. “How did things go with that boy … Yasu?”

      “Hmm? Oh, he asked out my friend instead.” She heaved a sigh. “Whatever. If he’s not interested, I won’t chase him.”

      “Oh,” Emi said, not sure how to respond. “You, uh, don’t need a guy like that.” Was that the right sort of response?

      A quiet snort, nearly absorbed by the sound of the bus, came from her bag.

      “Definitely not.” Miyako sat up. “I really did think he liked me though. You know the way a guy will kind of stare into your eyes when he’s talking to you, even when what he’s saying isn’t that serious?”

      “Um.” Did she? She supposed Katsuo sometimes did that. Did … did Katsuo like her that way? She’d assumed his attention was a combination of him eagerly fulfilling his sohei duties and his natural kindness.

      “Yasu was always doing that. I guess I was reading too much into it.” She brushed her hair out of her face. “Let’s not talk about guys. How have you enjoyed your first week here?”

      “It’s been very nice,” Emi lied. “The mountains are beautiful and—”

      The bus driver slammed on the brakes. Miyako and Emi lurched forward, and before Emi could catch it, her bag tipped off the seat—and Shiro tumbled across the floor of the bus with a startled yelp. Emi froze.

      Miyako gasped. As the bus driver called back an apology for the sudden stop, several other passengers looked around for the source of the yelping sound. Their mouths fell open. Emi cringed, halfheartedly reaching down for Shiro.

      “Oh my god!” Miyako’s whole face lit up. “That is the cutest dog I’ve ever seen!”

      Emi froze all over again. Dog? He still looked very much like a ruby-eyed fox to her.

      “Oh, what a cutie! Is she friendly?” Miyako jumped up and scooped Shiro into her arms, squeezing him against her chest. “Oh, aren’t you adorable? Oh, just so adorable, yes you are.”

      She plopped back into her seat beside Emi, clutching the fox tightly. Shiro glared at Emi, ears flattened against his head. She looked back at him helplessly.

      “What’s her name?” Miyako asked, petting his head. “She’s soooo cute!”

      “Um, actually, he’s a boy …”

      “Aww, a little boy doggie? What’s his name then?”

      “Shiro,” she said weakly. “He’s, um, he’s a bit shy. Maybe I should …?”

      When she reached for Shiro, she feared Miyako wouldn’t relinquish him. But the girl pouted in a cheerful way and let Emi pull him from her lap.

      “What breed is he?” a middle-aged man a few seats ahead of them asked, turning to watch them as the bus picked up speed, leaving the town behind. “I’ve never seen a dog quite like that.”

      “He’s a … a mixed breed. I’m not sure.” She pulled her bag straight.

      “Oh, you don’t have to hide him away,” the passenger said with a polite smile. “The driver won’t mind. You don’t mind, do you, Takahashi?” he called up the length of the bus.

      “Animals aren’t allowed,” the driver called back over the sound of the engine. “But as long as it behaves …”

      “Um,” Emi mumbled. “Thanks …”

      Shiro wiggled out of her arms and hopped onto the seat beside her. He sat with his side pressed against hers and watched the other passengers, his ears alternating between swiveling rapidly and flattening against his head in displeasure. Every moment or two, he shot her a glare.

      As Miyako and the middle-aged passenger talked about their favorite dog breeds, Emi leaned back against her seat, trying to relax. At least no one had recognized Shiro as a yokai—or even as a fox. Either they didn’t know what a fox looked like, or he didn’t look the same to them as he did to her. To her, kami and yokai were more real than the popular television shows everyone else talked about. But for the average person, kami were just the names attached to the shrines where they occasionally prayed, and yokai were myths and tales from a time long past.

      As the scenery outside the bus windows changed from farmland to forested mountainsides, Emi chewed on her lip with increasing tension. There was no way her absence from the shrine would go unnoticed this time. She’d left a note in her room explaining she had something important to do and would be back as soon as possible, but Fujimoto and Nanako—not to mention Katsuo and Minoru—would all be furious with her. And with Ishida arriving to check on her tomorrow …

      Miyako stretched her arms over her head and yawned before turning to Emi. “I talked way too much about my guitar obsession. What about you? What do you do for fun when you’re not doing miko things?”

      Emi’s heart sank. “I … I don’t really do much.”

      Miyako blinked in confusion. “You don’t have any hobbies? At all?”

      “The shrines have monopolized my time since I was quite young,” Emi said, choosing her words carefully. Shiro sat beside her, staring at the passing mountains with obvious boredom, but one of his ears was turned toward her.

      “But you get days off, like today,” Miyako protested. “You must do something.”

      “I usually just practice …” She trailed off, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. In the past, her rejection of anything that might detract from her dedication as the kamigakari had been a point of pride. Now she just felt clueless and sheltered.

      Miyako adjusted her bag on her shoulder. “I didn’t know being a miko was so …”

      “It’s not usually,” Emi admitted. “But my family has strong connections with the shrines, so my upbringing was quite different.”

      It wasn’t a total lie, but she was definitely manipulating the truth to hide certain dangerous facts from Shiro.

      “Well, now’s your chance to expand your horizons,” Miyako said with a smile. “What are you interested in?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Miyako scrunched her face in thought. “How do you like to spend your time? Indoors or outdoors? Loud or quiet? Adventure or relaxation?”

      “I … I’m not sure.” She would have said quietly relaxing indoors, but only because it was all she was familiar with. “I guess I like the outdoors.”

      Shiro snorted quietly, clearly disagreeing.

      “There’s lots you can do then!” Miyako said, sounding relieved to hear that Emi had at least one opinion on her possible interests. “Kiroibara has some beautiful parks with walking trails and bike trails, and I know a couple people who are part of a hiking group. A friend of mine does bird watching, and horseback riding is popular. Oh, and fishing too. Have you ever tried fishing? Not my thing, but my brother loves it.”

      Emi struggled to control her expression as she said weakly, “Those all sound lovely.”

      Walking trails and hiking clubs and biking—she didn’t even know how to ride a bike. She’d never tried fishing before. All these simple things she’d never experienced in her life. Pain speared her chest. How had she taken for granted for so long all the things she was missing as the kamigakari? So many simple pleasures she would never have the chance to enjoy. She didn’t even have the freedom to walk outside shrine grounds.

      She turned away from Miyako, tugging the hem of her skirt over her knees. So much she’d never experienced, but more than that, Miyako’s questions had shone a light on her own inner disconnect. Emi had complained to herself that no one ever treated her as a person, only as a kamigakari, but she hadn’t realized she was just as guilty as them of the same oversight. She’d molded herself into the role of the kamigakari so deeply, so completely, that she was now discovering something horrifying: she didn’t know who she was.

      Emi the Kamigakari was a person she knew well, but Emi the Girl was a total stranger. What did Emi the Girl like? What did Emi the Girl want to do? What were her interests and passions? What did she care about?

      She had no idea. The most specific preference she could come up with was the outdoors. How pathetic was that? Maybe she wouldn’t lose that much when Amaterasu took her body; she’d long ago cast herself aside to become the kamigakari.

      They got off the bus in downtown Kigiku, surrounded by tall office buildings and wide sidewalks. Though smaller, Kigiku reminded her of Shion, the city where she’d spent her first seven years as a kamigakari. Cities had an excess of energy that she was surprised to realize she’d missed. Traffic zoomed by, adding to the constant noise, and the bustle of people on the sidewalks created a collage of ever-moving colors against the backdrop of bright signs and storefronts.

      Miyako led the way with confidence. After more gasping, cooing, and several concerned remarks from other pedestrians saying that Emi really should have her dog on a leash, she stuffed Shiro back into her bag and carried him. Emi’s eyes jumped from passerby to passerby—office workers, the men in slim suits and the women in sharp skirts and clacking heels; students, their matching uniforms in contrast to their sometimes wildly varying hairstyles and colors; mothers with small children, hurrying from one errand to the next. With each person, she wondered what their lives were like, what worried them, what delighted them. What was a world without kami and yokai and kamigakari like?

      The music shop was nestled between a café and a shoe store. Miyako dragged Emi up and down rows of instruments before taking her to an extensive wall of guitars at the back. She pointed to a slim electric guitar with shiny silver hardware and a red body that darkened almost to black around the edges.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” the girl gushed. “If my aunt comes through on paying me for painting her living room next month and my mom gives me cash as my Christmas present, I’ll be able to buy it in January and finally replace my beginner model.”

      Emi examined the instrument, admiring the wood grain beneath the rich, glossy red veneer. “It’s lovely.”

      “Wait until you hear it! It’s amazing. The tones are just—ah, so good. Way better than the one I have now. It’s a great beginner guitar, but …”

      As Miyako indulged in a technical comparison of the two instruments, Emi struggled to hold her smile in place. She would never get to hear Miyako’s new guitar because by January she would be gone, with a kami living in her flesh instead. Would Amaterasu use her ears to listen to beautiful music? Would she taste delicious food and feel the gentle warmth of the morning sun on her human skin? Would Amaterasu appreciate any of the small, special moments Emi would lose or the things she’d never had a chance to experience? Or would Amaterasu be too busy with her Amatsukami duties to think about silly mortal things like that?

      When Miyako suggested they go to the café next door for an early dinner, Emi flushed bright red and admitted she didn’t have enough money. And yet somehow they ended up sitting at a small table with menus in front of them. Miyako had insisted on treating her, ignored her refusal, and dragged her inside. Emi’s protests that Miyako should save her money for her guitar fund had fallen on deaf ears and she’d eventually given up.

      Emi tried her best to keep her face cheerful, not wanting Miyako to think she was ungrateful. Eating at a restaurant was something she hadn’t done since she was a child, since before Amaterasu had marked her. She hesitated a long time over the menu, considering the safe options that were similar to her kamigakari diet before choosing a Western-style hamburger. One meal outside her usual restrictions wouldn’t hurt her—she was pretty sure anyway—so why not try it, just to know what it was like?

      When the food arrived, Emi took a minute to inspect her meal and inhale the scents. Picking it up in her hands was the strangest thing, and Miyako burst into a fit of giggles at the look on Emi’s face as she attempted to gracefully take her first bite. The other girl finished eating well before Emi, but Miyako filled the silence with happy chatter as she not so subtly snuck a few leftover bites from her plate under the table for Shiro.

      Duty and honor demanded that Emi fulfill her destiny as the kamigakari, regardless of the personal cost to her, regardless of the lies and deceit. But as she slowly chewed each small bite, savoring every new flavor that touched her tongue, she hoped harder than she’d ever hoped before that whatever truth Izanami gave her would ease the crushing weight of loss from her soul.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Darkness had fallen over the city of Kigiku an hour ago. Emi walked down the street, Shiro trotting at her side in his fox form. The valley city had escaped the snow that was falling over Kiroibara and the Shirayuri Shrine, and autumn leaves liberally dusted the dry streets. In regular intervals, streetlamps lit the pavement with a warm, comforting glow.

      She wondered anxiously if they were going the right way. She hadn’t asked Miyako for directions when they parted ways after dinner—too afraid the girl would decide to come with her—but the random pedestrians she’d queried had pointed her in the right direction.

      “Shouldn’t we be there by now?” she muttered.

      Shiro’s ears flicked back toward her but he didn’t slow. Nerves twisted in her belly, so unbearable that she was almost ready to scream from the tension. Despite her countless prayers to Amaterasu, she’d never actually spoken to a kami before. She’d never seen a kami in the flesh.

      “Caw.”

      Emi looked up. Swooping out of the darkness, a crow landed on the nearest streetlamp and cocked its head. She frowned at it. Was Yumei using his crows to watch their journey? She hurried her steps, leaving the crow behind—at least until it took off again and flew overhead. It landed a block away and waited.

      Across from the streetlamp where the crow was perched, four enormous red torii, one behind the other, marked the shrine grounds. Beyond them, countless steps rose, climbing a hill through a densely treed park. Stone lanterns on carved posts illuminated the path.

      Flickering light flashed brightly in her peripheral vision. Shiro completed his transformation and shrugged his shoulders as though his muscles were stiff.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed. “Someone will see you!”

      “Humans only see what they expect to see,” he said dismissively. “That’s why they saw a dog and not a fox on the bus. You see what I am because your eyes are open to the spiritual plane.”

      “But …” She looked around warily but the quiet street was deserted. Either way, she saw no sense in lingering out in the open. She stepped up to the first torii and bowed deeply before walking beneath it. Warm power rose through her shoes and tingled up her legs. She glanced anxiously at her feet, wondering if that was normal. Maybe it was the difference between a shrine with the kami present instead of absent.

      As the wash of power faded, another wave rose behind it—this time coming from within her. Hot power pulsed in her chest, ringing through her like an alarm bell. Urgency and warning clanged in her head. She pressed a hand to her forehead as her heart rate leaped. The sudden fear she felt … it wasn’t hers. It felt like the odd warning Amaterasu had given her when she’d prayed on her first night at the Shirayuri Shrine. Was Amaterasu trying to warn her about something?

      Or was Amaterasu trying to frighten her into turning back? Maybe Amaterasu didn’t want her to know the truth. Grimly, she started up the steps. Shiro followed her, his feet silent on the stone.

      “How do humans stand the smell?” he grumbled.

      Glancing back, she saw him looking around with his nose wrinkled. “What smell?”

      “The engine fumes and chemicals and garbage. I can smell it even in the trees. Human cities are foul.”

      She raised an eyebrow as she continued up the steps. “I didn’t think yokai liked cities.”

      “Generally not. Some of the larger parks aren’t that bad. Yokai who enjoy easy prey like to visit often.” He flashed a grin at her, more to show off his pointed teeth than to express amusement. “Humans don’t venture into the wild as often as they once did, so hungry yokai come to them instead.”

      She didn’t let her disgust show, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of getting a reaction out of her. “Do you eat humans often?”

      Before Shiro could reply, someone else answered.

      “Only the lowliest of our kind consume human flesh.” The soft, inflectionless voice drifted out of the darkness.

      She stopped dead and looked around. Yumei stepped out of the shadows onto the steps above her, his black kosode and hakama blending into the night.

      “Those of us with power of our own,” he continued, “have no need to consume a human to bolster our ki with theirs.”

      “Is that why yokai eat humans?” she asked, trying not to cringe away from the Tengu. Her healing neck throbbed at the sight of him. “You eat their ki too?”

      “We don’t need to eat humans,” Shiro said from behind her. “But just about any yokai would make an exception for ki as pure as yours.”

      Ignoring him, she asked Yumei, “Why are you here? I thought you weren’t coming.”

      “He’s here to make sure I don’t take off on him without repaying my debt,” Shiro said as he walked past her to join Yumei. His eyes cut back to her, catching the light and glowing scarlet. “After you remove the onenju, that is.”

      She suspected Yumei was actually here to ensure she removed the onenju, as promised. Despite what he’d said, Shiro likely knew the Tengu would be around. Another lie, though she saw no purpose in pointing it out. With any luck, she would be permanently done with both yokai within the hour.

      “As soon as my meeting with Izanami is complete, I’ll remove the onenju,” she told Shiro. “So can we get this over with?”

      He continued up the steps with Yumei at his side. From behind, she watched his ears twitch toward every little sound and suspected he was almost as tense as she was. Removing the beads from his arm would free his power and completely change his fate. Maybe she should ask Izanami for protection. She didn’t think Shiro would attack her once she took the onenju off him, but she couldn’t be entirely sure. She hadn’t forgotten that he’d tricked her, lied to her, and let Yumei hurt her. But she also couldn’t imagine that the yokai who had carried her home, who’d let her feed him before falling asleep in her bedroom, would kill her for holding up her end of their bargain.

      Another grand torii stood at the top of the steps. Shiro and Yumei stopped before reaching it and moved apart, opening a path for her between them. The torii framed the shrine beyond—a massive complex of interconnected buildings with beautiful peaked roofs and curling eaves. It wasn’t quite as impressive as the Amaterasu shrine in Shion, but close.

      She moved past the yokai to the torii and stopped, bowing deeply. With a deep breath, she stepped through the gate. Another tingle of power rose through her feet and up her legs, followed by another pulse of fear from her kamigakari mark. She ignored it and turned around.

      Shiro and Yumei stood on the steps below the torii, red and silver eyes watching her.

      “You two wait here.” She pulled her hat and scarf off and tossed them to Shiro. “I’ll be back as soon as I speak to Izanami.”

      “Will you?” The words came out in a soft, dangerous croon.

      “Yes,” she said, holding his challenging stare. “I will. I will keep my end of our bargain, Shiro.”

      He studied her a moment longer, then nodded. She turned back to the courtyard.

      “Emi?”

      She glanced at him, surprised to hear the odd note in his voice.

      His attention shifted to the hall of worship. “Be careful. Kami are far more practiced in the arts of deception than yokai.”

      She blinked. “I—I’ll be careful. Thank you.”

      Licking her lips nervously, she glanced at him and Yumei once more before heading across the courtyard. Stopping at the water fountain, she used a polished, bamboo-handled ladle to clean her hands and rinse her mouth. Her steps grew less certain as she approached the hall of worship. Lanterns hung from the eaves, casting glowing light upon the empty courtyard. Passing between the enormous koma-inu statues, she ascended the steps, worn by thousands of worshippers’ feet, and stared up at the painted wooden plaques depicting Izanami—a beautiful woman with long black hair, mountains rising all around her. Izanami of the Earth.

      She walked past the donation box and bell cords where worshippers offered their prayers. Beyond, tall doors stood like sentries. The doors were never opened, except by the kannushi and miko of the shrine. She looked around, half expecting someone to stop her. Cracking the door open, she peered into the shadowy interior. With prickling nerves, she stepped inside unchallenged.

      A dark room, as wide as the building and empty, stretched back into the shadows. Leaving the door open to let in some light, she walked hesitantly inside. Her shoes clicked on the glossy wooden floor. Izanami was here. Emi didn’t need Yumei to confirm it; the divine power of a kami emanated from every surface, radiating from the earth and trees, from the walls and floor.

      Shadows engulfed the far end of the room, but as she approached, the light from the open door seemed to stretch out in front of her. A raised dais gradually became visible. Behind it, an elaborately carved shrine covered the back wall with a large oval mirror in its center—a shintai through which Izanami could channel her power when she wasn’t in the area.

      As Emi lowered her gaze from the mirror, she saw what hadn’t been visible a moment before: a figure encased in shadows, sitting motionlessly on the dais in front of the inner shrine.

      “Who trespasses in the shrine of Izanami, Amatsukami of the Earth?”

      The commanding voice came from her left. She jerked to a stop as the shadows shifted, allowing her to see the man standing by the wall, just in front of the dais. Another man stood opposite the speaker, also dressed in the dark robes of a kannushi.

      She snapped her gaze back to the figure on the dais, who was watching mutely, no more than a dark shape in the shadows. Lowering herself to her knees, she bent forward in a full bow.

      “Please forgive my intrusion,” she said, her shaky words echoing through the huge room. “I come to beg an audience with Izanami.”

      “Who are you to make such a demand?” the speaker barked.

      “I—I am Kimura Emi, miko of Amaterasu. I come—”

      “How dare a miko of Amaterasu enter the sanctity of Izanami’s inner shrine.”

      Emi cringed, her face still to the floor.

      “You have no right to be here,” the kannushi said sternly. “You—”

      He broke off. Slowly, Emi brought her head up. The figure on the dais had lifted one hand, silencing the kannushi.

      “Approach, Kimura Emi,” the figure whispered.

      She rose from her bow and walked forward. The light shifted again, the shadows drawing away. Her steps faltered.

      The person sitting cross-legged on a cushion, draped in formal kimono and watching her with dark, knowing eyes, couldn’t possibly be Izanami. Izanami was a woman, and this man was not.
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      “You’re—you’re not Izanami,” she said. Her voice broke on the Amatsukami’s name, disappointment rushing through her with such force that her knees almost buckled.

      “I am Koyane,” the man said. Power reverberated through each word and shivered over her. “I am a vassal of my lady Izanami and preside over her affairs when she cannot be present.”

      “You’re a kami?”

      “Yes,” he said with a gentle smile. His face was smooth, unlined with age. Long black hair was bound high on the back of his head, the smooth tail falling down his back. Layers of formal garments—kimono, hakama, long haori—in shades of burgundy and brown spilled over the dais around him. She stared at him as it sank in that she was looking at a human body inhabited by a kami. If the kannushi manual was correct, the man she looked upon no longer existed now that the kami had taken him.

      “Approach, child, and tell me what has brought you here from Amaterasu’s shrine.”

      She slowly advanced toward the dais and knelt in front of the step, folding her hands neatly in her lap. She wished she’d brought her miko uniform; her modern clothes felt embarrassingly wrong. After another brief glance at Koyane, she dropped her gaze; it was inappropriate to meet the eyes of a kami.

      “I came here to speak to Izanami,” she said slowly. Did she want to ask this kami for the truth? A tiny, traitorous thought had lingered in her mind since she’d first made her request of Shiro: if the Amatsukami verified she would be destroyed on the solstice, should she beg for her life? She hadn’t decided yet if she was willing to ask for such a thing. If she asked, it would irrevocably confirm she wasn’t the person of honor she wanted to be, that she was too selfish to sacrifice her life. Until she asked, she could cling to the hope that she wasn’t that contemptible.

      “Tell me what troubles you, child,” Koyane murmured with a hint of impatience. When she glanced up, he offered her another gentle smile, taking the edge off his tone.

      “I am …” She paused, glancing at the two kannushi, who watched her wordlessly.

      “My attendants are my vassals,” Koyane said, understanding her hesitation. “They act only at my will.”

      The kannushi were kami too? They had to be lesser kami; she couldn’t sense any power from them the way she could feel ki radiating off Koyane like heat from a fire. His presence was as dominating as the sun, impossible to ignore and very different from any of the yokai she’d met, but it was similar to the warm power that sometimes flowed through her when she prayed.

      Anxiety rippled through her, flowing from deep inside. Amaterasu’s warning pounded in her head in time with her pulse but she ignored it.

      “I am the kamigakari of Amaterasu,” she said. “I have come to Izanami seeking the truth about kamigakari.”

      Silence pressed in on the room. Koyane’s ki seemed to seethe all around her before stilling. Amaterasu’s presence within her went quiet too, almost as though the Amatsukami was waiting to see what Koyane would say.

      “The truth?” he echoed, almost cautiously.

      Emi squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Her voice wavered with emotion she could scarcely contain. “I’ve dedicated my entire life to Amaterasu, even before I became the kamigakari. I gave up everything—my family, friendships, freedom, autonomy—to be the best kamigakari for Amaterasu because I thought, when she descended, that we would share my body together and I would get to live and experience all her greatness with her.”

      She opened her eyes and looked at Koyane. “I recently found out that the kamigakari’s mind and soul are destroyed when the Amatsukami descends. I need to know: Is that true?”

      He gazed back at her, showing no surprise, none at all. Her heart shriveled in her chest as a terrible, icy weight settled over her.

      “The decision of Amaterasu’s servants to deceive you is unfortunate, child,” Koyane said, his tone soft with compassion. “I am so very sorry to tell you that what you have learned is true.”

      Despair bowed her head and she fought back tears.

      “It is a tragic necessity,” the kami murmured. “If we could spare our hosts that fate, we most certainly would. The sacrifice of a kamigakari is indeed great, and to not know what price you agreed to … you must feel betrayed, child.”

      She bobbed her head mutely, struggling to pull herself together. Koyane had confirmed her worst fear and she didn’t know what to do. The slim hope that the book had been wrong was all that had kept her sane these past days. Now what? Accept her fate? Beg for her life?

      “Only a few weeks remain until the solstice,” he said thoughtfully. “How tragic, how very tragic.”

      He rose to his feet, his long haori sweeping the floor behind him. Stepping off the dais, he gestured for her to stand. Confused, she clambered up, her knees shaking with the force of the emotions moving through her.

      “Let me see your kamigakari mark, child.”

      With growing confusion, she unbuttoned the top of her blouse and opened it. The black mark glared on her skin. She tried not to blush as he looked at her chest—at her cleavage, essentially. She flinched when he reached out but he merely hooked a finger through the tie of the omamori hanging around her neck. He lifted it so the silk bag hung above her chest.

      “An omamori to hide your ki? Of course. How wise. Forgive me, child, but I could not sense Amaterasu’s presence within you with the omamori in place.” With the string still on one finger, he used his thumb to wipe a tear from her cheek; she hadn’t realized she’d shed it. “You have suffered greatly, have you not, child? To have come all this way from Shion, hoping against hope that Izanami would have a different truth for you.”

      “It wasn’t that far,” she mumbled, doing up a couple buttons even though he still held her omamori. “I’m staying at the Shirayuri Shrine in Kiroibara.”

      He nodded, the motion slow and thoughtful. “A small shrine where no one would think to search for you,” he murmured. “The servants of Amaterasu have grown clever.”

      Releasing the omamori and letting it fall against her chest, he took her chin gently in his fingers. “Clever, but not vigilant. Not at all, to allow such a vulnerable treasure to slip from their protection.”

      Anxiety, her own this time instead of Amaterasu’s, slid over her like a winter breeze.

      “Such suffering, such tragedy.” He sighed and canted his head slightly to one side. “You have been so very brave, child. Do you wish to be freed from your destiny as the kamigakari?”

      She went utterly still. Freed? She hadn’t planned to ask. When he’d verified the truth, the question had clawed at her throat, but she’d swallowed it down, denying it. Cowardice and selfishness—those were the defining qualities she would take into her new life if she abandoned her duty.

      But now he was offering to free her, and the need to survive, to continue living, burned through her entire body.

      “I can see it in your eyes,” he declared. “You wish to be freed. Kimura Emi, I will grant your request, though you are too brave and honorable to speak it.”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks, though she wasn’t sure whether they were born from relief or dread. “I—I don’t—”

      His tender smile bloomed and his gentle grip on her chin tightened. Light flashed brightly beneath his fingers and power surged into her, searing her nerves like fire. Her confused stuttering cut off and her mouth gaped open in a soundless scream. All her muscles locked in place, paralyzing her.

      “You are a sweet child, kamigakari,” he said placidly while she stood frozen. “Earnest and so very innocent.”

      “What …” she gasped, the words rasping from her rigid throat. “What … are you …”

      “What am I doing?” He stroked his fingers down her cheek and she couldn’t even jerk away. “I am granting your wish, dear child. I am freeing you from your fast-approaching fate as the kamigakari.”

      He leaned closer, so close she could feel his breath on her face as he spoke. “The kamigakari mark is tied to your ki, and so to grant your wish, I shall extinguish your ki. You will be freed from all burdens.”

      Her blood turned to ice. Extinguishing her ki would extinguish her life too. He was talking about killing her. He was going to free her by killing her!

      “N-no, don’t! I don’t want—”

      His hand closed around her jaw, forcing her head up. She glimpsed his black eyes gleaming with anticipation.
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Warmth tingled through her, gathering in her chest. Her kamigakari mark flashed white hot. Power crashed through her like electricity flowing in her blood. It roared through her veins and burst out of her as blue-tinged lightning.

      Koyane flew backward, hurled away from her. Freed from his binding, she could finally move. Her hands rose of their own accord. Power ripped down her arm and blasted toward him in another bolt. He flung his hands up and cast a shimmering barrier that deflected her attack.

      “You cannot save her, Amaterasu!” Koyane roared, struggling to his feet.

      Emi’s fingers twirled, forming strange patterns in the air. Wind erupted in the room, howling in a cyclone that tore around and around the space with Emi standing in its center. Koyane staggered and fell to his knees as the two kannushi were thrown back into the walls. Emi turned, another’s will guiding her movements, and ran for the doors.

      White light lit the room, blinding after the darkness. A glowing circle sprang into existence, the barrier rising across her path. Emi slid to a stop and spun. Koyane knelt at the edge of a circle inlaid in the floor, previously invisible in the dim lighting.

      He grinned. “Amaterasu, how long it has been.”

      Emi’s hands rose again, divine ki scorching her like an inferno in her blood. Koyane slapped his hands down on another line in the floor.

      A second circle lit up, filled with unfamiliar patterns and markings—a marugata. The lines glowed white all around her. Power poured from the circle into her. She screamed as it ripped through her, tearing apart her ki. Her body arched, feet lifting off the floor as the spell suspended her within its binding—a marugata to contain a kami.

      Koyane rose, his composed little smile back in place. The lines glowed brightly, the spell bound tight around her and inside her. He sauntered casually into the circle, unaffected.

      “Amaterasu.” He sighed the name. “How futile your efforts have been these last hundred years. And to let your kamigakari walk to her own death mere weeks before your descension? You have always been the weakest and most foolish of the Amatsukami. To even imagine you could wield enough power through this pathetic child to stop me is amusing.”

      She clenched her teeth against the agony of the spell as the hot presence of Amaterasu faded, burned away by the marugata.

      “You have done me a great favor, however,” the kami continued, his voice dropping to a murmur. Hungry anticipation filled his face. “To flood this flesh vessel with so much of your ki … I can sense it rushing through her veins.”

      His fingers closed around Emi’s jaw again, pulling her face toward his until his black eyes filled her vision.

      “I can already taste it,” he whispered.

      He brought his face down, and with his fingers digging hard into her cheeks, he latched his mouth onto hers.

      For a brief, panicked instant, she thought he was kissing her. Then he inhaled.

      As her breath was pulled out of her lungs, the suction reached deep inside her. Pain tore through her insides as he ripped her soul from her flesh. He drew her breath and her ki from her, drinking her life into his body.

      Agony shredded her. She was coming apart, her spirit torn away, her life force dwindling with each second. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream. Weakness spread through her body. Numbness crept through her limbs. As the agony peaked, darkness slid over her vision, dimming the glow of the marugata.

      In a burst of light, orange flames exploded all around her.

      Koyane released her and the spell binding her in place broke. The pain vanished, replaced by an impossible crushing weight as she collapsed. Arms closed around her before she could hit the floor, scooping her against a warm chest.

      “A yokai?” Koyane snarled. A pause, then he laughed mockingly. “A kitsune! You have come to die, fool.”

      She hung in Shiro’s arms, compressed beneath an unfathomable weight. What was crushing her? Why wasn’t it hurting him too? Her sluggish brain puzzled over it. Ah. The weight was her own body. So heavy. She couldn’t move. Her arms and legs were numb blocks. Her lungs were so heavy she could barely expand them.

      Shiro straightened. Her head lolled and her eyes were only open because closing them would require effort. Everything was a blur; even focusing her gaze was too much. It took all she had just to keep breathing.

      “It seems like an odd twist of fate that a yokai must save a miko from a kami,” Shiro observed. “What sort of lowly spirit are you really?”

      “Inferior creatures such as yourself cannot rouse my wrath, no matter what foolish insults you spout.” Koyane lifted his hand. “Die, foul beast.”

      Power leaped from his hand toward Shiro in a blast of electric light. The world spun all around her as Shiro sprang back. Landing nimbly, he hopped backward toward the doors while she hung limply in his arms.

      “Kill him!” Koyane spat at his two vassals. “Save the girl for me.”

      The two kami ran for Shiro as Koyane strode forward, hands lifting for another attack.

      Yokai ki sizzled the air, and the room darkened. Shadows all around them came to life, rippling out of the corners like black fire in a strong wind. The kami hesitated.

      A huge black shape swept over Shiro’s head. With a deafening cry, the giant raven dove for Koyane, its talons outstretched. The kami caught the raven’s feet with his hands, stopping the talons just before they would have torn into his chest. White light burst from his hands as black flames erupted off the raven’s feet. The two powers clashed in a burst of lightning.

      Shiro sprang into the air as the floor shattered where he’d been standing. The nearest kami vassal drew a sword from the sheath at his hip, the blade glowing white.

      The raven unleashed another harsh cry. Black wings unfurled from the rippling darkness as a flock of shadow-crows took form, their ghostly bodies marked by three glowing red eyes. They swarmed the two kami, spectral forms that still somehow ripped at the kami’s arms and faces.

      Spinning, Shiro bolted for the door. He flew out into the courtyard and launched into his bounding run, the trees flashing by. His arms were iron bands around her, holding her tight. She wished she had the strength to tell him to loosen his grip. It was so hard to breathe.

      Her awareness of time slipped away. She had no idea if it had been a minute or an hour when he stopped, panting for air. He laid her on the ground, fallen leaves crackling under her. Her body was heavy, limbs numb and immovable. His face appeared above hers, blurry and in shadows.

      “Emi? Can you hear me?” The frantic note in his voice surprised her. “Emi, answer me.”

      He touched her cheek. His hand felt like fire against her cold skin.

      With a whoosh of air, shadows passed across her vision. The blur morphed into Yumei. He crouched on her other side.

      “He stole her ki.” Shiro’s deep, growling rage would have made her shiver if she’d had the strength. “Why the hell would he do that?”

      “Because kami crave power.” Yumei touched her throat, pressing his fingers against her pulse. “He took too much. Her life fades.”

      Regret flickered through Emi. Ah, so she was dying? Beyond a certain point, there wasn’t enough ki left to sustain the body. Why had Koyane done this to her? What a foolish way to die. She should have waited for the solstice. Shiro had flippantly remarked that yokai ate humans to consume their ki, but she never would have imagined that a kami would even consider stealing ki, let alone draw it from a living human as if it were a delightful delicacy.

      “She can’t die,” Shiro snarled.

      “We will find another way to break the onenju’s curse.”

      A moment of silence. “I’ve been searching for years already. She is my only hope.”

      “If you wish for her to live,” Yumei replied flatly, “then replenish her ki yourself. Decide now. The kami are coming.”

      Her chest hurt and her pulse throbbed erratically in her ears. Her eyes had closed at some point. Time disappeared again, confusing her senses.

      “Could you—” Shiro began.

      “I will not. Do it yourself or let her die.”

      Shiro hissed angrily. “I’ve never given ki to a human. How much—”

      “Only a touch. Too much and your yokai ki will destroy hers. Go slowly. Mortals can handle far less than you would assume.” A terse pause. “They draw near.”

      “Can you buy me time?”

      Yumei grunted. Swift but quiet footsteps crunched over the leaves and faded away. Then Shiro’s arm slid under her, raising her shoulders off the ground and pulling her into his lap. A warm hand curled around the back of her neck, lifting her head.

      “I won’t let you die,” Shiro whispered, his voice so close. “Forgive me.”

      He tilted her face toward him, his soft exhalation heating her icy lips. He gently closed his mouth over hers, his touch delicate and yielding, so different from the kami’s. He didn’t steal her life away. Instead, he breathed life into her.

      Warmth and power flowed in the wake of his breath. It was hot—too hot. Scalding ki swept through her. She went rigid with pain, gasping against his mouth. His hand on her neck held her in place and again he breathed his ki into her. The second rush was softer, hot but not quite so burning. It flowed through her, pouring into her numb limbs and warming them. The weight gradually lifted and the constricting pressure on her chest eased.

      Life filled her again as the shadow of death that had come so close receded and vanished. She was alive.

      His mouth was warm and soft against hers. She wasn’t quite sure how it happened, when it happened, but the touch of his lips changed from a seal to transfer power into something else—something that made a different heat rise through her, that melted her insides and sent her heart racing.

      His lips moved softly over hers. Thought disappeared from her head as her blood rushed through her veins and longing lit inside her. She could do nothing but hang in his arms, lost in strange, wonderful feelings as he kissed her. Her hand crept up of its own accord and touched his hair. Hesitantly, afraid he would stop, she slipped her fingers into his hair and pulled his head down just a little.

      He pressed his mouth harder against hers, the kiss deepening with a demanding kind of hunger. Hot desire pulsed through her and she gasped wildly against his mouth, her hand tightening in his hair.

      He jerked back, his head snapping up. She blinked dazedly.

      Yumei swept out of the shadows, a dozen crows rushing past him in a frenzy of flapping wings.

      “I have delayed them,” he said brusquely, “but they hunt with determination. The lesser kami are weak, but their leader is too powerful to easily defeat. We must retreat to safe ground.”

      Shiro scooped her into his arms. “Where?”

      “Follow me.”

      Yumei darted into the trees, as fast as one of his crows even without wings. Shiro launched after him in a bounding run. Emi clutched his shoulders, her head a mess of thoughts that soon dissolved into a sort of confused, wordless buzzing. The surge of adrenaline from her revival waned, leaving an aching, feverish weakness in its place. Her head bobbed listlessly with each running stride he took until she buried her face against his shoulder.

      So exhausted. So weak. So hard to keep her eyes open.

      The forest faded as Shiro ran on.
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      Voices filtered sluggishly through the haze of sleep.

      “… definitely wasn’t Izanami,” Shiro was saying. “He was powerful though.”

      “He must be a vassal of Izanami,” Yumei replied, equally quiet, the words scarcely more than a whisper. “The Amatsukami have numerous generals and vassals to do their bidding. Even the Kunitsukami keep a handful of vassals, though they normally eschew direct rule.”

      A growl roughened Shiro’s voice. “Whoever he is, why would he kill the miko of another Amatsukami?”

      “Perhaps the girl broke some protocol,” Yumei said, not sounding particularly interested. “Perhaps her mysterious need to meet an Amatsukami offended him.”

      “But to kill her for it?”

      “Perhaps he lusted for her pure ki. His was not well balanced from what I could sense.”

      “Stealing from a mere miko is a waste of effort,” Shiro disagreed. “For a kami like him, her ki would be but a drop in the well of his power.”

      As they spoke, Emi struggled toward consciousness, feeling as though she were anchored in the depths of an ocean of exhaustion.

      After a moment, Shiro asked, “This doesn’t arouse your curiosity at all? A kami murdering miko?”

      “Greed and ambition are not uncommon among the kami. I am more interested in what the miko asked of him.”

      Shiro grunted.

      As her awareness sharpened, she realized she was curled around something warm. Only when he shifted did she recognize it as Shiro. She was using his leg as a pillow, her arm flopped across his lap.

      “The miko is awake,” Yumei observed.

      She forced her eyes open, squinting wearily. Yumei sat cross-legged on the floor a couple feet away. They were in a tiny, dusty room, empty except for a largish shrine on one wall with a dust-coated stone as a shintai. She pushed herself up, her cheeks heating. She couldn’t look at Shiro as she scooted a foot over and slumped against the wall. She’d been sleeping almost in his lap. And before that … Her mind shied away from the thought and she stared determinedly at the floor.

      “Where are we?” she whispered.

      “An Inari shrine on the outskirts of the city,” Shiro answered. “The kami are unlikely to search here, and Yumei’s crows are keeping watch.”

      Alarm flashed through her and she looked up. A Kunitsukami shrine wasn’t a smart place for a kamigakari to be. “Is it safe here? I’m a—an Amatsukami miko and Inari is—”

      “There is no Kunitsukami power here,” Yumei interrupted impatiently. “Inari’s presence faded long ago and only the meager ofuda of the human kannushi protect it now. However, reputation and habit will keep the kami away.”

      “Oh,” she said weakly, leaning her head back against the wall. She pressed her wrist to her forehead. “I don’t feel well.”

      “The kami drained most of your ki,” Shiro said, sounding almost sympathetic. “It wasn’t safe for me to give you more than I did.”

      Her cheeks flushed all over again at the reminder. “How long until I’m back to normal?”

      “I don’t know. A few days?” He looked hopefully at Yumei for an answer, but the Tengu merely shrugged.

      Emi stifled a groan and closed her eyes. Her muscles felt weak and shaky, and every inch of her throbbed as if she had a high fever. It would take days for her to recover?

      Still, she was grateful Shiro had been cautious. Kami and yokai ki were incompatible, and unbeknownst to him, Emi had been attuning herself to kami ki for months, perhaps years. If Koyane hadn’t drained all of Amaterasu’s ki from her body … well, she didn’t want to know what Shiro’s ki would have done to her.

      Quiet amazement filtered through her tired thoughts. Yokai ki was flowing through her. How strange that Shiro’s life force was inside her, keeping her alive.

      Despite her efforts to keep her thoughts away from it, the memory of that sharing of power reared up in her mind. The way the touch of his mouth on hers had transformed from necessity to intimacy. The way he’d kissed her, softness evolving into hunger. And the craving he in turn had awoken in her. Sensations and desires she’d never felt before. A need that still ached quietly within her.

      She shoved the memories away, unwilling to consider the logical questions that inevitably followed, like what it meant that he had kissed her, how he felt about her, how she felt about him. It didn’t mean anything. She should be angry that he had taken advantage of her helpless state by stealing a kiss when she couldn’t stop him—except she wasn’t sure he had stolen that kiss. Maybe she could have stopped him. She hadn’t actually tried.

      She was also, maybe, a little angry that her first ever kiss had been with a yokai. Then again, it was likely the only kiss she would ever receive. Despair stirred beneath her heart but she quickly suppressed it; she couldn’t face it, not here.

      “Why did the kami try to kill you?” Shiro asked her, drawing her out of her thoughts.

      She opened her eyes. “I’m not sure. He said it looked like I was suffering and he would ‘free me of my burdens,’ which I guess meant killing me.”

      “I’m surprised one of Izanami’s vassals was so malicious,” Shiro mused. “I assumed an Amatsukami had better taste in subordinates.”

      “As soon as I realized he wasn’t Izanami,” she mumbled, “I should have left. Will he come after me again?”

      “An opportunist like him is unlikely to keep hunting you,” Shiro replied. “He probably assumes you died and that we ran off with you to eat your body.”

      “Eat … my …?”

      He shrugged. “Kami always assume the worst of us.”

      “Oh.”

      “I would have let my crows eat you,” Yumei said tonelessly, “had you died.”

      She stared at him incredulously, then shook her head and sagged back against the wall, too exhausted to decide how she was supposed to respond to that.

      “Well, since the Izanami shrine turned out to be a death trap, we’ll have to try again.” Shiro regarded Yumei. “What do you think? Any leads on a different Amatsukami?”

      “Another can be found,” Yumei said dismissively. “All the Amatsukami are gathering in this area for the solstice. Once it passes, they will disperse across the lands once again.”

      “The s-solstice?” she stuttered, quashing her panic. They knew about the kamigakari ceremony?

      “They’ve come for their yearly ritual … thing,” Shiro said. “And if there’s a descension, they protect the kamigakari.”

      She nodded, careful not to betray anything. Yumei and Shiro didn’t seem to suspect she was Amaterasu’s kamigakari. And why would they? As far as they knew—and as Koyane had assumed—the kamigakari always lived in the main shrine of her kami until the ceremony, which was the only time she would be exposed to the dangers of the outside world. They would never expect to find a kamigakari at a tiny, shabby shrine in the middle of nowhere.

      “You are a miko,” Yumei said flatly. “Do you not know of this?”

      “I … yes, I heard about it. I just didn’t know yokai knew so much …”

      “The Kunitsukami gather for the solstice as well.”

      She inhaled sharply. “They do?”

      “They used to,” Shiro corrected.

      She desperately wanted to ask why the Kunitsukami would gather along with the Amatsukami. She suspected it was to attempt to kill the kamigakari. Why else would they be around for an Amatsukami ceremony? But if the conversation lingered on the solstice for too long, she might unintentionally reveal one too many clues about her true identity.

      “Do you know anything about the missing Kunitsukami?” she asked Yumei quickly, diverting the topic. “Have you tried finding them with your crows?”

      His silver eyes drifted to her. “I have searched, to no avail.”

      “It’s hard to find a powerful yokai who doesn’t want to be found,” Shiro said, leaning his head back against the wall and closing his eyes. “We don’t know where the Kunitsukami are, what they look like, or how to find them. They most certainly have the ability to hide or disguise their ki, which means it is impossible to find them unless they want to be found.”

      “You don’t know what they look like?” she asked skeptically. “No yokai you know has ever met one?”

      “I have encountered them all at various times,” Yumei said, “but I do not recall their faces.”

      “You … you don’t?” How could he forget the faces of his ultimate leaders?

      “The greater your spiritual power,” Shiro said without opening his eyes, “the more ‘other’ you are. Kunitsukami exist so far into the spiritual realm that the minds of a lesser being can’t entirely comprehend them. It makes it difficult to remember them.”

      He opened one ruby eye to look at her. “Remember how those humans didn’t see what I really was? They could only perceive what they were able to understand and their minds filled in the rest based on expectations. Most of them will soon forget they ever saw me. If you never saw Yumei again, you would forget his face in a week or two. With me, it would take longer because I’m far less powerful and you’ve spent more time with me. But you’d eventually forget my face as well.”

      Forget him? Forget those ruby eyes and his irritating, sly grin? Not likely.

      “I knew all the Kunitsukami once,” Yumei said. “Sarutahiko is tall and powerfully built. He speaks carefully, giving thought and authority to every word. His will is unyielding steel but he is always fair and honorable.”

      “You remember all that but not his face?” She glanced between the two yokai. “What about Inari? What do you remember?”

      “Nothing,” Yumei answered. “Well over a hundred years have come and gone since I last laid eyes on the Kunitsukami of the Fire.”

      A hundred years? When Shiro mentioned that Inari had been missing for decades, she hadn’t thought he’d meant over a century. No wonder Shiro couldn’t find the patron of the kitsune.

      Shiro stifled a long yawn. “You’ll forget the face of that kami too.”

      “But he’s not a yokai,” she protested. “His face is the human face of his host.”

      Yumei tilted his head to one side, stretching his neck. “When a kami inhabits a human vessel, his ki merges with the human flesh, eventually transforming the mortal body into something closer to a kami. The kamigakari will even take on the likeness of the kami as time passes.”

      Another thing about kamigakari she hadn’t known.

      “Does it bother you that the Kunitsukami are gone?” she asked, again steering the conversation away from her secrets. “Or do you enjoy the freedom the way the oni do?”

      Shiro sighed. “You’re thinking like a kami, little miko. I told you the Kunitsukami don’t rule us like the Amatsukami rule.”

      “You say that like yokai are better than kami.”

      “No, but at least we’re honest about what we are.”

      “Are you?” She met his eyes, trying to see the truths he kept so carefully hidden. “Who are you then? Why are you bound by a curse so powerful only a Kunitsukami can remove it? Who bound you?”

      He returned her stare, unblinking. Then he gave her a lazy grin. “Such intensity, little miko. Is it your desire to know me so intimately?”

      Her cheeks burned. She looked down at her lap and curled her hands into fists. Why had he kissed her? As another way to manipulate and trick her?

      “The absence of the Kunitsukami is harmful in unexpected ways,” Yumei murmured. His soft tone, devoid of impatience or irritation and instead tinged with unease, surprised her.

      His silver eyes slipped out of focus, seeing something besides the walls of the inner shrine. “As their power fades from the land, all suffer. The forests dwindle without Uzume’s nurturing presence. The mountains crumble. Fires rage. The rain ceases to fall for too long, and the snow comes before its time. We weaken as kami power seeps into our lands, and the air tastes of fear. Where are they? Why have they abandoned us?”

      His gaze refocused and he rose to his feet. “The night is short. I will return you to the Amaterasu shrine.”

      She watched him glide out the door, her skin prickling. The air tastes of fear. How bad was it that the Kunitsukami were missing? Not just for the yokai, but for the entire world? The kami and yokai were opposites that balanced each other, and the world could not exist without both. As much as she loved the sun, a never-ending day would be just as destructive as a never-ending night. Did the kami know this? Did they care? Power and ambition aside, the Amatsukami must realize that the world needed the Kunitsukami.
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* * *

      Fatigue dragged at her like heavy chains.

      Emi walked beside Shiro as they followed the long road toward the Shirayuri Shrine. Yumei, in his raven form, had dropped them a mile from the shrine before flying off. When she’d complained that he could have brought them a lot closer, Shiro had explained that the Tengu’s teleportation wasn’t a skill of precision; it was only accurate within a couple miles of a specific location. And when she’d inquired why he couldn’t fly them closer the old-fashioned way, Shiro had smirked and asked if she really thought Yumei wanted to carry them around like a feathered pack mule.

      After fifteen minutes of walking, the clear sky was just beginning to lighten from black to deep blue. Dawn would arrive in the next hour. Her apprehension increased with each step. She was less than optimistic that her absence had gone unnoticed. Fujimoto and Nanako would be furious, but it was the thought of Katsuo’s reaction that shrunk her innards with guilt. Maybe she should have told him she was leaving, but he would have tried to come with her—or stop her. She hadn’t been able to chance either.

      She would face the consequences when she arrived, just as she had to face the truth. She couldn’t dodge it any longer or hide behind the flimsy hope that the kannushi manual was a lie.

      Finally, she knew the absolute truth. Even though Koyane had tried to kill her, he had no reason to deceive her. The only lies were those she’d been told her whole life. She wondered whether the truth would surprise Yumei or Shiro.

      On the solstice, her life would end. There was no escape, no way to change her future. All that remained was accepting it. Despair lapped at her mind, seeking her surrender to the darkness of grief and fear, but she resisted its pull. She would make peace with her fate. She had to.

      She peeked at Shiro. He walked beside her, lost in his own thoughts. She would have to tell him that their bargain was complete. He didn’t need to risk his life or fall further into Yumei’s debt to arrange another Amatsukami meeting. She had what she needed and she owed it to him to fulfill her end of the deal. She probably should have said something earlier but she hadn’t wanted to speak in front of Yumei. This bargain had begun between her and Shiro alone and that was how she wanted it to end.

      As she watched him, her gaze dropped to his mouth, to the lips that had touched hers. A slow wave of heat uncurled in her middle as a blush crept into her cheeks. He’d kissed her. Why? She wanted to believe it didn’t mean anything. He’d had the opportunity and he’d taken it because that’s what yokai did. That was all … wasn’t it?

      “Shiro?”

      He looked at her, his ruby eyes gleaming in the darkness.

      “Um. Thank you. For … for saving me.”

      A corner of his mouth turned up. “You should choose your words more carefully, little miko. Thanking me implies a debt.”

      “But … I do owe you a debt. You didn’t have to … to do that.”

      “I need you alive to complete our bargain.” He shook his wrist; the onenju should have rattled but the beads were eerily silent and unmoving. “Do not acknowledge a debt when you can avoid it.”

      She knew—she knew—he’d saved her so she could remove the onenju, so why did his words send a sharp pain shooting through her? Maybe it was the way he’d whispered against her cheek that he wouldn’t let her die. Maybe it had been the gentle touch of his hands, the warmth of his ki, the delicate touch of his lips. Maybe she was just a stupid, naïve girl to think he might actually care about her.

      Shiro didn’t seem to notice her tension. He kept his attention on the road, his stride lengthening just enough that she had to work to keep up, her exhausted muscles protesting the increased exertion. She walked beside him, bullying her heart with cold logic. He was a yokai. She was nothing more to him than a way out of his curse, just as he’d been nothing to her but a way to find out the truth about her fate. She should tell him his end of the deal was complete.

      “Why?” she asked instead, the word hard and somewhat hostile.

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you acknowledge your debt to me when I saved you from the oni?” she asked. “If it’s better not to, why put yourself in my debt?”

      His eyebrows drew together. “That was different. I saved your life tonight because I need you alive. You gained nothing from saving me.”

      She squinted at him. Was he an immoral, heartless yokai or wasn’t he? Why couldn’t she figure him out?

      “You’re strangely innocent, little miko,” he murmured, casting his gaze toward the predawn sky. “One moment you think we are creatures of depraved evil, and the next you assume we are kinder and far more selfless than we could ever be. I do not understand you.”

      Her hands clenched into fists. “Maybe I don’t want to always assume the worst.”

      “It’s safer if you do.”

      “Weren’t you the one who begged me to trust you, swearing on your life?”

      “I never said your mistrust was unwise.”

      Her steps faltered. She hurried to match his pace again. “So what are you saying then? That you’re bad but not that bad? That I shouldn’t trust you but you want me to anyway? I don’t understand you either.”

      “Who do you think are more evil?” He said the last word mockingly. “Kami or yokai?”

      “Yokai.”

      “Even after your encounter with Izanami’s vassal?”

      “He was an exception.”

      “Was he? How do you know? How many other kami have you met to compare him to?”

      She gritted her teeth and didn’t answer.

      He glanced at her. “A man is betrayed by his friend and kills him. Another man covets his friend’s wife and kills him. Which killer is more wicked?”

      “They’re both murderers.”

      “So you see no difference at all?”

      “I, well …” She frowned. “I suppose the man who killed for greed is worse than the man who killed for revenge, but not by much. What’s your point?”

      “For yokai, neither man is wicked.” He absently ran his fingers over a loop of the onenju. “To be killed for an act of betrayal is your due recompense. The one who was betrayed defends his honor; he commits no sin.”

      “What about the man who coveted his friend’s wife?”

      “The husband failed to protect what was his. The husband was weak. In nature, the strong conquer the weak. Death is natural and expected. If you are not strong enough to survive, you either find someone stronger to protect you or you perish.” His gaze flicked to hers. “And so the kitsune appealed to Inari, becoming servants of a Kunitsukami to ensure our survival, because we are weak but not stupid.”

      “So for yokai, killing isn’t a crime.” She couldn’t hide her disapproval.

      He waved a hand in the general direction of the mountains. “A fox kills a rabbit for food. Is the fox a criminal?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because … because the fox needs to eat. It’s the fox’s nature to hunt rabbits.”

      “And what is the difference between foxes and rabbits, and yokai and humans?”

      “Humans aren’t rabbits!”

      “Rabbits aren’t deer either. Would you condemn the wolf that kills the deer?”

      “Humans and animals are different.”

      “How?”

      “We—we have lives, families—”

      “So do deer and rabbits.”

      “We have a higher consciousness.” She glared at him. “We aren’t animals and you can’t compare us to them.”

      He shrugged. “Most yokai don’t see much difference. Yumei sees no difference at all, especially since he can speak with the beasts as easily as he can speak with us. To him, humans are just another kind of animal.”

      She clenched and unclenched her hands as she walked, furious but not quite sure why. “So you would feel the same guilt killing me as killing a rabbit?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Because you need me to remove the onenju.”

      He stopped, ruby gaze returning to the fading stars. “Because you are more to me now. Because you keep secrets like a kami and I’m curious what you hide. Because you are lonely and scared and I don’t understand why. Because you trust me when you know you shouldn’t. Because I believe you when you say you will keep your word.”

      She stared at him, unfamiliar emotions tightening her throat. Her pulse beat in her ears. “Shiro …”

      His eyes pierced her and there was no warmth in their crimson depths. “I could not kill you without guilt, little miko, but make no mistake … if you give me a reason, I will.”

      Ice rushed through her veins, then shattered into shards of pain. She whirled away from him and stormed up the road alone. His words rang through her mind, over and over. If you give me a reason, I will. She’d almost thought … but no. He had no goodness in his yokai soul. He would indeed kill her if he thought he had a decent reason. He might be curious about her, but to him, she was more like a specimen in a zoo than a real person. She was just an interesting animal.

      Why had she tried to convince herself that he cared? His only kindess had been to warn her about what yokai really were, what he really was.

      She wheeled off the road, turning onto the path to the shrine, damp leaves crunching underfoot. She glanced back once and saw Shiro following at a distance, not even watching her. He didn’t care that he’d upset her. Maybe he’d hurt her on purpose.

      I will not let you die. Forgive me.

      Why had he said that? Why had he kissed her?

      Why did she care so much?

      She shook her head, almost dislodging her hair from its bun. She would tell him he’d met his side of the bargain when she darn well felt like it. He could stew about finding another Amatsukami for another few days while she regained her strength. It would serve him right.

      Passing beneath the first torii with a quick bow, she started up the steps, working to keep the suffocating fatigue from snuffing out her anger. If she stopped being angry, she would feel hurt and betrayed—again. She was done with letting him hurt her.

      “Emi!”

      She continued stomping up the steps, ignoring his urgent call. Whatever he wanted to say, she didn’t want to hear it. She reached the top of the stairs, bowed, and stepped beneath the second torii. The shrine courtyard spread out before her, the peaked roofs coated in white snow. The lanterns on the main hall glowed softly, the only source of light. Not even the shadows moved.

      “Emi!” he yelled.

      She hesitated, unable to stop herself from looking back.

      Shiro flew up the stairs and crashed into her. Grabbing her in his arms, he sprang back toward the steps as a strange shimmering light lit the air. A rainbow of colors flashed across their path, and a sudden invisible force slammed into them, flinging them back into the courtyard.

      Emi hit the stones and pain shot through her knees as Shiro half fell on her. She jerked around to see what had attacked them. Instead of an assailant, a rectangular barrier glowed faintly from the torii all the way to the shrine at the far end, enclosing the entire courtyard.

      “What is this?” she gasped.

      Shiro pushed off her and sat on the ground. “A barrier.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Someone wants to keep us here. I’m sure we’ll find out who very soon.”

      She looked from his expression of annoyed suffering to the barrier and back, wondering where his earlier urgency had gone. “We’re trapped?”

      “Are you coming out?” Shiro called to the empty courtyard. “Or do you expect us to wait indefinitely?”

      A moment of silence before a voice answered, “Impatient, are we, kitsune?”

      From the darkness beneath the eaves of the shrine, a shadow moved. A woman drifted out, her navy kimono brushing the ground behind her. Her impossibly blue hair was swept into an elaborate looping style, with long tendrils swaying down her back. A folding fan in one hand fluttered gracefully as she brought it up to her face, where a white mask with strange markings covered her features except for her mouth and chin.

      The woman smiled sweetly. “A handsome one you are, kitsune. I do not believe we have met.”

      “An accurate assumption,” Shiro said, rising to his feet and untangling one of the long ties at his waist.

      “I am Ameonna, Lady of the Rain. My pet is Sunekosuri.” She waved her fan as though she were overheating in the cool night air. “I was not told your name, kitsune.”

      Emi stared in confusion, seeing only the woman in the courtyard. What “pet” was she talking about? Emi looked at Shiro. He tilted his head toward the roof of the stage. A shadow was crouched on the eaves, hunched like a watching gargoyle. Her heart rate picked up, trepidation rising in her chest.

      “I am no one interesting,” Shiro replied casually. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit, Lady of the Rain?”

      “Ah, kitsune, is it not obvious?” Ameonna smiled again. “I am here to kill you and the miko.”
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      “Kill us?” Emi gasped.

      Ameonna flitted her fan. “I owe a certain kami a favor, you see, otherwise I would not bother myself with such a tedious task as killing humans, and on such short notice too.” She pointed her fan at Shiro. “I did agree to kill you, kitsune, but you seem most delightful. Agree to become my newest pet, and I shall spare your life.”

      Emi’s brain finally caught up with what was happening. The blue-haired woman was a yokai, and she’d trapped Emi and Shiro inside a barrier so they couldn’t escape. But how had a yokai with lethal intent passed through the torii barrier? Why wasn’t the sacred ground rejecting her?

      “A kami?” Emi blurted. “You’ve come to kill us because a kami told you to?”

      “He is quite unpleasant,” Ameonna complained. The blank eyes of her mask stared, hiding her expression except for her mouth. “I am pleased to be rid of my debt to him. Well, kitsune? Do you agree to my generous offer?”

      “I’m not very obedient, I’m afraid. I wouldn’t make a good pet.”

      The yokai woman grinned, showing her teeth. “I would teach you obedience.”

      “Tempting, but I’ll pass.”

      Ameonna sighed. “How unfortunate. Well, then, Sunekosuri? Come.”

      The shadow on the eaves uncoiled. A man leaped from the roof, landing lightly on the stones beside Ameonna. He wore simple black garments, and a plain white mask covered most of his face. Above it, a pair of dark brown dog ears rose from his head. As he turned to Ameonna, awaiting her command, a matching tail swished behind him.

      “What is he?” Emi whispered to Shiro.

      “An inugami,” he grumbled, not sounding pleased to name the dog version of a kitsune. “This is going to hurt.”

      “Hurt?”

      “How many foxes have you seen outmatch a dog? And that woman is even more powerful.”

      Her heart beat painfully against her ribs. “Are you saying you don’t think you can win?”

      With his attention on the inugami as it took several light-footed steps closer, Shiro smiled grimly. “I’m saying I don’t stand a chance.”

      “Kitsune,” the woman called. “I ask one final time. Surrender your will to me.”

      In answer, he stepped in front of Emi and turned his palms up. Foxfire rippled over his hands and shot outward, revealing his curved swords.

      “So be it,” Ameonna said. “Sune, my sweet, kill him.”

      The inugami flashed his bestial canines from below the bottom edge of his mask. He advanced toward Shiro, drawing the sword at his hip. The katana blade glowed with ki, and an answering shimmer of flames rippled down Shiro’s swords.

      Sunekosuri sprang at Shiro. Blades flashed through the air and crashed together, the clang of metal on metal ringing through the courtyard. Light burst from the point of contact, flinging Shiro back. He landed on his feet and slid across the ground. The inugami charged after him and their blades met again, Shiro catching the katana with his smaller weapons. For an instant, Emi wondered why Shiro was using his blades together instead of deflecting with one and attacking with the other, the way she’d seen dual-wielding sohei in Shion do.

      Then the inugami leaned into his blade and Shiro bent under the pressure, unable to hold against the other yokai’s strength. The enemy blade dipped toward Shiro’s face despite his efforts to hold him back. His red eyes gleamed in the darkness and he slid out from under the katana, shoving it aside.

      Her heart clogged her throat. The other yokai was too strong. But Shiro still had his speed, didn’t he?

      The kitsune spun, his blades whirling. The inugami leaped after him and their blades struck again. Springing apart, leaping in, blades whipping through the air, striking with crashes of noise and flashes of light and fire. They moved so fast Emi couldn’t follow the motions and barely understood what was happening.

      Ameonna exclaimed in delight, hands clasped together around her folded fan and a wide smile stretching her face as she watched the inugami and kitsune battle. Emi tried to breathe, but her lungs were locked in terror as the two yokai slammed together again and again, deadly steel moving so fast. Then Sunekosuri caught Shiro’s blades on his sword and flung his katana wide, throwing Shiro sideways. The inugami’s elbow whipped back and struck the kitsune in the chest. Shiro fell hard on his back before rolling away and springing up as the inugami’s blade followed him.

      Shiro was going to lose. He was going to die. She had to do something.

      She jammed her hands into her skirt pockets and pulled out two handfuls of ofuda. Binding, barrier, and purification. The inugami was too fast for her to hit him with any of them. Even if she could, she had almost no ki left—certainly not enough to fuel an ofuda binding. What was she supposed to do? Her hands clenched, crushing the paper as she looked around the empty courtyard in desperation. The barrier trapping them glowed faintly. She could try to break it, but she doubted they could outrun Sunekosuri or his master.

      Her gaze fell on the sacred tree, just inside the barrier. Wrapped around its trunk was a two-inch-thick woven rope decorated with folded paper—a shimenawa, a tool for purification. Shimenawa were used to protect and purify sacred places and objects. An even thicker shimenawa hung above the hall of worship.

      With a frantic glance toward Shiro, she ran for the tree. Ameonna stayed wholly focused on the spectacle before her. She squealed in elation and Emi looked back just as the point of the inugami’s sword caught Shiro’s chest, slicing across to his shoulder. His blood splattered the snow-dusted stone of the courtyard, but he didn’t falter.

      Forcing herself to focus, Emi jumped onto the bench under the tree and grabbed the rope’s knot. It was tied tight and her fingernails tore as she dug at it. As she struggled with the rope, Ameonna laughed gleefully at the fight before her. The knot wouldn’t budge and as Emi yanked at it, the rope grew warm under her hands. Did its protective magic prevent people from removing it?

      As desperate hopelessness swept over her, heat flashed in her chest. Burning power burst through Amaterasu’s mark and flooded her body. Her legs buckled and she dropped to her knees on the bench, barely keeping a hold on the shimenawa. Amaterasu’s presence whispered through her, and magic surged down her arm. The knot beneath her hand sparked with blue light and then popped apart as if it had never been tied.

      Strength pulsed in her veins, her ki replenished by Amaterasu’s potent power. The Amatsukami’s presence within her swiftly faded, but just before it left Emi’s senses, she felt a flash of unexpected ferocity from Amaterasu: fight, the kami seemed to say.

      Behind her, metal clattered loudly from a sword bouncing across the stones.

      “Ah!” Ameonna exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Lovely, Sune, my darling!”

      Emi whipped around, one end of the shimenawa in her hand, and froze.

      Sunekosuri’s katana was sticking through Shiro’s left arm. Several inches of the blade protruded from the top of his forearm. Somehow, he was still clinging to his short sword, but the other one was on the ground a few yards away.

      Shiro bared his teeth. He grabbed the yokai’s blade with his bare hand and yanked it out of his arm. Still holding the blade, he slashed the inugami across the face with his remaining short sword. The inugami bellowed and staggered back.

      Ameonna shrieked furiously. “His face! You damaged his face! Sune, enough games. Kill him now!”

      The inugami threw his head back. Blood coursed down his face from the diagonal cut that ran from his right cheek up to his left temple. He shoved his sword back into its sheath as his skin glowed with white light. His shape softened, the edges of his form rippling. He roared and the sound turned into a dog’s deep howl. Light flashed blindingly bright.

      A massive dog the size of a horse jumped out of the light. Its mottled black and brown fur formed rough stripes across its body, and its muzzle contorted into a snarl. Drool dripped from its jowls as it took a menacing step toward Shiro.

      Shiro gazed at the dog, unmoving. Then blue and red flames erupted over him and he returned to his tiny fox form, no larger than the inugami’s head. The huge yokai snarled and Shiro opened his jaws, letting his tongue loll out in a silent vulpine laugh.

      With a deep barking roar, the inugami sprang for Shiro. The white fox dove away, speeding through the dog’s legs and nipping at its back ankle on his way by.

      Tearing her attention away, Emi pulled out her purification ofuda and slapped one against the shimenawa. Shiro could only evade the dog for so long, and he wouldn’t win the fight in his fox form. The ofuda glowed faintly as it stuck to the rope, defying the laws of nature. She smacked the other two onto the shimenawa and tied one end of the rope around the middle to create a sliding knot.

      “Kill him!” Ameonna yelled impatiently. “Just kill him!”

      Clutching the rope, Emi turned back to the courtyard. The monstrous inugami spun in a circle, trying in vain to bite the fox. Shiro darted around the dog’s legs, staying well away from its teeth. With her heart racing and knees shaking, Emi ran toward them.

      The inugami whirled in another circle, jaws snapping furiously and catching nothing but air. Emi sped toward it, the shimenawa in her hands. She needed to catch it as it turned, before it saw her. She could do this. She held out the rope and sprinted into the fray.

      The dog spun around. Suddenly, she was face to fangs with the monstrous inugami.

      Shiro shot out from between the dog’s front legs and leaped at the underside of its jaw. The inugami’s head snapped down, teeth reaching for the kitsune.

      Emi flung the shimenawa out. The loop flew over the dog’s head as it lunged. She yanked on her end of the rope, pulling it tight around the dog’s neck.

      “Shukusei no tama!” she screamed.

      Her newly replenished ki surged through her. The shimenawa and ofuda lit bright white with power. The inugami howled as a swirling wind rushed off its body. The shimenawa glowed even brighter and with a final agonized wail, the inugami collapsed.

      Blue filled Emi’s vision—a swirl of sapphire with a white mask. Ameonna’s arm swung back and she struck Emi across the face. The world spun and she crashed onto the ground, scraping her arms and legs. A hand grabbed her hair, tearing it out of its bun as she was dragged back to her feet.

      “How dare you interfere, pathetic human worm,” Ameonna hissed. “I will—”

      She dropped Emi, letting her collapse onto the ground. The woman spun around. Behind her, Shiro—back in his humanoid form—stood over the inugami, one foot planted on the beast’s neck. He yanked his blade out of the dog as the glow around the shimenawa faded.

      “Sune! My sweet Sunekosuri!” Ameonna cried, rushing toward her servant.

      She waved her fan, sending a wild blast of wind at Shiro. He sprang clear as she reached for the inugami. Shiro circled the body and trotted to Emi. She sat up shakily, surprised to see blood smeared across her scraped palms. Her knees were equally bloody.

      She had nothing on Shiro though. Blood running from his punctured arm coated his right hand and a steady trickle dripped from the cut in his left palm. The slice on his shoulder had stained his kosode bright crimson. His hakama was torn over the side of his left thigh and the material was wet with more blood.

      “Shiro,” she whispered, horrified.

      Ameonna stroked the inugami’s muzzle gently, then straightened to face Emi and Shiro. As she walked toward them with measured steps, the wind swirled around her feet.

      “You killed my pet.” Her voice had gone husky with cold fury. “You will suffer the just punishment for his death.”

      Shiro’s hand tightened on the hilt of his remaining short sword. “Get up, Emi.”

      Trembling, she gathered her feet under her to stand beside him—not that she thought it would do any good.

      Ameonna’s lips turned up in a tight smirk and she lifted her folding fan toward her opposite shoulder. The wind swirling around her feet went still as the fan glowed. She slashed the fan at a downward angle across her body.

      Wind and water formed a rippling blade of silver power. It blasted toward them so fast that neither she nor Shiro had a chance to react. Whipping through the air as fast as a lightning bolt, it struck Shiro straight on.

      Blood sprayed over the courtyard stones. He hit the ground on his back beside her, crimson rivulets gushing from the deep gouge that ran from his left shoulder to his right hip.

      Her heart stopped in her chest as she stared, still crouched in preparation to rise so she could stand beside him. But now he was on the ground, his blood running across the stones. He was entirely motionless, his head turned away from her, white hair splayed across his face. Not even the faint movement of his chest, the rise and fall of breath, disturbed his utter stillness. Frozen in place, her body turned to stone, she didn’t move, didn’t even breathe.

      He gasped. The sudden inhalation slipped out of him with an audible shudder and he turned his head, ruby eyes slitted and his face taut. He bared his teeth at Ameonna. Emi reached a trembling hand toward him but he was already pushing himself up. Somehow, impossibly, he struggled to his feet, staggering for balance in a puddle of his own blood.

      Ameonna smiled icily. “Begging for more punishment, kitsune?”

      Emi’s pulse pounded hard in her ears, deafening her. He was standing. How was he standing with those injuries? How was he preparing to continue the fight when he could barely hold his sword? Who had that kind of will, that drive to fight no matter what?

      Ameonna’s smile widened and she once again raised her fan.

      For Emi, the world stilled, crystalizing as she realized what she needed to do—what she should have done the moment the barrier had trapped them. As power gathered around Ameonna, Emi lunged forward and grabbed Shiro’s right forearm. With her other hand, she took hold of the bottom loop of the onenju around his wrist and pulled it down.

      Power rushed out of the beads and careened up her arm. For a terrifying instant, the beads clung to him, refusing to budge. Heat scorched her fingers and the ki of the curse raced up the veins in her arm like molten lead. Jaw clenched, she dug her fingers into his arm and ripped the loop of beads down over his hand.

      The release of power exploded in her face. She was thrown backward with so much force that she was airborne, the buildings and trees spinning past her.

      Then she hit the ground and her head struck the paving stones. Agony burst through her skull and she remembered nothing more.
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      Emi’s eyes flew open. Memories came rushing back and panic flooded through her. Ameonna’s wind-and-water blade slashing Shiro open and his blood spilling everywhere even as he stood to fight again. And then she’d pulled another loop of the onenju off him, undoing the second binding on his power. Had it been enough or had it been too late?

      She found the ground with her hands and shoved herself into a sitting position—a little too fast. The shrine courtyard spun around her in a blur of red flames.

      Her vision steadied—but the fire didn’t go away. Small patches of flame burned all across the courtyard as though someone had splashed gasoline everywhere and set it afire. Puddles of water were interspersed between the flames; they reflected the flickering light and gave the illusion that the whole courtyard was burning.

      Shiro stood in the center of it all, and at his feet was Ameonna’s body.

      Rippling fire coated his two swords and ran up his arms in thin, swirling lines of flame that drew strange, constantly shifting patterns. Half a dozen floating orbs of fire, the flames white-hot in the center before shifting to blue and finally red-orange at the edges, formed a half circle around his back, hovering two feet away from him at elbow height. Behind him, formed entirely of ghostly white-blue flames, were three fox tails.

      He stood motionless over the fallen body of his opponent, the only movement coming from the dancing flames and the slow lashing of his three phantom tails.

      Emi pushed herself to her feet and pressed a hand to the throbbing spot above her right ear. Her hand came away coated in blood. Her shoes scuffed against the stones as she started forward and Shiro’s ear flicked toward her. He turned, the half circle of hovering orbs moving with him.

      Red markings glowed on his cheeks and a strange symbol blazed in the center of his forehead. His red eyes also glowed faintly with inner power. He stared at her blankly, no sign of recognition in his empty expression. The two remaining loops of the onenju shone on his arm, wrapped as tightly as they’d been before she removed a loop.
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She stopped, a half-dozen paces still separating them. The frantic thudding of her heart filled her ears as she met his vacant crimson stare.

      “Don’t forget me, Shiro,” she said hoarsely. “You’re not allowed to forget me.”

      He blinked slowly and something shifted in his gaze. His lips curved in his familiar crooked smile.

      “You’ll forget me someday, little miko.” His voice was even hoarser than hers, rough and coated in a hint of an animal growl.

      “I’ll never forget you,” she told him. “I’ll remember you to my last day.”

      “Do you promise?”

      Her heart gave an odd little flutter. “Yes, I promise.”

      With a nod, he lifted his hands—two more symbols glowed red on the backs of his hands—and sent flames cascading over his swords. The blades vanished. He dropped his hands to his sides as the swirling fire designs on his arms flickered out.

      She had a moment’s warning as he swayed on his feet.

      Lunging across the distance between them, she grabbed him as he tipped forward. He sagged against her and hot blood from the wound on his chest soaked the front of her blouse. She struggled to hold him as his tails of flames faded and the orbs behind him died away. Straining from the effort of supporting him, she lowered him to the ground. He slumped onto his back, breathing fast and his eyes scrunched shut. The markings on his face lost their inner glow, diminishing to simple red lines on his skin.

      “Shiro,” she gasped. Her hands hovered over the terrible wound across his chest. She looked around wildly as though help would appear if she searched for it. The barrier around the shrine shimmered faintly. “Shiro, how do we get out of the barrier?”

      He didn’t answer, his face contorted with pain. Desperation choked her. He was bleeding too much. Could he survive such terrible wounds?

      The glow of Ameonna’s barrier wavered. Behind them, Ameonna’s body gave an odd twitch before going limp and lifeless. With one last ripple, the yokai’s barrier disappeared.

      “Emi!”

      Katsuo charged out of the darkness from beyond the courtyard, sword drawn. Fury and fear distorted his features as he bore down on her—and the helpless yokai in front of her. His sword glowed with ki as he lifted it for a lethal strike.

      Without thinking, she threw herself on top of Shiro, protecting him with her body. “Stop, Katsuo! He saved me!”

      “Move, Emi!”

      “He’s the kitsune!” she yelled. “Calm down and listen to me! He is not the enemy!”

      Katsuo lowered his sword halfway, his gaze flashing from her and Shiro to the two dead yokai in the courtyard. The inugami’s body had begun to soften like melting ice, the edges of its shape oddly blurry. She cautiously sat up, ready to throw herself over Shiro again as his shield.

      Katsuo gasped and dropped his sword, reaching for her across the prone kitsune. “Emi, you’re covered in blood—”

      She glanced at her blouse drenched in a crimson stain. “It’s not mine. It’s his. Give me your haori.”

      Obediently, he shrugged it off and handed it to her. She wadded it against Shiro’s chest but there was no way to stop the bleeding. Panic made her dizzy. He was dying right in front of her and there was nothing she could do. What was she supposed to do?

      “This is the kitsune?” Katsuo muttered. “Is he actually alive?”

      She jumped like he’d struck her, terrified that Shiro might already be dead. She held her fingers over his lips until she felt his shallow breath on her skin.

      “Emi, what happened? Where did you—”

      “Caw!”

      She twisted violently as a crow swept down and landed on the paving stones a few feet away.

      “Yumei!” she gasped, half reaching for the bird out of desperation. “Shiro needs help! He’s dying!”

      “The crow is called Yumei?” Katsuo asked suspiciously.

      She stared at the crow, silently begging for some kind of confirmation. Yumei would come, wouldn’t he? He had helped Shiro before. The crow cocked its head and rustled its wings, then looked up.

      She and Katsuo turned their faces to the sky in unison.

      The huge black shadow of a bird swept into the courtyard. The enormous raven dove, black and red light rippling over it, and flared its wings as it neared the ground. Its form shimmered and morphed. Yumei’s feet hit the ground at the same moment he finished shifting. The air all around them went cold as his ki spread like icy, invisible tendrils that tasted of rage.

      Katsuo shot to his feet, scrambling for his sword.

      “Don’t, Katsuo,” she snapped, not rising. “He’s an ally.”

      “I am no ally of yours,” Yumei hissed as he strode toward her. “What have you done?”

      She managed not to recoil from him. “A yokai called Ameonna and her inugami ambushed us.”

      Katsuo backed away from Yumei, his knuckles white around the hilt of his sword. He shifted to stand protectively behind Emi, wisely keeping the point of his weapon aimed at the ground.

      Yumei knelt beside Shiro and tossed the blood-drenched haori aside to survey the kitsune’s wounds. Shiro’s breath was fast and shallow, and at some point, his face had gone slack from lost consciousness. If not for the barely perceptible rise and fall of his chest, he would have been indistinguishable from a corpse.

      Emi opened her mouth to ask if he would make it, when the Tengu turned to her. His eyes glowed, his pupils so small they were mere specs in the pools of black-rimmed silver. He grabbed her wrist, pulled it across Shiro’s prone form, and used one talon to slice her wrist open.

      She gasped and jerked her arm in his iron grip. Katsuo lunged over her, his sword snapping up. Yumei’s gaze flicked to him. A black shadow formed from nothing and slammed into Katsuo’s chest, hurling him off his feet. He hit the ground and tumbled away from them.

      “Katsuo!”

      She turned, trying to pull free, but Yumei’s grip tightened, his talons puncturing her arm. With his other hand, he pushed Shiro’s torn kosode aside to uncover his chest, then he held her wrist over the spot. With wide eyes, she watched her blood dribble onto Shiro’s skin. When a small puddle had formed, Yumei used one finger to draw a strange, complex symbol in the blood while still holding her wrist prisoner in his other hand.

      Symbol drawn, he pushed her palm into the warm blood running from Shiro’s wound.

      She cringed. “What are you doing?”

      He turned her blood-smeared palm up and drew another symbol across it.

      “You,” he intoned, “are helping me save the kitsune’s life. Unless you object?”

      “I—no, I’ll help. What do I have to do?”

      Yumei released her arm and cut his own wrist. “You will be the conduit through which I give him the ki he needs to survive.”

      He took her other hand and pushed it into the dark blood running down his arm. She flinched again and swallowed hard.

      “Can’t—can’t you do it the same way he did for me?”

      “No. In this condition, direct exposure to my ki will kill him.” He finished drawing another bloody rune across her other palm. “You will be both bridge and shield.”

      He wiped his hand in the blood running from her wrist and drew a fourth matching symbol across his own palm. She watched as he took her hand with his blood on it and entwined their fingers, pressing the symbols tightly together.

      “But Yumei,” she whispered, “what will your ki do to me?”

      His eyes rose to hers, glowing with his gathering power as his other hand closed around her opposite wrist in a firm grip.

      “Try not to die,” he said. Then he pushed her hand down on the blood rune on Shiro’s chest.

      Heat flared beneath her palms and a strange magic licked at her skin, tasting her. An instant later, burning power surged into her arm from Yumei’s hand—and then her entire world turned to agony. A maelstrom of fire whipped through her, seizing her lungs, blinding her eyes. The Tengu’s power tore her apart as it cleaved a path through her body and rushed out again.

      It stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

      She collapsed beside Shiro, muscles trembling, senses sluggishly returning. Her chest ached and fire settled into the kamigakari mark on her chest.

      Katsuo grabbed her, dragging her away from the two yokai. “Emi? Emi, are you okay?”

      Lifting her too-heavy head, she squinted at Yumei as he leaned over Shiro. She felt like she’d been flayed alive and cooked on an open flame. Had it worked? Had Yumei given Shiro the ki he needed to survive his wounds?

      Katsuo got a better grip on her, raising her mostly off the ground as he pulled her farther from them. Her vision blurred, distorting her view of Yumei picking Shiro up. The Tengu’s form was rippling and dancing almost as though black wings were rising off his human back. Despite her effort, her eyes slid closed as agony and fatigue rolled over her, sucking her down into oblivion.
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* * *

      Emi’s eyes slowly opened. Her bedroom ceiling met her blurry stare.

      Her body ached and her head throbbed terribly. She touched her forehead, discovering a bandage wrapped around her head. Bandages covered the heels of her hands and white gauze formed a thick pad around her wrist where Yumei had cut her.

      She gazed dully at the bandage, remembering the slicing pain of his talon across her skin, her blood pooling on Shiro’s chest, and the strange symbol Yumei had drawn in it. Her blood and Shiro’s had mixed upon one hand, her blood and Yumei’s upon the other. Such strange magic. But it had worked, hadn’t it? Shiro had survived, hadn’t he?

      Again she saw Shiro standing over his fallen opponent, tails of white-blue fire behind him, symbols glowing on his face and the backs of his hands. That image of him was burned into her mind, and she would never forget it. He had been magnificent.

      Do you promise?

      She squeezed her eyes shut at the memory. Her weak, aching muscles protested as she sat up. Sunlight streamed through her window, and judging by the angle, it was almost noon. She touched the bandages on her arm, her thoughts consumed with worry for Shiro.

      Footsteps clacked on the wood floor in the hall, growing louder. Emi nervously sat up. She’d run away from the shrine in the middle of the previous afternoon, and on her return, two terrifying yokai had attacked her—not to mention her two yokai “allies.” Fujimoto was no doubt furious with her.

      The footsteps stopped.

      “I have the lady’s lunch,” Nanako sneered from the other side of the door.

      Emi opened her mouth to respond but another voice answered first.

      “The kamigakari is still sleeping,” Katsuo answered coldly.

      Emi blinked. Why was he outside her door? How long had he been there?

      “The lady has slept enough.”

      “She’s injured.”

      “She has a few scratches.” Nanako’s sneering tone grew more pronounced. “She owes everyone an explanation for what she did—and what she brought upon us.”

      “She doesn’t owe you anything,” Katsuo snapped. “You’re not in charge of Emi or this shrine, Nanako.”

      Dishes clattered loudly. “Serve her royal highness yourself then,” the woman hissed as she stomped away.

      When it was once again silent, Emi cleared her throat softly. “Katsuo?”

      The door slid open a crack and Katsuo peered in. Seeing her sitting up, he pushed the door open, balancing the tray on his arm. He stepped in, his gaze sweeping across the room and a blush touching his cheeks over trespassing on forbidden ground. He left the door open as he crossed to her bed and set the tray beside her.

      “Your lunch,” he mumbled. “How do you feel?”

      “Exhausted,” she admitted, glancing listlessly at the covered plate. She should have been starving but her appetite was conspicuously absent. Even though Amaterasu had replenished her ki, she felt hollowed out. Had she used up her ki removing the onenju binding from Shiro or had Yumei’s blood spell caused this awful fatigue?

      Katsuo glanced around the room once more, then sat cross-legged beside her.

      “What the hell happened, Emi?” he said, voice low and intense. “What happened this morning? You disappeared from the shrine and left that stupid note, then you show up with two dead yokai and that kitsune again?”

      “The yokai weren’t dead when I arrived.” She sighed. “I don’t understand how they got into the shrine. Why didn’t the torii stop them?”

      He clenched his jaw. “They broke the torii barrier. Kannushi Fujimoto has been working all morning to rebuild it, but it’s still weak.”

      “They broke it? I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “No minor yokai could do it. How did they find out about you?”

      She covered her eyes with one hand. How? Ameonna had been fulfilling a favor she owed a kami. And the only kami Emi had a connection with besides Amaterasu was Koyane.

      She’d told Koyane where she was staying. He must have sent Ameonna to wait for her at her home. But why? Why? It didn’t make any sense. Shiro had called the kami opportunistic for wanting to steal her ki but that didn’t explain why he would send yokai to kill her. Why was he so determined that she die? Yokai were supposed to be the ones bent on eliminating kamigakari, not kami. Koyane should have protected her to support the Amatsukami, not sent assassins after her.

      “Yesterday,” she murmured, keeping her hand over her face, not wanting to see his reaction, “I went to a shrine in Kigiku to talk to a kami.”

      “You—what? Why?”

      “I had a question I needed answered, and that required speaking with an actual kami.”

      “What question? What could you need to know that badly?”

      She lowered her hand and looked at him. Concern wrinkled his brow. His dark eyes drilled into her as though his gaze alone could unbury the truth. Her lower lip trembled and she bit it.

      “I … I …” The words wouldn’t come. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to tell him, but seeing his reaction to her inevitable fate would make it too real. Seeing his horror and despair would unleash her own, tightly bound inside her, and she would lose all composure.

      She shook her head and let out a long breath. “The kami tried to kill me. I don’t understand why.”

      “The kami tried to kill you?”

      “I escaped, but those two yokai were waiting here for me. The woman told me that a kami had sent her to kill me. It had to be the same one.”

      “A kami?” he repeated in utter disbelief.

      “I don’t understand it either. Why? Shouldn’t he want to help keep a kamigakari alive?”

      Katsuo pressed his hands against his knees. “Maybe that particular kami has a grudge against Amaterasu.”

      “Maybe,” she mumbled doubtfully. The idea of a kami holding a personal grievance against another kami seemed so … unpleasantly human.

      “So you sought out this kami, and, he … what? Sent two yokai to ambush you at the shrine?” His expression hardened. “What about the other two yokai, Emi? How long have you been in contact with that kitsune?”

      “Since we brought him back to the shrine,” she whispered, avoiding his disapproving glare.

      “And that other one?”

      “Yumei … I met him the next night.”

      “He didn’t come here,” Katsuo said flatly. “With ki like that, he would have shattered the torii barrier all on his own. You went to him, didn’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you understand at all what kind of yokai you’re messing with? The raven one alone is—”

      “The Tengu,” she mumbled.

      “The Tengu?”

      “Apparently, there’s only one.” She twisted the blankets in her hands. “I think he rules these mountains.”

      Katsuo went silent. She peeked through her hair, draped around her shoulders. He had his hands pressed over his face as he inhaled deeply.

      “Neither the Tengu nor the kitsune know you’re the kamigakari, do they?” he asked through his fingers.

      “No.”

      He dropped his hands into his lap like the swing of a judge’s gavel. “Explain this to me. Explain what the hell is going through your head, because I don’t get it. The kitsune, the Tengu, the kami in Kigiku. Why are you putting your life in danger like this?”

      How could she explain? What explanation could she offer without telling him every single thing that had happened since she’d opened the kannushi manual?

      “I—I promise to tell you everything,” she said softly. “But I can’t right now. I just … I just can’t handle it.”

      He stared hard at her, then reluctantly nodded.

      “What happened after I left yesterday?” She didn’t really want to know, but it would prepare her for the inevitable confrontation with Fujimoto.

      “Once we noticed you were gone, we started searching. We found your note, but Kannushi Fujimoto sent me into the woods and Minoru to the town to search for you anyway. We looked all day but couldn’t find a trace of you. I think he would have made us search all night but Nanako yelled at him that we’d end up dead if we kept wandering aimlessly around the forest in the dark.”

      She winced guiltily.

      “We were resting before starting up the search again,” he continued, “but I couldn’t sleep, so I did another circle around the grounds. That’s when I discovered the torii’s protection had been broken, but I couldn’t sense any yokai nearby. I ran for the shrine and discovered the yokai’s barrier. I was about to go wake the others when I heard your voice, very faintly. The barrier muffled the sound and I couldn’t see through it, but I knew you were in there, so I waited for it to fall.”

      His jaw tightened. “When the barrier dropped, I was so sure I’d see your mangled body. But you were alive.”

      “Shiro defeated them. They almost killed him.”

      “Shiro is the kitsune? You got lucky. Next time, it will be him killing you.”

      “He almost died protecting me.”

      “Because he owes you?” Katsuo asked sternly. “Because he wants something from you? He’s a yokai, Emi. They are never altruistic. If they help a human, it’s because they’re getting something out of it.”

      She looked away, saying nothing.

      “The Tengu took him away before Fujimoto and Minoru came running. I didn’t know what to tell them.” His mouth turned down in a heavy frown. “They jumped to the conclusion that I’d killed the dead yokai and I … I didn’t correct them.”

      Her gaze shot to his. “Why not?”

      “I didn’t understand what had happened or who the other two yokai were. You called them allies, but … I didn’t know how to explain to the others that you’d been attacked and defended by two different sets of yokai, so I just didn’t mention the other two.”

      Tears stung her eyes. Katsuo had lied to protect her so she wouldn’t get into even more trouble for consorting with yokai.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He mumbled something and picked up the tray of food, setting it on her lap. “You should eat before it gets cold.”

      She meekly pulled the cover off the bowl and picked up the spoon. The broth, thick noodles, and cubes of tofu were already cold but she ate anyway, tasting nothing. Thoughts spun through her head, emotions swirling darkly beneath them. Her hope had died with her visit to Koyane, leaving the bitter taste of ash in her mouth. All that was left for her to do was fulfill her promise to remove Shiro’s onenju. After that, she faced nothing but an empty march toward her destined end.

      She pushed the tray away. “I … I’d like to pray.”

      “Pray?” he repeated blankly.

      “At the shrine.”

      “Oh.” He hesitated, then picked up the tray. “Kannushi Fujimoto is working on the torii barrier, but he’ll be back soon. If we hurry, we can visit the shrine first.”

      She almost asked if she could go alone, then realized that wasn’t happening—ever. They wouldn’t leave her alone again until the solstice. Katsuo hadn’t been waiting outside her room because he was worried about her or waiting for her, but because he’d been ordered to stand guard. Fujimoto wouldn’t risk her running away again.

      “I just need to change,” she told him.

      He retreated into the hallway while she dragged her weary body out of bed and stumbled to her closet. Exhaustion pulled at her eyelids and fuzzed her thoughts. When she was dressed in her miko uniform, with her hair brushed and tied back, she joined Katsuo and they left the house. The sun beamed down on them as they crossed the bridge, warm enough to make the day pleasant, but not warm enough to do more than soften the snow that filled the garden and coated the trees. Its bright warmth seemed to mock the cold shadows gathered inside her.

      Emi stopped at the edge of the courtyard. Puddles of water, no doubt courtesy of the Lady of the Rain, and scorch marks marred the stones. She stared at the black marks, imagining how they’d gotten there. Had Shiro done that? His use of foxfire—what she’d witnessed anyway—had been minimal, but she had no idea what new abilities she had unlocked by removing the second loop of the onenju.

      “What happened to the yokai bodies?” she asked.

      “Disappeared.” He noticed her startled look and shrugged. “All yokai bodies sort of … dissolve into nothing. Even the blood is gone, see? An old sohei trainer told us the spirit realm absorbs the yokai after death. In the spirit realm, the ki of the most powerful will slowly gather and gain strength until the yokai returns to the living realm to walk the earth once more. He even suggested that there’s a finite number of yokai who are continually reborn, some reviving after a few years, others reviving only after centuries.”

      “When they come back, do they remember their previous lives? Or is it like being born again?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Lost in thought, she crossed the courtyard to the water fountain to rinse her hands and mouth. Katsuo followed a few steps behind, respectfully quiet as she approached the main hall and ascended the wide steps. There she stopped, staring at the rope that hung from the bell. She hadn’t prayed to Amaterasu since the day she’d read the kannushi manual.

      She pulled the rope to ring the bell. Then she bowed twice, clapped twice, put her hands together, and bent her head over them, her eyes squeezed shut.

      No words came to her. No thoughts, no questions. She stood, unmoving, unable to speak to her kami for the first time in her life. She didn’t know what to say. She could ask why she’d been lied to, why she’d never been given a choice. She could ask why Amaterasu had chosen her from among all the young miko begging to be selected. She could ask Amaterasu if she regretted all she would steal from Emi—all the experiences, the memories, the years she otherwise would have lived. She could ask a thousand questions … but none of them mattered anymore.

      Seconds passed, turning to minutes as she stood there, lost in the darkness of her mind, before the faintest warmth bloomed in her chest, right over her heart. The heat swirled slowly through her, brushing aside the shadows and warming the cold ice of despair and grief. Amaterasu’s gentle warmth spread through her, threaded with soft emotions that Emi couldn’t name but that lessened the weight on her shoulders and in her heart.

      Sadness and regret whispered through her, then the Amatsukami’s presence faded, leaving Emi wrapped once more in wintry grief.

      She stood for several long minutes before lifting a hand to her cheek, finding it wet with tears. Wiping her face with her sleeve, she gave her final bow. With a shaky sigh, she turned around.

      Katsuo was waiting at the bottom of the steps as she’d expected. What she hadn’t expected to see was Fujimoto and Minoru standing beside him. Nanako was at the far end of the courtyard, supervising Rina and Yui. The two girls were on their hands and knees, scrubbing at the blackened stones with brushes and buckets of soapy water. How long had she been bent in prayer?

      Fujimoto drew himself up to his full, unimpressive height, his face already red with fury.

      “Have you prayed for Amaterasu’s forgiveness?” he asked, his tone deceptively calm.

      Emi cautiously descended the steps. When she reached the bottom, she bent forward in a deep bow.

      “Kannushi Fujimoto,” she said, speaking to the ground, “please allow me to apologize for leaving the shrine grounds without permission. I’m very sorry for the worry and trouble I caused.”

      Silence was her only answer. Even more wary, she straightened.

      “Is that all you have to say, Kamigakari Kimura?” His calm vanished as fury took over. “Never in my life have I heard such an inadequate apology.”

      She flinched. “I—”

      “Have you apologized for the hours upon hours that we searched for you?” he asked venomously. “For the danger your sohei faced while searching the mountains? Have you apologized for the disgrace you brought upon them, as well as me, for leaving the shrine and our protection? Have you apologized for deliberately and contemptuously disobeying my order that you remain within the house?”

      Blinking rapidly, she took a small step back. “I didn’t—”

      “Not only did you leave the shrine alone, but you drew two vicious yokai into the grounds upon your return. You put every life in this shrine in danger! A yokai has broken the torii barrier, revoking the protection of this shrine for all who come here. You may leave, but we will suffer from the danger you have put us in for many weeks to come!”

      She cringed away from his acid tone, his rage breaking over her like an arctic wave.

      “You have no honor, Kamigakari Kimura. You have no respect for your position or for the sacrifices of those who care for you and protect you. You’re a disgrace to Amaterasu, to Shion and Guji Ishida, to me, and to all the kamigakari who lost their lives before you. They died trying to reach their ten-year solstice, yet you throw your safety aside with nothing but contempt for the responsibility you hold.”

      He thrust a finger at her, his face glowing red and veins bulging in his temples. “The future of an Amatsukami is in your hands, and do you care? The future of this world, of thousands of lives that Amaterasu could change, is in your hands, and do you care? A hundred years, Kimura! Amaterasu has waited a hundred years, and she put her faith in you. Will you betray her faith with your petty, rebellious disobedience?”

      Emi’s shoulders hunched, but her guilt fizzled as a stronger emotion rose from the darkness of her grief: violent, searing rage.

      “Do not speak to me of betrayal,” she whispered.

      “What did you say?” he demanded.

      “Do not speak to me of betrayal!” The words burst from her in a furious shout.

      Fujimoto took half a step away, shock splashing across his face before outrage replaced it.

      “How dare you—”

      “How dare you!” Her voice rose to a wild shriek as a hundred emotions tore through her, cresting on the waves of her sudden wrath. “How dare you speak to me of betrayal! How dare you speak to me of responsibility! What of the betrayal against me? What of your responsibility to the truth?”

      His jaw bobbed up and down as he was struck speechless.

      “What about the lies, Fujimoto?” she demanded, stepping toward him. “The lies you and the other kannushi tell all the little miko girls? Become the kamigakari, you tell them! Let Amaterasu choose you and you will become a kami! You will wield amazing power alongside her! You will change the world!” She laughed bitterly, a note of hysteria creeping in.

      Fujimoto flexed his jaw, but it was Katsuo who spoke.

      “What are you talking about, Emi?”

      “Why don’t you tell him, Fujimoto?” she mocked, her voice shaking. “Tell him the truth. Tell them the truth.” She waved her hand at Nanako and the girls, frozen in place at the other end of the courtyard as they watched the shouting match. “You talk about all the sacrifices everyone makes to protect the kamigakari, but why don’t you tell them the truth about the kamigakari and her sacrifice?”

      “The—the kamigakari, by necessity, gives up—”

      “On the solstice, Fujimoto. Tell them what happens on the solstice.”

      His jaw flexed. “Amaterasu will descend from the heavenly realm and—”

      “And destroy me!” Emi yelled. “She’ll burn up my mind and soul and take my body for herself, won’t she? That’s the truth you and Ishida and all the other kannushi hide! I won’t become a kami or change the world. I’ll cease to exist from the moment she descends. Now tell me again how I’m betraying her faith!”

      Katsuo stared at her, his mouth hanging open in horror. Minoru’s face was almost a mirror image, but Fujimoto didn’t flinch.

      “You are a selfish child, Kimura,” he said. “In what world do you think your single life is more important than an Amatsukami’s?”

      “You lied to me!” she shouted. “You all lied to me! I didn’t get a choice about—”

      He stepped forward and backhanded her across the face.

      She gasped, staggering as her hand flew to her cheek. Minoru grabbed Katsuo’s arm, pulling him back before he could reach her.

      “Enough theatrics,” Fujimoto barked. “I will hear no more of your hysterical angst. You are the kamigakari and that cannot, and will not, change. I will tell you again: you are selfish. You see only what you will lose. Do you think you are so important? Will you be responsible for the suffering of thousands of people whom Amaterasu will be unable to help without a vessel in this realm? Do you think your single life is more important than all others? You will make a great sacrifice for an even greater cause, and you should be honored that you, an otherwise worthless mortal, have the opportunity to accomplish so much.”

      He turned to the two sohei.

      “Katsuo—” He broke off, briefly scrutinizing Katsuo’s expression. “Minoru, escort the kamigakari to her room and ensure she remains there. Guji Ishida and the others are arriving in a few hours.” His gaze slashed to her. “Kimura, I expect you to present yourself accordingly and act with grace and humble gratitude for the great responsibility you bear. I will send Miko Nanako to dress you.”

      He turned away. “Katsuo, begin your patrol. I do not expect to see you again until dinner.”

      Emi stood rooted to the spot, her cheek throbbing under her hand as Katsuo cast her an agonized look before hurrying away. Across the courtyard, Nanako, Rina, and Yui stood silent and unmoving. Rina clutched her cleaning brush like a lifeline, her eyes wide, and Yui had both hands pressed to her mouth, her brush forgotten on the ground.

      After a long minute, Minoru cleared his throat. “My lady?”

      She lowered her hand from her face. With wooden steps, she headed for the house. Her rage was extinguished, leaving only hollow despair to fill the void within her.
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      Sometimes, beauty and sadness went hand in hand.

      Emi stood in the center of her room, gazing blankly at the wall as Nanako carefully arranged the elaborate knot of her obi behind her back. The silk’s weight was nothing compared to the dragging despair weighing down her limbs.

      Nanako silently completed the final adjustments. For once, the woman had stilled her cutting tongue and only spoke to give quiet instructions as she dressed Emi. The older miko wore a crisp and clean white kimono and red hakama, with her hair smoothed and bound behind her neck. Emi, however, would not wear the miko uniform on this night. Instead, she dressed as a future kami.

      Her kimono was cherry-red silk and a subtle pattern of blossoms swirled across the bottom third. The train spread on the floor behind her, and the front parted at her ankles, revealing a glimpse of the pale pink layer beneath. Draping sleeves hung almost to the floor. The obi, in a deeper shade of red, wrapped snugly around her waist, from just below her bust to the tops of her hips. The elaborate knot filled the small of her back.

      Her kimono was stunning, but sadness saturated her. This beauty was just another layer to the disguise that the kannushi had woven around the kamigakari. They wrapped her in exquisite silk and pretended she would become their kami rather than be destroyed by their kami. A week ago, she would have worn the kimono with pride, caught up in the fantasy of divine power soon to be hers—shared with Amaterasu, of course.

      “There,” Nanako said, standing in front of Emi and looking her over. “You’re done. You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      Nanako pursed her lips at Emi’s despondent tone, appearing almost concerned. Then she brushed her hands together, awkwardly avoiding eye contact.

      “I’ll see if they’re ready for you. Wait here and I’ll fetch you in a few minutes.”

      Emi didn’t move as the woman walked out and closed the door behind her. Her hands hung at her sides and her neck ached from the weight of her hair piled elegantly on top of her head and held in place with two matching pins, the ends decorated with blown-glass spider lilies in the same red as the kimono. The wound on her head was no longer bleeding so Nanako had removed the bandage, but she had more than enough bandages elsewhere.

      Ishida and the other kannushi had arrived half an hour ago; she’d heard the rumble of male voices. She was relieved she hadn’t been able to pick out Ishida’s voice in the jumbled discourse. She wasn’t ready to face him. His stern presence had shadowed her childhood, steering her along this path toward her destruction. His approval had once filled her with delight and pride, and the thought of disappointing him had made her sick with worry.

      She stared at the wall. Somehow, between Koyane’s attack, her argument with Shiro, and Ameonna’s ambush, she’d completely forgotten that Ishida was visiting the shrine. She hadn’t thought about what would happen when Ishida found out about her disappearance and, on top of that, the attack on the shrine by powerful yokai.

      There was no question in her mind what would happen now. Ishida would never allow her to be in such danger. He would take her back to Shion and confine her within the grounds, surrounded by his most powerful sohei. The Shion Shrine was huge—the largest Amaterasu shrine in existence—and every kannushi, miko, and sohei who lived and worked there would earnestly ensure she never set foot into the dangers beyond her quarters. For her own protection, they would imprison her within the shrine until the solstice.

      Though the solstice had yet to arrive, her life ended tonight. Her freedom ended tonight. She would spend her final weeks confined to her room, waiting for the end.

      Maybe Fujimoto was right. Maybe she was selfish. Was it so terrible to lose her life so Amaterasu could gain the vessel she needed to bring her power to the earthly realm? She’d been ready to accept it, however reluctantly and regretfully, before her foolish bargain with Shiro tainted her with false hope. Lied to or not, Emi had been a dedicated kamigakari, preparing her mind, body, and soul with perfect makoto no kokoro to ensure a smooth descension for Amaterasu. After a hundred years of failure, the Amatsukami would finally take her place among her fellow rulers. Emi could make that happen. She could make a difference in the world, even if her role would be so much less than she’d imagined.

      Before the solstice, Emi would pray to Amaterasu to tell her about the missing Kunitsukami. If Amaterasu found them, then Shiro could ask Inari to remove the last two loops of the onenju.

      A shudder ran through her and her hands clenched into tight fists. Why did it hurt so much to realize she wouldn’t be able to remove the onenju as she’d agreed? Why did it hurt so much to know she’d never see him again? Why did her chest ache? She couldn’t get her last glimpse of him out of her head: unconscious, drenched in blood, her handprint splayed on his chest. He had to be alive. She couldn’t bear it if he’d died because of her.

      She’d never get to thank him for his help, for saving her life—again. She’d never get to tell him the truth. He would probably kill her the moment he discovered she was the kamigakari, but part of her wondered if he really would. He was so difficult to predict.

      Because you are lonely and scared and I don’t understand why.

      Why was he the only one who’d ever seen that? Even before she’d read the kannushi manual and learned the truth of her fate, fear and loneliness had been her constant companions. Beneath the miko uniform and poised kamigakari exterior, she’d always been afraid, but no one else had seen it—or if they had, they hadn’t cared.

      Do you promise?

      She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting tears. Yes, she would remember him until her last day. She wouldn’t have time to forget him; her last day would come far too soon.

      Footsteps scuffed outside her room and her heart sank. It was time. As soon as she left this room to meet with Ishida, her fate would be sealed in stone.

      “Katsuo.” Minoru’s voice rumbled from the other side of the door. “Kannushi Fujimoto sent you on patrol for the evening.”

      “I need to speak to Emi,” Katsuo replied tersely. “Just for a minute, Minoru. Please.”

      “Katsuo …”

      “I just need to talk to her. You know I won’t get another chance.”

      Minoru sighed. “I’m going to get a drink of water. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

      Her door slid open and she turned toward it as Katsuo stepped into the room. He froze, his wide eyes shooting down her outfit and back up to her face.

      “E-Emi,” he stuttered. “You … you look amazing.”

      “Like a kami?” she mumbled.

      “I didn’t mean—” He gave his head a small shake and closed the door. “Emi, is it true? What you said in the courtyard? Kannushi Fujimoto keeps brushing me off when I ask.”

      Her shoulders drooped. “I found the information in a book from the storehouse … a kannushi instruction manual that explained what really happens to the kamigakari when the kami descends.”

      His face paled. “So you … you’ll just …”

      “Disappear,” she said, almost smiling with bitter humor that she’d unintentionally repeated his response from when she’d asked about the yokai bodies. She wrung her hands together in front of her, wincing as the movement pulled on her bandages. “I wanted to tell you, Katsuo, but I just …”

      “I understand.” He pressed two fingers hard to his temple. “What will you do? Guji Ishida is going to take you to Shion tonight; I heard them talking just now. He’s really angry. He was demanding Fujimoto tell him how you found out.”

      She had a good idea how angry Ishida was. She’d seen him that angry once before—the day Hana had died—and it had been a terrifying sight.

      “What will you do?” Katsuo repeated urgently, stepping closer. “Once you’re in Shion, that’ll be it. You’ll be stuck there until the ceremony, and then it’ll be too late.”

      “It’s already too late,” she whispered, unable to hold his desperate stare. “I can’t stop being the kamigakari just because I don’t want to anymore. Even though it isn’t what I thought I was committing to, I can’t turn my back on my responsibility.”

      “What?” Katsuo demanded. “That’s it? You’re just accepting it? You’re letting them kill you? Your life has worth too, Emi! You didn’t volunteer for this. How can you give up?”

      An image of Shiro filled her mind: blood running down his chest as he struggled to his feet and stepped in front of her to keep fighting, knowing he couldn’t win.

      She couldn’t win either. She didn’t know how to fight this, her fate. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

      “We’ll run,” he said fiercely. “We’ll hide you somewhere until the solstice passes.”

      “We? But Katsuo, your career—”

      “I don’t give a damn about my career! Your life is more important than anything else!”

      Emotion swelled in her chest, crushing her lungs. “It won’t work. Amaterasu will find me on the solstice no matter where I go. The ceremony is just a formality.”

      “We’ll figure out something.” He grabbed her upper arms, pulling her spine straight; she hadn’t realized she’d slumped in defeat. “Don’t give up, Emi. Not yet.”

      The same ferocity and determination burned in his eyes as she’d seen in Shiro’s. Like the kitsune, Katsuo would keep fighting no matter how terrible the odds. If Shiro could get up again after Ameonna had cut him down, then Emi could fight back too … but how? What did she want? She wasn’t sure, but she knew it wasn’t this—the kannushi bundling her off to Shion and locking her in a room for her last two months, her final days and weeks wasted. Even if she couldn’t change her fate, she wanted something else, something more. What did she want?

      Again, the image of Shiro rose in her mind, this time with his distant ruby eyes turned to the stars, one hand gripping the cursed beads around his arm. She’d made a bargain with him. No, not just a bargain—a promise. And her promise to remove the cursed onenju meant more than just returning his power to him; it meant returning his life, his self. The curse had locked away so much of who he was, and she couldn’t leave him trapped like that.

      Because I believe you when you say you will keep your word to me.

      She wanted—needed—to do this, this one thing, before she left this world. She needed to give him his life back.

      “You’re right,” she said, trembling in the face of what she was about to do. “I can’t go with Guji Ishida.”

      Katsuo’s face lit up. “Let’s get out of here, then we can—”

      “Wait,” she said, her mind spinning. Where she was going, Katsuo couldn’t follow; she couldn’t put him in that kind of danger. “There’s—I want to ask you something first. A favor.”

      His hands were still gripping her arms, the rule about touching kamigakari either forgotten or abandoned. “What?”

      “Katsuo …” Her heart beat even faster. “Will you … will you kiss me?”

      For a second, he didn’t react. Then his jaw dropped. “W-what?”

      “Will you kiss me? I … I don’t know what will happen and I don’t want to take the chance that I’ll never …” She managed a wavering smile. “You promised to help me with whatever new experiences I wanted, right?”

      “But—but it’s not allowed to …” He trailed off. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He swallowed, his cheeks flushing. She tipped her face up, her hands shaking. His gaze searched her face once more, then he gingerly leaned down. She closed her eyes.

      His lips touched hers so lightly it almost tickled. He drew back, then closed the gap until his mouth was pressed against hers. His hands gentled on her arms, almost caressing her, and her nerves jumped in time with her pulse. She felt no rushing heat, no surge of hungry longing, no dizziness or breathless desire. But gradually, gathering from deep within, a soft warmth rose, a slow caress of unfamiliar feelings. Instead of fire and passion, she felt the enticing pull of everything that drew her to Katsuo—his kindness and compassion, his loyalty and integrity. They enveloped her, chasing away all the shadows and doubt and pain that had lingered in her soul.

      He pulled back, his face tinted with pink. She smiled weakly, a little stunned.

      “Thank you, Katsuo,” she murmured as she slipped her hands into the opposite sleeves of her kimono. Her fingers brushed across the edges of thin sheets of paper. “Thank you for caring about me as more than the kamigakari. Thank you for protecting me and for being my friend. Thank you for everything.”

      “Emi …”

      She laid her hand on his chest. “I can never repay your kindness, but I can’t let you throw away your life for mine. I’m not worth that. I’m sorry, Katsuo.”

      His brow furrowed. “Emi—”

      With aching regret, she whispered, “Sotei no shinketsu.”

      The ofuda beneath her hand flashed with heat. A blue shimmer shot out from the paper and rushed over Katsuo, encasing his entire body in the glowing binding. She blinked her tears away. A human couldn’t bind another human with an ofuda, but as Koyane had demonstrated on her, a kami was capable of greater magic. Her kami-infused ki could do what even the strongest sohei or kannushi could not.

      “I’m sorry,” she choked out and stepped back from his frozen form.

      The ofuda wouldn’t hurt him, nor would it last long. If she was going to do this, she needed to do it before he was freed and tried to follow her—and before Minoru or Nanako returned.

      She had no time to grab a change of clothes. With urgency pounding in her head, she darted around Katsuo for the door. As she reached it, a glint of metal caught her eye. Leaning in the corner was the bow and six arrows she’d forgotten to return to the storeroom. She snatched them up and flung the door open. Her sock-clad feet slid on the wooden floor as she ran to the entryway. Shoving her feet into her sandals, she burst through the door and down the steps.

      A rush of snowflakes washed over her. The sun was visible on the western horizon only as an orange glow across the clouds. She turned onto the path and ran toward the looming northern mountains, fleeing into the teeth of the yokai wilds, once the most dangerous place for her to enter and now her only possible refuge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    
    
      As the snow drifted gently from the heavens, she ran.

      The pasture and the torii gate were far behind her. The path wound up the mountainside, beckoning her onward. The snow absorbed her steps and the train of her kimono dragged behind her. She clutched her bow and arrows. Her feet were numb from the cold, her white socks and sandals suitable for a warm room, not a frozen mountain trek.

      When the ground somewhat leveled out, she slowed to a walk and glanced back. How long until the binding on Katsuo ran out? How long until Minoru returned and found her gone? Her tracks in the snow would lead them to her, and Minoru could run far faster and far longer than she could.

      With no other choice, she turned off the trail and jogged into the forest. Trees surrounded her, needle-coated spruce and gnarled oak branches closing over the sky. She kept running, weaving around shrubs and fallen trees. Branches snatched at her, tugging at her hair and the long sleeves of her kimono. A narrow bough snagged the decorative knot of her obi and yanked it apart. The ends came free, flying out behind her like red banners. She ran on.

      Every time she stumbled and almost fell, every time a stitch cut into her lungs, she thought of Shiro standing again to fight. She ran until her throat burned and her legs ached. Gasping, she slowed to a walk, one hand pressed to her chest. Ahead, a small clearing opened in the trees. Dark shadows and golden light from the final rays of the sun formed stripes across the smooth snow. She strode into the opening and stopped in the center.

      “Yumei!” Her call rang through the silent woods. “Yumei, where are you?”

      She waited a minute. “Yumei!”

      Would he respond, or would he leave her to her own devices in the forest?

      She waited as the sunlight faded. Her plan went no further than escaping the shrine and finding Shiro. Before anything else, she needed to get safely away from the shrine before Ishida could whisk her away to Shion; just running into the woods wasn’t enough. As she stood alone in the forest, she wished she could have brought Katsuo with her, but she couldn’t condemn him to almost certain death. Shiro and Yumei had a reason to keep her alive, but nothing protected Katsuo from them.

      She looked up at the darkening sky, hoping to see the silhouette of black wings approaching. Would Yumei come? Was he watching her through the eyes of one of his crows? She wondered what she looked like from the sky. Alone in the white snow, she stood with her crimson kimono splayed around her like a puddle of blood. How much blood had been spilled in the snow this past week? This winter had been nothing but pain and blood, nothing but red.

      No giant raven appeared in the sky. No crows called to her from the branches. She was utterly alone, and she could wait no longer or her inevitable pursuers would catch her. She bit her lip, unsure what to do. Did she forge deeper into the wilderness, alone and without supplies? The night wasn’t too cold, but cold enough that hypothermia was a risk. The risk of yokai attacking her before she could succumb to hypothermia, however, was even greater.

      She rubbed her numb hands together and breathed on them for warmth. What should she do? Had she run into the forest for nothing? No, she wouldn’t turn back. She would keep going. She would keep her promise.

      Sighing, she crossed the clearing, continuing north. As she pushed through the dense branches, twigs tangled in her hair. She jerked away in frustration and one of her blown-glass hairpins pulled free. It bounced off her shoulder and fell into the snow. She paused, glancing at the hole it had left. Her updo sagged, locks of hair tumbling free with each movement. She slid the other pin out and let it fall from her hand as she stepped forward again.

      A horse nickered.

      She whirled around. A black horse with one white sock stood in the middle of the clearing, watching her with his ears pricked forward.

      “Tornado?” she gasped.

      The horse nickered again and tossed his head. His halter and the lead rope she’d used for reins were gone. Mud and leaves stuck to his coat but he looked healthy and fit. Wary of startling him, she moved back into the clearing and extended a hand toward him. He pushed his muzzle into her palm.

      “Tornado,” she whispered, stroking his head. Her gaze moved across him and stopped on his back. She needed to get away from the shrine before Minoru and the others caught up with her. A horse could cover a lot more ground than she could.

      “Tornado, will you give me a ride?” she murmured. She glanced around and spotted a fallen tree at the edge of the clearing. Slinging the bow over her shoulder, she slid the arrows between the layers of her obi to hold them in place against the small of her back. Though her last riding experience hadn’t gone well at all, she was out of options.

      She put her hand against Tornado’s neck and he willingly followed her to the log. Waiting patiently, he allowed her to climb onto him. She settled on his back with her kimono draped across his haunches. The fluttering silk didn’t bother him; he was a festival horse, trained to carry kannushi and miko in elaborate costumes. Seated on his back, she wound her hands into his mane, wondering if she’d lost her mind. She had no way to control the horse without reins.

      Before she could decide to bail, Tornado turned and set off at an easy trot. She bounced uncomfortably, barely remaining seated as he forged ahead. He moved with purpose, trotting forward as though he knew exactly where to go. As he wove around trees and pushed through the underbrush, she clutched his mane, repeatedly shielding her face from low-hanging branches. Steadily, the ground grew steeper.

      As night fell over them, the horse carried her deeper into the mountains. Snow drifted down, almost invisible in the gloom. She held on to Tornado, grateful for his warmth and companionship in the empty woods. Even as darkness enclosed them, he didn’t falter. The minutes slipped away, her attention consumed by staying in place. Her legs ached and her rear hurt from bouncing on his hard back. The air grew colder, numbing her face.

      Gradually, she felt eyes upon her. That was when she spotted the first crow: it sat upon a low branch and watched as Tornado carried her past. Darker spots among the branches revealed more watchful birds. The crows were here, which meant Yumei was watching her too. He knew she was wandering in his territory.

      The thought gave her pause. Were they “wandering”? Tornado’s head bobbed in front of her as he trotted through the trees. He moved decisively, his ears swiveling and his pace never faltering.

      The Tengu could speak with beasts. Hadn’t Shiro told her that? To Yumei, humans and animals were the same. Her hands tightened on Tornado’s mane. The crows flew along with them, gliding from tree to tree, no more than fluttering wings or flashes of dark shadow in the night.

      Tornado finally slowed to a stop. Emi sat straight and squinted into the darkness. This stretch of trees looked no different than the last several miles. Why had Tornado stopped? Was he taking a break or was this the end of her ride? As she turned her head one way then the other, something shimmered in her peripheral vision. She snapped her gaze toward the spot but saw nothing. When she looked away, light once again flickered at the edge of her vision. She jerked her head back around but it vanished once more.

      Squinting at the spot, she concentrated.

      Slowly, almost reluctantly, a shimmer of light took form. A barrier glowed faintly, red light veined with black—the color of the Tengu’s ki. Yumei had set a barrier. The light of his magic illuminated dozens of crows perched in the trees. They observed her curiously from both sides of the barrier.

      She slid off Tornado’s back. Her aching legs threatened to buckle and she held his shoulder until her knees steadied.

      “Thank you, Tornado,” she said, rubbing his neck.

      With a bob of his head, he wandered away, nosing the snow for hidden grass. She cautiously approached the barrier and stretched out her hand. As her fingers neared the shimmering light, it glowed brighter and a strange chill emanated from it. A flare of red power as cold as liquid ice lashed at her. She snatched her hand back.

      “Yumei?” she called. “Let me through.”

      The crows watched her mutely. The barrier didn’t change.

      She frowned. He’d known she was coming and had plenty of time to open his barrier to let her through. Was he taunting her? Her jaw clenched. Spinning on her heel, she stalked a dozen paces away and turned back. She pushed her hair off her shoulders, unslung her bow, and pulled an arrow out of her obi.

      If he wouldn’t let her in, then she would take matters into her own hands.

      She nocked the arrow and lifted the bow. Drawing the fletching back to her cheek, she summoned her concentration and focused on the barrier of yokai magic. A soft warmth spread through her chest.

      “Shukusei no tama!”

      She let the arrow fly. It raced through the air and struck the barrier in a blinding flash. Hot air blasted outward, blowing her hair back, and a rush of cold followed. The barrier crackled and spat, then dissolved, the Tengu’s magic eaten away by her purification spell.

      Slinging the bow over her shoulder, she strode past the fallen barrier and into the forest beyond. Wings beat at the air as the crows glided after her, some following while others flew ahead, leading the way.

      As she moved through the trees, her skin tingled. Strange, alien power thrummed along her nerves and spiked in her heels with every step. She shivered at the bizarre feeling of magic tasting her, the same sensation she’d felt from Yumei’s blood magic. The forest grew more silent and still but for her steps crunching in the snow and the beating wings of the crows. She glanced back. Tornado hadn’t followed her. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling painfully alone.

      The trees thinned, and ahead, a single huge oak stood in solitary glory, its great branches reaching for the sky and merging with the darkness. In a flurry of wings, all the crows soared upward, vanishing amongst the tangled boughs until she stood alone. Swallowing hard, she approached the massive oak and looked up.

      High in the branches, a figure stood upon a thick bough, one shoulder leaned against the trunk. Yumei’s silver eyes gleamed.

      She stared up at him. After a moment, she realized how odd it was that she could see him at all. It should have been too dark. Somehow, the darkness had shifted, allowing her to see despite the lack of light.

      Their eyes met across the distance, and she understood: just as he hadn’t let her through his barrier, he wouldn’t come down to her. She would have to go to him.

      She stepped back from the colossal tree and examined it in dismay. It would have taken four or five people to circle the wide trunk and the lowest branches were above her head. She chewed her lower lip, then paced ten precise steps back. Once again, she unslung her bow.

      Drawing an arrow from her obi, she took aim and fired. It struck the trunk with a loud thwack. She pulled out a second arrow and fired again. For a third time, she drew an arrow and shot it. Returning to the tree, she studied her work. Her three arrows had pierced the thick bark in a diagonal line.

      Leaving her bow and arrows leaning against the trunk, she placed her foot on the lowest arrow, testing it. When it seemed to support her weight, she hugged the tree and lunged up, grabbing for the second arrow, several feet higher than the first. Precariously balanced, she used the arrows as steps and climbed high enough to reach the lowest bough and pull herself onto it.

      Heart beating hard, she resisted the urge to look down. Instead, she craned her neck back and squinted upward. She couldn’t see Yumei from her vantage point. Standing carefully on the thick bough, she reached for the next one. Foot by foot, branch by branch, she climbed. The ground fell away until snaking boughs and amber autumn leaves dusted with snow surrounded her.

      She grabbed the last branch and hauled herself up, sitting on the bough. Breathing hard, she looked up at Yumei standing beside her. He returned her look, his face impassive. Then he extended his hand to her, his black talons gleaming at the ends of his fingers.

      She stared at him, shocked by the gesture, then hesitantly placed her hand in his. He pulled her up easily. She wobbled on the bough, too far from the trunk to use it for balance. Despite that, she tugged her hand to free it from his, uncomfortable touching him. His grip tightened and he lifted his other hand, placing his palm on the bark as his silver eyes slid to her.

      “It will not let you in without me.”

      Beneath his hand, the tree blurred. Glowing red lines snaked out from his palm, tracing patterns into the bark. The light flashed outward, and then it was gone. In its place, a rough doorway had opened, filled with darkness.

      She reflexively leaned away and almost fell off the branch. “What … what is …”

      “So afraid to enter Tsuchi, human?”

      Not giving her a chance to respond, he stepped into the darkness, pulling her with him. She resisted, terrified of that darkness. Terrified to step into Tsuchi, the earthly spirit realm—both part of earth and not, a world that existed within her world yet was also separate from it. The birthplace of yokai.

      Had she come this far to turn back now?

      Giving in, she stepped after him. The darkness washed over her like cold fingers across her skin. That alien magic she’d felt as she approached the oak tree sung along her nerves, both hot and cold. It pushed her back toward the mundane forest, but Yumei’s hand drew her onward.

      She completed her single step and the darkness lifted. Illuminated by the dim flicker of candlelight, a room came into focus before her eyes: almost perfectly round with windowless walls of seamless wood. Nooks in the walls held wax candles that slowly melted under their flames. Odd objects—stones, paper scrolls, wooden boxes, a painted teacup, a broken sword—covered a low table in the corner with cushions scattered around it. The other end of the room was stacked with more random boxes and items with no rhyme or reason to them.

      In the only real empty space, near the farthest curving wall, Shiro lay across a padding of blankets, covered by a woven wool one. His white hair shimmered in the dancing candlelight. Without thinking, she pulled away from Yumei and hurried to Shiro’s side. Kneeling, she searched his face. Small red designs still adorned his cheekbones. Hesitantly, she brushed his hair aside, revealing the symbol in the center of his forehead.

      “He—will he be okay?” she asked, looking over her shoulder.

      Yumei lowered himself onto one of the cushions by the table. He put an elbow on the tabletop and propped his chin on his hand. “Obviously.”

      Turning back to Shiro, she lifted the blanket and peeked underneath. His kosode had been removed and white bandages wrapped his chest and shoulder. She tucked the blanket around him again and sat back, relieved that he was alive and healing. After wandering for so long in the cold night, warmth finally infused her limbs, but the air was still cool and she rubbed her hands together.

      “Master, did you bring us a treat?”

      The voice croaked from somewhere near her left shoulder. She looked around—and choked back a scream.

      A yokai was crouched beside her. It was the size of a small child, with dark, mottled skin and bony limbs partially covered by a tattered kosode. A black beak protruded from its face where its mouth and nose should have been, and a crest of black feathers covered the top of its otherwise bald head, emphasizing its long, pointed ears.

      “It smells good,” the yokai croaked, leaning closer to her. She cringed away.

      “Leave her be,” Yumei said without looking up from a scroll he’d picked up from the table. “She belongs to the kitsune.”

      Emi stiffened. The yokai clacked its beak in disappointment and scuttled away to join three nearly identical yokai sitting amongst the crates and chests stacked along the wall. The creatures watched her with beady black eyes.

      Dragging her stare away from them, she examined the room again, her attention lingering on the round walls of seamless woodgrain.

      “Are we inside the oak tree?” she asked, disbelief and amazement competing in her voice. The interior of the room was several times the girth of the tree.

      “Yes and no,” Yumei said, irritation permeating his smooth voice as he glanced up from his paper. “Tsuchi reflects your world but it is an imperfect reflection. Or perhaps your world imperfectly reflects ours.”

      “So yokai live here?”

      “Some of us do.”

      “I thought yokai came here when they died.”

      “Our spirits return to Tsuchi, yes, but it is not a world of the dead.” He set his scroll down. “Come here, miko.”

      The command brokered no argument. She stood and crossed the room to him, sinking down in a pool of red silk on one of the cushions. Nerves shivered through her. She was in the world of the yokai. The only way back was through that doorway filled with impenetrable darkness. If she tried to leave by herself, would the magic of this place allow it? Or was she trapped here until Yumei chose to release her?

      “Tell me of the attack by the rain yokai and inugami.”

      She blinked, caught off guard. Haltingly, she described Ameonna’s appearance and the battle with the inugami. From the moment she began until she finished, Yumei’s expression remained emotionless and unreadable.

      “Describe the kitsune after you awoke.”

      “Shiro? He …” Her eyes went out of focus as she saw it again. “He had three tails of white fire, and orbs of blue and red fire floated behind him in a half circle.”

      “Kitsunebi,” he informed her. “A kind of foxfire.”

      “There were lines of fire on his arms that moved in different patterns. The markings on his face glowed red.” She glanced at Shiro, asleep across the room. “The markings are still there.”

      “Is that all?”

      She nodded as she studied Shiro. “I didn’t know he would be that powerful. Three tails …” And two more loops of the onenju were still left.

      According to the myths and stories she’d read, kitsune gained another tail with every hundred years they lived, and with each tail, they gained exponentially more power. The greatest of all kitsune was the kyubi no kitsune, the nine-tailed fox, so powerful it ranked among dragons in deadly strength.

      She turned back to Yumei and studied his indecipherable expression. “Why are you helping Shiro? You couldn’t have known he would end up being so strong. Why did you first help him?”

      “The kitsune came to me because I speak the language of beasts.”

      Shiro, trapped in his fox form, had gone to Yumei so he could ask for help from someone who could understand him, but … “That doesn’t explain why you helped him.”

      Yumei silently returned her stare.

      “Why do you always call him ‘the kitsune’ instead of Shiro?”

      “Because that is not his name.”

      “What’s his name then?”

      “I do not know.” His gaze sliced into her like silver steel. “Neither does he.”

      Her stomach plunged toward the floor. “W-what?”

      Yumei looked toward the cluster of small yokai at the other end of the room. “Leave.”

      The yokai sprang up. With flashes of black power, they transformed into crows and swooped out the door, disappearing into the eerie curtain of darkness that filled the threshold.

      The Tengu focused on her again and his eyes gleamed, pupils shrinking to tiny spots within the pools of silver.

      “Before we discuss any further who, and what, the kitsune is,” he said, his voice dropping into a soft, dangerous croon, “let us first answer those questions about you, miko.”

      His hand rose and he pressed a single taloned finger against her chest, directly over her heart.

      “Or should I say … kamigakari.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    
    
      She gasped, recoiling from his touch. Terror swept through her like a wintry river under her skin.

      He leaned back, showing no signs of imminent attack. But those silver eyes watched her like a wolf studying its prey. She might have chanced giving Shiro the truth, but not Yumei. The Tengu would not spare her.

      Her gaze darted to the doorway. Could she reach it before he could stop her? But once outside, what would she do? She was inside his territory, and there was nowhere she could run that his crows couldn’t follow.

      “Speak, kamigakari,” Yumei intoned. “I grow impatient.”

      “What do you want me to tell you?” she asked shrilly. “You already figured it out. If you’re going to kill me, just do it.”

      “I am not inclined to end your life … yet.”

      She swallowed hard, struggling to contain her panic. “What do you want to know?” she asked with a touch more composure.

      “Why are you not in Shion?”

      “I was attacked by yokai in the park near the shrine. They decided I would be safer in a secret location. For the last three years, they’ve hidden me at small shrines instead.”

      “Why were you seeking the other Amatsukami?”

      “I … I found out something about the solstice ceremony.” She stumbled over the words, burying her emotions down deep where he wouldn’t see them. “Being the kamigakari means I’ll be destroyed when Amaterasu descends. I needed to know if that was true, if I was destined to … so I asked Shiro to find an Amatsukami who could tell me.”

      “And last night? Did you receive your answer?”

      “Yes … it’s true.”

      He didn’t look surprised—or sympathetic. “And did you tell him you are Amaterasu’s kamigakari?”

      She nodded. A slight frown pulled at the corners of his mouth and he sat silently for several minutes. Eventually, he refocused on her.

      “You can remove the onenju because you possess Amatsukami ki.”

      “I figured that’s how I was doing it,” she admitted. “I don’t understand why it works though.”

      “I suspect it is because Amatsukami ki wove the curse.”

      Her mouth fell open. She’d thought the power of the beads was familiar when she first felt it. If an Amatsukami had created the curse, then she was probably the only one besides another Amatsukami who could affect the spell.

      “Why would an Amatsukami curse him?” she asked, utterly baffled.

      “Why indeed,” Yumei murmured. “Why waste such powerful magic on a mere kitsune?”

      She looked over at Shiro, seeing again in her mind when he had remembered how to summon his twin swords.

      “He doesn’t remember his name, does he?” she whispered. “He doesn’t know who he is.”

      “No.”

      She tore her horrified stare away from him. “Does he remember why he was cursed?”

      “No. Insignificant memories and scattered knowledge have returned since you removed the first binding. When he wakes, we will learn what else he might remember from the removal of the second binding.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you care so much about his amnesia? You’re obviously not the altruistic type.”

      To her surprise, a ghost of a smile touched his lips at her rude observation. It faded swiftly as his gaze turned to Shiro. “I do not know him, but the forest remembers him. Tsuchi also remembers his presence … and welcomes him.”

      She shivered at the reminder of the alien power she’d felt when passing into the spirit realm.

      Yumei tapped one talon on the table, an unusual sign of restlessness; he was normally so still. “When Inari vanished, all the kitsune set out to find their master. One by one, they too disappeared until none were left. Many decades have passed since I have seen one of their kind … until him.”

      “You think he knows something about Inari’s disappearance?” she asked in a hushed whisper. If Shiro had gone to search for Inari with the other kitsune and he was the only one to ever return, maybe he had found something—something that someone wanted him to forget. But why curse him instead of kill him?

      “There are secrets buried in his memory,” Yumei said. “If he can remember them, perhaps he can unravel the mystery of his master’s disappearance.”

      “And then Inari could find the other Kunitsukami,” she finished. She absently smoothed the sleeves of her kimono. Shiro had seemed so bitter about Inari’s disappearance. Did he think Inari had abandoned the world by choice or did he suspect the Kunitsukami’s disappearance was more sinister? Had Yumei discussed his thoughts with Shiro, or …

      She examined her hands, remembering the surge of Amatsukami power exploding out of the beads as she removed the binding. “If Shiro was cursed with the onenju to bury whatever secrets he might know about Inari’s disappearance, why is the onenju created from Amatsukami ki?”

      Yumei said nothing.

      “You think the Amatsukami have something to do with the Kunitsukami going missing?” She made a furious noise in the back of her throat. “That’s impossible. The Amatsukami might not like the Kunitsukami, but they wouldn’t do something like that. They know the Kunitsukami are crucial to the balance of power.”

      “You assume they wish to preserve the balance. Kami do not balance power; they crave it.”

      She shook her head but didn’t argue. Nauseating fear curled in her belly. If he thought the Amatsukami were responsible for the missing Kunitsukami, then he would be very motivated to prevent Amaterasu from descending and adding to the Amatsukami power. She was only alive because he needed her to remove the onenju from Shiro. After that, he would kill her. He’d already as good as promised to.

      Either oblivious to her dread or ignoring it, Yumei rose. “I must repair my barrier. Stay here until I return.” His voice hardened with warning. “Do not attempt to leave, kamigakari. My karasu guard the entrance. You will not get far.”

      He moved toward the doorway of darkness with gliding steps.

      “Yumei?” She swallowed the tremble in her voice. “How did you know? That I’m the kamigakari?”

      He stopped in front of the threshold and glanced back. “I was not certain that a kami’s ki was the only power that could remove the cursed onenju, but no human could have broken my barrier.”

      Stepping forward, he vanished into the impenetrable oblivion in the doorway, leaving her alone in the room with Shiro.

      She rubbed her face with both hands. So Yumei had used Tornado to bring her to his barrier, then he’d sat back and waited to see how she would handle it. And what had she done? She’d given him a beautiful demonstration of her divinely infused ki. Now the most dangerous yokai in the mountains knew her secret and intended to kill her as soon as she was no longer useful to him.

      A bitter laugh crawled up her throat. She’d run from the humans who would ensure her life ended on the solstice to the yokai who would ensure she died before it. She was doomed no matter which way she turned.

      Rising, she crossed the room and knelt beside Shiro. She’d known he had some issues with his memory—forgetting about his swords, not recalling his life before the curse—but she hadn’t realized the extent of his amnesia. He didn’t even know his name. How long had he wandered the land, trapped in his fox form, not knowing who he was or what had happened to him?

      She watched his chest rise and fall. She’d come here to remove the beads, but now Yumei knew her secret. She lived only by his mercy—mercy that hung entirely on her promise to remove the onenju from Shiro. Yumei needed Shiro’s memories to continue the hunt for the missing Kunitsukami, and if she took the beads off, Yumei would be free to kill her.

      She had no choice; she would have to wait a little longer. Yumei knew the magic to remove the beads wouldn’t work if she was unwilling, so he couldn’t force her. With some planning, she could arrange a time and place to remove them where she would be safe from the Tengu.

      Lifting the edge of the blanket, she uncovered Shiro’s onenju-wrapped arm. How terrible must it be to not remember who you were? To not remember who had cursed you and left you lost and helpless for years?

      She brushed her fingers across the onenju and felt a whisper of their power. Her fingertips slid past the beads and over the black sleeve wrapped around his arm. Without deciding to, she found herself running her fingers over his skin, tracing the swell of his bicep, his shoulder, the line of his collarbone to the dip at its center. Her fingers found the pulse in his neck and she held them there, comforted by the slow, steady rhythm. She’d been so worried he might have died.

      Her gaze drifted across his face and lingered on his mouth, his lips slightly parted in his sleep. Embarrassment heated her cheeks as she remembered asking Katsuo to kiss her. But she’d had to. She’d needed to know whether the feelings she’d experienced when Shiro kissed her had been a reaction to being kissed by a man or being kissed by him.

      Except it had backfired horribly. Katsuo’s kiss had been completely different—soft and tender, more like a comforting embrace than a passionate kiss. And yet her heart raced at the mere thought of Shiro’s mouth on hers. Why? She didn’t understand. Maybe the thrill of doing something forbidden made her react that way.

      She stared at him as her fingers crept from his neck to his jaw. It was because it was forbidden. Touching him was forbidden. Kissing him was forbidden. Wanting him was forbidden.

      Her fingers brushed over his lips and his warm breath tickled her hand, sending tingles rushing up her arm.

      She snatched her hand back and held it against her chest as though it was entirely outside her control. What was wrong with her? Touching him while he was asleep? She was no better than him kissing her while she was helpless. Well, now they were even. She leaned back against the wall, sternly lecturing herself into behaving.

      Letting her head fall back, she closed her eyes. Behind her eyelids, the image of Katsuo trapped in her binding appeared and guilt slashed her. She felt so scared and alone, surrounded on all sides by people who wanted her dead—humans, yokai, kami. Was there anyone besides Katsuo who didn’t want her gone?

      If you give me a reason … Even Shiro had promised to kill her if it came to it. Tears burned her eyes. Fatigue crept through her and her aching muscles made themselves known. She’d only had a few hours of sleep. Just a couple minutes of rest wouldn’t hurt. Yumei had told her to stay put after all.

      She slipped into sleep in moments.
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* * *

      She was running, the snow-covered ground flying beneath her feet.

      Ahead of her, among the dark trees, the little white fox bounded through the snow. His bushy tail snapped side to side with each leaping stride. She sprinted after him, the icy air cutting into her lungs. She wanted to call to him to stop but she didn’t have the breath.

      He rushed ahead, drawing away from her so fast. His white fur appeared and disappeared as trees and underbrush blocked him from her sight. She pushed herself harder, frustrated by the drag of her heavy kimono that flew out behind her in waves of crimson silk. The forest grew darker and the shadows danced with a life of their own.

      The kitsune vanished behind a cluster of trees. Running hard, she followed his tracks in the snow. As he appeared again, three tails flicked behind him. He was the size of a wolf and glowing orbs of fire danced around him, keeping pace with his bounding run.

      She should have been afraid, but all she knew was that she needed to catch him. She needed to tell him … something. But he kept running, fleeing from her.

      Darkness coiled and spun along the ground in thick tendrils, closing in around them as they ran. Pain seared her chest and her legs hurt. The kitsune shot ahead, wheeling around a corner and disappearing behind the dense underbrush. The darkness thickened, swallowing her until all that remained were his paw prints in the snow, beckoning her onward.

      She rounded the trees and heat blasted her like an inferno unleashed.

      A beastly specter awaited her. Its massive body blended flesh and fire, its fur rippling like white flame. It filled the clearing, impossibly huge. Behind it, nine fiery tails writhed. Flames raged beneath its giant paws and the snow around it melted into puddles of steaming water.

      The wolf-sized, three-tailed kitsune cowered before it.

      The great kyubi no kitsune lowered its head, its blazing eyes of solid, unbroken red fixed on the kitsune as its lips pulled back from its fangs. Crimson markings glowed on its face and forehead. A low growl rumbled from the beast. Flames surged over it and the nine tails thrashed and swirled. It gathered itself, jaws opening.

      Emi jumped toward it, one hand outstretched as she cried out a name.

      It lunged for the kitsune in a wave of white-hot fire, the consuming flames filling her vision until she could see nothing else.

      Her eyes flew open and the kyubi no kitsune was gone. Relief swept through her. A dream. Just a dream. She was still in Yumei’s home, dim shadows flickering over the walls with only one candle still lit. She was safe from the great beast of fire.

      Except she could still feel the heat of flames.

      Her gaze snapped to Shiro. The markings on his cheeks glowed, his face tight and his breath coming fast and harsh. Heat radiated off him. He twitched, muscles bunching with tension even though his eyes were closed. She wasn’t the only one having nightmares.

      “Shiro,” she said loudly. “Shiro!”

      He didn’t hear her. She pushed off the wall and stretched a hand toward him, hesitating when she felt the heat.

      The air around him sparked. Tiny orbs of flames took form, burning brighter and hotter as they grew in size. One of them drifted past her head and almost caught her hair on fire. She jerked away and reached for him.

      “Shiro!” she yelled as she grabbed his shoulder, intending to shake him awake.

      The instant her hand touched him, his eyes flew open. He sat up in a surge of motion, the blanket falling away, and in the next instant, her back slammed into the wall, her legs splayed awkwardly on the floor.

      He knelt over her, one hand gripping her shoulder with bruising force. The other he held in front of her face, his curled fingers tipped with claws of red flame. His three spectral tails hovered behind him and the kitsunebi danced in a slow pattern around him.

      His eyes, locked on hers, were empty pits of glowing red hatred.
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“Shiro?” she stuttered.

      He blinked. His hand lowered a little and he blinked again, his eyes focusing on her face. He released her and looked around, the glow in his eyes fading. He stared at the floating kitsunebi, his brow furrowing in confusion. His gaze returned to her, then slid down and back up again. Her stomach did an odd little swoop and her face heated.

      “Why are you dressed like that?” he asked.

      She scowled. “That’s your first question?”

      “Should I have asked something else?” That sly grin of his returned, and relief unexpectedly fluttered through her that he was still his normal self.

      “How about asking what happened after you passed out on the verge of death?”

      “Is that what happened?”

      She pushed back against the wall. He was straddling her legs, trapping her in place, so close she almost couldn’t breathe.

      “Are you going to move?” she demanded.

      “Are you going to eat her?” a voice croaked.

      She and Shiro jumped like they’d been shocked. He grabbed her shoulders and yanked her away from the speaker—not realizing he was kneeling on her kimono. They both tumbled over and he landed on top of her, squashing the air out of her lungs.

      “Master said the human belongs to you.”

      Still sprawled on the floor, she and Shiro looked over as the crow yokai sidled toward them on spindly legs, its beady eyes watching her.

      “Will you share?” it asked hopefully, leaning closer.

      “I’m not sharing,” Shiro said firmly. “Leave.”

      The yokai’s shoulders wilted. Snapping its beak irritably, it transformed into a crow and flapped across the room, disappearing through the doorway with a loud caw.

      She looked back at Shiro at the same time as his face turned to her—their noses inches apart. She was suddenly acutely aware of him lying across her, his body heavy and warm against hers. Also, he wasn’t wearing a shirt—a lot of bandages, but no shirt. Her heart leaped and she pressed into the floor, unable to get away.

      His ruby eyes seared hers, burning through her defenses, down to her bones, until she could hide nothing.

      “Are you afraid?” His voice was a croon of ice and fire, his tone indecipherable.

      Her heart thumped crazily and her stomach did slow somersaults. Afraid? Yes, she was afraid, but not that he would hurt her. She didn’t know what she was afraid of.

      “Should I be?” she whispered.

      “I am a yokai. You should always be afraid.”

      She licked her lips. “What if I’m not?”

      “Then you are a fool.”

      No word could have better described her in that moment. Pinned to the floor by a powerful, dangerous yokai with unknown intentions, in the home of an even more powerful yokai with known lethal intentions, in the mysterious and highly dangerous spirit realm of yokai—and she wasn’t even properly scared for her life.

      “I guess I just don’t care anymore.” The words slipped out, muttered under her breath.

      He stilled. “You don’t care if I hurt you? If I kill you?”

      “Does it matter?” She closed her eyes and turned her face away from him. “Yumei plans to kill me as soon as I take the onenju off you.”

      “Does he?”

      “And if he doesn’t do it before the solstice, I’m gone anyway.”

      “The solstice,” Shiro repeated flatly.

      She flinched. She should not have said that. Clouds of despair churned inside her again, fighting for an outlet.

      “What about the solstice, little miko?”

      Opening her eyes, she forced a dull, humorless laugh as her heart raced and her blood went cold with dread. Trapped beneath him, she’d never felt so vulnerable. “Can’t you guess, Shiro, why a worthless human can remove a curse that was created with Amatsukami ki?”

      He stared at her, his face blank—not with confusion, but with the blankness of tightly controlled emotions. His fingers touched her skin just below her collarbone. He slid them down, forcing her kimono apart. She tensed as his gaze dropped to her chest. She knew what he would see: the black mark of Amaterasu glaring on her skin.

      He lifted his hand from her skin, eyes closing, and dropped his head. He didn’t move as he withdrew into himself. Was he steeling himself to kill her? Was he putting aside his feelings so he could deal the lethal strike that would end her life? He’d admitted he couldn’t kill her without guilt. Did that still apply now that he knew she was the kamigakari? Was killing her more important than getting the onenju off?

      She didn’t move except for her heaving chest as her breath came faster and faster. Tension built in her muscles and she couldn’t stand the wait, knowing what was coming. Why had she told him? What insanity had come over her?

      “Calm down,” he muttered. “I can’t think.”

      “W-what?”

      “I’m trying to remember something.” He sighed. “That mark reminds me of … I’m not sure.”

      She blinked, her heart slowing.

      He brought his head up and his lazy grin took her by surprise. “You didn’t think being the kamigakari would get you out of our bargain, did you?”

      “I … I didn’t … Don’t you want to kill me?”

      “Well, your ki is …” He dipped his face down and brushed his nose along her jaw, inhaling slowly. Her stomach dropped. “Mouthwatering, but no, I wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Oh … so you just want to eat me like the crow yokai does.”

      “Not like the karasu,” he murmured, his deep tones singing along her nerves. “You never said why you’re dressed like this.”

      “I—” She struggled to put words together, distracted by his warm body against hers and his breath on her ear. “I was supposed to meet with the Guji of Shion but I ran away.”

      His head came up and she immediately regretted speaking. “You ran away? I assumed Yumei brought you.”

      “No, I came here myself.”

      “Did you?” His head tilted. “Why?”

      She knew he was really asking why she would do something so stupid and dangerous.

      “Because they were going to lock me away in Shion until the solstice. I wouldn’t have had the chance to …”

      “To what?”

      “We made a bargain,” she whispered. “If they’d locked me away, you would’ve been stuck in the onenju forever.”

      He stared at her, strange shadows moving in his ruby eyes. The way he was looking at her made it hard to breathe.

      Then his eyebrows rose and his sly, crooked smile returned. He tapped one finger against her cheek, bringing her attention back to the fact that he was lying on top of her.

      “So am I corrupting the kamigakari’s divine purity with my foul yokai touch?”

      “I don’t care,” she answered without thinking.

      “Do you not?” His voice dropped, that purring note creeping back in. His finger slid over her cheek in a featherlight touch. “Do you want me to move?”

      She stared into his eyes, captured, imprisoned, immobilized. Did she? Yes. She should answer yes. She should make him move. Her heart pounded and slow heat rolled through her, part of it emanating from his warm weight on top of her, part of it sparking from within her. Yes was the correct answer, the only answer.

      But the word wouldn’t come. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.

      He leaned down. His mouth hovered above hers, so close. Her lips parted as she watched his pupils dilate. Her eyes closed and she surrendered to whatever would happen next.

      His warm breath brushed over her skin, and then his lips lightly grazed hers.

      The floor rumbled beneath them.

      Shiro’s head shot up. The tree vibrated violently and alien magic twisted through the air like a swirling, icy breeze. Shiro was on his feet in the next instant, wary tension lining his stance.

      “Shiro, what is it?” Emi asked, scrambling up and righting the front of her kimono.

      “Tsuchi is angry … or Yumei is. I’m not sure which.” His gaze flashed around the room as the floor stopped vibrating, but magic still sparked in the air. “Neither is good.”

      He strode to the haphazard collection of items stacked along the wall and grabbed a folded square of black material. He shook it out, revealing a finely woven kosode, and pulled it on as he strode toward the doorway.

      “Stay here,” he said over his shoulder.

      “No, wait!”

      He had already disappeared into the darkness within the threshold. Before she could think about how stupid it was, she threw herself into the black oblivion after him. The cool, sizzling magic enveloped her for a single heartbeat, tasting her skin, her soul—then forcefully shoved her back into her own realm.

      Cold air hit her face as a thousand screaming voices assaulted her ears. She flew out of the doorway, arms flailing, and crashed into Shiro. He grabbed her before she could plummet off the tree branch. She cringed against him, her head turning wildly in every direction.

      The branches of the great oak tree twined all around them, filled with crows—and every single bird was screaming in unmistakable fury.
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      The horde of enraged crows shrieked ceaselessly, beating their wings at the air, black eyes glaring in the darkness.

      “What’s happening?” she yelled over the awful racket.

      Shiro, his ears pressed flat against his head to block out the sound, clamped an arm around her middle and sprang off the branch. She gasped as they plunged toward the ground before he landed on another bough. He hopped from branch to branch, then sprang off the lowest one and landed in the snow.

      All at once, the crows went silent. Her ears rang in the sudden quiet.

      Magic coiled and eddied over the ground, sliding over her skin like frozen claws—colder, deeper, more potent than anything she’d ever felt. The air dragged at her lungs, uncomfortably thick.

      Shiro stepped in front of her, tension radiating off him. “Stay behind me—and don’t move unless I tell you to.”

      She opened her mouth to ask what was happening, when the magic in the air went from a quiet, icy sizzle to an electric blizzard. She grabbed the back of Shiro’s kosode and huddled behind him.

      Red light flickered in the sky. In a surge of magic, a huge winged shadow plunged through the trees. Ebony wings that weren’t entirely solid and trailed ribbons of red magic flared wide, and the monstrous bird landed in the snow before them.

      Emi pressed against Shiro, too petrified to move. The immense raven towered over them. It looked like Yumei … except much, much bigger.

      The twining ribbons of red magic formed strange designs and runes as they rippled behind him, mixing with the living shadows that shivered across his form. His ki seethed all around them, scraping across Emi’s senses until she wanted to scream.

      “What’s going on, Yumei?” Shiro asked, as calm as if he were inquiring about the weather.

      The raven’s silver eyes flashed with bright rage.

      “They are killing my crows.” Though his beak didn’t move, his growling voice echoed strangely through the trees. Ancient power and an arctic fury coated each word and she realized she had never appreciated, never even grasped, just how old—or how powerful—the Tengu was.

      “Who’s killing them?”

      How could Shiro sound so unruffled in the face of the massive raven’s primordial wrath?

      “Kami. Kami who dare to invade my forest and kill my karasu.”

      Shiro inhaled sharply. “What are kami doing here?”

      “I care not. I will destroy them.” The raven’s silver eyes burned with power. “Tsuchi is not safe. Take the kamigakari to her shrine and wait.”

      The crows, who had been mute since their master’s arrival, erupted in a new chorus of furious screams. The Tengu’s wings snapped open, magic surging through the atmosphere like invisible lightning. The raven launched skyward, vast wings beating the air and sending snow flying in every direction. Hundreds of crows sprang from their perches, shadowy magic coating their wings as they rushed after the Tengu.

      Shiro grabbed her wrist and crouched, pulling her against his back. She clamped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist as he stood. Without glancing back at the great oak tree, he sprang into motion, his bounding run carrying them swiftly away.

      “Shiro, we can’t go back to the shrine,” she gasped. “The Guji is there. They’ll try to kill you and—”

      “It’s safer than here,” Shiro interrupted tersely, sounding far less composed than he’d been when speaking to the Tengu. “We don’t want to be anywhere near here when Yumei starts killing kami.”

      She tightened her hands around fistfuls of his kosode.

      “The Tengu has been the guardian of these mountains for a thousand years,” he growled. “Those kami are fools to invade his land. It would take an Amatsukami to defeat him in his own territory.”

      “But why are there kami here at all?”

      “I suspect your pal Koyane isn’t done hunting you.”

      Her eyes widened. Koyane was still trying to kill her? Why?

      The silent forest held no answers. She and Shiro were the only signs of life among the unmoving trees. All animals, all birds, all yokai had vanished. Could they feel the Tengu’s gathering power and rage? She wished she could also take shelter before the storm erupted.

      Shiro ran with determination, occasionally slowing to a jog to catch his breath before speeding up again. The air was too cold, too electric. She didn’t know if it was just her imagination, but she could feel hostility emanating from the trees, from the ground.

      With each mile, the shrine loomed closer in her mind. She couldn’t go back yet, not until she took Shiro’s beads off. She couldn’t let anyone at the shrine so much as glimpse him; they would try to kill him no matter what she said. She would have to protect him. Would Amaterasu help her?

      Shiro’s run eventually slowed to a trot. The painful chill in the air and Tsuchi’s hostile anger, which had been simmering across her skin, had mostly faded away.

      “How far is the shrine?” she asked as Shiro loosened his arms so she could slide off his back. “The Guji probably has sohei searching the woods for me.”

      “If there are humans out here, they’re already dead.”

      A chill rushed over her as Katsuo’s face flashed in her mind. Surely Ishida wouldn’t trust Katsuo to search for her. He was still safe at the shrine. He had to be.

      A wintry breeze rushed over them, stirring Emi’s hair and tugging at her kimono. Shiro’s head rose, his ears swiveling. He yanked her into his arms and took off at full speed—in the wrong direction.

      As he bounded away, she saw what he was fleeing: a man standing in the trees.

      The man wore sohei robes and held an unsheathed sword in his hand, but his face was too beautiful to be entirely human; his features were as impossibly radiant as Koyane’s. As their eyes met, the kami smiled at her. Then he vanished among the trees, making no move to follow as Shiro carried her away.

      “Where in the pits of Yomi are they coming from?” Shiro snarled, clutching her to his chest as he turned toward the shrine again. “Can your Guji protect you?”

      “I—I’m not sure. Maybe—”

      He suddenly dug his feet in and skidded through the snow in a desperate attempt to stop. Ahead of them, a shimenawa rope wrapped in ofuda was strung between the trees at waist height. Unable to stop, Shiro sprang over it. He landed on the other side—and slid straight into a second rope at chest level.

      The shimenawa broke free from the trees and snapped around them like a constricting snake. They crashed to the ground, bound together as the ropes tightened and lit with power. Paralyzing magic encased her until all she could do was twitch helplessly. They rolled to a stop, her half on top of Shiro, who was equally trapped by the binding.

      She struggled, barely able to breathe as magic pierced her like fiery needles. Was this how yokai felt when an ofuda bound them? Squeezing her eyes shut, she turned her mind inward, searching for the warm kami ki that slept within. Heat rose through her, clashing with the magic of the shimenawa. Her shaking muscles convulsed. Forcing every inch of movement, she dragged her hand to the nearest length of rope and wrapped her fingers around it.

      “Shukusei no tama,” she gasped.

      Her ki surged into the rope, purifying and destroying the spell.

      The shimenawa went slack. Shiro gasped in a breath and she had a second to wonder whether the spell had been strangling him before he lurched up, pulling her with him.

      Shadows moved in the trees.

      The kami she’d seen in the woods appeared from the darkness. She backed away from him and bumped into Shiro. Instead of retreating, he spun around, fire sparking around him. She glimpsed three more inhuman sohei emerging from the trees behind them.

      The first kami smiled at her for a second time. He raised a hand toward her and before she could react, bright light flashed in his palm.

      White filled her vision as blinding agony tore through her. Electric power scorched her bones and turned her muscles into trembling jelly. The world disappeared from her senses and the only thing that felt real was the strange pulsing heat in her chest.

      She felt herself falling, and she was utterly helpless to stop it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bright light shone through her eyelids.

      Her thoughts gradually regained some coherency. How long had she been unconscious? Minutes, hours? She recalled a vague impression of jumbled voices, of being moved and carried, but the torment of the kami’s magic hazed her memories. She’d been helpless, paralyzed in mind and body.

      The pain was gone. The pulsing heat in her chest had faded. She felt cold and numb, and silence surrounded her.

      She cracked her eyes open and squinted at the brightness. Her cheek was resting on wooden floorboards, and drawn upon them were complex shapes and symbols. With effort, she lifted her head. She was sprawled in the middle of a brightly glowing marugata.

      A few feet away from the circle, Shiro stood, unmoving. Three kami waited in a circle around him, each holding a sword with a glowing blade, the points hovering at his throat.

      Four walls surrounded them, the room empty. As she fought to raise her torso off the floor, she noticed the open doors at the end of the room. Beyond them, within a much smaller room, a beautifully carved shrine stood, its wood gleaming in the light of the marugata. But the pedestal was empty, and on the floor all around it were the shards of a shattered mirror.

      They were inside the hall of worship of the Shirayuri Shrine, and the shards of the mirror were all that remained of Amaterasu’s shintai, the object through which she would have channeled her power and spirit into the shrine.

      As Emi pushed herself up on one elbow, her hand rose to her chest. The kamigakari mark was cold and lifeless, her connection with Amaterasu blocked. By the marugata? She met Shiro’s blazing ruby stare.

      His eyes shifted to the kami in front of him.

      Fire exploded off him. Kitsunebi flashed out from him faster than she could follow and blasted the three kami in their chests. They fell backward with smoking holes in their torsos. Shiro spun and lunged toward the circle, a hand outstretched toward her.

      For a single breathless moment, she thought they might escape.

      Power rushed into the room like a gust of wind. The floor buckled upward beneath Shiro’s feet and he sprang into the air like a startled cat. The floorboards split open.

      Writhing black snakes shot out of the hole. They caught Shiro in the air and twisted over him like thick tentacles, constricting around him. He grabbed one as it slid around his neck and strained to keep it from crushing his throat.

      Not snakes, she realized as she struggled in vain to rise and help him. Roots. Dark tree roots were winding around him.

      “Kimura Emi.”

      The quiet female voice cut through her, the impossible, overwhelming power of it driving her into the floor.

      A woman stood in the open doorway, the shattered shintai behind her. Her kimono was the finest black silk, embroidered with shimmering gold thread in the form of a dragon coiling up her side. A matching gold obi wrapped her slim waist. Her face was beyond beautiful, radiant with an otherworldly presence, and her lustrous black hair fell almost to the floor, bound two-thirds of the way down by a golden tie. Eyes black as the night sky gazed at Emi from that stunning but somehow lifeless face.

      Behind and to the left of the woman, Koyane stood with his hands tucked in the opposite sleeves of his brown kimono. Seeing Emi’s terrified stare, he smiled.

      With agonizing effort, she pushed onto her knees, but she didn’t have the strength to stand. Her whole body throbbed with painful numbness. A few steps away, Shiro fought to hold the root that threatened to choke him, trapped in the deadly tangle. Spots of fire flickered and glowed on the floor from his previous attack but he didn’t summon another fiery blast. Did he know an attack would be futile, or was his ki being smothered by the overwhelming kami power filling the room?

      She suspected the latter as the air grew heavy and difficult to breathe. The otherworldly woman was not just a kami.

      She could only be Izanami, the Amatsukami of the Earth.

      The woman glided into the room, her vassal Koyane following. She came to stand before the edge of the circle and studied Emi’s face, not even glancing at the dead kami on the floor.

      “The kamigakari of Amaterasu,” Koyane said smugly to his master, “as promised.”

      “Do not gloat, Koyane,” Izanami replied, her voice soft but so, so cold. “Only by mere chance will your error be remedied.”

      Koyane’s jaw clenched before he smoothed his expression. The Amatsukami turned from Emi to Shiro. Her gaze travelled over him from head to feet and back again.

      “So it is you,” she said, seeming to sigh as she moved closer. “I suspected when Koyane spoke of a kitsune, but I had hoped you were gone forever.”

      “That’s friendly,” Shiro grunted, pulling at the root around his neck.

      “Can you not free yourself? How far you have fallen from what you once were.” The words sounded almost sad. She reached up and touched the onenju on his arm with one finger. “The kamigakari has been meddling, I see. I will rectify that.”

      She moved her finger to his chest and rested it lightly on his kosode. Light glowed beneath her fingertip. “It was necessary, you understand. We all must do as duty commands. Though your loyalty to your lord was honorable, I could not allow you to interfere.”

      Shiro bared his teeth at her and the red markings on his face glowed. The air sizzled, but before he could do anything else, her finger moved swiftly over his chest, drawing a strange pattern above his heart. Bright light flashed and Shiro arched within the roots’ hold, a strangled sound escaping his throat. He went limp, hanging lifelessly.

      “Shiro!” Emi cried and tried to lunge up, only to collapse back onto her knees, trembling with weakness. “What did you do to him?”

      The roots returned to life, unwinding and sliding back into the ground. Shiro fell, crumpling onto the floor, unmoving. Izanami returned to the edge of Emi’s circle and once again examined her face.

      “Amaterasu has shared too much of herself with this vessel,” the Amatsukami murmured. “A dangerous game my cousin plays.”

      “What did you do to Shiro?” Emi demanded. She attempted to rise but her legs wouldn’t obey. “Where’s everyone from the shrine? Did you kill them?”

      “Kill them?” Koyane echoed in scathing disbelief. “You presume my lady has such little regard for human life? She merely sent them away so she could search for you without interference.”

      “S-search for me? But why?” Her gaze darted to Shiro, as lifeless as the bodies of the kami he’d killed. “Why are you doing this? Please, let us go. We’ll leave and never bother you again.”

      A laugh rumbled in Koyane’s throat. “You do not understand at all, do you, girl? Let you leave when we have been hunting you for years?”

      Izanami turned a cold stare on her vassal. “Do not scorn the child, Koyane. She is but an innocent casualty and undeserving of belittlement.”

      The kami snapped his mouth shut and rearranged his face into something like pained sympathy. Emi looked between them, confusion and fear intertwining. They had hunted her? Why did Izanami call her an innocent casualty then?

      “Though I regret what I must do,” Izanami murmured, “the demands of duty are clear. Know you are innocent of wrongdoing, Kimura Emi, and that you die today only because of your devotion to your kami.”

      The floorboards creaked and split beneath Emi. Crawling roots slid out of the gap and wound around her upper arms, lifting her into the air until her feet barely brushed the floor. She wrenched pointlessly at the roots, her limbs numb and feeble.

      Izanami raised a slender hand. Koyane placed an unsheathed knife in her waiting palm, the steel blade shining and the hilt wrapped in braided black cloth.

      “I am required to take your life to prevent Amaterasu from descending into this world,” Izanami said as her fingers closed around the hilt. “I take your life with my own hand in respect for your sacrifice. I give you an honorable death.”

      Within the unyielding grip of the roots, Emi writhed in panic. Izanami stepped into the circle, motions smooth and composed, unaffected by the magic of her marugata. She turned the knife and light glinted along the blade. Emi struggled futilely as the weapon approached her.

      Izanami stepped again, closing the gap between them, and thrust her arm forward. A strange pressure hit her in the gut, shoving the breath out of her lungs.

      The knife reappeared, blood gleaming on the steel, as Izanami stepped back. Emi looked down. Blood flowed from the slashed silk of her obi, just below her ribcage. Her vision fractured, the blood turning to sharp lines and angles as though her brain couldn’t comprehend the sight. Her heart pounded, adrenaline rushing through her arteries and escaping her body along with the bright blood. From deep within, pain bloomed, filling her with a terrible pressure, as though the agony were attempting to turn her inside out.

      The roots released her arms and she collapsed on top of the glowing lines of the circle. Her hands involuntarily clamped over her stomach, and hot blood squeezed between her fingers.

      “An honorable death,” Izanami repeated, handing the knife back to Koyane, “though perhaps it is undeserved. Use this time to reflect upon your life, Kimura Emi, so that you may pass into the next world with a pure, dedicated heart.”

      The Amatsukami glanced at Koyane. “Stay with her until she passes, then burn her remains. Do not assist her in death.” She gestured gracefully toward the door and a pair of kami-sohei strode in from outside and stopped beside Shiro. “Take him to the circle.”

      “Would it not be prudent to imprison him rather than rebind him?” Koyane asked. “It is now obvious that the onenju can be removed, and if he recovers enough to seek his lord …”

      “I will ensure it cannot be removed again so easily,” Izanami replied as the kami picked Shiro up. “Once he is fully bound, it will be safe to kill him.”

      Her last words rang in Emi’s ears as the Amatsukami swept out of the room. The kami-sohei followed, dragging Shiro’s limp form, the strange mark still glowing on his chest.

      The floorboards pressed against Emi’s cheek as she stared through the doorway at the shattered pieces of the mirror beyond.

      Kill him.

      The words repeated over and over in her head. Izanami would rebind Shiro with the onenju, then kill him when he was at his weakest. Emi understood why. Powerful yokai had a chance at reviving from Tsuchi if they had enough ki left upon death, but weak yokai couldn’t. By binding Shiro first, Izanami ensured he would never come back.

      Her heart fluttered painfully in her chest as she pressed her hands to her stomach, trying to keep her blood inside her. She had to help Shiro. She had to save him. She had led him here, straight into Izanami’s clutches, an Amatsukami he had no hope of fighting.

      He would die, and it was her fault.
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      “Are you finished dying yet, kamigakari?”

      Koyane’s voice seemed to come from a great distance away. She blinked, bringing the room into focus. How long had she been lying on the floor, slowly bleeding to death?

      “Izanami is merciful,” he went on, sounding bored. “I would not have been so kind.”

      “Killing me is merciful?” Emi choked out, each word scraping against her dry throat.

      “Oh, so you are still conscious?” He knelt in front of her, just outside the circle. “Yes, she is merciful. She had no choice but to kill you, yet she gave you a worthy end. Normally, of course, you would pierce your own belly in the ritual death, but she knew that would have been difficult for you.”

      “Why did she have to kill me at all?”

      “I told you: the kamigakari mark cannot be removed once it is tied to your ki. Your death is the only way to ensure Amaterasu cannot descend and interfere.” He tapped one finger on the floor in a chiding manner. “Izanami seeks only to fulfill her duty, but the soft and misguided Amatsukami of the Wind desires to stop her. Amaterasu even attempted to protect a Kunitsukami! Such treacherous behavior.”

      “A Kunitsukami?” she whispered, gathering her wits as her vision slipped in and out of focus.

      “Izanami has unhappily eliminated every kamigakari of Amaterasu’s for a century now,” he continued, not sounding unhappy at all. “She regrets taking innocent lives, yet Amaterasu insists on claiming new kamigakari, knowing they will die. Your fate, child, is her doing, not Izanami’s.”

      “Izanami was the one …?”

      “She had no choice. Her duty demands it.” He sounded smug that his master was so dutiful and self-sacrificing. “Since the day Inari killed Amaterasu, banishing her back to Takamahara, Izanami has ensured that Amaterasu cannot return to the earthly realm to interfere.”

      Inari had killed Amaterasu? Upon the death of her host body, Amaterasu’s spirit and power would have returned to Takamahara—the heavenly realm of the kami. And in the subsequent hundred years, Izanami had killed all of Amaterasu’s kamigakari?

      A hundred years. Hadn’t Yumei said that Inari had been missing for a hundred years as well?

      “It was easy at first,” Koyane mused, oblivious to her racing thoughts. “We needed only to alert local yokai as to the location and appearance of the newest kamigakari, and they would complete the task for us. You, however, we could not find after the failed attack in Shion.”

      Shock rippled through her, followed by a surge of rage that burned through the sluggish haze in her mind. She shoved herself halfway off the floor, one hand pressed to her belly and her teeth bared, but then her arm gave out and she hit the floor again, agony spearing her middle.

      “The attack in Shion? You arranged that?” she spat breathlessly. Hana’s death. Hana’s death was their fault.

      He raised an eyebrow at her vehemence. “You do not appear to be reflecting well on your shortly ending life, child. You have little time left to give full consideration to your sins.”

      Her tiny spurt of strength disappeared and she slumped. A thin rivulet of her blood filled the crack between the floorboards and snaked toward the edge of the glowing circle, where a remnant of fire from Shiro’s attack flickered energetically. Her vision blurred around the edges.

      “I have wondered what death is,” Koyane murmured, his voice fading in and out. “I will never know, of course, but—”

      The doors behind them blasted inward.

      A monstrous bird of shadows and rippling red light burst into the room, its colossal wings slamming into the walls. Time froze as she craned her neck to take in the huge creature, Koyane immobile with shock beside her.

      The raven’s head snapped down. It grabbed Koyane in its beak and flung him into the wall.

      Sprawled helplessly on the floor, Emi gasped for air, struggling not to lose consciousness as Yumei’s ki assaulted her senses. The raven thrust his head toward her but the circle flared, forcing him back a step. His beak opened and he screeched furiously.

      Blinding white light flashed and a blast of magic shot toward Yumei. Writhing shadows leaped off his wings, forming a dark shield. The two powers crashed together and exploded, knocking the raven back out the demolished doorway. Magic tore over Emi and all she could do was press closer to the floor.

      “Do you think me so easily defeated, raven?” Koyane crowed, back on his feet and seemingly unharmed.

      He strode across the room, blades of light forming in his hands. Framed in the threshold, Yumei spread his great wings and screamed a ferocious cry, shadows spiraling around him.

      “This time you’ll fight me?” Koyane said gleefully as a glowing blue orb of power surrounded him. “How long it has been since a worthy opponent tested my strength!”

      With a cackling laugh, Koyane shot out of the building after the raven. The ground shook as their powers collided once more.

      Inside, dust sifted down from the ceiling. Emi lay in the glowing circle, fighting the darkness creeping along the edges of her vision. At long last, tears escaped her control and slid down her face. Come back, she wanted to scream to Yumei. Come back and free me! But she didn’t even have the strength for that.

      The walls shook with the force of the battle outside. All she could do was lie in a pool of her own blood and wait to die. Somewhere, Izanami was rebinding Shiro in the beads, and then she would kill him. Yumei was fighting Koyane. How long until he could get to Shiro? What if he got there too late?

      She fought the heaviness of her eyelids, focusing on the flickering flame Shiro had left behind. Somehow it was still burning, unhurriedly eating away at the wooden floorboards. With her cheek resting on the floor, she watched the flames creep toward the edge of the circle. The fire licked at the glowing outer line—and the white light rippled oddly. Emi didn’t move, didn’t even breathe, her eyes locked on the fire as it crawled over the line, leaving a charred black smudge in its wake.

      The glowing marugata snuffed out, the circle broken by the tiny flame. The numbness lifted from her, and for a brief moment, she could finally breathe.

      Then searing heat hit her chest like a bolt of lightning.

      Her mouth opened in a silent scream. She convulsed on the floor, clutching at her chest. Power rushed into her, filling her veins with liquid fire. Her blood-smeared hands scrabbled frantically to pull open her kimono.

      The kamigakari mark blazed with bright white power.

      “No!” she gasped.

      Her skin glowed as heat ripped through her. The mark grew hotter and hotter. Power continued to fill her, crushing and suffocating, as a presence filled her body and pushed into her mind, shoving her aside. A violent draft of air whipped around her in a shimmering whirlwind.

      “No!” The word came out in a choked sob. Tears ran down her face. Even though she knew she was dying, even though she knew her life was over anyway, panic and denial obliterated all logic from her mind. “No, it’s too soon!”

      You are dying, Emi.

      The voice whispered inside her head, sweet and soft and filled with concern.

      Power raged through her, too much power. It burned inside her, igniting her flesh and soul. It gathered in her abdomen and fiery spikes of agony pierced her belly. She screamed and curled into a ball, squeezing her middle as she trembled uncontrollably.

      The pain in her stomach softened, melding with the rushing, swirling torment of the Amatsukami’s ki tearing her apart from within. Her arms and legs moved of their own accord, pushing her up until she stood on wobbly legs.

      “This isn’t your body yet,” Emi wept, fighting her legs as they tried to step forward. “You weren’t supposed to come until the solstice!”

      This is but a portion of my power, Amaterasu whispered in her mind. Only enough to save you, to help you. I cannot bridge the distance between us for long, but we may have enough time to save him.

      “Save him?” she repeated, her breath catching.

      He must not die or all hope will be lost.

      Emi drew herself up. “We’ll save him together?”

      Together.

      Facing the shattered doors, Emi felt Amaterasu’s strength fill her trembling limbs. She half ran, half stumbled to the doors and staggered down the steps.

      Across the courtyard, Koyane stood just in front of the torii. An orb of blue power surrounded him and he held a great glowing sword in both hands. A strange ecstasy contorted his beautiful face.

      With a scream, the great raven dove from the sky and struck the orb around the kami with his talons. Black and red power erupted from him, intertwining with Koyane’s blue light until a tornado of spiraling magic swallowed them both.

      Where is the circle, Emi?

      She tore her eyes away from the battle, struggling to focus, to think. The circle. Izanami had told her vassals to take Shiro to the circle. What circle? Not a circle, but the circle. Where—

      An image flashed in her mind: Katsuo catching her elbow as she tripped over stones hidden in the snow—an ancient circle set in the earth, used centuries ago by the kannushi of the shrine. Of course.

      She spun and broke into a run, ignoring the pain of the Amatsukami’s power. Her stomach no longer hurt but she didn’t stop to check why. With each step, her will merged more seamlessly with Amaterasu’s vast mind, their thoughts sliding together like puzzle pieces in motion. Ignoring the sounds of wood breaking and stone shattering from Yumei and Koyane’s battle, she ran around the shrine offices into the trees beyond.

      Ahead, light erupted, almost blinding her. Through the trees, a column of light shot skyward. Emi swung toward it, increasing her pace further yet.

      A kami stepped out from behind a thick oak trunk, raising his bow with a glowing arrow already nocked to fire.

      Controlled by Amaterasu, Emi’s hand flew up and hot ki surged through her. A blast of wind struck the kami, hurling him into the oak with impossible force. His skull crunched against the bark and he slumped to the ground.

      Taking control again, Emi swerved and grabbed the bow and arrow from the kami’s limp hands. Not daring to stop for more arrows, she charged toward the beacon glowing through the trees. She wheeled around a bush and finally saw what lay ahead.

      The kami had cleared the snow and leaves from the center of the round glade, and in the empty space, a circle of worn, flat stones created the outline from which a column of light rose. Inside the stone ring, swirling and interconnecting lines that glowed with the brightness of the sun were etched into the smooth earth.

      Within the circle, Shiro hung suspended in the light, head hanging back, arms at his sides, and feet hovering just above the ground. Floating within the column of divine luminance, he almost seemed peaceful, as though he were sleeping in heaven’s embrace.

      Izanami stood in front of the circle. As Emi ran toward them, the kami reached into the light and took Shiro’s arm. The onenju glowed red within the shimmering white radiance. Izanami grasped the beads.

      Emi slid to a stop, still two dozen paces away in the trees. She fitted the arrow on the bow and drew the string back to her cheek. Her mouth moved, whispering words she didn’t know as magic built within the arrow. White light glowed over it and the wind, rippling with ribbons of white power, swirled around her feet.
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Izanami glanced up from Shiro’s arm and looked at her.

      Emi released the arrow. Power formed around it as it shot through the air, a missile of lethal Amatsukami ki. Izanami recoiled, her hands coming up too late to stop it.

      Just before it struck, a kami jumped from the shadows and threw himself between his master and the arrow. It struck his chest and detonated like a grenade, blasting him apart.

      Emi dropped the bow and charged. Her hands extended and power surged again. A shimmering sword of air formed in her hands. She drew it back as she closed in on Izanami and slashed the blade.

      Izanami summoned a black katana and the two swords collided. Wind laced with crackling magic blew Emi’s hair back from her face and sent her kimono swirling behind her.

      “Amaterasu,” Izanami murmured.

      “Izanami.” Gone was Amaterasu’s gentle tone. Ice turned her voice into a razor-edged blade, and her fury burned through Emi. “Traitor!”

      “I betray no one,” Izanami replied coolly, light from the marugata flickering over her face. “I only do my duty.”

      “You have betrayed us all,” Amaterasu accused with Emi’s lips, pressing her blade of wind into Izanami’s katana. “You tricked Inari and I into destroying each other. You slew my kamigakari year after year. You imprisoned the other Kunitsukami.”

      “The Kunitsukami would not allow me to complete my duty. I am compelled to see it through, Amaterasu, regardless of my personal desires.”

      “Do not pretend. I know you seek this power for your own gain.”

      Izanami’s eyes blazed with anger. “You dare minimize my sacrifice? I would not seek this, but I must. You are too weak and softhearted to see what comes. I am the Amatsukami of the Earth, and I will save it no matter what I must do.”

      “You will not save this world. You will destroy it!”

      The passion slipped from Izanami’s face and her expression went cold again. “Speaking with you was always futile. I cannot expect you to understand dutiful sacrifice when all you know is emotional sentimentality.”

      Bracing her weapon, Izanami shoved the blade out, pushing Emi back. The ground shook violently. Tree roots tore out of the earth, shooting like spears for her back. Wind surged, forming shimmering razors that sliced through the roots as she thrust her wind blade.

      Izanami snapped her sword up and their blades crashed together. White light and rushing wind erupted in every direction. Izanami shoved her away. Emi jumped forward, guided by Amaterasu, and her blade snapped out again. The weapons clashed, sung through the air, and clashed again. Slashing and parrying, they danced through the snow as writhing tree roots and swirling blades of air battled around them.

      “You cannot defeat me with only half your strength, Amaterasu.” Izanami parried a strike and raised her other hand. Swirling, howling white power launched out of her palm and smashed into Emi’s blade, flinging her backward. The wind caught her, and she landed neatly on her feet.

      “I cannot defeat you,” Amaterasu said through Emi. “Not alone.”

      Izanami’s eyes widened as Emi turned to the glowing column of light behind her, so close after Izanami had thrown her toward it. Shiro was still suspended within the light, unconscious. Izanami rushed toward them and tree roots tore up from the ground as Emi swung her wind sword out.

      The blade cut through the light and slashed through the lines in the dirt, breaking the circle.

      The light sputtered out and Shiro crumpled to the ground. Emi whirled away. The wind gathered under her, throwing her into the air as dozens of thick roots tore apart the spot where she’d been standing. She landed in the snow as Izanami raced for her, black katana at the ready. Power swelled within Emi, glowing through her skin.

      Izanami slammed into her, driving her back. The trees croaked and groaned, and their branches whipped down at the same time as their roots reared up. Emi spun away, struggling to evade the attacks as Izanami struck again and again with her sword. The ground heaved under her feet, cracking and tearing apart to throw her off balance. Only the swirling, dancing wind kept her alive as she fought.

      A tree root as thick as her waist swung for her. She sprang into the air, the wind pushing her up to avoid it. Branches snapped down to meet her, coiling around her wrists and yanking her arms out. She summoned the wind to cut them down but more branches grabbed her, pulling her limbs in every direction. Izanami sprang upward and a root shot out of the ground to create a platform from which she leaped again, blade aimed at Emi’s heart.

      Out of nowhere, fire exploded in Izanami’s face.

      Izanami jerked back, twisting roots diving beneath her feet to keep her from falling. She turned and barely caught Shiro’s dual blades as he bowled into her. Fire raced over his arms and down his swords and his three fiery tails danced behind him for balance. Kitsunebi orbs spun around him.

      Ki surged through Emi and a spiraling gust tore her free. The wind gathered under her feet and she ran across air.

      Izanami flung her sword up and unleashed a wave of power that hurled Emi and Shiro back. Shiro fell through the air but landed on one of the thrashing roots. He sprang off it and used Izanami’s own weapon as a makeshift staircase to dart after her again. Fiery orbs shot at Izanami but her flailing roots smashed them into pieces. The kitsunebi burst apart only to instantly reform from the embers.

      Emi sprinted on the wind to attack Izanami’s other side. Her black sword sung through the air as trees and roots attacked them, holding Emi and Shiro at bay. The earth heaved and a geyser of dirt shot into the sky. Shiro sprang away just in time. As he dropped, a kitsunebi appeared beneath him and he landed on it with one foot before hopping upward. His orbs of flame rushed ahead of him and he sprang from one to the other as though they were floating stepping stones.

      Lifting her hand, Emi called on the wind. It came howling down, whipping golden leaves from the trees as the screaming tornado enclosed all three of them. Shiro cast his kitsunebi into the cyclone and they erupted into a wall of fire. Emi pointed her blade and the blazing whirlwind surged toward Izanami.

      At a gesture from Izanami, a hundred thick tree roots erupted, closing over her in a protective dome. The firestorm struck the barrier, sending wood splinters flying in every direction.

      The dome of roots opened again and Izanami rose from within, lifted by a pillar of earth. She raised her hands, her power crackling in the air as she prepared another attack.

      In a silent rush of darkness, the giant raven plunged out of the sky for Izanami’s back.

      She sprang off the pillar of earth at the last second. The raven struck it in an explosion of dirt and rock. Emi launched downward alongside Shiro, racing toward the ground as Izanami fell, her long hair streaming above her. The earth heaved and with a boom, the ground wrenched open into a gaping chasm. Izanami plummeted into the darkness.

      Amaterasu’s fear rushed through Emi. She grabbed Shiro’s arm and the wind swept beneath them, flinging them skyward just as the crevasse snapped closed with the force of an earthquake. She and Shiro hit the ground as the world bucked and shuddered before finally stilling.

      Emi rolled to her feet, her eyes on the jagged crack in the ground. Shiro stood beside her and the raven landed nearby, shaking the dirt from his wings. The three of them stared at the fissure as they waited to see if their adversary would reappear.

      “Izanami has fled,” she finally murmured. “Three opponents were too many for an easy victory.”

      The words came from Emi’s mouth, but she no longer knew who was speaking. The edges between her thoughts and the Amatsukami’s had blurred until she didn’t know where she ended and Amaterasu began. Ki burned inside her, an agony she’d almost forgotten.

      Heat rushed through her and power flowed with it—but this time it flowed out instead of in. It hurt just as much, the fiery torment scorching her every nerve.

      I must leave before I destroy you, Amaterasu whispered urgently, the kami’s thoughts peeling away from hers. You must free the Kunitsukami, Emi. Do you understand? You must find them and free them. Only they can stop Izanami. Before the solstice, you must …

      Amaterasu’s voice faded, the words slurring in her head. She swayed on her feet, confused to see Shiro staring at her and backing away. She lifted her arm and saw her skin was glowing white. Her vision blurred.

      Hold on, Emi. Amaterasu’s soft words sounded a thousand miles away. Soon I will be gone.

      “How am I supposed to find them?” she mumbled aloud, swaying like a sapling in the wind.

      They are trapped by … signs of … cannot escape without …

      The kami’s voice faded away again. Or maybe Emi was fading, disappearing along with Amaterasu’s ki. As the kami withdrew from her body, she pulled Emi with her. They were too connected, their minds and ki too entwined.

      Tears trickled down her cheeks as she met Shiro’s wide eyes. She lifted a trembling hand toward him, terrified that this was her last moment on Earth, that when Amaterasu left, her own mind would fade to nothing as well.

      The world darkened, shadows closing over her. The last thing she remembered was falling toward Shiro and his arms reaching out to catch her.
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      Someone was poking her arm.

      Her brow wrinkled as sleep tried to drag her back down. Poke, poke, poke. Her fuzzy brain halfheartedly attempted to resume conscious thought. She was lying on her back on a hard bed. The air was cool on her face but the rest of her was comfortably warm.

      Poke, poke. Then something sharp jabbed her shoulder and she yelped.

      “I told you to leave her alone.”

      Footsteps vibrated the floor, then a thud and a squeal sounded.

      “But she smells good,” a croaky voice whined.

      “Touch her again and I’ll eat you.”

      Another whine and scuttling steps on the floor. Opening her eyes, she squinted in the dim light. Shiro’s face appeared above her, ruby eyes bright and fluffy fox ears pricked toward her.

      “Finally awake, little miko?”

      “I think so,” she said, her voice rusty and her mouth unpleasantly dry. She swallowed with effort. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Almost two days.”

      She shot upright. The blood rushed out of her head and she swayed, clutching the floor as it rolled under her. “Two days?”

      Shiro sat cross-legged beside her. The round walls of Yumei’s oak-tree home shone softly in the flickering candlelight. She was sitting on the same pile of blankets Shiro had been sleeping on when she first visited this place. They were alone except for a cluster of grumpy-looking crow yokai sitting on the boxes. One of them was rubbing his ear and glowering at Shiro.

      “Amaterasu’s possession almost killed you,” Shiro said casually. “But judging by the amount of blood we found on the shrine floor, you would have died without her help. So there’s that.”

      She pressed a hand to her belly. No pain. As she stared at her abdomen, she belatedly noticed she was wearing an unfamiliar white cotton kimono instead of her own clothes. Heat rushed to her face.

      “You undressed me?” she gasped.

      “I didn’t,” he said, mouth curving in a crooked grin. “Yumei said I wasn’t trustworthy. You were filthy with dirt and blood, so he didn’t have much choice.”

      She hunched her shoulders and looked away, unable to banish her blush. She prodded her stomach again.

      “Your wound is gone,” he said. “Completely healed, not even a scar.”

      Her gaze shot back to him.

      He held up his hands in surrender. “Yumei told me. I didn’t see for myself. I told you he kicked me out, remember?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously, then shook her head. “How is that possible?”

      “He’s stronger than me.”

      “Not that. How is it possible that my wound is gone?”

      He smirked at having successfully annoyed her. “Amaterasu is the only Amatsukami with the healing gift. Uzume has a similar ability. They are the only two who could have saved you.”

      Her stomach churned with nerves; how narrowly she had escaped with her life. “Izanami said she was giving me an honorable death so I could reflect on my life before I died.”

      “Charming.”

      “Did you and Yumei find any sign of people in the shrine?” she asked, her stomach clenching harder at the thought of what might have happened to Katsuo and the others when Izanami and Koyane descended on the shrine.

      “We took a quick look around. It looks like they packed up in a hurry and left. No signs of a struggle.” He shrugged. “It seems they left on their own. If Izanami told them to get lost, they wouldn’t have had any choice but to obey.”

      She deflated in a long, relieved sigh. “Izanami acted like she knew you. What she said about you being loyal to your lord … do you think she meant Inari?”

      “I guess so. I don’t remember. She really wanted me out of the way, though, so maybe I do know something important.” His mouth twisted. “If I could remember it.”

      “Well, I can fix that,” she said, pushing the blankets aside. “Give me your arm.”

      “What?” He pulled his arm away. “You’re recovering, Emi. It can wait a few days.”

      “Maybe it can’t,” she said tersely. “Amaterasu told me we have to find the Kunitsukami and free them before the solstice. Izanami has imprisoned them somehow.”

      He stiffened. “Imprisoned them? All of them? How did she manage that?”

      “I don’t know, but Amaterasu said only the Kunitsukami can stop Izanami, and they have to do it before the solstice.”

      “Stop her from what?” he asked warily.

      Anxiety rolled through her. “Amaterasu said Izanami wants to destroy the world, but I don’t know what that means.”

      Shiro stared at her and something dangerous flashed in his eyes. Then he tipped his head back to look at the ceiling, his gaze unfocused.

      After a minute, he muttered, “I almost remembered … something. When you said that, I felt … I think Amaterasu is right.”

      She grabbed his right hand and pulled it toward her. “Then let’s get this off you so you can remember what you need to know.”

      He snatched his arm back and shot to his feet. “You need to recover.”

      “I’m fine,” she snapped, standing up and tugging her kimono into place. “Don’t you want them off? I can at least try.”

      She reached for him again and his ears flattened against his head. He backed away from her, holding his onenju-wrapped arm behind him.

      “Shiro,” she began angrily, but the words died in her throat as she studied his face. Her anger evaporated. “Shiro … are you afraid?”

      Taking another half step back, he turned away. “You shouldn’t push yourself yet.”

      Sympathy welled inside her. “Shiro …”

      They stood in silence for a long minute. He stared at the wall, his jaw flexing. She waited, knowing that pushing him would accomplish nothing, though she wasn’t sure what else to do.

      “What if you take them off,” he mumbled, “and I don’t remember anything?”

      Her heart squeezed. She intertwined her fingers to keep from reaching for him.

      His hand closed over his opposite arm, just above the onenju. “What if I do remember and it’s … what if I can’t …”

      She stepped closer and placed her hand lightly over his where he gripped his arm. “You won’t know until we remove it. It can’t be worse than not knowing who you are, can it?”

      His eyes slid to her, full of shadows. “What if you take them off and I forget everything?”

      Her hand tightened over his. “Do you think you could ever forget me?” she asked with feigned haughtiness and a teasing smile. “After all we’ve been through?”

      His brow furrowed, then he grinned. “It would be hard to forget how annoying it is to have to carry you everywhere.”

      “And save my life all the time.”

      He let out a long breath and extended his arm to her. “Do it.”

      She slid her fingers under the bottom loop. Gripping his arm, she inhaled deeply and held the breath. Her fingers tightened around the beads as power licked at her skin. She met his ruby eyes and pulled.

      The beads clamped onto his arm, refusing to budge. She dragged at them, throwing her weight into it. Power crackled over her skin and ki seared her arm. Gritting her teeth, she pulled harder. Lightning crackled over the unmoving onenju—and then exploded in her face.

      She flew backward and crashed onto the table, shattering a tea cup and almost impaling herself on a broken sword. Gasping and wincing, she pushed herself up.

      The release of power had thrown Shiro into the wall of wooden crates and chests. They’d tumbled down on him, half burying him. The crow yokai had transformed in a panic and were flapping around the ceiling in a flurry of black feathers, cawing loudly.

      Emi scrambled off the table, sending more stuff crashing to the floor, and dashed to Shiro’s side. She flung three crates out of the way to unbury him and dropped to her knees beside him. She patted his face, feeling the heat emanating off his skin, same as when Yumei had tried—and failed—to pull a loop of beads off.

      His eyelids flickered and opened. He squinted at her blurrily.

      “Didn’t work?” he mumbled.

      “I’m sorry.” Unwanted tears stung her eyes and she quickly rubbed a hand over her face. “I’m so sorry, Shiro. I couldn’t get it off. I don’t know why.”

      He sat up with a wince and pushed his hair out of his eyes. “I told you your ki hadn’t recovered yet. Amaterasu took almost all her power when she left you.”

      “So I don’t have enough Amatsukami ki to remove it?”

      “At the moment, it would seem not.”

      “Her ki will come back though,” she said, urgency creeping into her voice. “It will start filtering into me again so she can take my body on the solstice. I’ll be able to remove it soon.”

      He nodded, not quite meeting her gaze. A flicker of doubt touched her as she remembered how, even fully charged with Amaterasu’s power, she’d barely managed to pull the second loop off. What if she wasn’t strong enough to remove the third binding?

      “Shiro.” She gripped his shoulder until he looked at her. “I will get the onenju off you. No matter what happens, I promise I’ll free you from the curse.”

      His stare bored into her, taking her very soul captive. His hand rose and he touched her jaw with two fingers, sliding them up to her ear. Her skin tingled in the wake of his touch.

      “I will hold you to that promise, little miko.”

      The crows burst out in a chorus of excited cawing, making her and Shiro jump. The darkness in the doorway rippled and Yumei stepped out of it. His eyes slid over the room, widening.

      “What did you do?” he snarled. “I leave for a few hours and you destroy my home?”
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Emi flinched and slipped away from Shiro as she glanced at the trashed room. Shiro rose to his feet, stretching his back.

      “Calm down, Yumei,” he drawled. “Emi tried to remove the onenju and it blasted us. She needs to recover more strength.”

      “Of course she does,” he snapped. “I told you that. Why did you allow her to try?”

      He shrugged. Emi flinched again. Maybe she should have listened to Shiro.

      “Is that food?” Shiro asked, pointing at the large paper bag in Yumei’s hand.

      Emi blinked at the bag. “Is that a takeout bag? How did you order takeout?”

      “I stole it. I have no idea what it contains.”

      “It smells good, at least,” Shiro said optimistically. As he crossed the room, his arm brushed hers, sending a little warm shiver through her. Relieving Yumei of the bag, he dropped down at the table and shoved the broken teacup out of the way.

      Yumei hissed angrily.

      “It’s just a cup. You have too much junk. Are you a raven or a magpie?”

      The crows swooped down and landed on the table as Shiro ripped the bag open to investigate its contents. Emi tried not to think about the unlucky human who was now mysteriously short his dinner. Yumei started picking up pieces of the tea cup, his expressionless face vaguely gloomy as he collected its remains.

      Emi hung back, watching them as an odd, unexpected feeling rose in her chest and squeezed her lungs in a good way. How strange it was to feel content in this moment.

      She had to admit that it was an unlikely time to feel any positive emotion. Her own impending doom aside—which she’d gotten an uncomfortably good taste of when Amaterasu possessed her—she had yet to fulfill her promise to Shiro. He was still trapped in the beads’ curse, and it was more imperative now than ever that she free him.

      Amaterasu’s urgent command rang through her memory: Find the Kunitsukami and free them …

      Emi could barely wrap her mind around the idea of Izanami imprisoning the Kunitsukami, let alone imagine why she would do such a thing. Did Izanami really intend to destroy the world? That she wanted Emi dead and Shiro destroyed permanently was terrifying enough, and despite having driven her away once, Emi knew better than to hope that Izanami would leave her be.

      Find the Kunitsukami. Shiro and the Kunitsukami were connected somehow and now, through Amaterasu, Emi too was intertwined with the fates of the ultimate and all-powerful rulers of the yokai.

      Her gaze lifted to Shiro and Yumei. They were leaning over the takeout bag and discussing the edibility of human cooking, their heads almost touching, white hair contrasting with black. They would help her. She would help them. Somehow, together, they needed to do this.

      Though her days in this world were numbered, that didn’t bother her as much anymore. She’d felt Amaterasu’s spirit within her, felt the Amatsukami’s gentle compassion and fierce devotion. She’d felt Amaterasu’s love and respect for her. Though Amaterasu would soon destroy her, the kami did not take Emi’s sacrifice lightly.

      Her journey into the world of yokai had begun so unexpectedly. She’d ventured so far from what she knew to find the truth about her fate, and in turn, she’d discovered a greater and far more terrifying truth about Izanami and the missing Kunitsukami.

      The internal battle she’d fought between the demand that she bow to duty and the need to fight for her survival had shaken the very foundation of her soul. Yet, as she’d realized, survival alone wasn’t enough if her life became nothing more than an empty, meaningless shell of existence. Some things were more important than living, more important than any one life could possibly be. How could she regret the loss of her life when the fate of the world hung in the balance?

      Shiro turned, his questioning ruby eyes meeting hers. Her heart swelled in her chest and she smiled as she crossed the room to join him. Some things were more important than her life, but that didn’t mean her life didn’t matter at all.

      And before she left this world for good, she would help her kami save it.
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        Dark Tempest

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Dark Tempest is now available for pre-order! http://amzn.to/2ehg684
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          Pronunciation Guide

        

      

    
    
      
        Emi – eh-mee

        Kannushi – kahn-noo-shee

        Sohei – soh-hay

        Fujimoto – foo-jee-moh-toh

        Minoru – mee-noh-roo

        Nanako – nah-nah-koh

        Miko – mee-ko

        Kami – kah-mee

        Katsuo – kah-tsoo-oh

        Kamigakari – kah-mee-gah-kah-ree

        Amaterasu – ah-mah-teh-rah-soo

        Amatsukami – ah-mah-tsoo-kah-mee

        Susano – soo-sah-noh

        Kunitsukami – koo-nee-tsoo-kah-mee

        Yokai – yoh-kigh

        Rina – ree-nah

        Yui – yoo-ee

        Ofuda – oh-foo-dah

        Ishida – ee-shee-dah

        Miyako – mee-yah-koh

        Izanagi – ee-zah-nah-ghee

        Izanami – ee-zah-nah-mee

        Tsukiyomi – tsoo-kee-yoh-mee

        Sarutahiko – sah-roo-tah-hee-koh

        Uzume – oo-zoo-may

        Inari – ee-nah-ree

        Ki – kee

        Kitsune – kee-tsoo-nay

        Onenju – oh-nen-joo

        Shiro – shee-roh

        Tengu – ten-goo

        Yumei – yoo-may

        Koyane – koh-yah-nay

        Ameonna – ah-may-ohn-nah

        Sunekosuri – soo-nay-koh-soo-ree
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        Akio (ah-kee-oh) – The sohei assigned to guard Emi at her previous shrine.

        

        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.

        

        Ameonna (ah-may-ohn-nah) – A wind and water yokai, and the self-proclaimed Lady of the Rain.

        

        Ayakashi (ah-yah-kah-shee) – A type of yokai visible to humans as small, glowing lights near water.

        

        Daimyojin (digh-mee-yoh-jeen) – A title belonging to the Kunitsukami Sarutahiko, meaning “the great virtuous god.”

        

        Fujimoto Hideyoshi (foo-jee-moh-toh hee-day-yoh-shee) – The kannushi of the Shirayuri Shrine. Note: In Japanese, the family name precedes the given name.

        

        Guji (goo-jee) – 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 (how-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.

        

        Inugami (ee-noo-gah-mee) – A dog yokai.

        

        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.

        

        Kagura (kah-goo-rah) – A type of ceremonial dance, sometimes theatrical, that is traditionally performed by miko.

        

        Kami (kah-mee) – Spiritual beings who originate from Takamahara, the heavenly realm, and visit the earthly realm through the use of kamigakari.

        

        Kamigakari (kah-mee-gah-kah-ree) – Meaning literally “kami possession,” a kamigakari is a human who hosts a kami’s spirit within their body. Depending on the circumstances, a kamigakari can be a volunteer or a victim of forced possession.

        

        Kannushi (kan-noo-shee) – A priest who runs and maintains a shrine, leads worship of the shrine’s kami, and manages and/or performs in festivals, ceremonies, and other shrine events. Link: A kannushi in his traditional uniform.

        

        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 crow yokai.

        

        Katana (kah-tah-nah) – A traditional Japanese sword with a curved, slender, single-edged blade. Link: A katana.

        

        Katsuo (kah-tsoo-oh) – A sohei assigned to protect Emi at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Ki (kee) – Meaning “spiritual energy or life force,” ki is the internal power used by kami and yokai, and, to a lesser extent, humans. Pure ki from a balanced mind and soul is stronger than impure ki.

        

        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 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.

        

        Koma-inu (koh-mah-ee-noo) – Paired statues in the shape of lion-like creatures that guard a shrine, meant to ward off evil spirits. Link: A koma-inu statue.

        

        Kosode (koh-soh-day) – A traditional Japanese garment similar to a kimono but for more casual wear, with shorter sleeves and varying lengths.

        

        Koyane (koh-yah-nay) – A kami, vassal to Izanami.

        

        Kunitsukami (koo-nee-tsoo-kah-mee) – The four most powerful yokai who rule Tsuchi, the earthly spirit realm: Sarutahiko of the Mountain, Uzume of the Wood, Susano of the Storm, and Inari of the Fire.

        

        Kyubi no kitsune (kee-yoo-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 at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Miso (mee-soh) – A traditional Japanese seasoning often used for sauces, spreads, and soup stock.

        

        Miyako (mee-yah-koh) – A teenage girl who lives in Kiroibara.

        

        Nanako (nah-nah-koh) – A miko at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        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.

        

        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.

        

        Onmyo (own-mee-yoh) – A philosophy based on yin and yang and the balance of the elements.

        

        Orochi (oh-roh-chee) – An eight-headed dragon yokai.

        

        Rina (ree-nah) – A miko-in-training at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Sarutahiko (sah-roo-tah-hee-koh) – The Kunitsukami of the Mountain and ultimate ruler of the yokai, husband of Uzume.

        

        Sekisho no seishin (say-kee-shoh noh say-sheen) – An incantation for creating a protective barrier, translating literally to “barrier of the spirit.”

        

        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.

        

        Shion (shee-ohn) – A city located 30 miles (50 km) northeast of Kiroibara and the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Shirayuri Shrine (shee-rah-yoo-ree) – A small shrine dedicated to the worship of Amaterasu that serves the population of Kiroibara.

        

        Shiro (shee-roh) – A kitsune yokai.

        

        Shukusei no tama (shoo-koo-say no tah-mah) – An incantation for purifying ki, translating literally to “purge of the soul.”

        

        Sohei (soh-hay) – A warrior priest trained in martial and spiritual combat who acts as a shrine guardian and yokai exorcist.

        

        Sotei no shinketsu (so-tay no sheen-keh-tsoo) – An incantation for immobilizing a foe, translating literally to “binding of the heart’s blood.”

        

        Sunekosuri (soo-nay-koh-soo-ree) – An inugami yokai who serves the yokai Ameonna. Link: A Kai Ken, the breed of dog that Sunekosuri resembles.

        

        Susano (soo-sah-noh) – The Kunitsukami of the Storm.

        

        Takamahara (tah-kah-mah-hah-rah) – The “high heavenly plain,” a realm inhabited by kami.

        

        Tanuki (tah-noo-kee) – A Japanese racoon dog yokai that is known for its trickster nature and shapeshifting abilities. Link: “Tanuki” refers to both regular racoon dogs and the yokai.

        

        Tatami (tah-tah-mee) – A type of mat, typically made from rice straw, used as a flooring material in traditional Japanese rooms. Link: A room with tatami.

        

        Tengu (ten-goo) – A raven yokai known as the lord of crows, guardian of mountains and forests, and harbinger of war.

        

        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 as humans know it.

        

        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.

        

        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.

        

        Yui (yoo-ee) – A miko-in-training at the Shirayuri Shrine.

        

        Yumei (yoo-may) – A raven yokai known as the Tengu.
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        Brittany Jackson, also known as Bea, is an award-winning freelance illustrator based in Michigan. Taken by a passion for the arts at a young age, Bea embraced her gift of drawing and learned how to bring her vivid imagination to life in a variety of artistic styles she's learned throughout the years. With a strong sense for concepts and design, Bea has become well recognized for her ability to paint a picture from words, communicating ideas—hers and others—through beautiful narrative illustration.

      

      
        Find out more about Bea at BeaGifted.com.
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        YA urban fantasy by Annette Marie
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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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